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E D WA R D ,  T H E  P E O P L E ’ S  P R I N C E

In the post-war world, Prince Edward embarked on a tour to 
bolster old allegiances and foster new ones.  

But, as Joshua Casper writes, his North American sojourn  
became a personal coronation
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L ove and war will always 
define the erstwhile 
Edward VIII. Scribes 
and scholars paint the 
picture of a man who 

abdicated the crown and turned his 
back on the British people for love. 
And, ingrained in Britain’s collective 
conscience, are images of Nazis 
curtsying to the Duke of Windsor 
as the world sat on the precipice of 
another war. But before he became 
the Duke of Windsor, Edward was 

the Prince of Wales, a tenure also 
defined by love and war. In the five 
years between two shots in Sarajevo 
in June 1914 and the Armistice of 
November 1918, he evolved from 
an adolescent searching for purpose 
to a royal icon who typified a 
generation. Beloved for his noble 
service, he was now dubbed “The 
People’s Prince”.

On November 18, 1919, HMS 
Renown sailed into New York and 
Edward’s North American Tour 

came to a triumphant climax. The 
battlecruiser had already taken him 
to Canada to be fêted by jubilant 
subjects, arriving in August at the 
beginning of the first of no less 
than 16 royal tours that ferried the 
prince around the Empire in the 
interbellum. But there was no place 
like New York. 

Disembarking to a 21-gun salute, 
he was engulfed by the sea of 
humanity gathered at the tip of 
Manhattan to greet the Prince of 
Wales. He headed up Broadway to 
what he described as “a municipal 
welcome without counterpart 
elsewhere in the world” to flocks of 
New Yorkers perilously perched on 
the ledges of skyscrapers, waving 
American and Union flags. 

“Peering into the shadowy,   
 steep-sided canyon of Broadway,” 
he recalled, “I discovered that 
the air between the tall buildings 
on either side of the street was 
obscured by what appeared to be a 
driving snowstorm.” 

“What's that?” the prince shouted. 
“Ticker tape!” yelled his friend 

Rodman Wanamaker, seated next to 
him at the head of the motorcade as  
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The Dominions wanted, if not a vaudeville show, then a first-class carnival 
in which the Prince of Wales should play a gay, many-sided and natural role

confetti blanketed the sky. Looking 
puzzled, the prince replied: “What's 
ticker tape?” 

As the deafening roar drowned 
out the answer, he put it all together. 
The makeshift confetti was a  
by-product of the machines 
that spat out stock quotes in the 
heart of New York’s financial 
district. Everything in America 
was bigger and more flamboyant 
and the dynamic prince felt at 
home. “Occasionally through the 
paper streamers would come a 
somewhat larger body that would 
land with a somewhat alarming 
thud,” Edward recalled. “Telephone 
books,” Wanamaker shouted, 
“some of these people are too damn 
ambitious!” The heir, who had 
been invested at Carnarvon Castle 
and had witnessed two spectacular 
coronations, declared: “It’s the most 
wonderful scene I ever saw.” 

The visit was the beginning of 
mutual love between the world’s 
most famous man and its most 
famous city; the crescendo of an 
extravaganza that criss-crossed 
North America: “Three months 
ago, The World correspondent wired 
from St John, New Brunswick, ‘New 
York will fall in love with this lad’ – 
New York did,” The World reported.

 
Charm and mystery
In August 1914, Edward wondered 
aloud about his purpose. War 
transformed him and service helped 

him forge an identity; he emerged 
a symbol of duty and gallantry. In 
many ways, he became the glue 
holding the Empire together.

“The deciding emotional factor 
which prevented revolution,” wrote 
author Compton Mackenzie, “was 
the captivation of the popular fancy 
by the personality of the Prince of 
Wales. Here was a leader for the 
time ahead and who wanted to 
match the age of his men.” Even 
the prince begrudgingly recognised 
the proverbial halo around him: “I 
have never before appeared more 
desirable,” he recalled, “Everything 
I did was vested with sort of a 
magical charm.” 

The attributes that contributed to 
his future demise were some of the 
same qualities that drew people to 
him. His accessibility was novel, 
as was his populist reputation. Sir 
Fredrick Ponsonby, part of the 
old guard, told the prince that he 
was showing himself off too much. 
“I think there is risk in making 
yourself too accessible,” advised the 
Keeper of the Privy Purse. “The 
monarchy must always retain an 
element of mystery.”

Edward disagreed. Wales fancied 
himself a man of the people. His 
subjects sensed the egalitarian spirit 
kindled in the trenches and even 
if he was more wed to tradition 
than imagined, for a public figure 
sometimes image is reality. In 1919 
it seemed the prince’s instincts were 

impeccable. He, like the prime 
minister, saw times changing. “As 
Lloyd George shrewdly surmised,” 
he wrote, “the Dominions wanted, if 
not a vaudeville show, then a  
first-class carnival in which the 
Prince of Wales should play a gay, 
many-sided and natural role.”

While his father George V was not 
one to embrace change, he didn’t 
resist modernity. The King was the 
steady hand that led, while Edward 
ushered the Windsor dynasty into 
the post-war age. Edward took the 
monarchy around the world, with 
Canada the first stop.

Even on the crossing, Edward 
opted to spend time with the 
officers and ratings, finding out how 
each part of the warship functioned. 
It satisfied his curiosity and interest 
for mechanics, but, importantly, 
showed his distinct inclination 
toward the crew and the work that 
they did.

When Renown pulled into St John 
at the rear of a three-ship group that 
included the Dauntless and Dragon, 
the group had zig-zagged through 
icebergs and, as a demonstration for 
the prince, the battlecruiser turned 
her four-inch secondaries onto one. 

By all accounts it was a spectacle, 
but the arrival at an otherwise 
sleepy town provided a more 
impressive visual: ecstasy – as 
was the case when his grandfather 
Edward VII arrived in 1860 as 
Prince of Wales. 
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Canadians matched the 
enterprising spirit of colonists, 
but were grounded by British 
posture. Canada had autonomy 
and a culture of its own, and 
embraced New World modernity, 
yet as a constitutional monarchy 
it was unlike its southern brother 
in being tied to King and Empire. 
St John had even become a 
monarchist refuge of sorts; home 
to descendants of loyalists who had 
fled the American Revolution.

Meeting the people
Whether on or off duty, Edward 
had one thing in mind: mix with 
the people. He endeavoured to 
shake every hand. The press was 
everywhere, and he was a star 
born for the Pathé ‘movie men’ 
who followed his every move. 
He traded his naval cortège for 
a bespoke train courtesy of the 
Canadian Pacific Railway. The 
ten-car royal train was a 1,000-ton 
wonder that carried Edward from 
sea-to-shining-sea. A portrait of 
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“ The Dominions are no longer colonies; they are sister nations… I regard 
myself as belonging to Great Britain and to Canada in the same way... I shall 

regard myself as not only an Englishman but also as a Canadian”

the information revolution, there 
was even a designated press car. His 
private car was an 82ft electrical 
marvel with Satinwood interiors, 
dining room, bedroom, lavatory and 
pantry,complete with chef.

Arriving in Halifax, Nova Scotia, a 
day early, Edward took some leave. 
When he went for a swim at one of 
the island’s many beaches a young 
boy spotted him. “Betcha ten cents 
that’s the Prince of Wales,” said the 
youngster, challenging his group. 
The inevitable sceptic retorted: 
“Naw, that ain't no prince, anyhow 
he doesn't come till tomorrow.”

“It’s the prince, I tell you;” the 
brash kid interjected. “See here; 
betcha another ten cents.” As 
the boy told New York Times 
correspondent Douglas Newton 
(who later penned Westward with 
the Prince of Wales) “I goes and asks 
him.” The affable Edward won the 
young gambler 20 cents.

After his detour, Edward was 
given a parade reminiscent of his 
grandfather’s visit, which many 
older Canadians fondly recalled. 
Overwhelming crowds were at 
every stop and passionate bonds 
were forged. Without the limitations 
of social constraint, Edward 
was free to assert his egalitarian 
instincts. He was not inhibited by 
whims of the ruling class and was 
free to mix with lords, shopkeepers, 
children and, importantly, with 
politicians and veterans.

“What the ruling class did during 
those years when the popularity 
of the Prince of Wales was at its 
height was to take advantage of it 
to strengthen the sentimental ties 
with the Dominions and colonies,” 
wrote Mackenzie. “It was the Prince 
of Wales’ task to demonstrate to 
Canadians the vitality of the mother 
country. He demonstrated it by 
vitality of himself.” 

The Commonwealth was 
supposedly conceived by George VI 
and is still passionately preserved 
by the Queen. But the philosophy 
that the then Princess Elizabeth 
affirmed on her own inaugural 
Royal Tour was first asserted by her 
uncle in Toronto: “The Dominions 
are no longer colonies; they are 
sister nations… I regard myself 
as belonging to Great Britain and 
to Canada in the same way. This 
also means that when I go down 
to the United States… I shall 
regard myself as going there not 
only as an Englishman, but also 
as a Canadian, as a representative 
of the whole Empire.” Canadian 
premier Sir Robert Borden had to 
be happy. While President Wilson 
presided over the Paris Peace 
Conference, Borden quietly lobbied 
for the Dominions to have distinct 
representation in the League of 
Nations. Edward’s visit underscored 
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Canadian ties to the monarchy 
while Borden ensured Canada 
forged an identity all her own.

Edward’s image was reinforced 
when he attended Canadian 
Labour Day festivities, an almost 
inconceivable gesture during a 
time when socialism was on the 
rise. He saw no contradiction; 
he spoke of universal prosperity 
as a benefit of modernity. In an 
elaborate ceremony, Edward laid 
the cornerstone of a tower that 
was to rise above the Canadian 
Parliament as a symbol of 
peace and nationhood. A 1914 
fire had destroyed the heart of 
the parliament building whose 
foundation stone was laid by the 
prince’s grandfather. With the 
cornerstone of the Peace Tower in 
place and HRH present, Borden 
reopened parliament. Canada joined 
the League of Nations and ratified 
the Treaty of Versailles. 

Then there were veterans, with 
whom Edward had mass appeal: 
“The young prince comes as a 
simple and unaffected soldier 
who has won the confidence of 
thousands of our own men overseas, 
and whose democratic tastes have 
appealed to the whole empire rather 
than as a representative of royalty,” 
said the Ottawa Citizen. “The 
reception tendered in parts of the 
country is evidence of the regard 
in which he is held personally, 
and the respect which obtains in 
this democratic country for the 
constitutional interpretation of the 
monarchical form of government 
which marks the Empire. 

“The welcome given is 
spontaneous and inspired 
only by sincere liking, and by 

that hospitality characteristic 
of Canadians who appreciate 
manliness and devotion to duty in 
whatever sphere. 

“The Prince of Wales during the 
war displayed the human side of his 
character and gained the friendship 
and esteem of the Empire’s fighting 
men everywhere.”

As was typical during the tour, one 
veteran greeted him like a long-lost 
friend: “It was just as if you saw me 
in an automobile and came along to 
tell me something.” Another told the 
New York Times’ Newton: “There 
was no king-stuff about it. And that's 
why he gets us. There isn't a sheet 
of ice between us and him.” A third 
added: “He's our sort. He has no 
side. We like to treat men as men, 
and that's the way he meets us."

 
Princing with panache
Edward stopped in cities large and 
small and did what he later coined 
as ‘princing’ with panache. When he 

arrived in British Colombia, hockey 
legend Lester Patrick (who, when 
war raged along the Western Front, 
had been asked to remain in Canada 
to boost morale) was waiting to 
show off the national sport. When 
HRH visited in 1924, he became 
patron of the National Hockey 
League’s Prince of Wales trophy. 

One surprise was the enthusiastic 
reception Edward received in 
Montréal. Francophone Québec 
was particularly resistant to 
wartime conscription, but evidently 
displayed no lasting resentment. 
“The confederation of the Canadian 
provinces,” said Edward, “has 
demonstrated forever the sagacity of 
the policy by which are united the 
two Canadian races… I am firmly 
convinced that an era of long and 
glorious prosperity is about to open 
up for the great nation born of this 
union... united to the other great 
nations of the British Empire.” 

And, as at home, Edward had 
interest in the lives of workers, 
too. When he reached Edmonton, 
the heart of mining country, 
he again took to sport. Edward 
doffed his cap to bleachers full of 
baseball fans and threw the first 
pitch. He autographed the ball to 
commemorate the championship 
game between semi-pro miner 
league teams. Edward’s curiosity 
led him down a 300ft mineshaft 
where the “Prince of Wales seam” 
was being chiselled out below. The 
prince then spent a couple of days 
canoeing and fishing in the vast 
wilderness only to be met by tens of 
thousands of people at his next stop. 
As he traversed the plains, he met 
indigenous tribes, many of whom 
possessed medallions emblazoned 
with Queen Victoria’s face, denoting 
their long-standing ‘recognition’  
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Canada, a burgeoning nation, maintained the ties that 
bound them to King and Empire through their 

love for the prince

of the frontier settlers who moved 
west on to their lands. 

One of his most touching 
excursions was to Banff. To say the 
Prince of Wales was never crowned 
is a mistake: The Stoney Nakoda 
Nation coronated the future king 
as Chief Morning Star. “Accept this 
Indian suit, the best we have,” said 
Chief Young Thunder, donning the 
prince with the grand feathered 
regalia of a warrior, after which one 
of the last remaining indigenous 
nations held an elaborate ceremony 
in his honour. As the Fallen were 
commemorated, evident was the 
palpable bond formed with the 
prince who was with Canadian units 
when the Armistice was signed. 

Though he was royal, battle-weary 
Canadians saw an idealised 
reflection of themselves and 
promise of a new generation in 
a world traumatised by war and 
pandemic. “Many of the returned 
soldiers had known the Prince 
of Wales at the front in France, 
Flanders and Germany,” recounted 
a book published to benefit blinded 
soldiers. “He made it his custom 
wherever permitted to shake hands 
with every man and also wherever 
possible to shake hands with and 
speak to the relatives of the Fallen. 
Again and again, the train was 
stopped at the prince’s request while 
he stepped off to have a few words 
with waiting people to shake their 
hands.” In fact, Edward greeted 
so many well-wishers that his 
right hand turned a disconcerting 
blue. “Everyone was anxious to 
shake my hand,” he later noted. “I 
decided it would be ungracious to 

refuse. It was based on the idea that 
Canada was sparsely populated, or 
I failed to appreciate what a feeble 
instrument the right hand really is.

“I was forced to retire it from 
imperial service.” 

Edward was particularly taken by 
the Rockies. In Alberta, he was so 
“stirred by the beauty and grandeur” 
that he bought a 4,000-acre ranch. 
It bonded him to Canada. And, as 
his train reached the prairie and 
crossed the foothills of the Rockies, 
Edward learned that Canada 
comprised many peoples – at one 
stop, 24 babies from two dozen 
emigrant nations were presented 
and one mother showed him her 
Armistice Day baby. 

The prince saw the wonders 
of Canada from Niagara Falls to 
Vancouver Island. His journey 
became as ingrained in the lore of 
Hamilton and Calgary as Moose 
Jaw and Medicine Hat. Canada, a 
burgeoning nation, maintained the 
ties that bound them to King and 
Empire through their love for him.

Spirits and spirit 
Returning to Ottawa, the prince 
boarded a locomotive to make his 
journey from one capital to another. 
He was on his way to Washington 
when the clock struck 11am as 
he pulled into Union Station in 
Baltimore. The train came to a halt 
while Americans observed two 
minutes of silence to commemorate 
the first Armistice Day on 
November 11, 1919 – a tradition 
since discarded in the States.

Before he arrived in Washington, 
Edward allowed himself a short 

rest at White Sulphur Resort, West 
Virginia. ‘Rest’ consisted of walks, 
golf and dancing. 

He then called on World War 
One President Woodrow Wilson. 
Cries of ‘Vive Wilson!’ in France 
were evocative of the outpourings 
Edward heard during his time in 
North America, but following a 
less successful whistle-stop tour 
to sell ‘his’ League of Nations to 
America, a stroke had left Wilson 
incapacitated. Bedridden in the 
same Lincoln bed also slept in by 
Edward VII, the stricken leader had 
a short audience with the prince. 

Then came Edward’s first 
introduction to the eccentricities of 
a ‘dry’ America. 

Congress couldn’t agree to 
ratify the Treaty of Versailles, 
but did manage to agree that 
a constitutional amendment 
prohibiting the sale of alcohol was a 
prudent action. As Edward tactfully 
wrote long after Prohibition’s 
repeal: “My impression was that 
this curious law was not taken too 
seriously. At any rate, it would be 
gracious of me were I to deny that 
my American hosts occasionally 
made tactful provision for the 
moderate requirements of me and 
my staff… 

“There were times when 
something more stimulating than 
water would have imparted more 
warmth to the usual toast drunk to 
my health.”

Edward was provided an 
interesting retrospective on 
the peculiarities of Prohibition 
after visiting Annapolis, where 
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V I S I T I N G  A N  O L D  L I O N 

The prince began his last day on the American continent with a solemn ceremony 
at Sagamore Hill, Long Island, where Edward laid a wreath at Theodore 
Roosevelt’s grave. The former soldier and president died earlier in 1919. 

Then as now, the president’s monuments to adventure – from African ivory tusks 
to mementos from the Battle of San Juan, and his exploration of the uncharted 
Amazon – dotted his estate. ‘Teddy’ Roosevelt represented everything that 
fascinated Edward, from his pioneering spirit to his progressive impulse. His myth 
was also forged on the battlefield.  

As the story goes, when Edward was a child, he was in the library at Windsor 
Castle exploring an album that included prominent men of the day. One section 
included rulers of the world’s nations, prominent among them Roosevelt. “Father, 
Mr Roosevelt is a very clever man, isn’t he,” said Edward. “Yes,” the King replied. 
“He is a great and good man. I look upon him as a genius.” 

A few days later, George V found the picture moved and asked Edward about it. 
“You told me the other day you thought Mr Roosevelt was a genius, so I took him 
away from the kings and emperors and put him among the famous people.”

Therein lies the enigma of the uncrowned king who perhaps shone as a prince 
like none other. “King George had all the talent but none of the genius of royalty,” 
said biographer Compton Mackenzie. “If his son may have lacked some of the 
talents, he had the genius of it beyond any except a dozen princes in history.”

Franklin Roosevelt, then assistant 
secretary of the US Navy, greeted 
the motorcade. As enthusiastic 
midshipmen broke out into a 
spontaneous cheer to honour their 
fellow veteran, Edward’s motorcycle 
escort – a wonder of precision in 
the morning – had trouble even 
getting onto their bikes. As they 
weaved about the prince couldn’t 
help but notice. “Those men seem 
in pretty bad shape,” he told his 
bodyguard, Secret Service Agent 
Bill Nye, as a motorcycle veered 
off the road. They had run into FBI 
bootleg agents who made a party 
of the windfall. “This could’ve only 
happened in my country,” cracked 
Nye. Edward interceded, saving 
their hides. 

When Edward came home, he told 
his father a little ditty he picked up 
on the Canadian border, no doubt 
enriched by the dry land to south. It 
even made the taciturn King smile: 

Four and twenty Yankees, feeling 
very dry, 

Went across the border to get a 
drink of Rye. 

When the Rye was opened, the 
Yanks began to sing, 

“God Bless America, but God save 
the King!”

Among the most poignant 
moments was Edward’s visit to 

Walter Reed Medical Center to see 
wounded veterans. “They greeted 
him as one of themselves,” said the 
New York Daily News. Men from 
all over remembered him from the 
front. “Typically American” was the 
opinion of one wounded warrior 
meeting him. Edward said: “It is a 
great pleasure for me to visit this 
hospital and see so many of my 

comrades in arms. I am sorry my 
stay is so short, I cannot see more 
of you individually. I wish I could 
tell each one of you how deeply 
grateful we British are for what you 
did.” A soldier from Philadelphia 
countered: “We didn’t do any 
more than you yourself did.” “The 
spirit these boys exhibit is truly 
inspiring,” said Edward.

ABOVE A CROWD 
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Part One of this feature, 
chronicling the prince’s war years, 
is in our October issue.

New York, New York
The acclaim Canadians bestowed 
on their future sovereign was 
overshadowed by the pageantry 
of New York, which “did her best 
to show young Wales that he was 
exceedingly welcome” wrote the 
Herald. It was equally true that the 
prince was appreciative. 

Britons, unaccustomed to such 
unadulterated displays of emotion, 
were astonished at the unbridled 
fervour with which Edward was 
greeted, and he was relieved to see 
Wanamaker’s face among the mob. 
“Whenever I entered a crowd,” he 
remembered, “it closed on me like 
an octopus.”

Few parades rivalled the reception. 
A military procession lined the 
route and burst into “God Save 
the King”, rendering Edward 
gobsmacked. Of course, as the 
Brooklyn Times Union noted, the 
girls then followed with a chorus 
of “God Save the Prince of Wales”. 
New York “showered down upon 
the bewildered, delighted prince 
a veritable rain of confetti…” said 
one scribe, “and it was not entirely 
because he was Prince of Wales, but 
more because we liked him”.

Droves pushed to get a glimpse as 
the cortège passed where crowds 
overflowed from Bowling Green. 
The frenetic enormity was a sight 
to behold, even for a man who 
would be king, who said: “This 
masterpiece of acclimation in 
my honour was thrilling beyond 
description. Half-asphyxiated by 
the smell of gasoline, I found myself 
sitting up on the back of the motor, 
bowing and waving like an actor 
summoned by a tremendous  
curtain call.” 

When he reached City Hall, he 
was greeted by Tammany Mayor 
John Hylan. 

Knowing of New York’s 
Irish constituency, the prince 

could sense that Mayor Hylan, 
though laudatory, was aloof. 
The trepidation may have been 
grounded in a truth: The prince’s 
bodyguard, British intelligence 
officer Norman Thwaites, claimed 
that he and Nye uncovered a plot 
by Irish dissidents to assassinate 
Edward at the Waldorf Astoria 
Hotel. Thwaites, a former reporter 
for The World, said in his 1932 
tell-all: “It was said a desperate 
fellow contemplated blowing up the 
prince’s quarters.” 

Nye was sceptical of the danger 
until they found the suspect in the 
room below and chased him off. 

Edward’s Canadian adventure 
had done much to reinforce the 
Dominion’s consent to Empire and 
Commonwealth. 

His American sojourn, in many 
ways, signalled a start to what many 
refer to as the ‘special relationship’: 

“We welcome you as a comrade 
in arms,” said Secretary of State 
Francis Hugo. “We greet you as 
though a fellow American.” 

From the Bowery (akin to 
London’s East End) to the grand 
Metropolitan Opera House, New 
Yorkers were captivated by Edward’s 
charm and he was rumoured to have 
taken a stroll through the Bowery’s 
bohemian streets before boarding 
HMS Renown for home. 

Edward was smitten, after Hylan 
presented him with the freedom 
of the city, he said: “I do not feel a 
stranger in the United States or in 
New York… I have looked forward 
to coming for a long time. I find that 
I like the United States even better 
than I had anticipated.”

Edward reflected after returning 
home: “At 25, this world looked 
pleasant enough to a young Prince 
of Wales without too many cares 
and a battlecruiser to take him 
around the world.” .

LEFT EDWARD 
SHAKES HANDS WITH 

US ARMY GENERAL 
JOHN PERSHING 
ON HIS ARRIVAL 
AT WASHINGTON 

DC, NOVEMBER 11, 
1919. 'BLACK JACK' 

PERSHING HAD 
LED THE AMERICAN 

EXPEDITIONARY 
FORCES ON THE 

WESTERN FRONT  
FROM 1917

TOPFOTO

BELOW THE PRINCE 
OF WALES IN NEW 

YORK, WEARING 
MILITARY UNIFORM 
AND STANDING ON 
THE STEPS OF THE 

WOOLWORTH 
BUILDING EVERETT  

COLLECTION/ALAMY


