PRINCE
D E S P E R AT E
FIGHT
A man who ultimately became known for scandal, Edward,
Prince of Wales, first piqued public interest by spending time in
the trenches. JOSHUA CASPER examines how World War One
sparked Edward’s rise as a royal popular with the masses
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n November 21,
1919, Edward, Prince
of Wales, laid a
wreath at the grave
of former American
President Theodore Roosevelt in
Sagamore Hill, New York. It was
the culmination of a whirlwind
tour filled with sombre memorials
and jubilant celebrations. The
prince’s tribute was to a man who
embodied his every unfulfilled
desire – President Roosevelt had
forged his own path and sowed
his own destiny, while the young
prince had been denied the
freedom to do the same.
However, the Prince of Wales
had come to symbolise hope to a
new generation. In the shadow of
war and amid a global Spanish flu
pandemic, he had become ‘The
People’s Prince’. As David Lloyd
George (British Prime Minister at
the time) put it, Edward was the
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British Empire’s first ambassador
and its best salesman.
World War One defined
Edward’s entry to public life. It
served as a finishing school for
a young prince trying to find
his place in a changing world,
and harnessed his unique ability
to connect with all people.
The restrictions of his position
fomented his hidden turmoil –
fuelling his inner conflict but also
unlocking his greatest gifts. During
Edward’s visit to North America,
one newspaper wrote: “The
difference between the boy who
went to France and the man who
returned is almost astounding…
From the highest to the humblest
of his subjects, he is now referred
to as a man.”
The conflict enabled the prince
to discover something he'd
struggled to grasp – his sense of
identity. The circumstances saw
him mix with all walks of life, and,
in the following peace, the Crown
was accessible in a way it had
never been before – with Edward
as its beloved talisman. He became
its defining symbol of allied valour.
Writing in later life as the Duke of
Windsor, Edward remembered of
the Great War: “my military duties
were circumscribed and my role
certainly an unusual one, yet, my
education was widened in war –
not through book or theory, but
through the experience of living
under all kinds of conditions with
all manner of men.
“The circumstances of my
birth,” he confessed, “slowed my
preparation for the outer world.”

Birth right

As he entered public life, King
George V ingrained his son with
the mantra: “You must always
remember who you are.”
Edward was always conscious
of what he was, but it can prove
difficult to remember ‘who’ one
is, if one doesn't quite know.
Revealingly, he posited such and
this internal struggle seemed to
dominate his existence. To his
subjects, he was the picture of
valour, but the idea that he should
be set apart by birth rankled his
inner conscience. “I suppose that,
without quite understanding why,
I was in unconscious rebellion
against my position. That is what
comes, perhaps, of sending an
impressionable prince to school
and war,” he observed.
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The prince had gone from the
isolation of a youth where his only
playmates were his siblings, to
the cloistered confines of a naval
college. A precocious, if insecure,
Edward tried to fit in but was
always set apart. Before Oxford,
he had scantly seen the outside
world – even there his engagements
were tightly guarded. Yet, the social
inhibition that defined his life
would begin to disappear.
Edward recalled being home from
Oxford when the King entertained
the heir to the Austro-Hungarian
Empire – Franz Ferdinand. Little
did they know that, before long, the
archduke would be assassinated
in Bosnia by a Serbian nationalist
fighting against Austro-Hungarian
rule. The consequences of the
assassin’s bullet in Sarajevo
propelled the world into war –
thrusting Edward, and so many
others, into life-changing situations.

War imbued Edward with duty
and purpose – purpose, as he saw
it, that was unfulfilled. He ached for
the freedom to do his bit. However,
protocol and the establishment
lurked over his shoulder. He
watched as Britons clamoured to
the colours, and was naïve in the
misconception that war would
enable him to make his mark. The
constraints that created much of his
turmoil came to bare when it was
realised his birth right (to be king)
would make his desire to be an
officer of the Royal Navy – which
he had trained for – impossible.
He roamed the palace, in a state
of melancholy, while self-loathing
would persist during the war years.
“I do feel such a swine, sitting back
here in England,” he wrote.

Princely pygmy

Edward’s personal crisis seemed
resolved when he was made an
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“The difference between the boy who went to France and
the man who returned is almost astounding”
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the 5ft 7in prince called himself a
“pygmy among giants,” and vividly
recalled the overwhelming weight
of the colours when he carried them
for the first time. To this exception,
he didn’t object. He had the same
dreams of glory as many a young
soldier, even as the harsh realities of
war trickled back.
“I’m delighted to think I may now
go to the trenches and shelling as
any staff officer would,” he wrote
to the King, “Oh! That I had a
job!” Initial elation turned into
frustration when he was relegated
to the sidelines by decree. While
many of the rank and file looked
on with awe and envy, he wanted
nothing more than to be in their
shoes. As his peers marched to war,
a shattered Edward was left behind.
He had fully expected to be
exposed to the same conditions as
his contemporaries, and isolation
and guilt overwhelmed him.
Watching his regiment march off
as he sat on the side was “almost
intolerable.” It was “the worst week”
of his life – “I am a broken man”.
His frustration grew. So too did his
sense of inferiority. He described
himself as a bum, a useless ullage
and devoid of any worth.
ABOVE MUCH WAS
MADE OF THE FACT
THAT GEORGE V
SENT TWO SONS TO
WAR. EDWARD'S
INCREDIBLE
POPULARITY
STEMMED IN
PART FROM HIS
DESPERATION TO
SERVE AND HE
NEVER FOUND
FULFILMENT IN HIS
ROLE AT HOME
ALAMY G3CX76

officer of the Grenadier Guards.
It wasn’t the Navy, but the prince
embraced the opportunity in
anticipation he would join them
in battle. Five inches shy of the
minimum height requirement,

RIGHT PRINCE
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WITH THE GRENADIER
GUARDS IN 1914
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It slowly dawned that the King
and government endeavoured to
protect the first in line, but this did
not help. He instead blistered at
being singled out. He mustered the
courage to call on Lord Kitchener –
whose commanding image beckoned
Britons to raise arms in name of
Edward’s future throne – and beg.
If young Englishmen’s lives were to
be dispensed with, so too would be
his. Their eyes met. “What does it
matter if I am killed,” he pleaded, “I
have four brothers.”
Indeed. The Duke of York, father
of the current Queen, would
eventually become King George VI
in Edward’s place. But that was not
the issue. Lord Kitchener could not
pay much heed to casualties, even
those of royal blood. Ominously,
Kitchener noted the unsettled lines
would send many to early graves.
When stories such as this leaked to a
burgeoning pool of correspondents,
Edward’s earnestness only bolstered
his popularity. He was the idol that
young girls kept on cabinet cards,
but he was one of the lads, too.
“Face to face with this immense,
fierce-looking man,” Edward
recalled, “one would have said that
all the slow, stubborn purpose of

“What does it matter if I am killed,”
he pleaded, “I have four brothers”

Britain was concentrated behind his
somewhat florid countenance. He
listened to my case.” Staring back
coldly, Kitchener replied: “If I were
sure you would be killed, I do not
know if I should be right to restrain
you. But I cannot take the chance of
the enemy taking you prisoner.”
Had Edward read the papers,
he would’ve known from the start
that his presence at home was
of immense value. He became
synonymous with the cause – in
1914, the Prince of Wales Fund
had already raised more than
£1m, some of which was from the
United States. Yet he bristled at the
stark reality that his trophy value
exceeded his military value.

Clash of ideals

Two competing ideals guided him:
devotion, and his own impulsive
forays to prove his worth. Edward
spent the entire war trying to find
his way to the front – continuing
to cajole, complain and resist the
ceremonial role envisioned for him.
Yet, he still emerged as a symbol of
gallantry and a valuable champion
of morale. His visits to military
hospitals with Queen Mary were
remembered years later by many
with whom he mingled. On his
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future visits, it seemed at least one
veteran from every city across
the Empire had shared a special
moment with the Prince of Wales.
One story was relayed by Sir
Almeric Fitzroy. Post-Armistice,
the prince was taken to an army
hospital, where all but one of the
soldiers were presented to him.

The sole absentee was cordoned
off behind a curtain and, according
to Sir Almeric, was in a state “too
repulsive to be seen.” Edward
objected: “No one should be
deprived to sympathy who had the
highest claim to it.” Edward leaned
over and kissed the disfigured man
on the cheek. The room was silent,

INTRODUCTION TO THE AMERICANS
The closing months of the war exposed Edward to something new and novel
– American soldiers. One witness recounted that the prince once picked up a
tired young ‘doughboy’ in his car. As they chatted, the young man couldn’t help
but show a picture of his sweetheart to Edward. Not recognising his generous
chauffeur, the soldier asked the prince if he had a photo of his beloved. “Well,”
Edward smiled, “I’ve got one of my father, I’ll make you a present of it, if you’d
like.” With that, he took out a coin and pressed it into the young man’s hand.
While Edward wasn’t their sovereign, he had the celebrity, pomp and mystery
that attracted Americans to royalty. Equally, Edward immediately took a liking to
their disarming informality and was impressed by them. As America’s influence
grew, Edward’s brand was integral to Britain’s global prestige. “I’m just crammed
full of American ideas now,” he wrote. These inclinations never left him, he spoke
of American social-economic concepts and of importing American technology.
His liberal leanings annoyed the old guard of the aristocracy, while his progressive
ideas – revolutionary in the Lords in 1918 – led to his realisation that class is not
the only barometer of one’s measure.
In June 1918 most American newspapers reported something along the lines of
“The Prince of Wales is coming – to marry an American girl!” Though wishful
thinking, it was perhaps a sign, as Edward would controversially go on to marry
American socialite Wallace Simpson in June 1937.
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dissatisfaction festered within.
Craving to prove his mettle,
Edward still sought frontline
service, even after witnessing
the horrors of the trenches.
“The concept of duty is my
inheritance,” he mused. “Is it
surprising, then, that I should
have rebelled against being
held back in safety [while] my
contemporaries bore the shock
of battle? My letters to my father
had but one theme: that he
would allow me to take a more
active part.”
His words bely the dignified
visage of grace to which most
were exposed – his personal
correspondence is filled with the
desperation of a sullen adolescent.
Hall mentions his frequent
sojourns to a Maison on Rue de
Rivoli in Paris, he was, however,
no longer a boy for sure. What the
scribe didn’t know, was that, along
with visits to President Poincare,
he was entertaining courtesans
and having his first love affair.
Ironically, for all his desperation
to fight, it was while on leave that
Edward had his most perilous
encounter. He was at a quiet inn
well frequented by British officers,
with a young waitress serving him
drinks, when a French soldier
burst in and started firing. “Prince
of Wales Shot” was the headline
in the American press. The hussar
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but the prince didn’t flinch. Fitzroy
wrote: “He who can bear himself in
the dread presence of misery must
have a genius for pity.”
Edward was attached to the
HQ of the then Commanderin-Chief, British Expeditionary
Force, Sir John French and his
initial enthusiasm was tinged with
longing. He remained dogged
in wanting to play a meaningful
role – the greater the danger, the
better. However, the conversational
German Edward spoke with his
estranged relations made him useful
as an intelligence officer and, with
his natural affability and charm to
elicit meaningful information, it was
a role to which he was well-suited.
But this did not satisfy his ego.
Henry Hall, who was given
permission to speak with the
prince in May 1915, wrote: “He
had thrown himself into the work
with enthusiasm and patriotic
fervour… Had he not, time and
again, outmarched his men and led
them back to camp, the youthful
springy step contrasting with their
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heavy sore tramp? It went without
saying that the prince was eager to
fight and would do his duty just the
same as any other officer, taking his
chances of being wounded or killed
with the rest.”
Painted as the picture of courage,
grace and, perhaps, democracy,
Edward “goes into the trenches
and talks with the ‘Tommies’ about
their work; interests himself in
their daily life. [He] places them
entirely at their ease, [and] they
refer to him as ‘Wales’ or ‘P W’.
He is intensely popular with the
rank and file. He enjoys no special
privileges.” Well, that was not quite
true. He was given one privilege:
a car. But even his wheels served
others more than him.

Keeping tabs

One of few young officers roaming
the inner sanctum of the General
HQ , the prince was a boy among
men. The reality was that of a
frustrated kid peering over the
windowsill into the corridors
of power and the pervasive

and had gone mad and come for
his wife – the waitress – in a fit of
jealous rage – Edward was simply
in the wrong place at the wrong
time. Fortunately, his injuries were
minor, a graze to the wrist.
Even though his gallantry was
praised, Edward castigated himself
for cowardice – once crying on
the shoulder of his friend Demond
Fitzgerald. It sheds light on the
emotional turmoil beneath that
charismatic exterior. He was the
picture of charm – often the star
attraction at GHQ – and, while he
considered himself useless, others
noted his impact. When dignitaries
came to visit, it was him they
wanted to see.
The King, constantly apprised of
intelligence, kept tabs on Edward –
although, the prince did anything
and everything to escape the
flunkies watching his every move.
Slowly, Edward developed an inner
circle between his Aides-de-Camp
and fellow officers (including
Fitzgerald, Godfrey Thomas and
Claud Hamilton). It was to them
that he confided his frustrations –

musings that were commensurate
with his age and maturity.
Fitzgerald, however, was among
many with whom Edward served
who didn’t make it home. “I
shan't have a friend left soon,” he
wrote, “against the background
of these incredible sacrifices,
my subsequent efforts to find an
honourable place in the fighting
were of small importance, except
to myself.” Rare were those like
Thomas or Fitzgerald in Edward’s
life, who could yield unvarnished
counsel and that he in turn trusted.
Hamilton joined his staff after
the war and Thomas became his
private secretary, later joined by the
likes of Fruity Metcalfe and Louis
Mountbatten – both navy men.

Brush with death

All through this, Edward’s
brother, Bertie – future George
VI – was living the life for which
Edward longed – serving virtually
unmolested. Though stomach
problems plagued young Bertie
and would curtail his active career,
he was aboard HMS Collingwood

“The concept of duty is my inheritance,” he mused. “Is it surprising,
then, that I should have rebelled against being held back in safety
while my contemporaries bore the shock of battle?”
ABOVE THE PRINCE
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TOPFOTO
LEFT THE PRINCE OF
WALES INSPECTS
A BATTALION
DURING A VISIT
TO THE WESTERN
FRONT IN 1916
CHRONICLE/ALAMY

during the most significant naval
battle of the war – Jutland.
As Edward settled into a new
assignment (with Lord Cavan),
he was given more freedom and
finally got his wish. King George,
pleased with the glowing rhetoric
spoken of his son, finally relented
and allowed Edward to spend a
night in the trenches, fulfilling a
macabre Christmas wish.
While his compatriots revelled
in the luxury of chocolate and
tobacco from tins with Princess
Mary’s face etched upon them,
Edward came within 300 yards
of the front at Loos. He saw the
horrors of no man’s land and the
swollen, yellowed bodies of gassed
corpses. He was among the streets
of Vermelles (a French village just
behind the British lines) when
a shell exploded within feet of
him, killing his driver. Almost
numb to what had happened,
he regarded his dalliance with
death with incredulity. “Suppose
I do get snipped. I have plenty of
brothers,” he mused.
WWW.BRITAINAT WAR.COM
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He could not keep this brush with
danger from the King. No longer
was war a matter of manhood and
sportsmanship – he had seen its
horrors up close – still, he wanted
to give his level best along with
his comrades. The prince “often
took chances,” the Calgary Herald
recounted. “[His] car came along
at a great pace. He waved his hand
to us as it swept by. If some of the
cinema audiences in England could
have seen the pictures of the heir
apparent going over the slippery
roads at the clip he did, they would
have felt some alarm… especially if
they knew the number of cars that
had been dashed to destruction
over precipices.”
While the King couldn’t take
such risks, on October 28, 1915,
during a tour of the Western Front,
George V was famously injured
as his spooked horse reared and
landed atop him. The King had
a lucky escape, and Edward was
spared an early call to the throne.
He was, however, reassigned.

Slumming it

Now Captain Windsor, Edward
was sent to the Suez Canal Zone

RIGHT GEORGE
V AND PRINCE
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“Edward was among the streets of Vermelles when a shell exploded
within feet of him, killing his driver. Almost numb to what happened,
he regarded his dalliance with death with incredulity”
and spent his time bonding with
ANZAC (Australian and New
Zealand Army Corps) troops.
Riding in the shadows of the
pyramids and temples, the bored
prince was more about being
“with it” than exploring edifices of
empires past. Chided for showing
little enthusiasm for the tedium
inside those magisterial red state
boxes as Edward VIII, he continued
to perform his charge of sending
intelligence reports to Whitehall.
When he turned 21, Edward was
returned to Lord Cavan’s staff.
Though still protected, he revelled
in the lack of luxury – in the glory
of having to take a bath from water
out of a rusty spigot, like all the rest.
He flew over the trenches, but that
was not enough, he ached to gallop
to the fore, clad in mail and sword
like his Plantagenet ancestors.
Better yet, he’d huddle in the
trenches with rifle and bayonet.
Edward did whatever he could
to evade his minders. While fellow
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officers pined for plush motorcars
like his own, he found solace in a
bedraggled, army-issue messenger
bicycle. He usually used this to
navigate the mangled streets of
northern France. It also afforded a
modicum of freedom and purpose –
a chance, if only in his eyes, to play
the part of just another well-born
captain inspecting the lines.
It was a “heavy, cumbersome
machine,” he recalled, “[but]
my army bicycle opened up for
me a new world of unexpected
associations.” It was his route to
the scuttlebutt, the real life behind
the lines, and Edward racked
up hundreds of miles collecting
material for reports. Many were
bemused. Though jeered, the
bicycle afforded him anonymity,
sans entourage. While caravans
were held on winding roads, he
was able to slither by unimpeded.
There were many occasions where
the prince would take his car, lend
it out or leave it with a friend, to be

found instead on his shoddy bike
caked in mud.
Edward also took to obsessively
running at all hours. Lord Cavan
implored him to curb this habit,
yet he persisted and tried to charm
his way out of it. It became such
an issue that his closest friends
turned him in. Initially furious,
he appreciated that someone
cared about him. Still, his bicycle
continued to arm him with an
excuse and an outlet for his angst.
In 1917, after the Battle of
Caporetto on the Italian front,
Prime Minister David Lloyd
George picked the prince to visit
Italy after one of the Allies most
crushing defeats. Lloyd George
had attended Edward’s investiture
as Prince of Wales at Carnarvon
Castle in 1911 and was aware of the
then 17-year-old prince’s chagrin
– his worries about what his navy
friends would think of his costume.
As Italian troops and locals
shouted “Long Live England!”,
Edward was clearly no longer an
awkward teenager. The Italian
press wrote: “Everyone knows
what the Prince of Wales means to
English loyalty. He is the emblem
of the new generation, the promise
of future greatness that shall be a
continuance of the old. He is the
symbol of the permanence of
Great Britain.”
The trip, proposed to ensure
Italy would continue to fight,
was a success. As another paper

LINGERING LEGACY
It was on his numerous bicycle trips that many tales of the Prince of Wales showing
up in the line gained foothold. It was not uncommon for Edward to hear decades
hence “the last time I saw you, you were on the road to Poperinghe,” from a humble
villager – or Montauban, or any one of a hundred villages.
However, the spectacles he witnessed lingered. “I have only to close my eyes,”
he wrote, “to see once more those awful, charred battlefields; miles and miles of
duck-board winding across a sea of mud; columns of laden men trudging up to the
front; columns of men trudging back, their vitality gone, eyes dead. I remember
the bloodstained shreds of khaki and tartan; the ground grey with corpses; mired
horses struggling as they drowned in shell holes.”
This wartime exposure is instructive when framing his subsequent misguided,
disillusioned and indulgent attempts to appease Hitler. Edward remained
supportive of veterans and pushed for commemoration and reconciliation,
unveiling the Thiepval and Vimy memorials. Like many of his generation, he was
fervent in his want to avoid the bloody scourge of total war at all costs. Moreover,
he had a complete abhorrence for communism, angry that the Bolsheviks had
murdered his royal Russian cousins. As his liberal leanings veered right and to
fascism, he believed appeasement would secure peace in Europe.
Many remember King George VI’s fortitude but, as Prince of Wales, Edward also
typified wartime service. Even after Berlin had fallen, his visceral reaction was to
return to the Great War, the wretched carnage that had left an abiding imprint.
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added upon Edward’s arrival in
Rome: “the youth which will be
reborn pure and vigorous from
the catastrophe of this war.” That
bonded him with his generation
as much as his aura endeared him
to throngs of young women. ‘The
People’s Prince’, was already being
used to describe him.

New World renown

When the clock struck 11:11 on
November 11, 1918, Edward was
with the Canadian Expeditionary

Force. He was also their Prince of
Wales and, in many ways, Canada
struck the perfect harmony between
North American informality and
bond with the Crown. It was an
instant love affair.
Edward had come of age as a
universal hero who transcended
class and culture. It was an instinct
that the war imbued him with. War
was the great equaliser, something
his own modesty helped to infuse.
The prince was awarded the Croix
de Guerre and the Military Cross
but he bristled at these awards,
feeling he was not deserving of
them, often irking his father with
his refusal to don them.
Peace brought Edward a new role
amid global economic instability
and nationalism. He recalled:
“David Lloyd George, who still had
almost dictatorial powers, also had
ideas for my employment in the
Empire beyond the seas… He was
anxious that before the wartime
comradeship had wholly cooled,
I should set forth at once upon a
series of tours to thank the various
countries… on my father’s behalf,
for their contributions to the war.
“Everywhere the vaunted bonds
of Empire were showing signs of
weakening… Lloyd George, acutely
sensitive to the stirrings of the
popular mind… explained to me the
appearance of the popular Prince
of Wales in the far corners of the
Empire might do more to calm the
discord than half a dozen solemn
imperial conferences… My father
quickly approved the project.”
WWW.BRITAINAT WAR.COM
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ABOVE ‘LET US
WIN THE PRINCE
OF WALES'S FLAG,
VICTORY LOAN,
1919'. EDWARD'S
CELEBRITY WAS
USED ON CANADIAN
POSTERS TO SELL
VICTORY BONDS
VIA AUTHOR

That vision rendered Edward the
most popular man in the world.
Blessed with the social grace
and charm of his grandfather to
wander the streets of the New
World, the first modern celebrity
royal was born. It was one of
the few times Edward received

RIGHT PRINCE
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WITH BRIGADIERGENERAL HERBERT
HART AND STAFF
OF THE NEW
ZEALAND RIFLE
BRIGADE IN
BRÜCK, GERMANY,
JANUARY 1919.
FUTURE FIELD
MARSHAL HENRY
MAITLAND (JUMBO)
WILSON STANDS
BEHIND THEM
NATIONAL
LIBRARY NZ
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unmitigated praise from his
father – satisfaction without
criticism or veiled recrimination.
King George V, though austere,
savvily branded the monarchy.
The man who established the
House of Windsor recognised
the King’s power only existed
insomuch as the social contract
existed between the monarch
and the people. While he resisted
modernity, he acknowledged the
abiding affection lavished on his
eldest was an asset. While caught
up in an atmosphere of death,
revolution and a flu pandemic,
Edward was a hero to which
people could look.
Edward, Prince of Wales, had
– by good will, good looks and
birth right – become the subject
of universal acclaim. He was a
matinee idol to flappers of the
jazz generation, a compatriot
to veterans and a symbol of
empire to the old guard. He had
a unique ability to connect with
his subjects while his father
backed anything good for ‘the
firm’. Amid a new-fangled peace,
Lloyd George had wisely seen the
prince’s calling. Canada’s Prime
Minister, Sir Robert Borden,
had already requested Edward’s
presence to pay homage to the
troops and lay the cornerstone
for a new parliament in Ottawa.
The King was happy to oblige.

The Americans wanted a piece of
Prince Eddie, too.
Five years from whence the guns
became the catalyst for the young
Edward’s identity crisis, he had
become the Empire’s enduring
icon. In his own mind, he was
still conflicted but, through war,
he tapped into his natural gifts.
His service helped him grow into
the obligations his position would
constantly demand, “the fields of
Flanders changed him into a real
leader of men,” stated the Brooklyn
Eagle in 1918.
On August 5, 1919, HMS Renown
departed for the New World with
Edward on its decks. He finally
had a job – just to be the Prince
of Wales. It did nothing for his
inner turmoil, but it made for one
of the most successful heirships in
modern history.

.
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