
W
ITH its towering gold 
proscenium arch, lavish 
ornamentation and vast 
terraces of plush seats, 
it’s the place he came to 
see as his true profes-
sional  home.  How 

 appropriate, then, that yesterday morning, a 
year to the day after his death, the ashes of Sir 
Bruce Forsyth were laid to rest beneath the 
stage at the London Palladium.

His six children gathered with his widow, 
Wilnelia, to say their final goodbyes to the 
father and husband they adored, and a blue 
plaque was fixed to the wall below the stage, 
where it will be visible to fans in perpetuity.

‘Sir Bruce Forsyth CBE, 1928-2017,’ it reads. 
‘Without question the UK’s greatest entertainer, 
he rests in peace within the sound of music, 
laughter and dancing… exactly where he would 
want to be.’

The private ceremony brought to a close a 
remarkable career that spanned eight decades 
of stage and television, and for his widow it was 
a fitting conclusion to the most difficult year of 
her life. Today, she marks the anniversary with 
her first newspaper interview since she lost the 
man whose talent and professional longevity 
ensured that millions had come to regard him 
as a fixture in their own lives.

She paints a moving portrait of her husband’s 
final months away from the screen, of his defi-
ant, yet unfailingly humorous battle against the 
ill-health that would eventually bring about his 
death at the age of 89.

Still raw with grief, she reveals that nothing 
in their house at Wentworth has been moved 
since he left; the books, ornaments and family 
photographs have been left exactly where they 
were. Most touchingly of all, Wilnelia, 60, 
admits she still speaks to Bruce every day, so 
greatly does she miss him.

‘Sometimes it feels like yesterday,’ she says  
of his passing. ‘I can’t believe it’s been a year.  

I was in London the other day and rushing, 
thinking I had to get home. But then I realised, 
what’s the point? 

‘I try to be strong for the family, but if I told 
you it’s been easy I’d be lying. I miss Bruce 
every single day. He was my mentor in a way. 
He had so much knowledge about everything 
and was such an easy person to talk to. I could 
speak to him about absolutely everything. 

‘I talk to him all the time anyway, but I miss 
sharing all the good news in the world, and  
the bad.’

It was on October 8, 2015, that life as they had 
known it came to a sudden halt. 

Wilnelia had been in London for a new busi-
ness venture – a collection of scented candles 
– when she heard that Bruce had fallen in the 
bedroom. At hospital they found two aneurysms 
– dangerous bulges in blood vessels. One was in 
his stomach wall and the other in an artery. 

Each was double the size of a golf ball, so a 
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were able to talk and be happy in a 
very difficult time.

‘In the last two weeks, he dreamt 
of his mother. I had read that people 
who are about to move to the other 
side dream about people they love,’ 
she continues. ‘I reminded him about 
my own near-death experience.’

After winning Miss World in 1975, 
Wilnelia was working as a model 
and travelling from New York to 
Colombia when the plane suddenly 
plunged 12,000ft and 
she smashed her 
head on the roof of 
the cabin.

She recalls: ‘I was 

so afraid and then suddenly saw a 
tunnel and light that a lot of people 
see. I felt the most amazing love 
you can imagine. It was peaceful 
and so wonderful; I wanted to go. 

‘Bruce and I talked about that and 
I said it was going to be all right. He 
didn’t want to go. But when the time 
came, he was ready. He didn’t want 
to be the way he was. If he couldn’t 
be Bruce, he didn’t want to stay.’ 

In the last two days, he 
 deteriorated rapidly, unable 

to get up. ‘His breathing 
was different but he was 
able to talk,’ she says. 
‘It was wonderful for 
him to be able to say 

goodbye to each one of 
his children.

‘ We  w e r e  a l l 
together when it hap-
pened. I remember it 
raining and there 
being a thunderstorm. 
I tried to be as happy 
as possible and have a 
smile even though it 
was difficult. I told 
him I loved him, but 

I’ve done that for the 
last 34 years. Bruce died 

In her first full interview since his death, 
Bruce Forsyth’s widow shares the agony of 
her grief – and the poignant final moments 
that proved he was a joker to the very end 

I STILL  
talk to my 

beloved 
Bruce all 
the time

few weeks later they were operated 
on. Wilnelia remained at Bruce’s 
bedside every night of his seven-
day stay at the Royal Free Hospital 
in Hampstead, sleeping first in a 
chair and then in a put-you-up bed.

They returned home confident 
Bruce was progressing well and 
that, with time, he would be back on 
his feet and back on screen. 

That Christmas, however, he fell 
again, and Bruce remained unwell 
for the rest of the year. Then, in 
March 2017, came a turn for the 
worse. The entertainer was rushed 
to hospital once again, now seri-
ously ill with bronchial pneumonia 
– although, as ever, he was anxious 
to get home.

‘They were so kind but they said, 
“If you want to take him home,  
he’s your responsibility,” ’ she 
recalls. ‘They said, “He should be 
here in hospital.” ’

And it was then that the true grav-
ity of the situation made itself felt. 

‘We were told to prepare our-
selves,’ she says. ‘I wasn’t there, I 
couldn’t hear anything. I think I 
was in another world.’

Bruce was not expected to make 
it through the night and the hospi-
tal arranged palliative care, while 

Wilnelia rang the house to arrange 
candles, flowers and music. 

‘He was smiling on the way home. 
We took him upstairs and he was so 
happy to be in his own bed. They 
brought a bed for him from the hos-
pital, but he joked that you’d have 
to be really dying to get into it.’

She stayed with him while all the 
children assembled downstairs.

‘Suddenly he went very quiet and 
closed his eyes,’ Wilnelia says. ‘I 
asked if he wanted me to call any-
body, but he didn’t say anything. I 
thought. “Oh my God.” Then 
 suddenly he opened his eyes and 
said, “I do want something.” 

‘I said, “What do you want?” with 
tears in my eyes. He paused and 
said, “Can I have a sausage 
 sandwich?” I could have killed him 
myself at that moment. He really 
was joking until the last.

‘The next night, he was sitting up 
in bed watching a BBC documen-

tary about his life. I opened a  
bottle of Dom Perignon and it was 
lovely. The doctors were amazed.’ 

It is a tribute both to his tenacity 
and the care he received that Bruce 
survived for another five months, 
but it was physically and mentally 
tough, says Wilnelia.

‘He lost his mobility and the emo-
tional side to that was very hard.

‘He was proud and dignified in so 
many ways. He didn’t want to dis-
appoint the children. He was their 
hero. But he never lost his sense of 
humour. We cried and laughed at 
the same time.

‘It was a sad time but an amazing 
time. All the girls [Bruce’s five 
daughters from previous mar-
riages] moved here for the last 
couple of weeks. 

‘We watched so many 
Fred Astaire movies 
together and played 
Cole Porter music. We 
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‘During his final days, we 
cried and laughed together’

EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW
by Amy Oliver

SO HAPPY: Bruce 
and Wilnelia in 
Puerto Rico in 2003
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