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You have always been most kind to those of us who are ordinarily classed merely as troublesome young men.

—Harold Macmillan to Winston Churchill, January 1928

 


Thirty resolute men in your House of Commons could save the world.

—Felix Frankfurter to Richard Law, July 1939




INTRODUCTION

They were schooled at Eton and Harrow, Cambridge and Oxford. They lived in Belgravia and Mayfair and spent their weekends at sprawling country houses in Kent, Sussex, and Oxfordshire. They were part of the small, clubby network that dominated English society. And now, in May 1940, these Tory members of Parliament were doing the unthinkable: trying to topple Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, the leader of their own party, from power.

They knew they were courting political suicide. They were challenging a powerful, authoritarian prime minister who equated criticism of his policies with treason and employed a full complement of dirty tricks to stamp out dissent. Opponents branded the rebels as unpatriotic. Sir Samuel Hoare, the home secretary, denounced them as “jitterbugs” and claimed that their “alarm-and-scare-mongering” had thwarted a new “golden age of tranquility” in Europe.

Like other former public-school boys, the small band of backbenchers had been taught to value loyalty. But in the current crisis, they believed, they owed loyalty to their country, not to their party or prime minister. For eight months Britain had been at war with Germany, a war that Chamberlain and his government clearly had no interest in fighting, a war being waged, as one Tory rebel said, “without arms, without faith, and without heart.”

Defending Poland was the ostensible reason why Britain and France
had declared war on Hitler’s Germany the previous September. But Poland had been quickly devastated by the German invasion, and its Western allies, despite all the treaties and all the promises to that shattered country, did nothing to save it. Was there any other justification for continuing this putative conflict? If so, Chamberlain’s government never said what it was. The government declined to declare its war aims and seemed to prefer a token war, waged as cheaply as possible. The British Army was undermanned, ill equipped, and badly organized. Mobilization was lethargic; able-bodied men were still working as chauffeurs and as doormen at London’s private clubs and luxury hotels. Armament production was proceeding at a snail’s pace, and few, if any, controls had been imposed on civilian manufacturing.

Throughout Great Britain, there was doubt, cynicism, apathy, and distrust. When war was declared, the British braced themselves to bear the shock, believing their cause was just. But when their leaders turned their backs on Poland and nothing more happened, the sense of mission evaporated. More than a million city dwellers had been evacuated to the countryside; a blackout had been imposed, causing tremendous disruption and danger—and for what? Where were the bombs? What was the rationale for turning everyone’s life upside down? Why were the wealthy still throwing lavish parties and drinking champagne at posh nightclubs while workers struggled with shortages and skyrocketing costs? To his radio listeners in America, the CBS correspondent Edward R. Murrow reported that the people of Britain felt “the machine is out of control, that we are all passengers on an express train traveling at high speed through a dark tunnel toward an unknown destiny. The suspicion recurs that the train may have no engineer, no one who can handle it.”

Hitler, meanwhile, had no doubts about where he was heading. His forces had taken full advantage of the inertia of Britain and France, knifing through Poland the previous autumn, then, in April, invading Denmark and routing the British Army and Royal Navy from Norway. German troops were now poised to launch a lightning sweep through the heart of Western Europe, striking toward the English Channel.

Socially and militarily, Britain teetered on the edge of disaster. Yet there appeared to be little hope for change. Chamberlain was determined
to stay in power, and most of the massive Tory majority in the House of Commons seemed determined to support him. So were the BBC and the nation’s newspapers. Such support was in the national interest, editors rationalized. Criticizing the government in time of war would be disloyal, they declared, splitting the country further and only helping the Germans.

This, then, was what the Tory insurgents faced as they plotted to oust Neville Chamberlain. It was the climax of a two-year struggle against his policy of appeasement of Nazi Germany that had begun with the resignation of Anthony Eden as foreign secretary in February 1938. The fight had been bitter and intensely personal. The rebels were challenging men who had been their comrades in school, who belonged to the same clubs, who in some cases were members of their own families. They were violating the gentlemanly norms of their society; for that, they were vilified as traitors to their party, government, class, and country. Among the rebels themselves, there were deep divisions and dissension. They had trouble finding a leader; only after the war had begun did a senior colleague finally step forward with the courage and conviction to head the revolt.

That leader was not Winston Churchill. Indeed, the Tory dissidents had been given no help at all by the man who once had been the foremost critic of Chamberlain’s appeasement policy. When war was declared, Churchill joined the cabinet as first lord of the admiralty. In the months that followed, although he pressed hard in government councils for a more vigorous prosecution of the war, he remained loyal to the prime minister. To the dismay of his anti-appeasement colleagues, Churchill made clear he would do nothing to help bring Chamberlain down. If the prime minister was to be toppled, it must be their doing, not his.

The climax of the anti-Chamberlain movement would come on a soft, golden spring afternoon in early May, when members of the House of Commons gathered to debate Britain’s humiliating defeat in Norway. It was the final showdown between the prime minister and the Tory rebels, joined by their newfound Labour, Liberal, and Independent allies. As they worked feverishly before the debate to line up last-minute support, the rebels knew that the odds of their succeeding were
regarded as slim to none. According to Time magazine, “nobody thought on that first afternoon of debate that there was more than an outside chance of dislodging Chamberlain.”

Yet three days later Neville Chamberlain was gone, and Winston Churchill was prime minister. This is the story of how that came to be—and the men who made it happen.

 


The idea for Troublesome Young Men grew out of research for two previous books that I wrote with my husband, Stanley Cloud, both of them touching on the climactic summer of 1940 in Britain. It was during those terrible yet glorious days that the epic of Winston Churchill really began. “You ask what is our aim?” he declared to the House of Commons on May 13, three days after replacing Chamberlain. “I can answer in one word: victory.” That word remained his touchstone, even as France fell, British troops retreated to Dunkirk, and a German invasion of Britain seemed to loom on the horizon. When Luftwaffe bombers began their assault on Britain later that summer, the new prime minister rallied his countrymen to greatness.

The story of Winston Churchill in 1940 is, without question, one of the most compelling dramas in modern British history. But as I researched the period in more detail, it seemed to me that the behind-the-scenes story leading to Churchill’s accession—that of the Tory rebels defying their party and prime minister—is, in its way, no less significant or engrossing. For if it hadn’t been for those MPs, and for the parliamentary colleagues who joined their ranks in the Norway debate, Churchill would never have been given the chance to rise so magnificently to the challenge, and Britain might well have negotiated for peace with Hitler or even gone down to defeat.

In the past six decades the emergence of Churchill as savior of Britain has come to be viewed almost as a preordained event. He is such a monumental figure, sweeping everyone else from center stage and claiming history’s spotlight, that it’s easy to believe, as many people do, that he stood virtually alone in opposing appeasement before the war and that his rise to power was inevitable. Neither assumption is true. As the historian Paul Addison has noted, “Looking back on the
crisis of May 1940 with the benefit of hindsight, we must remark how uninevitable the ‘inevitable’ seemed to be at the time.”

As prime minister, Neville Chamberlain possessed an overwhelming parliamentary majority. He and his men were masters of the House of Commons, manipulating and dominating that body just as they did the other traditional overseer of the government, the press. Using tactics that have striking resonance today, Chamberlain and his subordinates restricted journalists’ access to government sources, badgered the BBC and newspapers to follow the government’s line, and claimed that critics of their policies—in both the press and Parliament—were guilty of damaging the national interest.

Because of Chamberlain’s seemingly impregnable position, the rebels encountered frustration after frustration in their two-year struggle. Fighting appeasement, one of them observed, was “like battering one’s head against a stone wall.” They were forced to wait for a major military setback before they could finally make their move. But once that reversal occurred, the foundation for revolt was firmly in place. Although some historians have argued that Chamberlain’s downfall in the Norway debate was the consequence of “parliamentary political spontaneous combustion,” it was, in fact, the result of the rebels’ actions. “Rebellion,” as the biographer Catherine Drinker Bowen observed, “does not come by sudden chance.” The Tory dissidents pressed for the debate and urged the Labour Party to call for what turned out to be a vote of confidence in Chamberlain. And it was their leader, a former close friend of the prime minister’s, who, in one of the most electrifying speeches ever heard in Parliament, persuaded a number of his colleagues that Chamberlain must go.

On the eve of Hitler’s invasion of Western Europe, the House of Commons, prompted by the dissidents, reasserted itself as the guardian of democracy and took the first critical step toward victory. With their action, the rebels underscored the truth of a comment made by Ronald Cartland, the youngest member of their group, who himself would suffer the consequences of the government’s failure to prepare properly for war.

“No government can change men’s souls,” Cartland said. “The souls of men change governments.”




CHAPTER ONE

“WE MAY BE GOING TO DIE”

 


 



It had been a brilliant summer. On that point everyone agreed.

Children floated toy boats on the Serpentine in Hyde Park, while young lovers lay on deck chairs nearby and basked in the sunshine. At the Ritz, middle-aged women in flowered hats lunched on salmon and strawberries. In the evenings, crowds gathered outside stately mansions in Knightsbridge and Belgravia, as debutantes in satin and silk and young men in white tie and tails emerged from taxis and rushed, laughing, into the houses’ brightly lit interiors. In those brief seconds before the butler shut the door, spectators could hear the faint strains of “Love Walked In” or “Cheek to Cheek” and imagine, just for a moment, that they were young, titled, and rich, and whirling around on the dance floor.

There was racing at Goodwood and Ascot, cricket at Lord’s, tennis at Wimbledon, the regatta at Henley. There were dances and dinners, nightclub outings, and house parties in the country. But the highlight of the 1939 London season, in the opinion of those fortunate enough to have been invited, was the gala coming-out ball at Blenheim Palace for the seventeen-year-old Lady Sarah Spencer-Churchill, daughter of the Duke of Marlborough. The palace’s massive stone facade had been floodlit for the occasion, its baroque beauty visible for miles. Tiny colored lights twinkled in the trees and shrubs of Blenheim’s twenty acres of gardens; its lake, also floodlit, seemed bathed in gold. A band played
in a pavilion on the vast lawn, as footmen in powdered wigs and yellow and blue Marlborough livery handed out champagne to more than seven hundred guests, including Winston Churchill, who had been born at Blenheim and was a first cousin of the honored debutante’s late grandfather Sunny Marlborough. Most of those present danced until dawn. The scene, said one dazzled guest, was “gay, young, brilliant, in short, perfection.”

In that magical setting it was easy to forget that half a continent away, hundreds of thousands of German troops were massing on the borders of Poland, that in Warsaw residents were digging zigzag trenches in their parks while loudspeakers boomed out practice air-raid warnings. Europe stood on the brink of war. If Hitler invaded Poland, as seemed likely now, Britain had pledged to take up arms in defense of the Poles.

Yet as the summer wound down, there was little sense of crisis in that sea-girted country. Foreign visitors marveled at the calm of the British, their seeming insouciance in the face of peril. “Taxi-cab drivers, waiters and porters went about their work as though they were oblivious to the fact that soon they would be caught up in one of the greatest storms the world had ever known,” recalled Virginia Cowles, a young Boston socialite who had just begun work as a reporter for The Sunday Times, London. “The most you could get out of anyone was a short comment such as ‘Things aren’t too bright, are they?’ and you suddenly felt guilty of bad taste for having referred to it.”

For Helen Kirkpatrick, another young American reporter, living in England in the summer of 1939 was akin to driving a car and realizing you were about to crash. “Afterwards, when they pick you out of the wreck, you can tell them so clearly how you saw the other car coming headlong towards you, how you tried to turn aside but couldn’t quite make it,” Kirkpatrick, a correspondent for the Chicago Daily News, wrote. “We knew it was coming—there it was ahead. Nothing could stop it. But life went on just the same as usual.”

Even with war looming, there would be no disruption of the social routine. The final days of July marked the end of the glittering season. By August 2 the annual late-summer exodus from London was well under way. Brighton and the other English seaside resorts were already
jammed. Members of the upper class were en route to their country estates for a bit of grouse shooting or to the beaches and casinos of southern France. As one society matron explained to her debutante granddaughter, “Darling, the thing is: one [shouldn’t] be seen in London after July 31.”

 


Neville Chamberlain prepared to follow his countrymen’s example. Bone-weary, the seventy-year-old British prime minister was looking forward to a few weeks of salmon fishing in the Scottish Highlands. But before he could make his escape, he had one last duty on his schedule: to preside over the formal adjournment of Parliament for its traditional two-month summer break.

A number of members of Parliament, however, were appalled at the idea of a long vacation. This was not, after all, a typical desultory August. War could break out at any moment. What on earth was the prime minister thinking? Was he trying to get Parliament out of the way so he could renege on Britain’s promises to the Poles? Chamberlain had seemed unequivocal in March, when he pledged to defend Poland against German aggression. Yet disquieting reports were circulating of intense British pressure on the Poles to make concessions to Germany, of secret talks with German officials about a possible deal. According to The New York Times, London and Paris were now privately warning Poland not to antagonize Hitler. And earlier in the summer, when Polish officials sought credits from Britain for arms, they were told by the Treasury that the matter was not considered “of great urgency.”

To some MPs, such reports were unpleasantly reminiscent of Chamberlain’s appeasement of Germany a year earlier. Was he now preparing to betray the Poles as he had betrayed the Czechs at the Munich Conference the year before? The prime minister’s decision to embark on his personal diplomatic missions to Hitler in September 1938 had violated all precedent, having been made without consulting his own cabinet, much less the House of Commons. Indeed, when Chamberlain began his pilgrimages to Germany, Parliament was in its two-month summer recess, a fact that anti-appeasement MPs remembered only too well in August 1939. The House of Commons, representing
the British people, was supposed to guide and control the executive. Instead, complained the Conservative MP Harold Macmillan, “we are being treated more and more like a Reichstag, to meet only to hear the orations and to register the decrees of the government of the day.”

The forty-four-year-old Macmillan was one of a small group of Tory MPs who had been scathingly critical of the Munich agreement and who had banded together, under the ostensible leadership of former foreign secretary Anthony Eden, to resist any further appeasement. At a meeting in late July the dissidents, whom Chamberlain and his men dismissively referred to as the “glamour boys,” decided to oppose the long summer recess. Separately, Winston Churchill, the best-known Tory foe of Chamberlain’s foreign policy, made the same decision. Over lunch at Chartwell, his country house in Kent, Churchill told Edward Spears, an old friend and a member of the Eden group, that the prime minister’s adjournment plans would simply encourage Hitler in the belief that Britain would not go to war if Germany invaded Poland.

Chamberlain brushed off Churchill’s opposition—indeed, the opposition of all those who had resisted appeasement—as casually as he would flick away an ant at a picnic. What did he have to fear from Winston, a controversial and divisive figure, with no bedrock of support in Parliament or the Conservative Party? Even Eden shied away from cooperating with him. As for Eden’s “glamour boys,” how could they make problems for him when their own leader was doing his best to reinstate himself in Chamberlain’s good graces and get back into the cabinet? At their meeting in July, Eden had told the others that “if there were ever an issue upon which our group should affirm our identity and vote against the Government, it is this issue.” Within days, however, he was having second thoughts.

Chamberlain had no intention of taking Eden back into his government—once a rebel, always a rebel—but he was not averse to keeping him dangling. And even if the handsome ex-foreign secretary suddenly developed a backbone, it would accomplish nothing. Chamberlain was sure he had the Tory insurgents firmly under control. They had been attacked as disloyal by the prime minister’s many supporters in the press and government. Their phones had been tapped, their meetings
spied on, their constituencies pressured to withdraw support from them at the next election.

Most members of the huge Tory majority in the Commons wholeheartedly supported Chamberlain. So did the king and the House of Lords. The Labour Party, weak and divided, offered no threat. The other Opposition party, the Liberals, with only twenty-one members, was a joke.

No, Chamberlain was convinced, he had nothing to worry about at all.

 


In midafternoon on August 2 the House of Commons was set to begin its debate on the government’s adjournment motion. The House chamber, beneath its vaulted, timbered ceiling, was filling up fast, with the noise level rising as MPs streamed in from the lobbies and smoking room. Once the debate was under way, the dimly lit chamber would be stuffy and jammed, as it always was when an important issue was being discussed. The Commons lacked enough seating for its more than six hundred members; in their first days in the House, new MPs invariably expressed amazement at how small this cradle of democracy really was. On occasions like this, some MPs were forced to stand or sit in the gangways or cluster around the Speaker’s canopied chair. Those who were seated were packed close together on the tiered dark green leather benches.

The cramped, spare quarters were no accident. When the Palace of Westminster, which contains the Houses of Parliament, was rebuilt after a disastrous fire in 1834, its architect and interior designer viewed it more as a setting for royal ceremonial occasions than as the center of a democratic government. While the scarlet and gold House of Lords chamber was outfitted with stained glass windows, a magnificent throne, opulent furnishings, and frescoes depicting medieval sovereigns, the Commons chamber was small and austere, with terrible acoustics and tiny galleries for visitors and the press. Unlike the Lords’ quarters, it was not intended as a theater of state. Yet the anger, passion, and drama displayed in the little oak-paneled hall over the past century had at times bordered on the operatic. In the view of David Lloyd George, one
of the Commons’ most accomplished showmen, nothing could compete with the excitement and electricity of the House. When the young son of a parliamentary colleague told the former prime minister that he planned to go into the Royal Navy, Lloyd George frowned and shook his white-maned head. “There are much greater storms in politics,” he declared. “If it’s piracy you want, with broadsides, boarding parties, walking the plank, and blood on the deck, this is the place.” The two thin red lines on the floor in front of each of the front benches underscored that sense of confrontation and combat. According to Commons tradition, no member was allowed to step over the lines during a debate; the distance between the two was supposed to be the exact distance between two outstretched arms brandishing swords.

The August 2 debate held the promise of considerable confrontation, and MPs took their seats with the eagerness of a first-night audience at the Old Vic. The day was sultry and hot, but as usual, Neville Chamberlain made no concessions to the weather. Wearing his usual black waistcoat, tailcoat, striped pants, and starched high white collar, the prime minister rose from his seat on the government’s front bench at precisely 2:45 p.m., and, in his reedy voice, proposed that the Commons adjourn until October 3. On the opposite side of the House, just a few feet away, Arthur Greenwood, the lanky deputy Labour leader, stood to face Chamberlain. Greenwood immediately made clear that he and other Labour members suspected Chamberlain of having another Munich in mind. “Last September the House reassembled to witness a funeral pyre,” Greenwood said. “A great people had their independence taken from them. I believe that an overwhelming majority of the public in this country would wish Parliament to be on alert at this critical time.” With that, he introduced an amendment limiting the House’s summer recess to less than three weeks. Members, he declared, should be called back no later than August 21.

When Winston Churchill stood to be recognized, the air was alive with the expectation of verbal fireworks. Churchill did not disappoint. His shoulders hunched, his head thrust forward, Churchill talked of the crush of German troops on Poland’s borders, of German arms and supplies steadily moving east. “At this moment in its long history,” he thundered, “it would be disastrous, it would be pathetic, it would be
shameful for the House of Commons to write itself off as an effective and potent factor … It is a very hard thing … for the Government to say to the House, ‘Begone! Run off and play. Take your [gas] masks with you. Do not worry about public affairs. Leave them to the gifted and experienced Ministers.’”

Churchill supported Greenwood’s amendment, as did Macmillan and several other Tories. (Despite his fiery words less than a week earlier, Anthony Eden did not speak in the debate.) Just before Chamberlain was set to respond, Leo Amery, an old friend of the prime minister’s, appealed to him to take the lead in uniting the Commons and the nation behind him in this time of national emergency.

Compromise, however, was far from Neville Chamberlain’s mind. He was furious at Churchill and the other Tory renegades, at Amery for joining them. The prime minister had always been a man of great determination and obstinacy, but in the past year, after being acclaimed throughout the world as the savior of peace following Munich, he had become increasingly intolerant of any criticism or disagreement. He “suffers from a curious vanity and self-esteem which were born at Munich and have flourished ever since,” John Colville, one of his private secretaries, noted in his diary. Now the savior of peace would make clear how very personally he took these attacks on the government, how he regarded them as intolerable slurs against himself.

Chamberlain stood, his jaw clenched, his face flushed. Removing his pince-nez from his nose, he rested one arm on the Treasury dispatch box on the table in front of him and stared at Labour MPs across the chamber. Then he turned halfway around to face his party’s backbenchers. Very well, he announced, if “you distrust the Government and show it by your vote,” he would treat such opposition as “a vote of no confidence in the Government, and no confidence in the Prime Minister in particular.” Murmurs of surprise rippled through the chamber. In making the vote one of confidence in himself, Chamberlain was in effect demanding total party loyalty from the Conservative MPs, issuing an implicit order to refrain from criticizing further the adjournment proposal. It was clear, Chamberlain added acidly, that his critics were “very badly in need of a holiday … their reasoning faculties wanted a little freshening up at the seaside.”


Sitting a few yards away from the prime minister, on the second bench below the gangway, thirty-two-year-old Ronald Cartland was seething. Cartland had been in Parliament less than four years, representing King’s Norton, a constituency in Birmingham adjacent to Chamberlain’s own district. Indeed, the Chamberlain family’s powerful party machine in Birmingham had approved his selection as a Conservative candidate and helped him win his seat. But that had not stopped him from becoming one of the most outspoken Tory critics of the prime minister’s appeasement policy.

Cartland had wanted to be an MP ever since he could remember. As a small boy he would sit at a table in his nursery, scribble furiously on sheets of paper, mount a box, and deliver campaign speeches to his nanny and older sister, Barbara. Sometimes he told them to heckle; other times he demanded applause. He was that rare creature: a young politician who combined great ambition with a determination to speak his mind, regardless of the consequences. He “had very little of the diffidence that the House of Commons expects from those who seek its approval,” said a Tory colleague. “But that was one of Ronald’s most marked characteristics. He never did seek the approval of anybody.”

The slim dark-haired MP understood why the British system of government demanded such loyalty from parliamentary members of the party in power. Rejection by the House of Commons of a major government measure might bring about the resignation of the prime minister and his cabinet. But Chamberlain enjoyed such a huge majority in the House that the likelihood of his losing a vote was all but nonexistent. Nonetheless, he demanded total support and as a result, in Cartland’s view, had turned Parliament into a lapdog legislature, existing only to do the will of the prime minister. The BBC and most newspapers had become just as servile. “We are near to press censorship,” Cartland remarked shortly before the debate. “Film censorship already exists. But it is the dictatorship over the mind which causes me alarm. The right to one’s own opinions is being constantly and openly challenged.”

Especially if one was a Tory MP. Cartland, who knew from personal experience what he was talking about, had recently written: “Men who hold views contrary to their Party leaders are termed rebels, and subservience is held of more account than originality. Members who are
not in step with their Party Whips are threatened with expulsion and attempts are made to undermine their position in their constituency. Measures are taken to prevent their voicing their opinions, both inside and outside the House of Commons.” The Commons, he told a friend, had become nothing more than “a cross between Madame Tussaud’s and a marionette show.” In a message to his constituents that summer, he declared: “The liberty of every citizen in the country depends ultimately on whether we have freedom of speech and independence of judgment in the House …”

Never, Cartland believed, was that freedom more important than now, with Britain on the verge of war. In 1937 he had joined the Territorial Army, a part-time civilian force similar to the National Guard in the United States; he now was a lieutenant in the Worcestershire and Oxfordshire Yeomanry. He would spend two weeks in late August at a training camp, preparing for combat, as would thousands of other young men in the Territorials. How could the House abandon its responsibilities to these soldiers and to the rest of the country?

Cartland decided he had heard enough of the debate. Jumping up, he left the chamber and, with Macmillan, the former diplomat Harold Nicolson, and other members of the Eden group, adjourned to the members’ lobby to discuss how to respond to the prime minister’s challenge. They were joined there by Robert Boothby, an ebullient Scot who belonged to Winston Churchill’s small band of followers. A few moments later Churchill himself approached them. “Well,” Cartland remarked dejectedly to the older man, “we can do no more about it.” Churchill clapped an arm around Cartland’s shoulders. “Do no more, my boy?” he boomed. “There is a lot more we can do! This is the time to fight—to speak—to attack!”

Cartland stood silently, mulling over Churchill’s words. Just then another young dissident rushed up to the group. “You must speak at once,” he told Cartland breathlessly. “The thing is blowing up [into] a real gale!” Cartland had not prepared any remarks; he’d been content to let the senior MPs take the lead in that day’s debate. But Churchill’s comment had changed his mind. It was the time to attack.

He turned on his heel and hurried back to the chamber. Within minutes he was recognized by the Speaker. “I am sorry to detain the House
for a few moments, but I would like to say a few words as a backbencher of the Prime Minister’s own party,” he said. He was, he added, “profoundly disturbed” by Chamberlain’s speech. Then, looking straight at Chamberlain, Cartland unleashed a thunderbolt. Did the prime minister realize that in many parts of the country he was considered a dictator? “I do not know how many meetings I have addressed in the last year,” Cartland said, “but over and over again I have had to deny [that] impression …” Of course the idea was absurd, he added, but Chamberlain’s “absolute refusal” to consider compromise on the issue of adjournment “will make it much more difficult for us to try and dispel that idea.”

Indignant cries of “Nonsense!” and “No!” from the Tory side of the House mingled with boisterous cheers from the Labour benches. Chamberlain’s despotic ways had long been a topic of conversation in the House smoking room and in the lobbies, not to mention around the table at London dinner parties. But a member of his own party calling him a dictator to his face, in open debate? “Cartland had committed the greatest of all heresies,” Harold Nicolson later wrote. “He had dared not only to challenge the party whips but to affront the sacred name of Chamberlain himself.”

Ignoring the rising chorus of anger around him, Cartland continued: “The right honorable gentleman is the head of a strong Government. He has an immense vote and he knows that he can carry anything through the Lobby … How easy it would be for him, when the whole of democracy is trying to stand together to resist aggression, to say that he had tremendous faith in this democratic institution.” By now the jeering and catcalls from the Tory benches were so loud they nearly drowned out Cartland’s words. He paused, fighting to keep his emotions in check. Then, raising his voice to be heard above the din, he declared: “We are in the situation that within a month we may be going to fight—and we may be going to die.”

Behind him, Sir Patrick Hannon, the senior Tory MP from Birmingham and an ardent Chamberlain supporter, shouted, “No!” A close friend of Cartland’s great-uncle, the florid, white-haired Hannon had been a key player in the younger man’s selection to stand for Parliament by the formidable political machine controlled by the Chamberlain family. Cartland spun around to face his former mentor. “It is all very
well for the honorable gentleman to say ‘No,’” he declared. “There are thousands of young men at the moment in training … and the least that we can do here … is to show that we have immense faith in this democratic institution.” Turning back, Cartland stared at Chamberlain. “It is much more important … to get the whole country behind you than to make jeering, pettifogging party speeches which divide the nation,” he said. “Why cannot the Prime Minister ask for real confidence in himself as Prime Minister and as leader of the country rather than as leader of a party? I frankly say that I despair when I listen to speeches like that to which I have listened this afternoon.” With that comment, Cartland sat down. A few moments later he left the chamber.

The place was in an uproar. MPs had come expecting drama, but no one had expected this. No other speech that day—and there had been many, in what turned out to be the sharpest parliamentary duel since Munich—had the impact of Cartland’s passionate address, which Macmillan later described as coming from a man with a sense of impending doom. Harold Nicolson wrote in his diary: “Its effect was galvanic. I have seldom felt the temperature of the chamber rise so rapidly.” Patrick Hannon rose in purple-faced rage to denounce the younger man’s “poisonous” words. The people of Birmingham, he assured the prime minister, “had profound belief and confidence in Mr. Chamberlain.” Sir Patrick added: “I want to make it clear to the House my regret and disappointment that I had anything to do with [Cartland’s] selection as a Member of Parliament for his division.” After the debate was over, a gleeful Churchill pumped Cartland’s hand, exclaiming, “Well done, my boy, well done!” In the members’smoking room, a cabinet minister snorted, “Ronald Cartland!” and pointed his thumbs down.

In the end Chamberlain, as usual, triumphed. Nearly forty Conservatives, many of whom had opposed appeasement since well before Munich, did not take the extreme step that would make them pariahs in their party, of voting against the prime minister in this vote of confidence. They showed their disquiet in a milder way, by refusing to vote at all. Even Cartland abstained, as did Churchill, Macmillan, Boothby, Nicolson, Eden, and Amery. Their action had no effect on the flood tide of Tory support for the prime minister. He carried the House by a vote of 245–129.


The following day stories about Cartland’s speech and the Tory dissidents’ revolt were splashed across the front pages of the country’s leading newspapers. “Forty Tories Rebel,” proclaimed a large Daily Mirror headline. “Mr. Cartland in Pillory,” the Manchester Guardian declared. The Evening Standard’s leading story was headlined: “Premier Calls for List of MPs Who Did Not Vote Last Night. They Will All Be Blacklisted.” The Tories who abstained were in great disfavor with the Conservative Party machine, and “their actions [will be] remembered against them,” the story reported. Yet most would see no official disciplinary action, other than reprimands from the chief whip. “I understand, however,” wrote the article’s unidentified author, “that the case of Mr. Ronald Cartland is regarded as being different because of his criticism of the Prime Minister.”

Cartland was in the worst trouble of his political career. The morning after his speech he received a letter from another young MP: “An attempt will be made, of course, to ruin you because of what you said … I can assure you there will be an organized attempt by government supporters to prove their own virtue by assailing yours. The first part of what you said last night will be widely and maliciously misrepresented.” An Evening News story noted: “Mr. Ronald Cartland, the tall, dark, good-looking young Conservative member, has leapt into fame, or, if you like, notoriety overnight with his extraordinary attack on Mr. Chamberlain … A member of the Birmingham political team can’t hope to use adjectives like ‘jeering’ and ‘pettifogging’ in relation to his leader, the Prime Minister, and get completely away with it. Mr. Cartland is a bold young man. He will need to be.”

Soon after the debate some twenty Conservative MPs, among them Patrick Hannon, demanded that the whips take “severe measures” against Cartland, protesting that “it is not right that they should be expected to share even the nominal association with Mr. Cartland of belonging to the same party.” The head of Birmingham’s Tory machine conferred with Neville Chamberlain on how to get rid of the young upstart. “Ronald Cartland’s latest speech has aroused great resentment in Birmingham, and there is a strong feeling that he should not be allowed to continue,” the party head wrote to Chamberlain on August 5. “I have seen the chairman of King’s Norton Division this morning and
he is in accord with the view that another candidate should be sought.” That same day Chamberlain wrote to his sister: “As for Master Cartland, I hope that he has effectually blotted his copybook in King’s Norton, and I am taking steps to stimulate local opposition. He has always been a disloyal member of the team … We may lose the seat as a result, but I would rather do that than have a traitor in the camp.” Shortly thereafter Cartland was summoned to appear before his constituency association on September 4 to discuss whether he should be replaced as its candidate at the next election.

His political career might indeed be over, but “I regret nothing,” Cartland told his sister. “I would say it again tomorrow—I stand by everything I said. And when war comes—and come it will—the Prime Minister will be unable to unite the House; they will never follow him. And without a united Parliament, you cannot have a united nation.”




CHAPTER TWO

PLAYING THE GAME

 


 



Soon after Ronald Cartland had been elected to Parliament, he and the other new Tory MPs were summoned to a meeting with a lean, darkly handsome man named David Margesson. In drill sergeant tones, Margesson, the government’s chief whip, lectured the fledgling parliamentarians on the vital importance of “playing the game” and “never batting against your own side.”

Although Cartland would soon demonstrate how little he took those lessons to heart, neither he nor most of the other Conservative newcomers needed instruction in them from Margesson, for they were two of the cardinal rules drilled into new boys at England’s elite public schools, which most Tory MPs had attended. More than a third of all Conservative members during this period, and a fair number of Liberals and Labourites, had gone to Eton and Harrow, the two most prestigious institutions. A good many more MPs had attended Rugby, Shrewsbury, Winchester, Westminster, and Charterhouse, which was Cartland’s alma mater. Many had gone on to university at Oxford or Cambridge.

This public-school old boy network—small, tight-knit, and insular—dominated British government and society as it had for generations. Its members lived in the same London neighborhoods, belonged to the same clubs, went to the same parties, spoke with the same Oxbridge accent, used the same slang, married one another’s sisters, had affairs with one another’s wives.


Virginia Cowles, the young Bostonian who had become a reporter in London, had been welcomed into the capital’s leading social and political circles and was a frequent guest at their dinner and house parties. “What surprised me most about these gatherings was that everyone seemed to have known everyone else since childhood,” she later wrote. “When they argued it was like a huge family wrangling among itself, each delighted to score at the other’s expense, yet underneath bound by a strong bond of loyalty.”

Loyalty was indeed the watchword in these circles, as was conformity. To fit in at Eton or Harrow or Charterhouse, one had to conform, had to abide by the customs and traditions of the public schools, handed down from the time when they were the exclusive province of the aristocracy and landed gentry. By the late nineteenth century the schools had begun to open their doors to sons of the rising professional and business classes, who, once inside the gates, had their rough edges quickly smoothed away. Middle-class boys learned to comply with patrician standards of gentlemanly behavior. They realized, as Noel Annan, a onetime Cambridge don, remarked, that “it was easier to be accepted if you adopted [upper-class] manners, dressed like them, spoke with their accent, and learnt their language and jokes.” Above all, they learned the importance of abiding by what was considered the correct social code—what was “done” and “not done,” “proper” and “not proper,” “right” and “not right.”

For any new boy, regardless of his background, there was a baffling set of rules and restrictions to master, “as unrelated to the modern world,” in the words of one observer, “as the taboos of primitive man.” Most of them were aimed at teaching the newcomer his lowly place in the school’s pecking order. Depending on the school, junior boys were variously and arbitrarily forbidden to walk more than two abreast out-of-doors, to carry umbrellas, to roll up their umbrellas outside, to wear their boaters or top hats at a rakish angle, or to enter houses at their school other than the one in which they lived. As fags (unofficial servants) for older students they were expected to run errands and do other chores, like shining shoes or even, in winter, warming up seats for older boys in the school’s outdoor lavatory. For the most part, the rules were enforced by the schools’ senior students, who were in
charge of monitoring their juniors’ behavior. The ostensible reason for having students act as disciplinarians was to teach older boys the responsibilities of leadership. But since all this occurred when boys were at “their Lord of the Flies age,” as one Eton alumnus put it, there was widespread abuse. At most schools, beatings by fellow students were a common punishment for breaking the myriad unwritten and obscure regulations.

Not surprisingly, new boys quickly realized how important it was to defer to authority, all the while waiting for the day when they would become senior boys and could do unto others what had been done unto them. The most important lessons a public-school boy learned, then, were to obey and to be part of the group. The emphasis on team sports at these schools, designed to “build character,” underlined the importance attached to group harmony and cooperation. The boys who generally had the most status and prestige, the ones who were admired and looked up to, tended to be the star cricketers, rugby players, and footballers. Students who did not conform to the ideal often had a very difficult time. Boys who were shy, intellectual, inquisitive, rebellious, uninterested in sports, or otherwise different found themselves ignored, scorned, even shunned.

The idea that a boy should learn to think for himself, to question and criticize the tenets of his society, was a concept foreign to most British public schools at the time. As the historian Rupert Wilkinson has pointed out, their curricula, which emphasized Latin, Greek, and other rote subjects, “might do something for memory and logical thinking but it did little to awaken the imagination.” Students who went on to Oxford and Cambridge found a much more invigorating intellectual freedom there, an opportunity, if they were so inclined, to stretch and challenge their minds. But there was the same dedication to tradition and gentlemanly standards, the same emphasis on loyalty to institutions as at their public schools. That reverence for tradition and adherence to loyalty would stay with most of them for the rest of their lives.

When some became members of Parliament years later, the pressures to defer to authority and to conform were much like the old days at Eton and Harrow. Most former public-school boys obediently yielded. It was clear that in the House of Commons, just as at school, new boys
were to mind their manners, obey their superiors, and loyally advance the cause of their party if they wanted to get ahead. Undisguised ambition, open criticism, and rebellion were considered “bad form” and “not playing the game” and were dealt with appropriately. According to Jack Macnamara, a young Irishman who had served in the British army in India before coming to Parliament, most senior MPs agreed on “one matter—the suppression, completely and absolutely, of the new arrivals, who should be prepared to fag and agree, but who must never, never, in any circumstances, open their mouths, not for months and months and months.”

Just as junior boys were dominated by their schools’ senior students, so newcomers in Parliament were kept in line by their party’s whips, MPs whose job it was to make sure their members voted the party line. The chief Tory whip and his assistants, whose party controlled the government throughout the 1930s, wielded far more power, however, than did their Labour and Liberal counterparts. They were the prime dispensers of political patronage, handing out “every amenity which makes life at Westminster tolerable,” as one later Tory MP put it. Such amenities included junior ministerships, knighthoods, inclusion in parliamentary trips to exotic foreign countries, even invitations to the annual garden party at Buckingham Palace. “It is not necessary for the Whip to be so crude as to say: ‘If you oppose the party policy, you need not hope for that under secretaryship, bang go your chances of a knighthood, you cannot expect to be included on any of our delegations abroad, or to serve on the committee on that subject in which you are especially inerested,’” the Tory MP added. “But everyone knows that that threat is there, and it is effective.” Backbenchers who defied the whips, like Cartland, Macnamara, and the other anti-appeasement Tories, did so with the sure knowledge they were endangering their political futures.

All MPs understood of course that loyalty to one’s party was, and always has been, an essential prerequisite in British politics. A candidate for Parliament needs the endorsement and support of his party’s local machine to be adopted, or nominated; when an election is held, voters tend to cast their ballots for the party, not the individual. And once elected, MPs who are members of the party in power must show unity in supporting the prime minister’s policies to ensure, among other things, that the government does not fall.


Yet many Tory MPs in the 1930s believed that the government whips’ office, under David Margesson, had carried the demand for party subservience to tyrannical extremes. “A veritable-cat-of-nine-tails,” Jack Macnamara sardonically called the chief Tory whip and his deputies. Regarded as a bully and martinet by MPs who ran afoul of him, Margesson was the son of a baronet and the grandson of the Earl of Buckinghamshire. He was educated at Harrow, where he was known for his prowess at games and dislike of academics, and at Cambridge, which he left before getting a degree. Although Margesson came from an aristocratic background, his family had little money, and after Cambridge he went to the United States, where he held a variety of temporary jobs, including a short stint as a clerk at Marshall Fields department store in Chicago. When war broke out in 1914, he fought in France with the Eleventh Hussars, eventually winning the Military Cross. Elected to the House of Commons in 1922, he joined the whips’ office four years later and became chief whip in 1931.

During the war Margesson had married Frances Leggett, a young American heiress who had spent much of her girlhood with his family. His wife’s considerable wealth enabled Margesson to become a fulltime politician, without having to worry about making a living. The marriage, however, was unhappy: she was intellectual and artistic, while he, in his wife’s words, “despised culture” and was totally absorbed in politics and, in his rare free time, by fox hunting. After three children, the couple separated in 1930.

With his marriage at an end, Margesson, always a workaholic, threw himself into his parliamentary job. He once told Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin that he regarded the whips’ office as his second home. “He adored the House of Commons from the first,” recalled his daughter, “and was passionately interested in everything that went on there. Politics were the ruling interest of his life …” Often working more than twelve hours a day, Margesson ran the whips’ office like the unbending army officer he once had been, keeping the troops in line for Ramsay MacDonald, Baldwin, and Neville Chamberlain, the three prime ministers he served in the 1930s. No one questioned his ability. Indeed, Lloyd George, whose tenure in Parliament spanned more than fifty years, called him the most skillful and efficient chief whip in his lifetime. Margesson’s effectiveness, his daughter speculated, might have
been due to his “limitations as well as his gifts. If he had had more intellectual curiosity, he might sometimes have had more doubts. As it was, he never doubted the rightness of his Party.”

A popular figure in London social circles, Margesson was charming and considerate when off duty. But in the Commons he demonstrated an icy ruthlessness in bending Tory MPs to his and the government’s will. “You were either for the Government or against; there was no halfway house with him,” a fellow whip remarked. In the early 1930s Patrick Donner, a young Conservative MP, was summoned to Margesson’s office after daring to vote against a government bill. Donner stood in front of the chief whip’s desk for more than a minute, while Margesson, immaculately dressed as usual in black morning coat and black-and-white checked trousers, ignored him and continued writing. Finally Donner said, “If you are busy, I’ll come back at some more convenient time.” Margesson looked up. “What the hell do you mean by voting against the Government last night?” he demanded. Taken aback, Donner retorted: “What the hell do you mean by speaking to me as if I were a flunky?” As a result of this bit of impulsive effrontery, the young MP was put in parliamentary purdah. Margesson refused to speak to him for several years, and his chances for political advancement were over.

For men brought up to prize loyalty and collegiality as supreme virtues, it took great strength of will to defy their political superiors like that, especially when such defiance meant not only the loss of future political prizes but treatment as a pariah by one’s colleagues. Margesson, who was addressed as Chief by his subordinates, “applies to the House of Commons Old School Tie Brigade the methods of a public school,” a political commentator once wrote.


If one of the “boys” has erred, or strayed into the wrong lobby, the rest of them will quickly be notified that the fellow is a bit of an outsider. And the friends of outsiders, in the public school code, are of course to be regarded as outsiders themselves. If the cad still won’t play the game, well, he must be put in Coventry. The other chaps shun and spurn him, and shut up talking when he enters the room. It is a remarkable reflection on the frailty of humanity that even a grown man can rarely “take it.”




Such ostracism was particularly wounding in an institution that considered itself the best club in town and put heavy emphasis on camaraderie and companionship. Josiah Wedgwood, scion of the famed pottery family and an anti-appeasement Labour MP, was often at odds with colleagues in both major parties, yet he loved the “extremely strong brotherhood” of the Commons, which he claimed did not exist in the U.S. House of Representatives or any other national legislature. Most MPs had no parliamentary offices of their own, so they “work (or gossip) like one family, or one club, in the writing, smoking or dining rooms,” Wedgwood observed. In the U.S. House, where every member had his own suite of offices, “there is no ‘family life,’ nothing to discuss in common. It is not social, it is not the life of ideas, it is a business.”

It stands to reason, then, that with all this togetherness in the House, peer pressure has always been one of the most potent safeguards against rebellion. Christopher Hollis, an editor of Punch who served as a Tory MP in the 1950s, noted years after Margesson’s reign: “Nothing is more unpleasant than to sit side by side day after day with people who think that you are behaving like a traitor.”

 


Ronald Cartland loved the camaraderie of the House, but playing the game was something that he simply could not bring himself to do. “He disdained altogether those arts by which the ambitious young politician (and Ronald was ambitious) can gain, if he wishes, the patronage of his elders,” noted Richard Law, an anti-appeasement Tory who was the son of a former prime minister, Andrew Bonar Law, and one of Cartland’s closest friends.

Cartland’s interest in politics was sparked by his father, Bertram Cartland, the only son of a wealthy Birmingham financier. Four years before Ronald was born, his paternal grandfather went bankrupt and committed suicide. With no inheritance to count on to maintain their affluent country lifestyle, Ronald’s parents were forced to give up their house, horses, gardeners, and grooms and move to a small rented farmhouse near the town of Pershore, in Worcestershire. There Bertram Cartland went to work as an organizer for the Conservative Party. In the 1910 general election he managed the parliamentary campaign of the
local Tory candidate, and when his candidate was elected, Cartland became the new MP’s secretary in Westminster. Encouraged by his wife, Mary, Cartland developed political ambitions of his own: he planned to stand for Parliament at the next election. But when war began in 1914, he volunteered and was sent to France, where he rose eventually to the rank of colonel. He was killed in 1918, less than five months before the armistice, in the trenches near Berry-au-Bac. Ronald, who was eleven years old when his father died, took seriously his mother’s admonition: “I want you to start where your father left off.”

In 1919, Mary Cartland moved her children—Ronald, eighteen-year-old Barbara, and eight-year-old Anthony—to London. The night they arrived, Barbara and Ronald went for a walk in their new South Kensington neighborhood. Enthralled with the excitement and bustle of the capital, Barbara exclaimed: “I shall get to know everybody—everybody in London.” She asked her brother what he most wanted to do there. Twelve-year-old Ronald didn’t hesitate. “I shall be prime minister,” he said.

Wasting no time in achieving her goal, Barbara became one of the leading Bright Young Things of 1920s’ London. At the age of twenty-three, the slender, green-eyed blonde published her first novel, Jigsaw, billed as “Mayfair with the lid off.” The story of a young woman who falls in love with a handsome young peer after flirting with the frantic hedonism of London’s smart society, Jigsaw was an immediate best seller, the first of more than seven hundred books that Barbara Cartland was to write in her exceedingly long and successful career as a romance novelist.

She also became a journalist of sorts, contributing regular gossip items to the Daily Express, owned by Lord Beaverbrook. Fond of beautiful young women, the press baron, one of the most powerful and controversial men in England, soon included Barbara in his eclectic social circle. She was invited to small dinner parties at his country house, where the guests included longtime cronies like Winston Churchill and Lord Birkenhead. “I used to listen to their stories and ask for more,” she later said. “They all made a great fuss of me. I think they regarded me as something of a mascot.” Churchill, she recalled, was the most loquacious. “He would begin to tell a story when the others
would interrupt: ‘We’ve heard that one before, Winston.’ ‘Well, Barbara hasn’t,’he would answer—and continued to the end.”

Ronald meanwhile was enrolled as a scholarship student at Charterhouse, where he already was voicing progressive views that seemed at odds with his ambitions as a would-be Conservative MP. As a small boy he had accompanied his mother when she did volunteer social work in the slums of Pershore. He had been deeply affected by the extreme poverty he saw there: the small, crumbling houses with rain dripping through the ceilings, the emaciated children in rags, the haggard women with despairing faces. At the age of seventeen he wrote to his mother from school of his belief that all workers should be guaranteed a decent living wage. He had been talking to laborers working on a nearby road, he said, and they “have almost convinced me that Socialism is the right policy.” Ronald’s progressivism was a bit worrisome to the higher-ups at Charterhouse. “If [Ronald] can curb his revolutionary tendencies,” the master of his house told Mary Cartland, “I expect him to do well as head of the House next quarter.”

Despite his “revolutionary tendencies,” Cartland was popular with his fellow students, and he did do well, but not at the expense of tempering his beliefs. When he became head of his house, he eased some of the rules and restrictions that made the lives of the junior boys such misery. When millions of British workers staged a general strike in 1926 to support the nation’s coal miners in their bitter wage dispute with mine owners, Ronald defended the miners’cause in an emotional discussion with his sister. Did she have any idea of the horrific and highly dangerous conditions under which the miners worked? To descend half a mile underground into the blackness and fumes of a coal pit was like going down into the depths of hell. For doing that seven hours every day, crouched in a cramped tunnel and inhaling fumes and coal dust, miners were paid wages that barely kept them and their families from starvation. And now the owners were demanding longer hours for less pay. Couldn’t she see how wrong that was?

Barbara Cartland frankly admitted she had never given much thought to such things. Most people in her social set, dancing the nights away in the chic nightclubs of Mayfair, knew—and cared—nothing about the vast poverty and widespread unemployment that existed in industrial
areas outside London—or, for that matter, in the capital’s East End. As Benjamin Disraeli wrote in his novel Sybil, the affluent and the poor of Britain were divided by a chasm so wide that they were “two nations: between whom there is no intercourse and no sympathy, who are ignorant of each other’s habits, thoughts and feelings, as if they were dwellers in different zones, or inhabitants of different planets …”

In spite of his passion for social justice, Cartland remained true to the Tory values that his family had embraced for generations: a staunch belief in the primacy of individual freedom and the preservation of private property and enterprise. He rejected the socialism espoused by the Labour Party: creation of full employment through public works and the eventual nationalization of industries, including railways, coal mines, and electric power. “Socialism would destroy the individual for the state,” he once wrote. “Conservatism stands for … the continual growth of the individual, which must inevitably lead to a growth of the state. The prestige and prosperity of the one is bound up in the prestige and popularity of the other.”

Cartland’s mother didn’t have the money to send him to Oxford or Cambridge, so after leaving Charterhouse, he went to work for the Conservative Party’s Central Office in London. He wanted to stand for Parliament in 1935, but he had no money of his own to finance a campaign and was determined not to accept money from the Central Office. “I must be independent,” he told his sister. “I could never be a party hack … with my hands tied.” In the end his shoestring campaign in King’s Norton was largely financed by the royalties from Barbara’s novels. He was elected in the Conservative landslide that brought Stanley Baldwin to power again as prime minister, with the Tories winning 432 seats, compared with Labour’s 154. The Liberal Party, which had dominated British politics in the late nineteenth century and whose leaders had included William Gladstone, H. H. Asquith, and David Lloyd George, was a pitiful shadow of its former self. Weakened by bitter internal conflicts since the turn of the century, it had secured only 21 seats.

When he entered Parliament, the twenty-eight-year-old Cartland was one of the youngest members of the Commons, and his boyish looks only accentuated his youth. He usually took a seat on the second government bench below the gangway, an area normally occupied, as
Dick Law recalled, “by the older, the sterner, and the less compromising sections of the Tory Party.” The contrast between the other MPs and “Ronald, slender, elegant and boyish … was both comical and alarming.”

During his first days in the Commons, Cartland wrote his mother: “Most of the House seem old! No one looks as young as I, but I shall get over that … I shall go slow for a bit.” His resolution lasted only a few months. The first violation came when he flouted the unwritten rule that a new MP’s maiden speech should limit itself to paying tribute to his predecessor, praising his constituency, and avoiding controversy at all costs. If a new member is “good and very demure,” wrote the ever-cynical Jack Macnamara, the whips will “arrange that you may modestly make a few remarks … and, provided you spend most of those fleeting moments apologising to them for interrupting at all, they will graciously pat you on the back, after which you should return home, bursting with pride, content never to be so forward again.”

Cartland’s first address to the House in May 1936 was hardly in that forelock-tugging mode. It consisted of a sharp attack on the Baldwin government for its lackadaisical attitude in aiding what the government euphemistically called distressed areas, those parts of the country suffering from desperate economic depression, with unemployment rates exceeding 30 and 40 percent. Addressing the House later in the debate, Harold Macmillan, then forty-one, congratulated Cartland for his speech, noting that its spirit reminded him of the enthusiasm with which he and other young progressive Tories had made similar speeches when they first came to Parliament twelve years earlier. “I am afraid that we have made little headway,” Macmillan said. He cautioned Cartland that it might be better for his political future if he curbed his courage and zeal for reform—so long as the “present control of our administration remains in hands similar to those which have controlled it in the last forty years.”

 


Ronald Cartland was notably different from most MPs—and not just because of his outspokenness. Unlike many of his Tory colleagues, he did not come from a wellborn family, nor did he have money. A devout Anglo-Catholic, he was relatively abstemious in a place that boasted
more than its share of heavy drinkers. (The Houses of Parliament were exempt from the usual restrictions on liquor sales, and alcohol was liberally consumed day and night in the Commons smoking room, as well as in other parliamentary haunts.) He did not belong to clubs—he didn’t have the money to join or keep up a membership—and he disliked large parties and much of the rest of the socializing that went with being an MP. He preferred to spend his rare free time reading in his tiny flat on Petty France Street near Parliament.

Yet Cartland was hardly a loner. He enjoyed the fellowship of the House and had a large circle of friends, many of them fellow MPs. A good mimic, whose impersonations of the latest social and political celebrities were uncannily precise, Cartland was known for his charm, wit, and sense of fun. He was not conventionally handsome—his features were too sharp and his ears too big—but the magnetism of his personality was such that some people argued otherwise. Many who knew him talked about his vitality and joie de vivre. “I was always happiest when I was with him, and so, I know, were a great many of his friends,” said James P. L. Thomas, a tall, convivial Welshman who was part of Cartland’s parliamentary circle. His sister recalled: “No one could be indifferent to Ronald. When he joined a party, the whole tempo was accelerated, voices and spirits rose because he was there.” In his diary Harold Nicolson wrote of Cartland: “When he leaves a party, it is as if the lights had grown dimmer.”

The well-dressed bachelor, his black hair brushed sleekly back, was also extremely popular with the young people in his constituency, especially young women. He was regarded as “a knight in shining armour, genuinely involved in the welfare of his constituents,” recalled the writer Elizabeth Longford, who in 1936 was chosen by the Labour Party to run against Cartland in the next general election.1 “Every girl who did not actually belong to the Labour or Liberal parties was in love with him—and even a few who did belong to the opposition.” Some constituents affectionately referred to him as Ronald Colman, a nickname (and comparison to the movie star) he hated.


From the beginning of his parliamentary career, Cartland was seen as a possible future leader of the country. Over the next four years a number of journalists predicted that he might even attain the goal he had mentioned to his sister on that long-ago day in South Kensington. “Cartland is ambitious,” wrote a Sunday Express correspondent in May 1936. “I should not be surprised if he hopes to be Premier himself one day. He has got a better chance than many of the other young aspirants I know … I think he is a first-rate Member of the House of Commons.”

But to achieve high office, he was frequently warned, he would have to learn to play the game, to accept and obey the dictates of his party and prime minister. “I can’t tell you the number of people who say—‘You won’t get on if you attack the Government like that, and so on’—as though one doesn’t feel one’s cause,” he wrote his mother. In any event, he paid no attention to the warnings. Throughout the late 1930s he never let up in his criticism of the Baldwin and Chamberlain governments for not doing enough to help Britain’s underclass. “Ronald approached life in the spirit of a continuous crusade,” wrote the Tory MP Duncan Sandys, who was Winston Churchill’s son-in-law. “Wherever he saw oppression, injustice or incompetence, he attacked it. What is more, he enjoyed every minute of the fight, in which he neither gave nor expected quarter.” As Sandys observed, Cartland actually seemed to relish his ongoing duel with David Margesson and his deputies. Once comparing the chief whip with a character lusting for vengeance in Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities, Cartland dryly described Margesson as “taking on the role of [Madame] Defarge, counting heads.”

In November 1936 the young renegade first earned the animosity of Neville Chamberlain, then Baldwin’s chancellor of the exchequer, when he delivered a stinging assault on the Treasury for balancing the budget at the expense of the nation’s poor: “If you are going to do something, you have got to spend money. If you are going to do nothing, I beg the Government to say so with complete and appalling frankness.” One newspaper declared after the speech: “Mr. Cartland has burned his boats.” Not for the first time, he was summoned to Margesson’s office and warned that rebels were not tolerated in the Conservative Party. Soon afterward a by-election was held in a Birmingham constituency, and
Cartland was the only Tory MP from Birmingham not asked to speak for the Conservative candidate. A Birmingham newspaper speculated that the snub might foreshadow the withdrawal of official party support for Cartland at the next general election.

His growing unpopularity with the whips and the rest of the Conservative Party hierarchy was also the result of his stand on the other great issue of the 1930s, the British government’s policy of placating Hitler and Mussolini. Cartland was as vehemently opposed to appeasement as he was to the government’s failure to implement social reform. In August 1935, shortly before he was elected to Parliament, he and his sister visited Germany, where he was outraged by the Nazis’ persecution of the Jews. Returning to Britain, he warned that Hitler was preparing to march on Austria and other Central European countries, and that sooner or later, Germany would go to war against Britain. His warnings, like those of other anti-appeasement MPs, were met with disbelief and ridicule, and he was labeled an alarmist and warmonger.

In Parliament, Cartland pushed hard for universal conscription and attacked the conciliation of Hitler, first by Baldwin and then by Chamberlain. In a letter to his constituents, he wrote that he intended to “follow his conscience” wherever it might lead him. “We must make it plain that though we hate war, we shall fight with all our strength to preserve our freedom; we must never in any way compromise our belief in democratic principles.”

Although he was far more willing than most in his party to brave the whips’wrath, Cartland was not alone on the Tory benches in his fights for social justice and against appeasement. There was a core of about twenty to thirty left-leaning Tories, most of them under forty-five, who also had revolted against many of the government’s economic and foreign policies. Like Cartland, a number of them had been rebelling against the strictures of their clannish upper-crust society since their public-school days. Dick Law, for example, boasted impeccable establishment credentials as the son of a Tory prime minister and an alumnus of Shrewsbury and Oxford. Yet for several years after Oxford, Law, who was described by a fellow MP as “an independent character with inconvenient ideas,” worked as a newspaper reporter in the United States, including stints at the New York Herald Tribune and Philadelphia Daily
Ledger, hardly the kind of job that most affluent, well-educated young Britons sought in the 1920s. “It seems to me that there is an unbridgeable gulf between the young Members and the old die-hard Tories,” Cartland wrote his sister. “The ‘left’ Conservatives are immeasurably nearer to the ‘right’ Socialists [Labour members] than they could ever be to the older Members of their own party.”

Of all the progressive Tories, few were more radical in their views—or more outspoken in expressing them—than two of the MPs who had huddled with Cartland in the House lobby on August 2, 1939: Harold Macmillan and his once-close friend Robert Boothby.




CHAPTER THREE

“TROUBLESOME YOUNG MEN”

 


 



It was an odd pairing: Harold Macmillan, the inhibited, repressed publisher’s son, and Bob Boothby, the warm, witty progeny of an affluent Edinburgh banker. Both had been elected to Parliament in 1924 and not long afterward joined forces in what was regarded by most of their colleagues as a quixotic battle against the government’s laissez-faire social, economic, and foreign policies.

On the surface, Macmillan seemed much more suited to the life of an Oxford don than to the hurlyburly of parliamentary politics. He was bookish and shy and, by all accounts, including his own, a terrible public speaker. Even some of the Tory colleagues who agreed with his progressive views found him to be, in the words of one, “a tiresome fellow.” To the journalists who covered Parliament, Macmillan was “a bit of a bore.”

Yet by the late 1930s this partner in one of England’s most distinguished publishing houses had become known for his increasingly vocal denunciations of appeasement and for his crusade, reminiscent of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, to implement radical new economic programs in Britain. “Mr. Harold,” declared the old nanny who had helped raise him, “is a dangerous pink.”

There was little in his background to foreshadow such a contentious future. He had grown up in the exclusive Belgravia section of London—a lonely, sensitive, anxious little boy who lived in constant
terror of making a mistake or doing something wrong. “I always felt that, on the whole, the world was something alarming, and that people of all ages would be more likely to be troublesome than agreeable,” he recalled. As a child he preferred to retreat to a corner and read a book; he noted years later that “I learnt books before I learnt people.”

His father, Maurice, was a senior partner at Macmillan & Co., the far-flung publishing empire that Maurice’s father and uncle had founded in 1843. By the time Harold came of age, Macmillan’s was already an institution in the book world, with branches in the United States, Canada, India, and Australia and a stable of authors that included Lewis Carroll, Alfred Lord Tennyson, Rudyard Kipling, Thomas Hardy, Henry James, and H. G. Wells. Maurice Macmillan, a quiet and withdrawn man, had little to do with his youngest son’s upbringing. He spent most of his time at his publishing house or his club, perhaps, as Harold Macmillan’s biographer Alistair Horne speculates, “to escape from a domineering wife.” Harold remembered his mother, Nellie, as austere and puritanical, a forceful disciplinarian with “no sympathy for the conventional feelings of English boys.” There was not much fun or laughter in the Macmillan household for Harold and his two older brothers.

Nellie Macmillan, an American from Indiana, was ambitious for her sons, particularly for Harold. He had decidedly mixed feelings about her. He owed everything in his life to her “devotion and support,” he once said, but he added that “if you failed at something, you felt you’d rather let her down.” He remarked to a friend many years after his mother’s death: “I admired her, but never really liked her … She dominated me, and she still dominates me.”

In 1906, at the age of twelve, Harold entered Eton. Not surprisingly, this introverted child who lost himself in books and was no good at games hated the school and its hearty atmosphere. It wasn’t until he arrived at Oxford that he finally came into his own. There, at Balliol College, he could indulge at last his love of learning. To Macmillan, Oxford meant freedom, an escape from “a home where discipline was severe and a mother’s love almost too restraining.”

When war broke out in the summer of 1914, Macmillan was commissioned a second lieutenant in the King’s Royal Rifle Corps, but his
mother pulled strings and arranged his transfer to the much more prestigious Grenadier Guards, many of whose officers were aristocrats. The Guards were regarded as “spoilt darlings” by other line regiments, recalled one nonguardsman. Spoiled they might have been, but they were not spared in the bloodbath in France, suffering some twelve thousand casualties before the war was over. Macmillan himself was in the thick of the slaughter for more than a year and was wounded four times. During the battle of Loos, in September 1915, which cost the British almost sixty thousand men, he was shot glancingly in the head and, more seriously, through the right hand, an injury that gave him trouble for the rest of his life. Less than a year later, at Ypres, he was wounded in the face by a grenade. Refusing medical evacuation, he moved with his battalion in July 1916 to Beaumont-Hamel, near the Somme River.

On September 15, at the height of the “wanton, pointless carnage” known as the battle of the Somme, Macmillan’s battalion was ordered to attack a German machine-gun stronghold near the town of Ginchy. Advancing through heavy smoke, Macmillan and his platoon were rushing a German trench when he was hit in his left thigh and pelvis by shrapnel and machine-gun fire. He shouted to his sergeant to leave him and continue the attack. Throughout his life Macmillan carried a book with him wherever he went, even on the battlefield. This day was no different. While the battle raged around him, he lay in a muddy shell hole and read Aeschylus’s Prometheus off and on to distract himself from the pain. Whenever German soldiers came near, he pretended to be dead.

Late in the afternoon he was rescued by fellow Guards and taken to an aid station and then to a hospital in Abbeville. By then his wounds were infected, and he was eventually sent back to London, where he underwent several operations and remained hospitalized until shortly before the armistice. Macmillan suffered lifelong pain from his various injuries, which left him with a limp right hand and a shuffling walk. Both difficulties later made him the butt of jokes, told by people unaware of the origins of the disabilities.

For the rest of his life he remained haunted by the war. Most of his closest friends had died in France, and for several years he refused to
return to Oxford because to him, it was “a city of the dead. Almost everybody I knew there seemed to have been killed.” Like other veterans who later entered politics, he felt guilt about having survived, as well as “an obligation to make some decent use of the life that had been spared to [me]” and “to do something for our country.” Also like other veterans, he had great contempt for those “gentlemen of England now abed” who had not seen combat.

As it happened, most of the MPs who opposed appeasement in the 1930s, including Churchill, had fought in the war. (The exceptions, like Ronald Cartland, Bob Boothby, and Dick Law, had been too young.) By contrast, most of the government ministers responsible for appeasement had never been in the trenches. The veterans were fervent in their desire for peace; they were “dedicated,” in the words of the journalist Colin Coote, “to preserving any future generation from the decimation which had shattered their own.” But if it was necessary to prepare for war in order to maintain that peace, they were ready to do so, unlike many advocates of appeasement. This vast gulf in experience and understanding would play a significant role in the parliamentary battle to come.

After the armistice Macmillan, still struggling to come to grips with his wartime experiences, decided to remain in the Guards for another year before settling down to work in the family business. In March 1919 his mother came to the rescue again and helped arrange his appointment as an aide-de-camp to the British governor-general of Canada, Victor Cavendish, the Duke of Devonshire. Macmillan was twenty-five years old, a serious, socially awkward young man who still found it difficult to relate easily to people, especially to women, whom he tended to regard “as if they were a strange, undescribed new species.” In Ottawa, however, for the first and only time in his life he fell deeply in love. The object of his affection was the duke’s daughter Dorothy, an attractive, outgoing nineteen-year-old with a sparkling sense of humor and “extraordinary zest for life” and none of the pretensions and snobbery so typical of the British upper classes. Wherever Lady Dorothy Cavendish was, “you knew there was going to be fun,” a family friend said later. “She lit up the room.” Macmillan courted Lady Dorothy with great intensity, but it took her several months to make up her mind
whether to marry him. In late December she finally said yes. The ecstatic Macmillan wrote his mother: “I love her so much I can hardly know what to do or say or think.”

Some people who knew both Harold and Dorothy were mystified by the match. What did she see in this shy, cerebral, somewhat pedantic captain, with his bushy, unkempt mustache, snaggle-toothed smile, and stilted manners and walk? True, as a result of the war, there was a shortage of eligible men, a serious problem for young British women brought up to believe that marriage was their only future. Barbara Cartland, who was a year younger than Lady Dorothy, later noted: “A million men who had been in the right age group to be potential husbands had been killed, and we learned with feelings of anxiety that in consequence, there were two million surplus women.” But as the daughter of a duke who also happened to be one of the wealthiest men in Britain, Dorothy presumably would have had no trouble finding a husband. Indeed, her mother reportedly wanted her to marry the future Duke of Buccleuch.

Then there was the speculation that Dorothy was marrying Macmillan to “escape the problems of home, a very tough mother …” If anything, the Duchess of Devonshire was even more domineering than Macmillan’s mother. Described by her brother-in-law as “an unpleasant woman, accustomed to authority,” Evelyn Cavendish was stingy with money, affection, and civility. “She wouldn’t speak to you unless she wanted something, and I can’t say she ever thanked you either,” a longtime Cavendish servant said.

Perhaps, however, Dorothy accepted Macmillan’s proposal because she actually was in love with this young war hero, who, for all his inhibitions and gaucheness, was courtly, sensitive, compassionate, and intelligent. “Uncle Harold, quoting Plato and so on, must have been frightfully impressive,” said a niece of the Macmillans’. “Probably Aunt Dorothy was very impressed by [his] being so educated …” Whatever the reasons for the match, it delighted her father. As unpretentious and warm as his daughter, the duke was very fond of Macmillans, who quickly became his favorite son-in-law. The duchess, however, was horrified. Macmillan may have been a future partner of Macmillan & Co., he may have been wealthy himself, but according to the vagaries of the
British class system, he and his family were “in trade” and therefore considered much inferior socially to the Cavendishes. But then, almost everyone in Britain was considered inferior to the Cavendishes, who stood at the very top of Britain’s aristocratic hierarchy.

Thought to be richer than the royal family, the Duke of Devonshire and his family lived in semifeudal splendor, traveling in private trains to and from their enormous estates throughout the country. Their London mansion, Devonshire House, across the street from the Ritz Hotel in Piccadilly, featured vast gardens and two tennis courts. But the grandest of the Devonshire properties was Chatsworth, their seventeenthcentury estate in the wooded hills of Derbyshire, with its 297 rooms; one hundred acres of gardens; hordes of footmen, maids, and grooms; Rembrandts, Rubenses, Van Dycks, and Gainsboroughs on the walls; and its own historian and library.

This, then, was the world that Macmillan entered when, in April 1920, he married Lady Dorothy Cavendish at St. Margaret’s in Westminster, the church of choice for fashionable London weddings. It was a world to which he quickly grew attached. Of the many complexities in Macmillan’s character, one of the most notable, as a longtime parliamentary colleague observed, was his “soft heart for—and the strong determination to help—the underdog, and the social habit to associate happily with the overdog.”

Macmillan particularly enjoyed the weekends he spent shooting grouse on the moors of Bolton Abbey, the thirty-thousand-acre Devonshire estate in the Yorkshire Dales. After a morning of shooting, he and the other male guests would join the ladies at a cottage on the moors for a picnic luncheon, served on Devonshire china by footmen in the family’s lemon yellow and dark blue livery. At Christmas, Macmillan, Lady Dorothy, and their children traveled to Chatsworth for a Devonshire family gathering that was, in his words, “almost as remote from present-day England as descriptions of Count Rostov’s family in War and Peace.” Each family arrived with its nannies, valets, nursery and ladies’maids, grooms, and chauffeurs. The duchess demanded strict adherence to the etiquette of Devonshire hierarchy. Children, for example, were served at meals in the order of their parents’ranking in the family; the offspring of Dorothy’s eldest brother, Edward, the heir to the dukedom, always were fed first.


Macmillan’s pleasure in joining this great ducal family was somewhat diminished, however, by the cool reception he received from a good many of its members. While the duke continued to be cordial toward Macmillan, most of Dorothy’s six siblings and their spouses, particularly his brother-in-law James Stuart, treated him with cool disdain. The good-looking, arrogant Stuart, son of a Scottish earl, was highly placed in royal circles and was David Margesson’s deputy in the Tory whips’ office. A languid man who talked out of the side of his mouth, Stuart made considerable fun of Macmillan’s efforts to please.

The Cavendish family as a whole mocked his serious demeanor. They were bored by his intellectualism, and the women of the family vied with one another not to sit next to him at dinner. “He gave the impression of being very pompous, so he needed pin-pricking all the time,” said Deborah Devonshire, one of the famed Mitford sisters, who married Dorothy’s nephew Andrew (later to become Duke of Devonshire himself). Having grown up in what he called “a simple, perhaps narrow … world,” where “we didn’t see many people,” Macmillan, for all his enjoyment of the aristocratic lifestyle, never seemed to know the right thing to say or do. He seemed “a rather sad figure—rather isolated in these circles,” recalled a friend who observed him at a family gathering at Chatsworth. Many years later, long after Macmillan had served as prime minister, members of his wife’s family continued to dwell on the vast class difference between him and them. “Whereas Uncle Harold would like to have been Trollope, he was Galsworthy,” Andrew Devonshire remarked to one interviewer. “Trollope’s political novels were about the Duke of Omnium and the great aristocratic grandees, whereas Galsworthy’s novels are essentially about upper-class businessmen.”

Yet the snobbery that Macmillan encountered from his in-laws was a small price to pay for the political advantages he enjoyed because of them. He was related by marriage to at least sixteen Tory MPs, including Robert “Bobbety” Cranborne, the future Lord Salisbury and a leading member of the Cecil family. Like the Cavendishes, the Cecils had been major players in national affairs since the sixteenth century, when William Cecil, Lord Burghley, served as Queen Elizabeth I’s most influential adviser.


Partly because of his Cavendish connections, Macmillan, who had been politically ambitious since boyhood, was given the chance in 1924 to stand for election to Parliament. His prospective constituency was the shipbuilding town of Stockton-on-Tees, a place as far removed from the world of Chatsworth and Bolton Abbey as could be imagined. Located near the northeastern coast of England, Stockton had been a thriving boomtown during the Industrial Revolution, but like many centers of Britain’s old staple industries (coal, iron and steel, textiles, and shipbuilding), it had fallen on very hard times by the early 1920s. Some of the shipyards had shut down and now were industrial graveyards, full of tumbledown sheds, crumbling warehouses, rusting cranes, and empty ships moored to decaying docks. Nearly 30 percent of Stockton’s male population was unemployed. Men stood idly on street corners, their caps pulled down, shoulders hunched against the knifing wind, hands in their pockets, with nothing to do but, in the words of J. B. Priestley, “wait for Doomsday.”

Macmillan was greatly affected by the economic devastation he witnessed in this once proud and prosperous community, devastation he likened to the ravaged landscape of France after the Great War. Like many other young middle- and upper-class British officers, he had emerged from the conflict with an interest in improving the lot of the men from working-class backgrounds who had fought under his and others’ command. In Stockton he witnessed the empty, hopeless, poverty-stricken lives that so many former British Tommies were now leading. He made numerous campaign trips to the town and grew to care deeply about its people. In the beginning, however, he had immense trouble communicating that concern. A poor and halting speaker, he hated the give-and-take of politics, “the heckling and din and having to attack and defend and all the rest of it.” His native sensitivity and humor were hidden behind a stiff, formal facade. Macmillan’s “manner was all wrong,” observed an acquaintance. “His forays were like those of a public-school missionary to the East End.”

Fortunately, his woodenness was offset by the warmth and down-to-earth nature of his wife, who showed a genuine interest in the lives of the people of Stockton. She remembered their names and problems and talked to them as if they were old friends. “She was a wizard canvasser,”
remarked one of her relatives. “She had a very good political sense, and in elections, she was marvelous.” Lady Dorothy often stood behind Macmillan when someone approached him on the hustings and whispered in his ear who the person was and what he did. “She was the greater part of his success here,” a Stockton resident declared. Another remembered: “She was very much loved.”

Macmillan promised Stockton’s voters that his priority in Parliament would be to help better their lives and to ease the massive unemployment afflicting their town and others in the north. When they elected him in 1924, he tried to make good his pledge, only to find that the government of Stanley Baldwin did not share his priorities. Baldwin and the Conservatives had won an impressive victory over Ramsay MacDonald’s Labour Party with the vow to give Britain “a period of tranquility and prosperity in which to recuperate from war and its aftermath.” But the pledge of prosperity did not include government programs to put more people back to work or to improve the wretched lot of those with low-paying jobs.

In Macmillan’s fight against the government’s apathy, he cooperated with a handful of other young progressive Tories, several of whom also represented dying industrial towns in the north and midlands. Among them was a gregarious twenty-four-year-old Scot named Bob Boothby.

 


Also educated at Eton and Oxford, the stocky, handsome Boothby, with his infectious grin and mop of unruly black hair, had an enormous appetite for life. He drove a Bentley two-seater, was passionate about jazz and opera, loved to gamble, and boasted a huge circle of friends, including Noël Coward and Sir Thomas Beecham, the founder of the London Philharmonic Orchestra.

Only two years after leaving Oxford, Boothby was elected to Parliament. Widely regarded as one of the most promising of the new Conservative MPs, he had a rich, powerful voice and, in the words of one of his Oxford dons, “a natural gift for eloquence.” After Boothby’s maiden speech in March 1925, Winston Churchill, then chancellor of the exchequer, rose from the Treasury bench to congratulate him. A year later Churchill asked Boothby to become his parliamentary private
secretary. The job of a PPS is to help his cabinet minister in the House of Commons. He sits behind the minister and provides him with information during debates. He also serves as a conduit to other MPs and keeps the minister informed of the mood of the House. Although an unofficial and unpaid position, a PPS job is a highly soughtafter prize for young MPs, since it’s considered the first rung on the ladder to cabinet office. Serving as PPS to the chancellor of the exchequer, one of the top posts in the government, is, and was, regarded as a particular plum.

When Boothby joined his parliamentary circle, Winston Churchill, then fifty-two, had been one of the most notable figures in Parliament since the turn of the century. During that time he had held every important post in the cabinet except foreign secretary and prime minister. Yet when Stanley Baldwin named him chancellor in 1924, everyone, including Churchill, was astonished. For although he was supremely talented and one of the most gifted orators in the Commons, he had never followed the unwritten rules of the parliamentary game. “A natural storm center,” Virginia Cowles once called him. Party loyalty had never been, to put it mildly, Churchill’s strong suit.

He had entered Parliament as a Conservative in 1901, then crossed the House floor three years later to join the Liberal Party over the question of free trade. After serving as home secretary, first lord of the admiralty, war secretary, and colonial secretary in various Liberal governments, he “re-ratted,” as he himself put it, and went back to the Conservatives in 1924. Stalwarts of all three parties regarded Churchill with suspicion and distrust. His party-hopping was generally seen as rank opportunism, the consequence of his intense political ambitions, rather than as the result of a sincere shift in beliefs. “Winston was very unpopular,” recalled Lady Violet Bonham Carter, the daughter of the former Liberal prime minister H. H. Asquith and a close friend of Churchill’s. “The Liberals regarded him as an arriviste and a thruster—and the Conservatives as a deserter, a rat and a traitor to his class.”

He also had a reputation for rashness and bad judgment, based in part on his involvement, while first lord of the admiralty, in the British attack on the Dardanelles Strait in 1915, which led to the catastrophic Gallipoli campaign. And he was considered by many to be a self-absorbed
egotist who cared for nothing and no one but himself. A parliamentary colleague once complained of the way Churchill “walks in, makes his speech, walks out, and leaves the whole place as if God almighty had spoken … He never listens to any man’s speech but his own.” (The comment received loud cheers from both sides of the chamber.) Even Churchill’s oratory, dazzling as it often was, had frequently gotten him into trouble. He had a predilection for sarcasm and invective, and fellow MPs who had been its targets neither forgave nor forgot.

Boothby, however, didn’t see any of this as a problem. Like Churchill, he was a natural rebel, taking considerable pleasure in swimming against the tide. Besides, he relished the prestige of working alongside one of the most important men in the British government. He loved, for example, the pomp and ceremony of each year’s Budget Day, when clad in top hat and morning coat he jauntily followed a similarly attired Churchill from 11 Downing Street, the chancellor’s official residence, to the Houses of Parliament, while flashbulbs popped and people stared. In the Commons, Churchill outlined the government’s new budget as a beaming Boothby looked on.

At the age of twenty-six, Boothby was a golden boy in British politics, even touted in some quarters as a future prime minister. As he remarked later, “All doors were open to me.” He was invited everywhere, to summer house parties in Venice and Capri, to glittering London soirees thrown by society hostesses like Lady Londonderry and Emerald Cunard, to less formal gatherings staged by Lady Diana Cooper (said to be the most beautiful woman in London) and other members of London’s new café society. The witty Boothby more than held his own in these sophisticated circles, where style was valued far more than money and dullness was damned as a cardinal sin. “He was an adventurer—brilliant, mischievous, funny, attractive to women, and extremely dedicated to his view of doing right,” recalled Marie Ridder, an American journalist who first met Boothby when she was a young girl.

As Ridder noted, Boothby was a man of substance, as well as a charming man-about-town. He was a masterful politician who worked hard for his constituency in East Aberdeenshire, a rugged, windswept agricultural and fishing area on the northeastern coast of Scotland. Like Macmillan, Boothby had grown up in well-to-do, upper-middle-class
surroundings, with little or no firsthand knowledge of the poverty afflicting much of Britain. When he first arrived in East Aberdeenshire, he was shocked by the abysmal living conditions of many of his constituents, who were living, he said, “on the borderland of starvation.” He became an advocate of the herring industry, his constituency’s main commercial enterprise, giving frequent and heartfelt speeches in the Commons about the need for government subsidies and other support. One day the prime minister strolled into the chamber and listened for a moment to Boothby as he held forth. Shaking his head, Stanley Baldwin muttered, “Herrings again!” and walked out.

Boothby became deeply attached to East Aberdeenshire and its people, and his constituents returned the favor. He was a most unusual MP, one who actually liked spending time in his constituency, who did not regard his days there as the unpleasant but necessary price one had to pay for getting elected. Unlike Macmillan and most of his other parliamentary colleagues, he enjoyed politicking, and he particularly delighted in trading banter and barbs with hecklers. In the middle of a campaign speech one night a voter yelled at him: “Ye should’ve been an actor, nay a politician.” Boothby shot back: “You’re quite right, and I would have been a bloody good one, too!”

Boothby also enjoyed his work with Churchill, and in the early years of their acquaintance the two were close. Besides a penchant for rebellion, they shared other traits, including exuberance, impulsiveness, brash combativeness, love of the limelight, and an irrepressible sense of fun. Both were “unique, wayward, exciting,” as Macmillan once said of Churchill, “with a peculiar glamour of [their] own that brought a sense of color into our rather drab political life.” Indeed, for a while Churchill treated Boothby almost as a son. He was a frequent houseguest at Chartwell, where he watched Churchill lay bricks as part of his myriad building projects, all the while listening to him talk. “In the drawing-room, the dining-room, the bedroom, the bathroom, the garden, the car, the train, or in his room at the House of Commons, the flow of [Churchill’s] ‘private’ oratory, which was in fact, great literature, never ceased,” Boothby recalled. In London, Churchill and Boothby occasionally went to plays or dinner together when Churchill’s wife, Clementine, was out of town.


In perhaps the most significant indication of Churchill’s regard for Boothby, the younger man was invited to join The Other Club, an exclusive political dining establishment that Churchill had helped found in 1911. To be chosen, a prospective member had to be both highly accomplished and highly entertaining. The decision on whom to admit was made solely by Churchill, who regarded it as the greatest honor he could confer on a friend or associate. Members came from all three political parties, about half from the House of Commons and the rest a widely disparate group that included, at various times, the Duke of Marlborough, P. G. Wodehouse, Lord Beaverbrook, South Africa’s prime minister Jan Smuts, and Frank Hodges, the head of the miners’union. Every other Thursday, Other Club members, in formal evening attire, gathered in the Savoy Hotel’s Pinafore Room, and, in a haze of cigar and cigarette smoke, spent several hours eating, drinking champagne and brandy, and verbally jousting. One of the club rules stated that “nothing … shall interfere with the rancour or asperity of party politics,” an order with which the members were only too happy to comply. “We were a very pleasant brotherhood,” one member later remarked, “smugly confident that if we did not rule the world, it was the world’s misfortune.”

In 1928 Boothby wrote to Churchill: “I hope on some occasion to be able adequately to express my gratitude for all you have done for me. I have now been with you for over two years, & I have not the slightest doubt that I shall look back on them as by far the happiest years of my political life—and the most interesting.” Yet unlike most of those in Churchill’s small inner circle, the independent-minded Boothby did not see himself as a disciple. He disapproved of many of Churchill’s deflationary policies and made speeches in the Commons criticizing the chancellor’s decisions to return England to the gold standard and to slash defense expenditures over a ten-year period. Several of his criticisms were made while he was Churchill’s PPS and were regarded by some of his colleagues as rank disloyalty. On at least three occasions Boothby offered to resign; each time Churchill refused to accept his resignation. “I loved serving him,” Boothby said many years later. “As chancellor, he was a wonderful chief, marvelous, considerate, let me do pretty well anything I liked. I had endless arguments with him, but he didn’t mind.”


Like Harold Macmillan, Boothby rebelled against the conventional wisdom of the time that governments could, and should, do little to curb unemployment and poverty. Both men were strongly influenced by Lloyd George and his passion for social reform and by the economist John Maynard Keynes, who called for a planned economy and massive public investment to stimulate full employment. Keynes was a close friend of Macmillan’s older brother, Daniel, and his books were published by the Macmillan firm, generally considered the leading publisher of economic works.

In 1927 Macmillan and Boothby, along with two other progressive Tory MPs, published a pioneering economic treatise titled Industry and the State, urging government intervention in the economy to stimulate economic growth and social justice. Among the book’s other proposals were nationalization of the British education system and the police and provision of statutory authority for collective bargaining. The book’s authors insisted they were not advocating socialism, but the Tory hierarchy had its doubts. They were roundly criticized in an article in the right-wing Daily Mail, which labeled them “Socialists in Conservative Disguise” and called their ideas “half-baked sentimentalism” and “crude and hasty theories characteristic of modern socialism.” The young MPs’ proposals were not popular with many Conservative backbenchers either. As Macmillan remarked years later, “Most Tories did not [represent] depressed areas.”

Churchill was one of those who opposed the idea of government intervention—there would be no deficit spending on his watch—yet he refused to join in the general criticism of the young Tory progressives. When the chairman of the Conservative Party complained to him that Boothby’s views were sounding more and more socialist, he tartly responded: “I wish you w[oul]dn’t write me these sorts of letters … It is no use being intolerant ab[ou]t young men …”

In fact, Churchill’s only bold move to help revive the economy during his five years at the Treasury was inspired by one of those young men—Macmillan—who had gotten to know the chancellor through Boothby. In 1927 Churchill put forward a plan, first suggested to him by Macmillan, to aid depressed British industries and agriculture by cutting local rates, or taxes, on factories and farms. Along with Boothby,
Macmillan served as an adviser to Churchill on the derating issue, providing the chancellor with nine pages of notes, which Churchill used as the basis for his arguments to the cabinet and Parliament. Despite the opposition of many in the Tory hierarchy, including Neville Chamberlain, the derating legislation was approved in early 1929.

Like Boothby, Macmillan valued his association with the ebullient Churchill. “To sit and talk to [him] was like young men at Oxford arguing with dons or even professors—and plenty of drink and cigars provided,” he later said. During this period Macmillan wrote to Churchill: “I should … like you to know how deeply I appreciate the favour of your confidence. You have always been most kind to those of us who are ordinarily classed merely as troublesome young men.”

Passage of the derating legislation was a significant achievement, and Macmillan, quite rightly, took great pride in his own key role in the process. He began to think that despite his reputation as “a troublesome young man,” he might actually have a promising future in Parliament. Then, in May 1929, a general election was called, and Macmillan’s hopes collapsed. At a time of continuing high unemployment and industrial unrest, Stanley Baldwin and the Conservatives had gone to the country with the slogan “Safety First.” Even though he was violently opposed to Tory economic policies, Macmillan, standing as a Conservative candidate, had to defend that “feeble slogan” in Stockton. “But my unhappy constituents,” he later remarked, “did not want ‘Safety,’ which meant hanging about the streets or haunting the factories in despair. Safety meant the ‘dole.’ They wanted work.” Most of the rest of the country felt the same way, and the Conservatives were turned out of office, replaced once again by a Labour government under Ramsay MacDonald. Macmillan was among the many Tories who lost their seats.

He was deeply depressed by his defeat, and Bob Boothby, who had easily won back his own seat in East Aberdeenshire, decided to try to cheer up his friend and colleague and take his mind off his troubles. That summer he invited Macmillan and his wife to the annual shooting party that Boothby’s father gave at Beechwood, the family estate outside Edinburgh. The Macmillans accepted. It was then that the bottom dropped out of Macmillan’s world.


On the second day of the party Boothby stood on the moors, awaiting his turn to shoot. He felt the touch of a hand on his. Turning, he found Dorothy Macmillan next to him. She smiled and squeezed his hand. Her husband was nowhere in sight.

For Lady Dorothy, married life had hardly been idyllic, despite Harold’s claims to the contrary. “We were young; we were happy; everything smiled on us,” he recalled in his memoirs. In fact, as the years progressed, Dorothy occupied a smaller and smaller place in her husband’s life. In the mornings he worked as a junior partner at Macmillan’s, where he served as editor to, among others, Thomas Hardy, Rudyard Kipling, W. B. Yeats, and Sean O’Casey. In the afternoons and evenings he was busy at Parliament.

At the urging of her husband and mother-in-law, Dorothy spent much of her time at Birch Grove, a sprawling neo-Georgian mansion in Sussex owned by Macmillan’s parents. For company, she had only her three small children, born in the first six years of her marriage, and her mother-in-law, a woman she found every bit as difficult as her own dreadnought of a mother. Dorothy detested Nellie Macmillan; one of the Macmillans’ daughters once discovered her mother sticking pins into an effigy of her grandmother that Dorothy kept hidden in a dressing table drawer. In the frequent domestic battles between Dorothy and Nellie, Harold almost always took his mother’s side.

He usually saw his family only on weekends. Even then he was distant and reserved, having grown up with the idea that it was unmanly to reveal emotion or to respond to it in others. “He could be embarrassing when he tried to show affection,” his son recalled. “He couldn’t cope with personal problems, his own or mine.” Like many other British men who were the products of all-male schools and who had had little early contact with girls and women outside their immediate families, Macmillan seemed truly at ease only in the company of like-minded men. His was a masculine world, a “society made for men and run for men,” in which women almost always felt like outsiders.

Reflecting on what it was like to be a young woman in Britain in the 1920s, Barbara Cartland wrote: “From the moment we were born, all our parents heard was: ‘A girl? Never mind, better luck next time.’ And we accepted resignedly that we only got the crumbs that fell from the
masculine table. A boy had a better education—we were lucky to get one at all. He went to a university, he had better clothes, better food, a better time, and, of course, more money. The British looked incredulously at the American habit of dividing their money equally among their children, whatever the sex.”

Dorothy Cavendish grew up knowing that as a girl she would never have the advantages of her brothers, including the opportunity to inherit the title and property of her father, the duke. She didn’t seem to mind much, but others in the same situation felt quite differently. For instance, Vita Sackville-West—the wife of Harold Nicolson, who in the 1930s became a close parliamentary associate of Macmillan and Boothby’s—minded a great deal. The only child of the third Baron Sackville, Sackville-West never reconciled herself to the fact that because of her gender, she could not inherit Knole, her family’s fifteenth-century palace in Kent, widely considered one of the finest Tudor buildings in England. In her poetry and books, Sackville-West poured out her fury and anguish over what she considered to be the inferior status of women. In her novel All Passion Spent, she described how, in a typical marriage, the husband “would continue to enjoy his free, varied and masculine life with no ring upon his finger or difference in his name to indicate the change in his estate; but whenever he felt inclined to come home [his wife] must be there, ready to lay down her book, her papers or her letters … It would not do, in such a world of assumptions, to assume that she had equal rights.”

Sackville-West refused to conform to this image of a dutiful wife. She kept her maiden name; had numerous affairs, mostly with other women; and would not campaign for her husband or appear with him at social and political functions in London. Dorothy Macmillan, on the other hand, was by all accounts, including her husband’s, the perfect political wife. She charmed Macmillan’s constituents, made speeches, shook hands, opened fetes and country fairs, went to endless teas and dinners. Her life was devoted to meeting the needs and demands of others—Macmillan, her children, and her mother-in-law, not to mention the people of Stockton. Yet neither Harold nor anyone else seemed much concerned about what she wanted or needed.

Other than their children and their mutual interest in his career, Harold and Dorothy Macmillan had very little in common. While she
appreciated his intellectualism, she was not an intellectual herself and indeed, like most women of her time, was not well educated. Macmillan had an outwardly languid approach to life, while Dorothy was impetuous and emotional, simmering with energy and boasting an explosive temper. Her interests focused on the outdoors—gardening, tennis, swimming, golf. A fast driver, she was known for collecting speeding tickets and once expressed an interest in taking part in the Monte Carlo rally.

She had met Bob Boothby only once before the fateful shooting party in Scotland. He was twenty-nine, the same age as she. The emotional opposite of her husband, he liked to laugh and have fun. He was witty, flirtatious, and seductive, the kind of man whom “women would call lovely,” said a journalist friend of his. According to Marie Ridder, he had “an ability that was just so devastating—of paying total attention to whoever he was talking to, especially women.” When he met Dorothy, there was an immediate attraction between the two, but it was Dorothy who took the first step to turn it into something more. Not long after she clasped Boothby’s hand on the moors, they became lovers.

Boothby had had many relationships—“he was forever falling in love and asking women to marry him,” said one acquaintance—but this was different. Dorothy was the wife of a close friend and colleague. The situation was made worse when the casual affair turned serious. In 1930, Dorothy asked Macmillan for a divorce so she could marry Boothby. He refused. “I told her I’d never let her go,” he later said. “It would have been disastrous.”

Disastrous, certainly, for their social standing and for Macmillan’s political future. It was one thing to have an extramarital affair; that had long been perfectly acceptable, even fashionable in upper-class British society. Indeed, Dorothy Macmillan had plenty of examples in her own family. Her famed eighteenth-century ancestor Georgianna, the Duchess of Devonshire, was notorious for her affairs and for living in a ménage à trois with her husband and her best friend, Lady Elizabeth Foster. More recently, in the late nineteenth century, Dorothy’s great-uncle, the eighth Duke of Devonshire, had an affair with the wife of the Duke of Manchester that lasted for thirty years.

Yet one was expected to be discreet. When they were not alone, the
Duke of Devonshire and the Duchess of Manchester always addressed each other by their titles, even in the presence of friends who knew about their involvement. “The commandments for … society were very clear,” Barbara Cartland pointed out. “The first was ‘Thou shall not be found out,’ the second, ‘There shall be no scandal.’”

In top social circles, just as in politics, it was important to follow the unwritten rules. An affair might be common knowledge in London society, but it was usually kept a secret from the outside world, unmentioned in newspaper gossip columns—unless there was a whiff of public scandal. And if there were divorce proceedings, scandal usually followed, with every sordid detail revealed in the divorce courts then breathlessly repeated in the popular press. Divorce still carried a profound moral stigma in the 1920s and 1930s, and it brought severe social penalties for both husband and wife, regardless of who the guilty party was. Divorced people could not be presented at court or admitted to the Royal Enclosure at Ascot. They were struck off the invitation lists of many society hostesses. “Society used to be like a walled city, with entrances and exits,” recalled Lady Violet Bonham Carter. “You needed a passport to get in, and you could be thrown out.”

For an MP, divorce usually meant the end of his political career. Macmillan was ambitious; he was not about to let divorce wreck his future. He also took his Anglican faith very seriously—he had once considered becoming a Catholic—and in the words of his grandson, “it would have been a total abnegation of his faith to have thought about divorce.”

There was another reason why Macmillan was opposed to ending his marriage: he still cared deeply for his wife. “I never loved anyone but her—never had a woman friend, or even knew anyone,” he told his biographer. “On her side there were transient things, unimportant. What counts are the fundamentals … And what’s physical love? She wanted everything. She had it. [Once] I said jokingly, ‘Now you’ve had everything, husband, children, home, a lover, what more?’ In the way women do, she said it was my fault … But what’s physical love compared to things you share, interests, children?”

He may have loved her, but as this long and unusually revealing outpouring indicates, he seemed never to have understood her. For her
part, Dorothy, after repeated pleas for a divorce, finally agreed to continue living with Macmillan, running his household and campaigning for him in Stockton. “[I]n spite of this great romance,” said Andrew Devonshire, “politically, Aunt Dorothy was a very good wife.” At the same time, in dramatic defiance of social convention, she insisted on openly leading another life with Boothby. “She was desperately in love with him,” said Deborah Devonshire. “Desperately.” Dorothy occasionally stayed with Boothby at a London hotel; she vacationed with him in Portugal and Paris; she wrote or telephoned him almost daily. For her, being with Boothby was like “a period in paradise,” said Boothby’s biographer, Sir Robert Rhodes James. “Why did you ever wake me?” she once exclaimed to her lover when they were in Portugal. “Without you, life for me is going to be nothing but one big hurt.” When Dorothy’s fourth and last child, a girl, was born in 1930, she told her husband that the baby was Boothby’s.

The proud, extremely private Macmillan was devastated. His friendship with Boothby was shattered; his marriage, although outwardly civil, lay in ruins; all London society was gossiping about the affair, although no mention of it ever appeared in the newspapers. “The reverberations of this social earthquake were felt far and wide …” Janet Aitken Kidd, Lord Beaverbrook’s daughter, wrote. (When he heard about the liaison, George V reportedly ordered, “Keep it quiet.”) For Macmillan, a man who hated to be conspicuous, being known as a cuckold was a terrible trauma. “What [my father] minded most was being dishonored,” his son later remarked.

Boothby was in emotional turmoil as well. In his political and social circles, affairs were supposed to be taken lightly. “The greatest men I have known have never been able to put up with love,” the society hostess Emerald Cunard once quipped. “It’s so distracting, and great men must never be disturbed at their work.” But Boothby succumbed totally to the distraction. Dorothy was, and remained, the love of his life. “It has become unendurable,” he wrote to a friend in 1932. “Just an interminable series of agonising ‘goodbyes’ with nothing to go back to. Living always for the ‘next time.’ Work to hell. Nerves to hell. No one can ever persuade me that a ‘liaison’ is anything but misery (with glorious, but oh so transitory reprieves).” To another friend, he declared:
“I am passionately in love with her … Sometimes I long for her so much that I feel like getting straight back and taking her off to the country and sending everything and everyone else to hell.”

Boothby was known for being exceedingly loyal to his friends, but in this case passion won out over loyalty. Nonetheless, he agonized over what the affair was doing to the Macmillan marriage. He also knew that his own political future was in jeopardy. On occasion “that bloody Power Urge comes uppermost and says, ‘Fool, if you [take Dorothy off], you will never forgive yourself or her,’” he wrote a friend. “‘Chuck it, be ruthless … Romantic love is an illusion anyway. Go and do the work you can do. Get out and fulfill your destiny.’” But he was not as ambitious as Macmillan and many of his other parliamentary colleagues, and he never let his head rule his heart. He was not able to give Dorothy up.

More than a decade of social awkwardness and misery followed. In their tight, clubby little world, the Macmillans and Boothby repeatedly encountered one another at parties and dinners. The embarrassment became even more acute when Macmillan won back his parliamentary seat in the 1931 general election and once again became an associate of Boothby’s in the House. In late 1930 Harold Nicolson described a dispirited weekend house party that he attended at Cliveden, Lord and Lady Astor’s estate. Among the other guests were Boothby and the Macmillans. The party, Nicolson noted in his diary, “does not hang together.” The guests engaged in “desultory drivel, little groups of people wishing they were alone.” The diaries of other acquaintances of the threesome recounted similar uncomfortable situations. “Went down for the night to stay with Harold Macmillan [at Birch Grove],” wrote the Liberal MP Robert Bernays in 1933. “Rather trying atmosphere of coldness and restraint owing to the fact that he is not getting on with his wife.” Cuthbert Headlam, a Tory colleague of Macmillan’s, also visited Birch Grove, writing afterward: “The gloom of H. Macmillan is something terrible, but he is a much disappointed man quite irrespective of anything else … [H]e is not a cheering companion even for a weekend.”

On a number of occasions Boothby tried to end the affair, even to the point of getting engaged a couple of times to other women. “It was only to break out of the web,” he said later, “not because I really loved anyone but [Dorothy].” He broke off those early engagements, but in
1935 he impulsively proposed to twenty-four-year-old Diana Cavendish, Dorothy’s first cousin. The daughter of the Duke of Devonshire’s brother, Diana had met Boothby at a ball in 1929 and knew all about his affair with Dorothy. She had fallen in love with him anyway, and when he assured her that his relationship with Dorothy was over, she accepted his proposal, much to the dismay of her parents. They were wed on March 21, 1935, at St. Bartholomew the Great Church in London.

Like Macmillan before him, Boothby stood to gain politically by marrying into the powerful Cavendish clan. He was now related by marriage to more than a dozen members of the House of Commons, including Macmillan and Bobbety Cranborne, who soon would become undersecretary of foreign affairs. If Boothby could make a success of his marriage, he might begin to mend the damage to his reputation done by his open affair with Dorothy and help his career in the process.

But he simply could not bring himself to play by the rules. “I was a self-satisfied young man,” he admitted many years later. “I became very conceited.” Said a friend: “His charm and good looks certainly allowed him to get away with some outrageous undergraduate behavior. He was a born gambler in both love and money, and it clearly gave him a kick to live dangerously.” Shortly after his marriage he resumed his affair with Dorothy. Diana found out and asked for a divorce. She and Boothby agreed the marriage had been a terrible mistake. “You can’t have a successful marriage if you love somebody else,” Boothby said years later. After the divorce in 1937 Diana remarried, but she remained friends with Boothby for the rest of his life. The Cavendish family was another matter. Many of them were furious with Boothby. He had made some powerful enemies, including the deputy Tory whip James Stuart, whose wife was one of Dorothy’s sisters. In the not too distant future Stuart was to do his best to make life miserable for Boothby and the other anti-appeasement MPs.

The Cavendishes weren’t the only ones offended by Boothby’s chaotic and indiscreet private life; his reputation plummeted in the House of Commons as well. Many of his colleagues “drew the conclusion, not at all surprisingly, that Boothby was an unspeakable cad, who drank too deep, lived too well, gambled too heavily, and stole other men’s wives,” observed Robert Rhodes James. Boothby’s critics now included his old
mentor Winston Churchill, who chided him for the way he had treated his wife. “He was fond of Diana,” Boothby later said. “He thought I had behaved badly.”

 


For Harold Macmillan, the early 1930s were a hellish time. He tried very hard to mask his personal despair and to pretend he was above it all; he was always civil to Boothby whenever they met. “It was important to him, since he had married into that family, to accept the more rakish customs of aristocracy … with a kind of airy nonchalance,” said Anne Glyn-Jones, a research assistant to Macmillan. “But I think those eccentricities brought him … enormous personal suffering.” And he did not always succeed in hiding the pain. One friend was shocked to see this normally buttoned-down man, in great anguish, beating his head against the wall of a railway compartment. He told another friend, “I just can’t go on.” Caught in the grip of a nervous breakdown, he spent several months at a hospital in Germany. There were rumors of a suicide attempt. Finally, however, he was able to regain a certain mental equilibrium, helped by his being returned to Parliament in 1931 by the voters of Stockton.

After the Labour Party defeated the Conservatives in 1929, Ramsay MacDonald’s government had proved to be no more effective in taming unemployment and reviving the economy than the Baldwin government had been. Indeed, in 1931 Britain, like the United States and much of the rest of the world, was suffering from one of the worst economic depressions in its history. Faced with a financial crisis, MacDonald defied the wishes of his own party hierarchy and formed a coalition with the Conservatives and Liberals. The election that followed was a disaster for Labour, which retained only 52 seats in the House of Commons, while the Conservatives captured 473. On paper, the government formed after the election was still a coalition National Government, with MacDonald remaining as prime minister. In reality, Baldwin and the Conservatives were calling the shots, and MacDonald was regarded as a traitor by most members of his party.

Under the guidance of Neville Chamberlain, who had become chancellor of the exchequer in November 1931, the coalition government embarked on a program of strict economy, slashing public spending,
lowering interest rates, and imposing tariffs on foreign goods. Over the next few years Britain—or at least its southern half, including London—began a tentative economic recovery. The industrial north, still the country’s economic black hole, remained in a depression, with unemployment figures approaching 70 percent in some areas. Millions of people went to bed hungry every night, and millions of children grew up without adequate clothing, education, or basic health care. Yet as the sociologist Richard Titmuss put it then, this “intense poverty, so considerable and so widespread,” was at the same time “so veiled and hidden by British stoicism and complacency that public opinion has … refused to recognize it.”

As one of the few MPs who had witnessed the devastation of poverty firsthand and had tried to do something about it, Harold Macmillan continued to press the government for fundamental social reforms to improve the lot of the poor. Indeed, the fight for reform had become an obsession with him. Miserable at home, he threw himself into his work—both at Macmillan’s and in Parliament—with a frenetic new intensity. For a time he, Boothby, and other Tory liberals flirted with the ideas of Oswald Mosley, a wealthy young Labour MP who in 1930 espoused a radical plan for state intervention in the economy. But they backed off from association with Mosley after he quit the Labour Party, founded what he called the New Party in 1931, and then drifted into fascism.

In 1935 Macmillan and other supporters of reform pushed a plan for a “new deal” for Britain that was even more sweeping than the massive public works programs instituted in the United States by Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration. Among the British “new deal” proposals were public or semipublic control of utilities, such as gas, electricity, and transport. Three years later he wrote a book titled The Middle Way, a dense economic treatise in which he argued for government policies that were neither socialist nor classically capitalist, urging the introduction of, among other things, a minimum wage, the nationalization of coal mines, state planning, and deficit budget financing. Needless to say, none of these proposals had the remotest chance of being adopted by the Conservative-controlled government. Of Macmillan, a parliamentary colleague said: “I think there is something very heroic in his
persistence in being the midwife for a new world which stubbornly refuses to be born.”

As the 1930s advanced and Germany presented more and more of a threat to the peace of Europe, Macmillan, although never entirely abandoning his struggles for social justice, shifted his energies to the anti-appeasement crusade. Once again he would be part of a small band of progressive young Tories that would play David against the government’s Goliath. And once again the man who had cuckolded him would be among his allies.
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