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CHAPTER ONE


A Great Day for Westminster Abbey





IT HAS become the custom to say that the old world died when the shots were fired in Sarajevo, but a world doesn’t die as easily as all that. Certainly it doesn’t collapse and vanish with the neat poignancy of a murdered archduke. All that is certain is that the bullet which entered Franz Ferdinand’s throat ricocheted on for thirty-seven days like a comet to announce the end of the cosmos. Engineering the actual destruction of the cosmos, however, was a very different matter. It required the apprentice virtues of perseverance and blind devotion, and it got them. The lights went out all over Europe and in the fifty-one months of darkness which followed the heirs of the West were marched, like the Tollund man, to a vast quagmire on the Belgian border and suffocated. Altogether, eight and a half millions were slaughtered and twenty-one millions were hurt. It was a world which ended with a bang and without a whimper. In what Wilfred Owen called ‘carnage incomparable and human squander’ encumbered with a morality which no longer worked but which, like Christian’s load, couldn’t be jettisoned, and with a fine naïve patriotism, an immense company of the young was immolated in the dark arterial trenches. No more innocent generation was ever destroyed so ignorantly or so thoroughly. The particulars of its destruction were disgusting and were bowdlerized by the official obituarists. They had to be; the truth was obscene. A popular print which found its way into thousands of British homes showed a handsome Tommy sprawling at the foot of the Cross. It was called ‘The Great Sacrifice’ and it invited comparison. Neither body of God nor man exhibited outrage or indecency, and so it was with all the official written and spoken references to what was happening. Sons and lovers simply ‘fell’ like cut flowers and the tireless scything of young life went on.


The trench system of the 1914–1918 War was based on certain primitive military ideas stretched out on a vast scale. Besides trapping the armies of the Allies and their opponents in a complex muddy grid which made them virtually immovable, the trenches defiled the spirit as well as the flesh of the ordinary civilian-soldier. The main trench line stretched from Switzerland to the Channel coast just above Ypres in a great double artery which was so close together in certain places that friend and foe could hear each other’s conversation. From the main trenches there reached back an enormous network of ramified capillaries which veined off to the supply depots and troop trains. The prizes, stark, ruined and coveted by both sides to an insane degree, were between the two fronts. No price was deemed too great for the smallest advance. In the spring of 1915 the shattered hamlets round Neuve Chapelle were captured by the Allies at a cost of a quarter of a million lives. These agonizing losses were received in both Britain and Germany with a noble stoicism which convinced their Governments that they had a moral mandate to prosecute the war in every way possible. After 1915 there is little evidence on either side to show that consideration for human expenditure, or thought for human misery, was to influence military experiments or military ambition. The front had become a rite, a mystery to which all young male Europe was committed. Recruiting offices were besieged. Jobs, families and personal identity were discarded. Kitchener’s manic gaze and pointing finger solicited the youth of England from every hoarding, and soon the rich, heady fatalism of the age reached out and took command above that of the rival politicians and generals. A few voices were raised to check the death-rush but they could not be heard above the ritual music-hall singing and uproarious patriotic cheerfulness which deafened reason. By the end of 1915 the vast trench system was choked and thrombotic with new blood and early in 1916 Falkenhayn, the German Chief-of-Staff, began to put into practice his belief in military attrition. This was simply to inflict more casualties than one suffers oneself and the spread of this doctrine to the Allied Command marked a new phase of moral recklessness. It justified the deaths of ten men for the deaths of twelve. Je les grignote, as Joffre used to say.


Falkenhayn’s first application of his attrition tactics was very much more than a nibble, however. He lured great masses of French troops to Verdun, where they were massacred over a period of six months and in this way the fate of Kitchener’s Army—perhaps the noblest fighting force ever mobilized—was sealed. Because, before Verdun, the French and the British had worked out a grand attack on the Somme. It was to be the first genuinely all-out attempt by the two touchily chauvinistic powers at military brotherhood, and much depended upon it. But the shocking Verdun losses made it impossible for the French to take up their full commitments in the Somme offensive, and the whole plan should have been halted and revised.


But the entire history of the First World War is an itinerary of compulsive fatalism. On July 1st, 1916, the Somme attack began. The Allies attempted to move forward and lost a hundred thousand men on the first day. Eventually they did move forward—for three miles. It took three months to achieve this and it was here, within sight of Crécy and Agincourt, that the old world died. British losses alone were more than half a million. They included nearly all the promise and what was best of the nation, and the wild patriotic gallimaufrey of the brave and the brainless pouring through the recruiting stations was momentarily checked. The casualty lists broke all the bounds and precedents of private and public grief, and Edith Cavell’s ‘Patriotism is not enough’ began to be vaguely comprehended.


Kitchener and Rupert Brooke, the Zeus and Adonais of the old order, were gone too. Public mourning for Kitchener did not entirely conceal the long thankful sigh of official relief at his passing. Brooke’s death evoked a wave of passionate sadness which was genuinely and perfectly attuned to the clean patriotism of his elegiacs. He was buried on St. George’s Day on the Greek island of Skyros, where Achilles once lived as a girl in order to escape the Trojan war. He died with his Anglo-Hellenism intact, his beautiful image inviolable.


Lloyd George succeeded Kitchener at the War Office and the conflict entered its second stage. The whole mood of the nation had changed. The glittering, exciting and, beyond all reckoning, extravagant party was over and an incoherent misery took its place. ‘Why are we fighting …?’ sang the troops ironically to the tune of Adeste Fideles. There was a great Press campaign to unseat Asquith. On December 4th, 1916, Lloyd George resigned from the Cabinet. Then Asquith himself resigned and the King sent for Bonar Law. Bonar Law had arranged to ‘fail to form a Cabinet’ and this being formally announced, the King sent for Lloyd George. He went to Downing Street when almost every family in the country had been bereaved and at a moment when the old civilized continuity had been severed. The hour called for a realist and a vulgarian, and in the tricky, talkative Welshman it got both. By what was little less than a miracle of persuasive oratory Lloyd George brought back, if not the one hundred per cent 1914 mood, a good working model of it.


There were difficulties, of course, and most of them were named Haig. When Lloyd George was still at the War Office he had induced Haig to place himself under the French General Nivelle. It was disastrous. Both men were arrogant and proud to a pathological degree, and neither allowed himself to be in the full confidence of the other. Nor did they believe it to be their duty to allow their immediate inferiors to know their complete plans. Nivelle’s plan was not only very bad, but it had been captured by the Germans. This, however, did not deter him from putting it into action. For three long weeks he flung wave after wave of helpless poilus against an intractable barrier of barbed wire, where they hung in brief crucifixion for just sufficient time for them to be given the coup de grâce by German machine-guns. And this in spite of the fact that he had given his word not to pursue the plan if a break-through had not been achieved in a single day. At last the poilus mutinied. They expected agony—for this had always been a recognizable ingredient of la gloire—but the sheer illogicality of what they were being asked to do was intolerable. Nivelle was dismissed and Pétain succeeded him.


Though on the face of it to give Pétain a breathing space in which to soothe and tidy up his army after this carnage, Haig, as though not to be outdone in recalcitrance and in spite of all warnings about field drains and autumn rain, decided to attack in Flanders. What followed was three months of such extreme horror that nothing which either preceded them or came afterwards was comparable. This was Passchendaele.


The Haig-Lloyd George relationship was based less on mutual distrust than on total incomprehension of each other’s natures. After Passchendaele the Prime Minister began to withhold the reserves, fearing that if they crossed the Channel they would be wasted by Haig. There was a noticeable decline in the recruiting figures and an obvious reticence among males to march singing into the insatiable Flanders bog. This produced a strong resentment among the newly emancipated women against any man who, although legally exempted by the National Service Act of 1915 from military service because he was essential to war industry, still did not volunteer. A white feather in a game-bird’s tail was a sign of inferior breeding in sporting circles and the symbol had been given a wider application in 1902 with the publication of A. E. W. Mason’s popular novel, The Four Feathers. Between the numbing effects of Passchendaele and Lloyd George’s miraculous fillip the streets were regularly prowled by women with handbags stuffed with feathers which they thrust into the lapel of any man still out of uniform and not actually on crutches. There was, too, a note of undisguised accusation in the song ‘We don’t want to lose you but we think you ought to go….’


By 1917 both the mysterious lyricism and the nerve-shattering shock of the war had disappeared. Its origins had been forgotten by the common man—if he had ever known them—and he was in energetic agreement with the Government that the whole thing must be stopped. Winston Churchill had noticed that farm tractors fitted with caterpillar treads rode ruts and ditches with ease. If the tractor was encased in armour and had men inside it … The War Office dismissed the idea, though this did not invalidate it as Churchill was Minister of Munitions. He made tanks and was rewarded by deep advances into the enemy lines. The static nature of the war made any advance extraordinarily thrilling and these elephantine advances, made without the customary massacres, lifted the spirit and elated the heart of the ordinary soldier. The very novelty and lively innovation of the grotesque weapon caught the imagination of men, not the least of whose sufferings had been caused by the sacred inflexibility of the military mind and the strict observance of antiquated regimental snobbery.


And so the end approached. On March 21st, 1918, Ludendorff launched his titanic offensive. Germany was starving and there was open talk of ‘peace without conquests’ in Berlin. Hindenburg was in a great passion of rage at such talk and an all-or-nothing plan for a swift and terrible advance, a vast final flood-tide of might, was set in action. The violence and immensity of the attack surpassed anything known previously. In three days the Fifth Army commanded by General Gough was destroyed and the German avalanche rolled through the gap for forty miles in the direction of Paris. If this overwhelming onslaught lacerated the Allied line it also, at long last, unified the Allied Command. Haig and Pétain put themselves under Foch. At home the recruiting depots were besieged with volunteers and the quite incredible losses on the battlefields were made up time and time again with hurriedly trained men, some of them only boys who had lied about their age. The river lands of the Somme, the Aisne and the Marne were a delta of blood.


The final scenes were orgasmic and when the shuddering armies at last disengaged there was an enfeebled, confused and ignoble approach to an armistice which proved to be nothing more than a respite. Just before eleven o’clock on the morning of November 11th, 1918, the British troops marched into Mons and the war ended.


*


1919 was Boom Year. Inflated war industries absorbed the returning heroes. There were gratuities to be spent, homes and love and whoopee to make. Life, dear life, was seen to be so precious, so enchanting, that people experienced the conscious living of it hour by hour and day by day. In spite of the fact that few families were out of mourning there was a near-delirious happiness. This continued until the first anniversary of the Armistice, which took the country by surprise and was acknowledged with a mixture of embarrassed dignity and resentment. Families that had been decimated now began to feel the sharp ache of their loss, besides which, the world fit for heroes to live in was noticeably being run up on the cheap by a new type of hard-faced men. These were the war profiteers. In America Henry Ford handed his twenty-nine million dollars war profit back to the United States Government, though history, being bunk, seems hardly to have recorded the fact. There is no record of any such gesture in this country. The fortunes from swords were soon ploughed back into shares and honours. The truth didn’t bear thinking about, yet the official Armistice anniversary plans were such as to make thought inevitable.


Sir Percy Fitzgerald, a South African, had told Lord Milner that there had been a daily observance in Cape Town all through the war called the ‘Two Minutes Pause’ as a salute to the dead. King George V liked this idea and at eleven o’clock on November 11th, 1919, the dancing and the shouting and the spending stopped. They never quite got going again. The crippling silence, like Prospero’s island, turned out to be full of noises. It was all over, not only the fighting but the old familiar order of things. Somehow this had not been allowed for in the jubilation estimates. Life would go on, but without the ancient spiritual certainty. Tous les jours, à tous points de vue, je vais de mieux en mieux was seen to be the formula of a faith-cure which would never work again.


While sculptors worked overtime on the great stream of commissions which flowed from regiments, schools, corporations, parish councils, colleges, railway stations and every hamlet, village, town and city in the country, carving in stone the names of a million dead, adding always that their lives had been given and not taken, there was a growing sense of the inadequacy of it all. Sir Edward Lutyens’ design for an empty tomb to stand in Whitehall was approved and was a step in the right emotional direction, though its triumphant analogy could not be carried—like the lines of its stone—to a point in the sky because this must constitute a blasphemy. The ordinary man took his cap off to it, motor-cars perceptibly slowed in passing it, but its full significance never really touched the average heart. And in less than a year of its erection there was to be a poetic, macabre and brilliant rite which would cancel its whole meaning and leave it to function as a reflective architectural centrepiece for an annual ceremony.


In France the battlefields were being tidied up. Wire parties strolled in No Man’s Land cutting and baling the terrible mesh. Scarcely any of the millions of victims had been brought home and most of them lay shallowly just beneath the soil. The trenches were filled in and the grim shell-pollarded trees were levelled. At home the national economy began to shrink back to its peace-time dimensions and wages shrivelled up accordingly. Between 1919 and 1920 there were upwards of 2,000 strikes. As the second anniversary of the war drew near a moral and material shabbiness enveloped everything.


The Cenotaph was completed and the King was to unveil it on Armistice Day. It was very much more like an altar than a tomb but it was refreshingly pure in concept and quite different to any other monument in the capital. The idea had been cool, correct and adequate, and the King had liked it from the beginning. But in October a letter arrived at Buckingham Palace from the Dean of Westminster suggesting a sensational pendant to the carefully arranged Cenotaph unveiling. The body of an unidentified soldier should be dug up, the writer suggested, brought to England and buried in the Abbey. Classless, nameless, rankless and ageless, this man would be the silent ambassador of the legion dead to the courts of the living.


The King shrank from the idea; it was novel, it was emotional and it was poised most precariously on the tightrope of taste. One false move and there would be a morbid sideshow in the national shrine. Lord Stamfordham replied for him on October 7th, 1920.




‘His Majesty is inclined to think that nearly two years after the last shot was fired on the battlefields of France and Flanders is so long ago that a funeral now might be regarded as belated, and almost, as it were, reopen the war wound which time is gradually healing….’





The dean then approached Lloyd George and Sir Henry Wilson, who were immediately enthusiastic. The King then added his somewhat subdued approval. Lord Curzon, who had disliked the Two Minutes Silence idea, was made chairman of the Cabinet committee responsible for the ceremonial of this extraordinary funeral. He—who had stopped to observe a platoon of naked Tommies bathing in the sea and had remarked, ‘How is it that I have never been informed that the lower orders had such white skins?’—was to stage state obsequies for a farm labourer, an apprentice, a clerk—though just possibly a peer.


Armistice Day was very near and the funeral arrangements were forced to move at far from a funeral pace. To make lack of identity absolute the military authorities in France were asked to exhume the bodies of six anonymous soldiers who, so far as it could be judged, had been killed in the early fighting. On the early afternoon of November 9th, six small working parties, each carrying tools and a plain deal coffin, and each commanded by a subaltern, set out for the six main battlefields. A nameless corpse was chosen from the forest of rough crosses marked ‘Unknown’ which sprouted from the sour earth of Ypres, the Marne, Cambrai, Arras, the Somme and the Aisne. The bodies were sealed in the coffins near the spots where they were found and driven back separately in six motor ambulances to an army hut not far from Ypres. Here they were received by a clergyman, the Rev. George Kendall.


After they had been laid side by side, everybody concerned with the operation up until this stage retired to a distance and an officer who had never been inside the hut previously was blindfolded and led to the door. He entered and his groping hand touched a coffin. And so was chosen the poor nameless flesh which would be followed through the streets of London by the King-Emperor on foot and interred with every pomp and dignity known to the State in Westminster Abbey.


Immediately after its selection the body was taken to Boulogne. Its apotheosis had barely begun and its companions at this stage were humble enough—a sergeant-major of the R.A.S.C., an R.E. sergeant, two ranker gunners, an Australian and a Canadian private, a private from the 21st London Regiment and a member of the R.A.M.C. But once at Boulogne, the superb elevation began. H.M.S. Verdun had been sent to receive the corpse and bring it to England. The ship had brought a great coffin made of oak from a tree from Hampton Court and specially designed and constructed by the British Undertakers’ Association. The deal coffin was placed inside the massive oak casket without being opened and the whole thing was locked by two wrought-iron straps which went round it like string round a parcel. Where the straps crossed on the lid there was a great seal on which was inscribed in Gothic letters,




A British Warrior


Who fell in the Great War


1914–1918


For King and Country





Under this was clipped an antique sword which was the King’s own idea and which he had selected from his private collection, for he was now absorbed by the plan.


The Verdun set sail with her strange burden, the man who had been nothing and who was now to be everything. A funeral convoy of six destroyers waited in mid-Channel. At Dover there was a field-marshal’s salute of nineteen guns from the castle. From Dover it travelled in a specially fitted saloon carriage to London and rested overnight in a temporary chapel at Victoria Station. The next morning, November 11th, pallbearers arrived to attend the corpse on its journey across the city, Admirals Meux, Beatty, Jackson, Sturdee and Madden; Field-Marshals French, Haig, Methuen, Wilson and Generals Home and Byng. Air-Marshal Trenchard followed alone.


The day was gentle and fair. The soot-encrusted buildings were rimmed in thin gold sunlight and late leaves rustled in the gutters. It was curiously quiet everywhere, not so much silent as hushed and muted. Although the West End pavements were packed with a vast multitude it was a subtly different crowd from any that the authorities had seen before. What had happened was that this most stately public show was being observed with an intensely private emotion. The dead man who had set out without a name, a voice, or a face only a few hours before was being invested with a hundred thousand likenesses, and for those who could not resist a temptation to strip the symbol there was the possibility that one of the likenesses fitted. The affair was morbid, but grandly and supremely so, like the morbidity of Sir Thomas Browne or John Donne, and those who had received War Office telegrams with only a little less stoicism than that with which they had been sent were moved and grateful for this chance to express grief and personal loss.


The British have a flair for elegiacs and, once this unprecedented funeral had been approved, the entire ceremonial genius of the country was put into action. The authorities were taken by surprise by the success of the idea. They had made certain that it would be dignified; they never dreamt it would be overwhelming. They had intended to honour the average soldier and instead they had produced the perfect catharsis. As the coffin was carried into the Abbey there was a sense of release, a conviction that what was happening belonged to honour in its absolute state. The reckless destruction of young life over four mad years and the platitudes which sought to justify it were momentarily engulfed by the tenderness flooding into the tomb of this most mysterious individual. The formal programme broke down into a great act of compassion and love. The King and his family crowded the coffin as though it literally did contain a son and brother. The King’s wreath bore a card affectionately crammed with his own scratchy, rather uneducated handwriting. It was the moment of truth.


The congregation was chiefly composed of private mourners. There was no foreign representation. A hundred V.C.s lined the nave. The service was brief and, The Times said, ‘the most beautiful, the most touching and the most impressive … this island has ever seen….’ Gramophone records were obtained of it by Major Lionel Guest and Captain Merriman and sold later at seven-and-sixpence each. These were the first recordings ever made in the Abbey.


The grave had been dug just inside the west entrance and at the feet of Chatham. It was dug deep into the sand of Thorney Island and there was no trace of any previous burial. After the committal the grave was filled in with a hundred sandbags of earth brought from the main battlefields and a very large slab of Tournai marble was laid over it. For a brief time it was simply inscribed ‘An Unknown Warrior’ but the Dean of Westminster could not leave it at this because, he said, ‘In fifty years’ time they will want to know who the Unknown Warrior was.’ So he drew up the inscription for the present word-packed memorial.


After the funeral came the homage. In five days over a million people visited the grave and left a hundred thousand wreaths at the Cenotaph, which became almost obscured by flowers. The popular Press, titillated beyond endurance by the exquisitely suppressed sensational aspects of the whole procedure, speculated fancifully on the identity of the warrior. Some anxiety was also felt that the ghostly rags-to-riches romance of these pitiful bones might make their grave a place of unhealthy pilgrimage. Though in fact this did not happen and even the King said that he was relieved to admit that his original apprehensions were unjustified.


The French buried their Unknown Warrior on the same day. They had lost one and a quarter million men and, unlike Britain, had had great tracts of their country reduced to a shambles. They chose their nameless hero from one of nine graves uncovered at Lille, Amiens, Chalons, Belfort, Nancy, Epinal, Alsace, Lorraine and a vague spot called simply ‘Belgium’. There was much argument whether he should rest in the Pantheon or beneath the Arc de Triomphe and finally, with considerably more military panache than his British comrade, and preceded by the heart of Gambetta in an urn through the streets of Paris, the soldier was buried under the fine classical arch and a significantly enduring flame. The French gesture, perhaps because it had been so hurriedly copied from the British original, or because French militarism is so surrounded by its own mystique that any honour beyond that of dying for France is thought superfluous, did not quite touch popular feeling with the same poignancy as the Westminster Abbey burial.


In 1921 the present gravestone of black marble from Belgium, crowded with texts by Dean Ryle, was laid over the grave. ‘A great day,’ the dean wrote in his diary, ‘for Westminster Abbey.’ But hardly had this stone been put in position than the dean ran into trouble. The Principal of the Liverpool Hebrew Schools wrote him the following letter.




November 22nd 1921


Very Rev. Sir,


At the foot of the new stone over the Unknown Warrior’s grave in Westminster Abbey there is the line, ‘In Christ shall all be made alive’. Beneath the stone rests the body of a British warrior unknown by name or rank. Unknown also was the faith of the Unknown Warrior. Heavy was the toll of Jewish life on the battlefields of France. In many Jewish homes today the missing warrior son is mourned. The line ‘In Christ shall all be made alive’ does not meet the spiritual destinies of both Jew and Gentile.


Amid the unbounded wealth of biblical inspiration a line could have been selected which would not have offended the living religious susceptibilities of the unknown warrior, whatever his faith may have been. None of those who remain behind to mourn their beloved ones should be disturbed in their meditations…. It is not too late to make the amendment and I await your kind reply.


S. I. Levy





The dean’s reply, marked Private, was to the point. The Abbey was a Christian Church and in it one would expect to find Christian texts. ‘On a gravestone containing five texts it is not unreasonable that one of those texts should contain the Christian resurrection hope….’ When Mr. Levy persisted the dean answered tartly that it was not outside the bounds of possibility that the Unknown Warrior might have been a Moslem … or a Mormon. ‘We cannot hope to please everybody.’ Mr. Levy returned to the attack and also demanded that their correspondence should be published in a Jewish newspaper. But it all came to nothing; High Anglican tact is a weapon that would reduce firmer arguments than Mr. Levy’s to silence.


The most famous text on the grave, ‘They buried him among the Kings because he had done good toward God and towards His house’, had already been in use on an Abbey tomb for close on 600 years, though the dean did not seem to realize it and he told people that he was indebted to a North-Country archdeacon for the suggestion. But Richard II had it inscribed on the tomb of his friend the Bishop of Salisbury in 1395.


The anonymous grave swiftly assumed precedence over all the mortuary magnificence which crammed the great building. Its pathos was irresistible and the dean himself became mesmerized by it. Every day he was to be found walking and watching by the dark marble slab upon which single flowers, rosaries, the United States Congressional Medal and small, private talismanic things had been dropped. Besides receiving a constant procession of foreign dignitaries, for protocol made a visit to the tomb as essential as writing one’s name in the Visitors’ Book at Buckingham Palace, the dean would go out of his way to talk about the soldier with the humblest sightseer. It was therefore curious that the dean’s official biographer, Maurice Fitzgerald, should write,




‘Of all the special services none laid a deeper hold upon the popular imagination than the burial of the Unknown Warrior on November 11th 1920. It is not possible to say to whom the credit is due for the original idea of such a service….’





But it was very possible to say to whom the credit was due, and it was not the dean. The Vicar of Margate, the Rev. David Railton, had spent the war years as a young padre and one evening in 1916 he said,


‘I came back from the line at dusk1. We had just laid to rest the mortal remains of a comrade. I went to a billet in front of Erkingham, near Armentieres. At the back of the billet was a small garden, and in the garden only six paces from the house, there was a grave. At the head of the grave there stood a rough cross of white wood. On the cross was written in deep black-pencilled letters, “An Unknown British Soldier” and in brackets beneath, “of the Black Watch”. It was dusk and no one was near, except some officers in the billet playing cards. I remember how still it was. Even the guns seemed to be resting.


‘How that grave caused me to think. Later on I nearly wrote to Sir Douglas Haig to ask if the body of an “unknown” comrade might be sent home. I returned to Folkestone in 1919. The mind of the world was in a fever. Eventually I wrote to Bishop Ryle, then Dean of Westminster … the only request that the noble Dean did not see his way to grant was the suggestion I gave him—from a relative of mine—that the tomb should be inscribed as that of the Unknown Comrade—rather than Warrior….’




Notes


1 ‘I came back from the line at dusk …’ is from ‘The Origin of the Unknown Warrior’s Grave’ by the Rev. David Railton, published in Our Empire magazine.






















CHAPTER TWO


The Salutary Tale of Jix







Mother’s advice, and Father’s fears1


Alike are voted—just a bore


There’s negro music in our ears,


The world is one huge dancing floor.


We mean to tread the Primrose Path,


In spite of Mr. Joynson-Hicks.


We’re People of the Aftermath


We’re girls of 1926.







In greedy haste, on pleasure bent,


We have no time to think, or feel,


What need is there for sentiment,


Now we’ve invented Sex-Appeal?


We’ve silken legs and scarlet lips,


We’re young and hungry, wild and free,


Our waists are round about the hips,


Our skirts are well above the knee.







We’ve boyish busts and Eton crops,


We quiver to the saxophone,


Come, dance before the music stops,


And who can bear to be alone?


Come drink your gin, or sniff your snow,


Since Youth is brief, and Love has wings,


And time will tarnish, ere we know


The brightness of the Bright Young Things











          Come all you birds


          And sing a roundelay,


          Now Mrs. Meyrick’s


          Out of Holloway …











THE motif for the Chelsea Arts Ball of 1922 was ‘Brighter London One Hundred Years Hence’, for as things stood no one dared to prophesy deliverance from D.O.R.A. a day earlier than this. D.O.R.A. was the Defence of the Realm Act, though the rather grand patriotic title and its spinsterly abbreviation seemed to have nothing in common, the one suggesting halberds and the other pins. In 1922 D.O.R.A. was enthroned as the Big Auntie of England. The politicians, the bishops and the sermonizing generals all declared that they regretted having to trouble her, particularly so soon after her untiring and selfless labours during the war to end all wars, but they had no option. The country was going to pot. There were official estimates for post-war disillusionment and cynicism, but not for all this enjoyment. To be grateful for still being alive was one thing, to be glad to be alive was another. And so, although there was the glaring reality of over two million unemployed, a quite extraordinary percentage of the energy of state and Church was directed to moral reform.


The break with Victorian ethics, both moral and cultural, would have happened even if there had been no war. What the war did most was to expose the fearful hollow of ‘authority’. It had put a premium on obedience. Obedience was the king’s mystical due, the country’s right, the generals’ demand, the Church’s everlasting exhortation and Lord Northcliffe’s constant clamour. It became a phobia. Deafened by so much journalistic patriotism, violated by slogans and hypnotized by death and claptrap, a great population had resigned itself to the ecclesiastical political and Press manipulators. When, after the war, these leaders continued to ask for blind obedience and didn’t get it, there was at first consternation and then an intense fury. A new morality campaign was put in action. The forces of reaction swept to the colours. The police were alerted, vigilance committees sprang up and the popular Press gave a great rich sigh of pure pleasure as it saw stretching before it a decade of state-subsidized prurience. Distinguished bigots like James Douglas forked over the week’s misdemeanours each Sunday and screamed about licence and laxity and ancient Rome, so setting a precedent for Scottish columnists. The clergy, although somewhat handicapped in their endeavours by lack of facts to make hell-fire and perdition sound anything like as frightful as most people’s well-documented experiences in France, prayed that England, to whom, as it was well known, God had given the victory, would mend her ways. Behind this stern uproar there was a less hysterical and far more menacing rumble of anger as the ancien régime massed to defend the status quo.


The young people listened to all this with amazement. It was like being lectured on the preciousness of one’s pearl of greatest price by one’s rapist. Very soon they found that they were not able to listen to such talk any more, partly because they found it indecent and partly because they were too busy dancing.


Dancing in Britain and America, and sunbathing in Germany were the catharses by which the young of the twenties cleansed their souls of the sediment left behind by the war. The girls, as near naked as women have been at any time in Europe since the Directoire, and the young men in wrinkled jackets and trousers so wide that they looked like split skirts, tangoed, waltzed, one-stepped, black-bottomed, fox-trotted and, pre-eminently, Charlestonned. The Charleston was as indigenous to the twenties as the pavane was to the Escorial. To dance it well required a subtly disciplined mixture of energy, style and uninhibition. It arrived in London from the United States during the summer of 1925 and was received in state by sixty dancing instructors reverently amassed by the Dancing Times at the Carnival Club in Dean Street. There was a slight pause in order that no single twitch of its flamboyantly angular rules should be misinterpreted and then it swept the country, causing the Vicar of St. Aidan’s, Bristol, to thump the pulpit and declare, ‘Any lover of the beautiful will die rather than be associated with the Charleston. It is neurotic! It is rotten! It stinks! Phew, open the windows!’ This did not deter the Prince of Wales from learning to Charleston exceedingly well and being seen doing it in the most unlikely places, a fair, animated story-book royalty sparklingly alive at the heart of a decade in whose meaningless afterglow he was later to be trapped, like a dragonfly in amber.


The twenties was not a drunken decade as decades go but a revolution in drinking habits, plus the existence of Lady Astor, caused it to sound as though it was. The alcoholic emphasis in much twenties writing (drinking is easily the most boring subject in all literature and it defies sympathetic interpretation by any except the rarest drunkard poets, such as Li Po or Verlaine) is really nothing more than the Briton’s eternal plea to have a drink when he feels like it. Before the war it was exceptional to be offered a drink before luncheon or dinner and sherry would be served with the soup. The immediate post-war years found people entering the dining-room very jolly indeed and ever so slightly sick, the reason being the cocktail boom. A great queasy river of manhattans, bronxes and martinis flowing from countless all-too-amateur sources savaged the taste buds and jarred the nervous systems of the middle and upper classes. ‘Cocktails,’ maintained M. Boulestin, the distinguished restaurateur, ‘are the most romantic expression of modern life, … but the cocktail habit as practised in England now is a vice….’ This, meant as a criticism, was accepted as a compliment by a generation intent on outraging the old order.


Their experiences on the Continent during the war had given many young people an appetite for café society which came into strong conflict with polite evenings with Mrs. Amy Woodforde-Finden’s




Pale hands, pink-tipped, like Lotus buds that float2


On those cool waters where we used to dwell,


I would have rather felt you round my throat


Crushing out life, than waving me farewell!





round the family piano. The moralists saw in this the inevitable break-up of family life, not being clairvoyant and so able to foresee the result of Baird’s exciting invention which would unite brother to sister, mother to son and grandparents to a close-locked dynastic group which would only temporarily disintegrate for sleep, food and other natural functions. There was the gramophone, of course. Its charm and fascination then can hardly be imagined now. It blared, gaily and a trifle wildly like the age itself, from a smart portable box or from a tall cabinet. The silver sound-box undulated on the thick wax record and there was a particular moment when the steel needle susurrated in the first virgin grooves which was like the first motion of the curtains at the theatre. But nothing could keep the new generation at home for long. The ‘modern’, as it was called, home was O.K. but it could not satisfy the driving restlessness, the planless and ubiquitous activity which, except in a few professionally depraved instances, meant little more than drifting from pub to club to party—in that order if one was lucky.


The genesis of London’s night-club boom is lost somewhere between  the ‘Shades’ so brilliantly described in Michael Sadleir’s Forlorn Sunset and something less reprehensible in the shape of a revue-bar. One of the first night-clubs was opened in 1913 by Strindberg’s second wife, a beautiful ex-actress with a Viennese reputation. It was called the Cave of the Golden Calf and Epstein and Wyndham Lewis decorated its walls and columns. It was haunted by artists, the demi-monde and guardsmen who went there, so they said, to listen to the accordions of Galician gypsies and hear Lilian Shelley singing ‘Popsie-wopsie’. During the war there was a spread of murkily discreet ‘clubs’ which were little more than military brothels catering for the officer class on leave. But by 1923 sex taboos were falling like fig-leaves and the majority of those who crowded the noisy, stifling backrooms and cellars called night-clubs, often did so because these places represented a kind of healthily ribald answer to the soul-sickening platitudes of the ‘as you were’ faction.


The Establishment did not take these lewd gestures lying down. The constabulary, armed by D.O.R.A., was able to spend an enormous proportion of its time and energy vetting private morals. A kiss in the park, a look in the street or bringing back a French translation of The Hunting of the Snark in one’s luggage could easily land one, if not in Queer Street, at least in some equally desperate address. The post-war writers reacted towards this new puritanism with the highly profitable flippancy of Michael Arlen’s The Green Hat or with D. H. Lawrence’s derision and bitterness. Ronald Firbank, who contrived to link the decade with the nineties by a string of lilac-coloured postcards, found it bizarre even for him, and told Aldous Huxley that he felt he would have to go to the West Indies to live among the negroes to collect material for a novel about Mayfair. To add to the general ethical turmoil, Dr. Marie Stopes was addressing large mixed audiences at the Queen’s Hall on contraception and claiming that her work was divinely inspired. Her message was a great comfort to a country which now had many hundreds of thousands more women than men.


There was a miraculous element in this return to life. Only the dullest and most grudging of minds could have escaped seeing that courage was not the prerogative of the trenches and that this wild upsurge of art and literature, absurd clothes and tireless fun were reflections of a new kind of human gallantry. Yet the truth was that the middle class, still punch-drunk with ‘patriotism’, and the lower middle class, still smugly wrapped round Lord Northcliffe’s vulgar little finger, took fright. They imagined a strong link between Bolshevism abroad and what they called ‘lack of respect’ at home. They found the hundreds of thousands of working-class unemployed hanging round the streets, their medals sardonically clinking on their thin chests, menacing. Because they feared the gaiety of the young they mocked the validity of those exciting developments in personal freedom, painting, writing and music which helped to establish this gaiety. Nearly every new work of art was met with a guffaw, though some artists, the Sitwells in particular, met this philistinism with some very sharp answers. And because they felt guilty about the misery of the unemployed ex-servicemen and their families, these hordes of shabby young men and women made spiritless, drab and ugly by broken promises, malnutrition and loss of hope, the lower middle and middle classes forced themselves to regard the proletariat as something not quite human, and therefore not subject to an entirely human reaction to its wretched condition. In this way a contempt for working-class people of a kind quite unknown before the war began to develop.


The incredible reality of the first Labour Government in January, 1924, provided another terrifying seismic jolt to those who had long believed that Britain was ‘above’ the earthquakes which shook lesser social systems. Fortunately the Scottish ex-board school boy who went to Downing Street wasn’t in any way encumbered with the common touch and could walk quite comfortably with kings, which he frequently did. Ramsay MacDonald was a most remarkable man. He could speak for an hour and say nothing. He was extremely handsome and tremendously snobbish, and he managed to convince the country that Labour and the Soviet Union had nothing in common. This was quite a feat in 1924. But some of the people who were kissing hands at Buckingham Palace hadn’t taken nearly as much trouble as ‘Gentleman Mac’ with their p’s and q’s, not to mention their h’s, and again the moribund cry went up, ‘where will it all end?’. There was now a solid longing for a return to the dear dead days which were not entirely beyond recall, to late Victorian security and scenes which were already beginning to glow dangerously with golden thoughts. The clock must be put back. The monstrous years, 1914–1918, would have to be cut out of the body politic in a piece of relentless social surgery, so that healthy nineteenth-century doctrines and standards could surge through the national heart and purge it of its ills. As Lord Carson had said, ‘There is nothing England likes better than forgetting….’ And who better to put down his foot, put on the brake, put back the clock, than Jix, to whom the term die-hard could scarcely apply since no out-dated political idea which had come his way had ever been known to perish? Jix would stop the rot. Jix would lead them back. But where was Jix?


The story of England is the story of national saviours waiting for their hour. It is a constant tale of heroes being urgently interrupted at bowls, at building walls; at making love. When the first notes of the retreat from the present began to make themselves heard above the saxophones Jix was in Norfolk breeding Suffolk Punches. His hour had come so late that anyone other than Jix would have doubted whether it would ever come at all. But Jix had no doubts, nor modesty, nor indeed anything to prevent his jumping into the air with pleasure whenever he thought of himself. He was irrepressible, self-satisfied and shallow. At his mother’s knee he had learnt a great truth—that black was black and white was white. Guided by this truth he was able, like God, to pronounce with finality on the failings of mankind. He knew what was good for them—white. Which meant that he had only to deny them black for the world to be the best of all possible worlds. That the world had come to such a beastly pass was entirely because it had invented a lot of silly shades of behaviour between black and white. All these were quite imaginary—the inventions of artists whose pictures were ridiculous and of writers with dirty minds and of mad rich women like Dr. Stopes. He and his very good friends the policemen would soon put things right. Ladies would return to their pedestals, gentlemen to their frock coats and those who dared ever to mention black again, be they Mrs. Kate Meyrick or D. H. Lawrence, would discover that Jix would rout them out to the limits of his prejudice.


Sir William Joynson-Hicks, alias Jix, eventually Viscount Brentford, arrived at the Home Office towards the close of 1924, when he was fifty-eight years old. His extraordinary appointment was in its way the greatest compliment the forces of reaction could pay to the progressive spirit of the twenties. Jix was a challenge. If art and life could endure in spite of Jix, then surely they had earned their right to exist.


Jix was born in 1865, the year Palmerston died, a coincidence which moved him greatly and which he never forgot for one moment. ‘If I believed in the transmigration of souls,’ said Jix, ‘I should indeed like to think that some of his spirit had entered into me….’ And there is something not unmoving in the thought of two such die-hard stars so fatefully, though momentarily, in conjunction, Pam’s on the wane and Jix’s in the ascendant. Jix, then simply Hicks, differed from most men in that he was born with a full set of small ideas, none of which he outgrew, though whether out of deference to his Maker or to his mother it is not certain.


When he was fourteen he signed the pledge—his first refusal in a long career of professional negation. His father, a London merchant, sent him to Merchant Taylors’ School, where his smugness and piety brought him fame but few friends, and where he successfully defended the school’s debating society’s motion ‘That Capital Punishment Should Be Retained’. He was a charming-looking boy whose presence behind the offertory bag at church or on temperance platforms produced a decided appeal. His delight in public speaking caused him to join, among many other organizations, the Highbury Debating Society, which was run in the form of a Conservative Government. Hicks became ‘Prime Minister’ and the Society immediately collapsed, laid low by Tory ideas and teetotal haranguings so antiquated and so fierce that debate seemed out of the question. This was in the eighties, but when Jix got close to being the real Prime Minister during the twenties there was no evidence to support the hope that his prejudices had shrunk or that his understanding had matured. Though by this time his static mentality was seen to be a form of genius.


Hicks was now an articled clerk to a firm of City solicitors, where he roused the staff to violence by practising on it his debating society speeches. Sometimes they threw him physically into the street, but even as Hicks Jix was jaunty and neither then nor later was he ever to know discouragement. He became a mason and the Master of his Lodge at twenty-five. But before this, when he was only twenty-three, he set up as a one-man firm of solicitors in Old Jewry. Business did not go too well at first in spite of Hicks’s twin dictums of ‘never make a friend into a client’ and ‘always assume when writing a letter that it may be read before you on the Day of Judgement’. But then his father, Henry Hicks, became a deputy chairman of the London General Omnibus Company, which owned a thousand omnibuses and eleven thousand horses. The Claims Agent of the Company was swift in recognizing the value of this angelic-looking little solicitor and soon, between the two of them, they began to save the Omnibus Company a small fortune. As a writer in the Motor Weekly was to remark, ‘He [Hicks] steered the ship of the L.G.O.C. through many troubled financial waters from 1905 to 1912, when it was successfully brought into harbour’—which was no mean feat when one considers those eleven thousand horses. But here, whether on the knife-board of early London transport or the Motor Weekly’s metaphorical ship-board, was young Hicks’s first leg up in the world, and he never forgot it. Later, whenever he heard of a bus accident he would cry, ‘Hurrah! there’s a day at the Zoo for my wife and family!’


This was perhaps the left leg up. The right leg followed it in the time-honoured manner by means of a useful rather than a brilliant marriage. When he was twenty-nine Hicks, in a rare moment of self-examination, saw that gloss had little connection with polish and realized that he must obtain a little of each if he was to succeed. So he set off for Italy with a rigid itinerary of churches, museums and galleries in his pocket. At Mentone he met the Joynsons, a well-to-do, right wing, evangelical family from Manchester. Grace Joynson, the daughter, was twenty-one. William Hicks loved her at once but as he had not included courtship in his holiday plans he was seriously perturbed about the possibility of having to cut his cathedral schedule. Miss Joynson had a preview of the kind of man she was to marry when William found time to win her heart without losing a single date with his Baedeker. On his wedding morning he worked in the office until the carriage called to take him to St. Margaret’s, Westminster.


This marriage was William Hicks’s entrée to the fascinating political North, in those days almost another kingdom. Manchester itself was more cosmopolitan than London. The rich Jews it attracted from all over the Continent veneered its money-grubbing soul with music and art, and as both immigrant millionaire and native tycoon relished conformity and ostentation, the great industrial city at the turn of the century glittered like a slag-heap stuck with brilliants. Hicks arrived at this fabulous place with his father-in-law’s name nailed firmly before his own. It was the sesame he needed. The well-oiled doors gaped before him. He was entranced. He became an Oddfellow, a Forester, a Good Templar and a diner at Manchester’s Carlton Club. In 1898, after much pushing on his part and some shoving on Mr. Joynson’s, he was adopted by the North Manchester Conservative Association. It was a triumph and it would have gone to his head if there had been room for it there. Instead it went to his tongue. His first speech was such a tintinnabulation of jingoism that even the cotton kings blanched. It was short and far from the point. It throbbed like the drums themselves with Majuba Hill, The Royal Navy, Khartoum, Omdurman, the speaker’s unique fitness for office, Mr. Balfour’s equally unique fitness for being great, John Morley’s total lack of fitness for being anything and scores of other things. He was hardly a man, he was the Flag incarnate. Wrapped securely in its folds he could be part of the semi-divine patriotism of the age. Could they deny the Union Jack? Then how could they deny him? This heady nonsense sent blood pressures up in the cotton lands, but not the poll itself, for the Radical Mr. Schwann (later Sir Charles Swan) swept home with a majority of twenty-six. As Joynson-Hicks’s biographer was mournfully to remark, ‘Just two more carriages working for a few hours….’ Even when Jix was at the height of his glory, doctoring the gaiety of nations at the Home Office, this first narrow reversal still left its aloe flavour behind whenever he thought of it.


It was not in Jix’s nature to give up, self-inquire or worry. He couldn’t stay down—any more than a weighted Chinese doll can stay down. It seemed to the electors of North-West Manchester a perfect quality for a candidate who would have to struggle with the terribly self-confident Tory-turned-Liberal the Radicals were putting up. Winston Churchill was nine years younger than Jix but the smooth, blandly dimpled faces of both men contrasted most strikingly with the shaggy city fathers who crowded their respective platforms, making both candidates look like a couple of talkative lads. Winston’s effrontery at their first meeting would have staggered Jix, had he not been constitutionally unstaggerable. ‘I am sorry I have come to Manchester to queer your pitch,’ said Winston. Which he did with ease.


The true-blue Jix was this time not so much disappointed as outraged. He lashed Winston with dreadful prophecies. ‘There is between  him and our party a gulf fixed … which enables me to declare that, while there is seedtime and harvest we will never have him back.’ Winston said nothing; he went straight from Manchester into an under-secretaryship.


During this campaign Jix had revealed a disquieting facet of his nature and something rare in British politics, a distaste for all aliens and for Jewish aliens in particular. This touched a nerve deep down under the tough hide of Manchester and disturbed the gross good health of the city.


Towards the end of 1907, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman became very ill and all through the winter of 1908, although he continued to struggle through his duties, it became clear that he must soon resign. The Manchester electors thought that, should the Prime Minister’s illness entail another general election, it would be sheer bad luck for their delightful new member, particularly as Winston had just been made President of the Board of Trade. Soon voices were heard questioning the propriety of forcing him to defend his seat in the circumstances. People—Tories and Liberals—were openly saying that Winston should go back unopposed. When Jix was told this he was amazed. He’d never heard of such a thing! Shedding fat crocodile tears, he declared, in what was a very moderate speech for him, that the Government ‘had alienated our colonies, thrown away the fruits of the Transvaal War, weakened our Navy, attempted to jerrymander our Constitution, increased taxation, flouted our religious convictions, let loose chaos and bloodshed in Ireland’ and much else.


After this it was war to the knife, as Jix would have said. The contest which need never have taken place at all became the most brilliant, entertaining and hilarious electoral fight of the century. Lloyd George (for Winston’s opportunist step across the floor of the House had landed him with exotic company) whipped up the vast sermon-tasting Northern audiences with glittering oratory. In the Daily News, H. G. Wells, unhinged obviously by the fact that he was putting in a good word for a duke’s grandson, wrote of Jix, ‘I know nothing and I want to know nothing about his social standing or his private quality, and I do not suppose that I should ever have heard his name … if it were not that I keep myself informed by means of Press cuttings.’ Sir Walter Elliot of Kellynch Hall could hardly have done better.


The whole election got more and more topsy-turvy as polling day grew near. The Liberals had brought about changes in the Licensing Bill and the blushing Winston was embarrassed by ardent temperance support, while Countess Markievicz’s Barmaids’ Political Defence League rallied to the one-sip-and-you’re-damned Jix. Countess Markievicz, getting into practice for her subsequent career as a Sinn Feiner, was a marvellous sight as she whipped her own coach and four through the Manchester streets. When things began to get tough, Winston indulged his flair for scurrility. ‘Bill Hicks …’ cried Winston, ‘a petty provincial politician engaged in a contest far beyond his abilities!’ It was rude but it was percipient. What Jix did when he came to power was to treat a great nation as if it were a troublesome village and he was its benevolently despotic squarson.


On polling day Manchester was in a state of near-hysteria. Then whole of the centre of the city was a locked mass of carriages, early motor-cars and multitudes. And at nine-thirty it was announced that Jix had beaten Winston. It was the death-knell of the old radicalism. Manchester was ecstatic. Winston was dumbfounded. When the news reached London, George Alexander stopped the performance at the St. James’s Theatre and announced it from the stage to a cheering audience, which later stood as the orchestra played ‘God Save the King’. The next morning the Daily Telegraph bawled, ‘Winston Churchill is out-out-OUT. We have all been yearning for this to happen with a yearning beyond utterance.’


Jix, smarting all over from the physical nature of North Country congratulations (‘I won’t be banged about like a football’) and with his head turned so completely that from henceforth he always found it more comfortable to look backwards, went to Court to be presented to King Edward. Then the great day came for his maiden speech. The House was packed. Rarely had Parliament so honoured a new member. Lloyd George, Balfour, Asquith—all were there, for Jix was now by way of being a national miracle, like Old Parr or Queen Elizabeth’s hymen. Jix rose and the astonished Commons listened to a speech of such staggering immodesty, such a use of the royal ‘we’, such Jixian pomp and assurance as to leave it stupefied. The Daily Express summed the whole thing up when it said, ‘It was good of Mr. Joynson-Hicks to come and speak to the House this week.’


But Jix didn’t care. That same evening he went to a dinner given in his honour by the Maccabeans, a distinguished Jewish society, where he told his hosts, in a speech of quite incredible insensitivity and insolence, what he thought of them.


‘I could say you were a delightful people, that Jews were delightful opponents, that I am very pleased to receive the opposition of the Jewish community, and that I am, in spite of all, your humble and obedient servant. I could say that, but it wouldn’t be true in the slightest degree. I have beaten you thoroughly and soundly and I am no longer your servant!’


The Press received the news of this with amazement. The Manchester Evening News called it a breach of the elementary rules of good manners and the Jewish Chronicle marvelled that a public man could commit such a solecism.


But Jix took no notice. He never took notice. The bubble of complacency in which his ego floated protected his nerve centres from criticism. He rejoiced in the limitations of his vision. His policy was, when in doubt, talk. All the hundreds of evangelical, temperance, masonic, debating club and chamber of commerce platforms which he had haunted since the days of his extreme youth had given him a great wealth of experience. ‘He has,’ said A. G. Gardiner, ‘a thoughtless fluency of speech, and the suppressed enthusiasms of his Puritan upbringing find vent in a caricature of patriotism that makes him the easy prey to any wave of folly. It is much easier to cut a knot than to untie it, and he always takes the easy way. He is a Die-hard, not because he is a sanguinary man, but because to his childish and romantic vision no Englishman ever surrenders, right or wrong, to anything or anybody. His mind responds to the short-sighted view and the popular expedient. He thinks, not as a statesman, but as a talkative man in a suburban train who has just read the headlines in his favourite paper.’


His contemporaries were thus often driven to such charitable views of Jix as seeing him as a phenomenon, for otherwise how could speeches like the following be explained?


‘We did not conquer India for the benefit of the Indians. I know it is said at missionary meetings that we conquered it to raise the level of the Indians. That is cant. We conquered India as the outlet for the goods of Great Britain. We conquered India by the sword and by the sword we should hold it. (“Shame.”) Call shame if you like. I am stating facts … but I am not such a hypocrite as to say we hold India for the Indians. We hold it as the finest outlet for British goods in general, and for Lancashire cotton goods in particular.’


In 1913, when the Ulster question was at its most delicate phase, Jix rushed in with, ‘The people of Ulster have behind them the Unionist [Conservative] party. Behind them is the God of Battles. In His name and their name I say to the Prime Minister, “Let your armies and your batteries fire! Fire if you dare! Fire and be damned!”’


Jix’s terrible fluency of speech, plus the actor-like pleasure he got from platform appearances, led him into the most appalling predicaments. But he never cared. ‘If there is one town in England that is drink-sodden it is Portsmouth,’ he said. There was uproar and then statistics to prove him wrong. Jix accepted the uproar as his due, but not the statistics. ‘I am not interested in establishing facts by figures,’ he said. ‘I have been told that Portsmouth is not a sober town and that is that.’ Smiling cheerily, impeccably turned out, his features as endurably youthful as those of a musical comedy male lead, he vented his prejudices wherever there happened to be a rostrum. After advocating civil war in Ireland—‘There are worse things than civil war. England has known civil war before today and has risen from it stronger and purer’—he went straight on to an engagement at the Church of England Scripture Readers’ Association.


When war of a very different kind came, Jix dashed nimbly from ministry to ministry in his great anxiety for leadership. He soon discovered that he was the sort of luxury his party was apt to give up during a real crisis. Abandoned mournfully to his own devices, with even his bellicosity drowned in the general jingo, Jix interested himself in aviation and in raising a regiment entirely composed of footballers. When the war was over he was fifty-three and that dazzling moment in Manchester when he had slain Winston now seemed a very long time ago. He, like everybody else, was very tired. Lack of office had not kept him idle. He had gone from platform to platform putting heart into the lads, silencing the critical with rivers of true-blue invective and rousing the timid to heroism.


In 1919 King George made Jix a baronet. It was the only thing which ever happened to him which pierced his complacency. He interpreted the honour as an indication that, while his ex-officio war-mongering had not been entirely unwelcome, the need for both it and Jix was over. Jix took his title gloomily. It was the end of all things. He had tried to get into Parliament for twenty years, had been in it for eleven years, and that was that. So he went to India to have a holiday, all unconscious of the heady prospect before him.


Jix and Lady Jix arrived in India in the turmoil which followed the extraordinary Amritsar massacre and being Jix he could not resist going to the scene of the trouble. There he found a situation which held the greatest piquancy for him, a perfect example of the ridiculous fuss which occurred when God’s chosen race was obliged to exercise its prerogative.


The extreme right element of the British administration in India were known as men of the Punjab school, because of their affection for the Punjabi’s simple, manly, sporting way of life, and his uncomplaining acceptance of rough justice. The men of the Punjab believed, quietly and implicitly, that God had sent them to civilize the savage, of whom they saw Indians as a superior form. A good clean flogging or hanging, they thought, was the medicine which both doctor and patient understood. Few details of the men of Punjab’s rule ever left India. The attitude at New Delhi was that they would all one day die out.


But on April 10–12th, 1919, the good, clean actions of a General Dyer were too much, even for India, and hit London for six. For General Dyer, not getting the law and order he required, had opened fire in the Jallianwala Bagh in Amritsar on an unarmed crowd and had killed 379 people. Having done this, the General then proceeded to order that all Indians using a certain street in Amritsar where a woman missionary had been insulted should only do so in a crawling position. When the news reached England, Asquith spoke of it in Parliament as one of the worst outrages in the whole of our history. But to the men of the Punjab the indignation in London had no relevance whatsoever. So they gave him promotion. When this became known there was uproar at Westminster and to appease it an investigatory committee went to India to see the situation for itself. It found that General Dyer’s action had made racial tension worse than at any time since the mutiny and that more than half a century’s carefully built-up goodwill had been forfeited, and recommended that the general should be relieved of his new post. Eventually Dyer returned to England, where he was much vilified.


All this would have had no relevance at all where Jix was concerned had it not been for his insistence on seeing Amritsar. As one of nature’s Punjabi and a great believer in the doctrine which divided mankind into the chastened and the chastizers, Jix was drawn, not to the scene of the crime, but to the scene of General Dyer’s martyrdom. At Amritsar he asked scores of questions and he returned to London with the opinion that the general was right. He rallied the die-hards and helped to collect an enormous consolation prize of £27,000 for General Dyer. But the long term result of Amritsar, both on Jix and on India, was hardly to be guessed in 1919, for it was to convert Gandhi into a revolutionary and Jix into an admirer of Mussolini.


The Amritsar publicity reminded the extremists in his party that Jix was still bouncingly alive and a sound Empire man. Lloyd George was toppling; there was a delicious whiff of the old stuffiness in the air and a searching around for new men with old ideas. There had not been a pure Tory Government since 1905 and Jix, more hopeful than at any time since his Manchester triumph and ever-mindful of his brush with the great god Pam, waited on destiny.


When his chance came it was a terrible anti-climax. Bonar Law offered him the Parliamentary Secretaryship to the Department of Overseas Trade. Jix took it and lumped it, bitterly aware of the absence of glory. Then he became Postmaster General and then Financial Secretary to the Treasury—all in a few months. Destiny, it seemed, was giving him the once-over. It seemed to Jix but a single step from the Treasury to the Exchequer and he could hardly contain himself when the Prime Minister sent for him once more to tell him that he was about to offer the Exchequer—to Neville Chamberlain—and that he was to go to the Ministry of Health.


For all that, this leapiest leap of all from the back bench to an entire suite of Cabinet seats, all in a few months, heartened Jix and inflamed Home Counties Punjabi with dreams of their hero skipping into Number Ten itself. Jix became rather wild. ‘Attack! attack! attack!’ he cried to the astonished Primrose League. He preached what he termed ‘a new belief in old principles’. He rushed about, talking, talking, talking. He praised Stanley Baldwin when others forgot to, and in the Conservative Government of 1924 his perky little craft sailed into harbour at last—the Home Office was his.


The Home Office could have been invented for Jix and he for it. His nature and its function closed with each other in inseparable embrace. Here was the seat of awe, if not of majesty. Here were the brakes, the cold douches, the wet blankets, the Great Book of Don’t, the little cane and the big stick, the king’s ear, the dear old codes all laid out in lavender, the Union Jacks and the succulent rubber stamps, all of them, though dusty from disgraceful neglect, in splendid working order. Jix entered upon his heritage with undisguised joy.


‘But what do you do there?’ somebody asked, mystified by so much delight. Jix hesitated until the truth dawned on him. ‘It is I who am the ruler of England!’ he said. And, in a way, for the rest of the twenties he was just that. The Home Office, he soon discovered, was stuffed with everything a person such as he could ever wish for. There was no need to seek new legislation for police powers, cleaning up London, keeping foreigners out, suppressing nasty modern books, raiding art galleries, saving the Church of England from its bishops and vetting sexual behaviour at all levels—it was there, in his exciting Home Office. His power, if he cared to use it, was dazzling. And as nothing upset Jix so much as an unenforced law, the country woke up to find itself infamous. In vain it protested.




Come to Britain and lead the gay life!4


As a rule it’s illegal to bathe with your wife;


There’s a Councillor watching to see you behave,


But still you may stand at the window and wave;


You mustn’t buy choc’late, you mustn’t buy ale,


But come to Britain and see our new jail.







Come to Britain! We’ve done what we could


To make the place healthy and wholesome and good.


Your whisky may cost you much less in the States,


And here between drinks we have tedious waits.


But Ivor Novello is always on show,


So come to Britain and let yourselves go!





wrote A. P. Herbert but Jix only smiled. 








His table piled with tea and toast.


Death Warrants and the Morning Post,











He knew himself to be the chosen one, the saviour of England, and that saviours do not shrink from unpopular remedies. He knew that some were born to rule and some were born to obey, and that democracy was the mercifully unworkable invention of an immoral race. All the same, it occasionally worried him that his impeccable Toryism was so often out of step with that of his colleagues. In the Liberal Press it didn’t worry him in the least, even when criticism like the following appeared:




‘Since he cannot round up the brewers5, he will round up the abominable alien, and if the Communists become troublesome his mind incontinently leaps to Fascism as the corrective, and he has to be reminded by his Prime Minister that this is a constitutional country, that it is the function of the Government, and not of Black Shirts to protect the community, and that a Mussolini is not wanted. If he should emerge, it will not be Sir William Joynson-Hicks who will fill the part. He does not belong to the serious drama of affairs, but to the comedy stage, and his rôle has been allotted to him in the genial and festive name which the public has, not without affection as well as derision, bestowed upon him.’





Jix’s first attentions were directed towards aliens. He found to his horror, for he detested all foreigners, that there were 272,000 registered aliens in Britain. Jix stared at the figure hysterically and then began to do something about it. He went to the ports. He snooped through all the arrangements for detaining immigrants and worked up an anti-alien campaign which shocked a country which had always prided itself on its hospitality towards the oppressed of all nations. His interference with individual liberty was somewhat of a novelty to the England of the twenties, but when a great many respectable foreigners began to be chivvied around in London by the police and Jix’s rabid anti-communism began to be made the excuse for any action he cared to take, a deputation of immigrants went to the Home Office to get things straight. Jix was furious. ‘It is rather remarkable,’ he lectured his visitors, ‘that while our socialist friends declaim against the conditions of working men in this country their friends the socialists from Eastern Europe are pouring in to secure better conditions than can be obtained in their own lands.’


Gradually, the mid-Victorian busybody was evolving into a familiar twentieth-century leader. He used hypnotic catch phrases. For instance, he never said aliens, he always said undesirable aliens, and he said it so often that stupid people began to hate foreigners for reasons they couldn’t express. His worship of visas helped to turn a document of convenience into a prized possession. He saw himself as the watchdog of the sceptred isle and anyone he didn’t care for he dubbed Bolshevist and shipped back home. All this seemed irrelevant to the ordinary working-class Englishman in the dole-queue, and tasteless to the ordinary middle-class Englishman with his war-widened horizon. To the intellectual he was plain anathema. He was satirized, caricatured and lampooned with a virulence rarely seen in the popular Press since the Regency. When Jix turned to suppressing literature on moral grounds, a particularly sharp lampoon appeared called Policeman of the Lord. Its authors were P. R. Stephenson and Beresford Egan, and it set the pace for further criticism of the Home Secretary.








In 1865,


When Little Jix was born, or came alive,


The Great Queen ruled, and everyone was good.


Since then the times have changed, the clock has clicked.


Jix does not think so, Jix was brought up strict….











Soon Jix’s features, a twinkling edition of von Ribbentrop’s, were as familiar to the country as those of the two bombazined old harpies who accompanied him everywhere, Mrs. Gamp and Dora. Jix, like all pilloried politicians, let it be known that he thoroughly enjoyed this. Was it not proof of the public’s affection? He would never, he said, interfere with the time-honoured license of the political caricaturist. No one really believed this. The fact that certain men are not despots is because they are not allowed to be despots. Jix, who had thrilled to the utter despotism of the Nizam of Hyderabad when he had been the prince’s guest in 1919, found his way blocked by strange figures like A. P. Herbert and David Low when he made despotic moves in Whitehall.


After his anti-alien campaign, Jix moved towards his second objective, sex. Sex was a beastly invention which was fast turning London into a sewer, but he would destroy it. The police agreed with Jix. They assured the Home Secretary of their utmost loyalty to his mission. They would not flinch from helping him mop up all the sex in London, even if it meant their coming into contact with the disgusting thing. Jix was troubled that such a decent, cleanlimbed body of men should have to concern itself with so unspeakable a task and as a reward he promised the police an affection and loyalty such as no Home Secretary had shown the Force in all its existence. The beautiful friendship which grew up between the Home Office and Scotland Yard brought fresh gusts of laughter, but now the mockery did not entirely conceal an underlying vein of anxiety.


Jix’s conception of a policeman was rather like that of a dear old lady’s, big, jolly chaps in blue, always willing to lend a helping hand. It was only right that such men should receive society’s mandate for enforcing society’s protection. Jix enjoyed the residual power of the Force and used it unsparingly to interpret his own Puritanism. The lengths of ‘reform’ to which he might legitimately go fascinated him and the vision of an austere metropolis rose before his eyes as wistfully and as enticing as the heavenly city of the popular drawing-room song. It was this profound inner assurance that he was right which allowed him to take his extraordinary action in matters which were often academically or emotionally quite outside his experience, but it was plain conceit which enabled him to shrug off mockery and ridicule which would have destroyed an ordinarily sensitive man.


All through the twenties Jix’s appearance offered some kind of evidence that prohibition had paid off where he personally was concerned. He looked years younger and jollier than his Cabinet friends, dressed with a pre-war garden party elegance and faced a whole series of calamities with a dreadful cheerfulness. He looked as happy as a sandboy as he emptied the stews, wagged his finger in Hyde Park, leafed through a packet of erotic poems D. H. Lawrence had rashly put in the post unsealed, and sent the town to bed by ten. His gaiety as he suppressed the virtue in others was particularly offensive and soon people wondered what was the worse, his policy or the enjoyment he got from enforcing it. There was a perverse element in his obsession with sexual morality and something immature in his neurotic ideas about drink.


He set out to destroy London’s night-clubs immediately he took office. This, on the whole, was all right. Only like all little tyrants, Jix had to justify his ruthlessness by a colourfully exaggerated denunciation of the evil he intended to crush. A reasonable man would have seen that night-clubs were rather shame-faced versions of ordinary café and revue-bar life such as could be found in any major Continental city, and in most instances the haunts of people who merely didn’t happen to want to go to bed early. Jix’s preoccupation with them gave them a reputation for orgiastic activities and the raids made headlines in the Sunday newspapers. The smuttiness of the latter at this time always amazed foreign visitors. Nearly all the raids concerned drinking out of hours, that strange sin whose enormity is only exceeded by paederasty in Anglo-Saxon countries. The police would arrive, everyone’s name would be taken, the club would be closed down—and the following evening it would open up in the house next door under a new name.


One club resisted these attentions. It was called the Cecil Club but was known as the ‘43’ to its members and to a great many others as well, because of the number on its door. It was run by the notorious Mrs. Kate Meyrick. This fact and the fact that no policeman had got his boot inside the door for four whole years during Jix’s reign of terror mystified everybody, not least Jix himself. While Ma Meyrick lived, Babylon would never perish. While vigilantes of all kinds prowled around outside, Ma flourished. How? It was a mystery. The months passed and then the years, and still the police reports on the ‘43’ made it sound like a coaching inn where the weary traveller in Gerrard Street might call for home-baked bread and porter. As the travellers included such people as the King of Roumania, Tallulah Bankhead and Steve Donoghue, the mystery deepened. Jix and the Commissioner for Police were at their wits’ end how to nab Ma.


Mrs. Kate Meyrick began her life as respectably as even Jix could wish. She was the daughter of an Irish doctor and the wife of a medical student. The Meyricks resided at Sylvan Hall, Brighton, where they produced a number of good-looking children. The boys were sent to Harrow and the girls to Roedean. Having achieved all this, Mrs. Meyrick and Mr. Meyrick parted. Finding herself with only £50 in the world and with all these boys and girls at Harrow and Roedean, Mrs. Meyrick came to London to seek her fortune. Instead of going to the Distressed Gentlefolk’s Association, she went to a Mr. Murray Dalton, who ran a tea dance club in Leicester Square. And one can imagine her shock when, a little later, the police broke in and arrested all the cockney geishas. In court Mrs. Meyrick heard for the first time that official description of her business premises which was to become a cliché in her ears. Calling the club a sink of iniquity, the beak fined Ma £25.


Mrs. Meyrick’s next venture was Brett’s Club in the Charing Cross Road, which she sold as a going concern for £1,000. In 1921 she started the Cecil Club—the famous ‘43’—and by 1924 she was the undisputed night-club queen of London, with a string of sister clubs all over town. All these clubs were, of course, purely for the convenience of those who required early breakfast. ‘What time did breakfast begin?’ asked Mr Justice Avory at her trial. ‘Ten p.m.,’ said Ma.


The ‘43’ had chic. At the beginning of its life, when it was raided in the conventional manner, the police returned to their headquarters with notebooks like the Almanac de Gotha. Those who suffered most were not the socialites, for whom this ritual name-taking added a certain frisson to the rather dull crime of drinking in the small hours, but to highly respectable provincials on the occasional spree in Soho, whose entire small town universe could come tumbling down if their names got into the papers. The older section of the upper class was less shocked. It had always accepted an unspoken convention of wild oats. When, in Brideshead Revisited, Lord Sebastian and ‘Boy’ Mulcaster get picked up by the police after a visit to Ma’s, Sebastian in particular is worried stiff about what his mother, the saintly Lady Marchmain, is going to say. She says very little. Her experience of men is that they are partly animals and that only religion can crush their animality. Only by being a saint would a man not want to do what she thought Sebastian had done. To be frightened into not doing it by the Jixes of this world would have been a particularly vulgar kind of cowardice in her eyes. Jix himself was more bewildered than perturbed by the attitude of aristocratic and intellectual acquaintances (he failed consistently at actual friendship all through his life) towards the social evils he was trying to stamp out. If they supported him at all it was ‘for the good of the masses’ and they made it plain that they wouldn’t be seen dead with his ideas themselves. One of the things which astonished him about night-clubs was that he expected them to be filled with whores and found them crammed with ‘society’.


The ‘43’ was very smart indeed when the blow finally fell. A well-wisher had written to Scotland Yard telling them that he thought they ought to know that Station-Sergeant Goddard, whose pay was £6 a week, owned a freehold house at Streatham, a motor-car and two safe accounts. The police were shattered at this news. Their popularity was at the lowest ebb ever known. Jix’s purity campaign had reduced them in the public’s regard from a decent lot of men with a difficult job to do to a lot of Paul Prys. All through 1928, when Jix’s battle was at its climax, there had been a series of incidents which had caused great damage to the good name of the Force, and had culminated in the uproar over the Savage case.


Miss Savage, an entirely respectable girl, had been charged by the police with immorality, that is, she had been seen sitting talking to Sir Leo Money, in Hyde Park, but the evidence offered was so hopeless that the court stopped the case and Miss Savage was released. But immediately after this trial, in which she was proved innocent, two police officers came to the office where she worked, forced her to accompany them to Scotland Yard and there grilled her for five hours. The matter was raised in a shocked House and Jix tried to bluff his way out by saying that it was all being looked into by the Director of Public Prosecutions. This didn’t wash at all and over a hundred supplementary questions about the affair were entered on the order paper, and Jix was forced to set up an inquiry into police methods, which was the last thing he wanted to do.


In 1927 there had been the sensational case of police bribery by bookmakers at Liverpool. On May 23rd, 1928, a young stillroom maid was arrested as a prostitute and then found to be virgo intacta. Her compensation for this outrage was two guineas. On May 31st, 1928, a Major Murray was arrested for drunkenness in Piccadilly. He was cleared and awarded £500 and the police were severely censured. All over the country it was the same.


Male inversion also came under the fullest persecution by the police at this time. Homosexuality was something scarcely comprehensible and never mentioned before 1914. ‘I thought that men like that shot themselves,’ said George V with astonishment when he was told that someone he knew quite well was homosexual. It was believed to be infectious like leprosy and any instance of it which came to light was treated with a vindictiveness far greater than that which attended most other crimes. No man ever socially survived such a prosecution and many, rather than risk such a very great disaster, made their homes abroad. Freud, Jung, Havelock Ellis and gentle humanists like Edward Carpenter then began to state the truth readably. The result was that, after the war, many homosexuals of both sexes, who now had some understanding of their inversion, were unwilling to take on the furtive respectability of the ‘confirmed bachelor’ and the ‘born old maid’. They, too, demanded to ‘live their lives’—it was a great period for ‘living one’s life’—and to the horror of the Jixites they came out into the open. Male homosexuals, with their brittle elegance and humour, broke cover, as it were and began to be seen openly and without apology. They tended to congregate together in certain pubs and were driven from bar to bar across the capital like pheasants before the beaters as each new haunt was discovered and raided. There were endless prosecutions and it was believed that Scotland Yard kept a register of male homosexuals in which much of Who’s Who was duplicated, and running to many thousands of names.


Female homosexuals, who tend to take their pleasures sadly, found their spokesman in Radclyffe Hall, whose bathetic though utterly sincere novel The Well of Loneliness became the apologia of modern Lesbia. There being no law against female transvestism, the author was seen at the best restaurants and at first nights dressed in an immaculate black tie, starched shirt, monocle, dinner-jacket—and skirt. Her hair was cut like a boy’s, but as a great many heterosexual girls’ heads were cropped as severely, this did not seem exceptional. Gradually it dawned on the Bright Young Things that many a jolly aunt and her ‘companion’ who bred dogs in Gloucestershire or helped the vicar at Little Tilling were lovers.


Jix was absolutely incapable of seeing an element of outré honesty in all this. All he saw was a country stripped of its whalebone and showing its sores. He gave the police carte blanche to stem ‘the flood of filth’. The police raided the Warren Gallery where D. H. Lawrence’s paintings were on view. ‘Stephen’, the heroine of The Well, as it was called, went to court like Lady Chatterley and was defended by a great many distinguished people. But all to no purpose. The Well was tucked away with other porn behind a screen of Sappers and Dornford Yateses in the Charing Cross Road. Quite a few prosecutions of this nature occurred, though when the police seized the drawings of William Blake it was almost too much and indignation was drowned in laughter.


Jix rode the storm of derision smilingly as ever. ‘I am not a literary censor,’ he declared. ‘I have no qualifications for the post. My duty is to see that the law is carried out, and when the law says that obscenities and indecencies are not permitted … it is my duty to carry out the law….’ His policy had a great effect on the Lord Chamberlain, though Jix emphatically denied that he was against the theatre. It was true, he said, that he was against ‘problem plays’. ‘But no one enjoyed an evening’s entertainment by Mr. Tom Walls and Mr. Ralph Lynn more than he.’


Jix’s philistinism was supported by certain sections of the Press, which found it an excuse for being simultaneously sensational while appearing to be moral at the same time. The effect of such journalism on the semi-educated of all classes was to produce a hatred of art which expended itself in insulting great artists like Epstein, and in any creativity which wasn’t immediately apparent to the lowest common denominator. The Daily Mail worked itself up into a fury of jeering about Edith Sitwell’s and William Walton’s Façade and James Douglas inveighed against the ‘blasphemies’ of Antic Hay. Jix was pleased with this state of affairs. He believed the country was healthy while it could be dominated by men with ‘standards’, by which he meant limitations. All progress shocked him and he regarded anything imaginative as being vaguely absurd. Art and sex, he vaguely comprehended, had some kind of connection, so art needed watching.


Such was the position in the country when Station-Sergeant Goddard confronted the dream of Sir William Joynson-Hicks with his shabby realism. Goddard was the bluest-eyed boy in the vice squad. He had been in the police force for twenty-eight years and had specialized in raiding night-clubs since 1918. The fervour he brought to his task and the success by which he had been rewarded had taken the station-sergeant out of the ordinary chap-with-a-job-to-do class and put him among the vocationists. His nose was so keen that he could pick up the chypre-and-bubbly scent of a new club almost before the first member had sidled past its chucker-out. He had been involved in the raiding of 234 premises. The Force had commended him over and over again, and had paid him £6 a week. Life was good for the station-sergeant, though not good enough as it proved. An anonymous letter set dog on to dog. The safe deposits were unlocked and in one of them was found £12,000—all the nice crisp notes which had been pressed into his simple hand by Ma and a Mr. Ribuffi, who ran a club called Uncle’s in Albemarle Street, for letting them know when there would be a raid. The station-sergeant defended himself topically. He told the judge that his fortune was the profits from selling rock at the Wembley Exhibition in his spare time. The judge was quite unable to believe this and sent the sergeant down for eighteen months’ hard labour and fined him £2,000. Ma and Mr. Ribuffi each got fifteen months’ hard labour, and Soho went into half-mourning. It was then revealed that a Sergeant Josling had been forced to resign from the police seven years earlier for bringing a false charge of corruption against Goddard. It was now proved that Josling had been right and he was given £1,500 compensation.


Ma Meyrick went to prison twice more, but when she looked as though she might be going there for a fourth time a kindly judge persuaded her to give him an honourable undertaking that she would have nothing more to do with night-clubs. Ma kept her word, though she knew what she had promised would be the death of her. In 1933 she passed away, leaving £58 and any number of well-frisked friends, to the quite genuine sorrow of many distinguished people, not quite a Magdalen but always a lady. She had run through half a million, placed two daughters in the peerage and had challenged Jixery. And all in a decade.


Those who argue from immovable prejudices which they believe to be convictions can rarely be defeated. This was proved when Jix, almost single-handed, routed all the proposed changes in the Book of Common Prayer which came before Parliament in the autumn of 1927. It was madness to have even contemplated such changes while Jix was in office. Eighty years had passed since Newman went over to Rome but to Jix the whole Oxford Movement was still a very real menace to the national Church. When the patient work of all these years, every letter of it undertaken with scrupulous spiritual thought and scholarship, was presented, as it was legally bound to be, to Parliament for its approval, the Whips were withdrawn and it was expected that the Revised Prayer Book would be quietly and formally made law. Jix was aghast. Change the Prayer Book? Change anything? In a great sweep of oratory he turned the quiet affair into something which brought the pungent smoke of Smith-field drifting into the House. Hypnotized by Jix’s fervour, nonconformists and even non-Christians all found themselves crowding into the Noes lobby. The Book was defeated and withdrawn. Six months later the bishops tried another Revised Version on the House and once again Jix flung it out. Only this time the criticism of his behaviour was more marked. Many M.P.s found his holy thunder and his opinions on the Real Presence somewhat grotesque, coming as it did, from one whose main business was with death warrants and night-clubs. Jix’s performance, brilliant in its way, brought anti-puritans and humanists together regardless of party. George Lansbury and Churchill both attacked Jix. Lord Hugh Cecil, in The Times, wrote what a great many people had been feeling.




‘Clearly he thinks the Bishops are incompetent. But suppose he were right; is this an argument against the measure? There is no sense in complaining about the Bishops. The government of the Church is episcopal … and what may be done in the Church is what its Bishops can and will do. The House of Commons is not going to govern the Church. Nor is the Home Secretary. He is indeed fully occupied in enforcing the law upon motorists…. And then there is Hyde Park, which seems to be in its way almost as disorderly as the Church of England….’





There were still a few months left before Jix and the rebellious decade parted company, months in which poor Jix was to get a nasty savaging from his own pampered die-hards and in which he was to hear the cat-calls from his own Tory Press. During the war D.O.R.A. had forced the shops to close at eight all the week and at nine on Saturdays. This didn’t suit the Gradgrinds, who wanted to close when they felt like it, and they asked Jix to lift the restrictions. Jix, to universal amazement, refused the request. He said that eight o’clock was quite late enough for shop assistants to work. The Tories could hardly believe their ears but Jix said he meant it and that was that.


His next gaffe was more serious, if gaffe it was. The matter has never been adequately explained. For a man like Jix, who talked incessantly, it was inevitable that there should be a certain wastage in what he said. This time it concerned what came to be known as the ‘Flapper Vote’. Up until 1929 only women aged thirty and over were allowed to vote. Suddenly, in the middle of a debate about something quite different, Jix was alleged to have said that at the next election the Conservatives would give the vote to women of twenty-one. The extraordinary business is best described in an article by Winston Churchill in the Sunday Pictorial of August 9th, 1931.




‘Here was a private Member’s Bill, debated on a Friday. No one took it very seriously. Interrupted by Lady Astor, he [Jix] quite unexpectedly, and without the slightest consultation with his colleagues, said that the Conservative Party would enfranchise men and women on the same terms “at the next election”. Two years later this formidable gesture had to be redeemed. Never was so great a change in our electorate achieved so incontinently. For good or ill, Jix should always be remembered for that.’





When the Labour Party won the election many Tories put the blame at Jix’s door. Thousands of vote-happy flappers and thousands of miserable small shopkeepers had put the Socialists in, they said. Jix went to Windsor Castle and gave King George his seal of office and the King gave Jix a viscountcy.


The Labour Government changed in an incredibly short time into a National Government, and this into a second National Government. At each shake up of names, Jix, Lord Brentford’s ear was glued to Downing Street, but there wasn’t a sound for him. He continued to listen so hard that he never heard the saxophones falter and the Bright Young Things putting away their toys. Quite exactly where post-war gaiety and pre-war political awareness began it is impossible to say, but it could have been on that June morning in 1932 when Jix died. He had seen the post-Armistice world as a frisky, tiresome colt which only had to be bridled and blinkered before it could be led back to a respectable stable. He had no humility and too much to say.




Notes


1 The poem ‘Mother’s advice and Father’s fears’ is from The Woman of 1926 by Jacques Reval.


2 ‘Pale hands, pink-tipped …’ is from Four Indian Love Lyrics by Laurence Hope, music by Amy Woodforde-Finden (Boosey & Co., 1903).


3 Chapter 2 (passim). The speeches by Jix are quoted from Jix, Viscount Brentford by H. A. Taylor (Stanley Paul, 1933).


4 ‘Come to Britain and lead the gay life’ is by A. P. Herbert (Punch, later included in A Book of Ballads, published by Ernest Benn).


5 ‘Since he cannot round up the brewers …’ is taken from ‘Jix’, an article by A. G. Gardiner in the Daily News.
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