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Preface





‘SOME EFFORT is required in the 1960s’, wrote K. W. Watkins in 1963, ‘to grasp the extent of the hold which anti-French and pro-German feelings had on sections of the British Right in the 1930s.’1 The strength of pro-Nazi Germany views, he noted, ‘was such that not in Hitler’s Germany but in England Churchill could be described as “unquestionably the biggest war-monger in the world today”’.2


This book is an attempt to study the various forms of motivation which led to this phenomenon. It is also an attempt to assess the years in which approval for Nazi Germany became greater or less, and the possible reasons for these changes.


A great deal of work has, of course, been done on ‘appeasement’. This, though it is a related subject, is not, however, the theme of this book. The appeasers, in the late thirties, were people who, because of the specific political situation, and for varying reasons,3 were convinced that it was essential to seek an accommodation with Germany; they were not necessarily friendly towards Germany herself in abstract, or in favour of the Nazi régime.


I have used the word ‘enthusiasts’ in order to differentiate those people who will be our main area of study. There were varying degrees of enthusiasm, as we shall see, and it was not always at white heat. What was the common factor to them all was a propensity to positive statements of approval of Germany. In some, this was extended to detailed approval of the Nazi internal régime; in others, certain aspects of that régime had to be excused, or ignored, in favour of those aspects which had attracted approval.


Naturally, alongside these people we shall also have to consider the whole spectrum of other favourable attitudes to Germany, including those of ‘appeasement’ itself, in order to gain a more complete picture of the background against which our ‘enthusiasts’ were acting; though so much has already been written on this area that it has not been necessary to deal with it in such detail as the central theme.


It must above all be stressed that this study, by its nature, is concerned with just one aspect of the many-sided political life of the thirties. That one aspect holds the centre of the stage, to the extent that, unless read with care, the book may seem to present a one-sided view. Its central themes must be considered in relation to the political life of the period as a whole, for a balanced picture to emerge. Above all, it must be stressed that we are dealing with public opinion, rather than with the areas of decision-making in government.4


The people with whom this book deals were, in most circumstances, a sizeable minority of public opinion rather than anything more. At times they were substantial enough to have some effect upon public policy, however; and even if there had not been this contemporary political importance, an assessment of their motivation is of general interest, in that it throws considerable light on the nature of certain kinds of political behaviour.


They were apologists. They are interesting because they were sufficiently convinced of the Tightness of their views to make them public, either by voicing them in print, or by joining groups which did so. It is in various printed forms that one finds their conscious explanation of the reasons for which they held their views, and the attempt to persuade others to join them. Some wrote books; many wrote articles in dailies, weeklies and monthlies; others wrote letters to the newspapers. By the nature of the subject, most of the primary material has therefore been culled from public print; though occasional, limited use has been made of memoirs and letters.


There is one major problem in such a study. By the nature of things, it is the more prominent and more educated members of society who have the opportunity to express themselves, and to have their words remembered. The case-histories are therefore, more often than not, taken from the élites. It has been possible, nevertheless, to gain some impression of the extent to which their opinions were followed by other members of society. There is, for example, the local Press in the provinces; there is also the information we possess as to the membership, in certain areas, of groups devoted to Anglo-German friendship; there are the memoirs of those who came into contact with ordinary people. One can add to these the uncertain information provided by the predecessors of our modern opinion polls. Such information is, of course, incomplete, but it is better than nothing, and a fairly coherent picture emerges of the background, at various stages, against which the apologists were working.


Among the prominent apologists, it has usually been possible to choose specific examples to illustrate in detail the various trends involved. To have gone into the same amount of detail for a larger number of protagonists would have lengthened the book immeasurably, without adding very much to our knowledge. It has nevertheless been impossible, if such a study is to be complete, to avoid all reference to people who are still alive. Certain figures are essential to the depiction of a trend, or of a complex series of motives.


The appraisal of people’s reasons for holding opinions which, at first sight, appear unfortunate, is a fascinating task. Nobody holds opinions which they feel to be wrong; one must therefore attempt to see things through these people’s eyes, to assess what they felt to be right, and why. It is important to realise that, for a number of the proponents of Nazi Germany, these motives were of the highest. Some prominent figures emerge from this study as men of high principle and integrity, who were led into admiration for Germany not by any other factors, but by all that was best in them – a concern for the condition of the working man, a belief in a spiritual lead, or a propensity to see the best in everyone and everything. Others, of course, had motives for their beliefs which were more in tune with the basic nature of Nazism. It is this very variety of motivation that is of interest – and which creates the difficulty of making too many generalisations about the matter.


Pro-Germanism, and pro-Nazism, could be carried to extremes; some of the British extremist groups which pursued anti-Semitic policies, for example, were among the most violent supporters of the Nazi régime. In one sense, however, they were atypical of public responses in general. Though they are a necessary part of our study, they are merely one aspect of British pro-Nazism. Strangely enough, whenever the subject of this book has been mentioned in conversation, the immediate response has been: ‘Mosley’. Yet, as will be seen, Mosley, and his followers, and other Fascist movements do not play a central role until the very latest stages, when all except extreme support for Nazi Germany had been withdrawn. The extremist movements, for most of the period, existed alongside other enthusiasts, who were often more concerned to explain or to ignore certain Nazi internal policies than to praise them, and whose praise was reserved for other aspects of the régime.


The pattern of British pro-Nazism is at first sight surprising. After a slow start in the 1933–5 period, it reached a high peak in the years 1936 and 1937, after which it gradually declined until, at the outbreak of war, it was confined to extremist groups and isolated outcrops of specially motivated approval.


In order to depict this pattern, the sections of the book have been organised in the following manner. The period from 1933 to 1935 has been treated as a whole, with the various areas of support for Nazi Germany being examined alongside each other, together with allied opinions which might have been presumed to lead to pro-Nazism, but often did not. Questions of motivation are seen to be extremely diverse, and individual cases have to be examined at length. Then, from 1936 onwards, the subject is considered chronologically, under the impetus of events. 1936 is seen to be the time when many people, this time more coherently recognisable as social and political groups, came over to support for Nazi Germany; 1937 is seen as a year in which, with slight variations, this position was maintained. In Section Three, we have the decline from 1938 onwards, when support was gradually withdrawn. The various reasons for this withdrawal, and the timing of it in individual cases, are possibly even more significant than the reasons for the initial support.


Though the central theme of this book has been relatively unexplored until this time, there are a considerable number of works to which I have been indebted for information upon areas of knowledge related to it, or upon specific areas within it. As well as being mentioned in the Bibliography, most of these are mentioned in footnotes at the points where they have been of particular use. I would like, however, to name here a few that have been of the greatest value to me: Maurice Cowling’s The Impact of Hitler, Frances Donaldson’s Edward VIII, Franklin R. Gannon’s The British Press and Germany, 1936–9, Martin Gilbert’s The Roots of Appeasement, Martin Gilbert’s and Richard Gott’s The Appeasers, Robert Skidelsky’s Oswald Mosley, and D. C. Watt’s Personalities and Policies.


I am also grateful to those who have helped me, either by putting me on the track of information, or by giving me excellent advice. I would particularly like to thank Mr George Attewell, the late Professor Robert Auty, Mr Vernon Bogdanor, Mr Maurice Cowling, Colonel Alan Dower, Monsignor Alfred Gilbey, Dr Ursula Henriques, the late Professor Sir Otto Kahn-Freund, Mr Ernle Money, Professor Alfred Moritz, the Revd Dr Edward Norman, the Lord Paget, and the late Sir Charles Petrie.


I should like to thank the following publishers for permission to quote from their books: the Oxford University Press for Thomas Jones’s A Diary with Letters, 1931–50, and for Sir Arnold Wilson’s Walks and Talks Abroad; Macmillan London Ltd. for The Diaries of Sir Robert Bruce Lockhart 1915–1938; William Collins Sons and Co Ltd for Harold Nicolson’s Diaries and Letters 1930–39; George Harrap and Co. Ltd. for George Ward Price’s I Know these Dictators; and Hutchinson Publishing Group Ltd. for Admiral Sir Barry Domvile’s By and Large. Thanks are also due to all the publishers and authors from whose works I have quoted to lesser extent. 




1 K. W. Watkins, Britain Divided: The Effect of the Spanish Civil War on British Political Opinion, London, 1963, p. 105.


2 Ibid., p. 89.


3 See Martin Gilbert, The Roots of Appeasement, London, 1966, passim.


4 An excellent study of Governmental attitudes in the same period can be found in Cowling, The Impact of Hitler.
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1933–5 The Beginnings





















Introduction





ONE of the important things to remember about the period from 1933 to 1935 is that Germany was not necessarily at the forefront of everyone’s mind. Since 1919, it is true, there had been an area of opinion which felt sympathy for Germany as a result of the harshness of the Versailles Treaty, but this was a continuing rather than a dramatic involvement. The advent of the Nazis to power caused a certain superficial concern: reports of the public manifestations of Nazi internal policies – the Jewish boycott, the brutalities of the SA and the SS, the Roehm purge, etc. – brought the new régime into considerable disrepute with British public opinion, as many observers1 were to note. There was, however, little lasting urgency to such views, for there was little grasp of the potential importance of Nazi Germany (just as there had been little realisation, before 1933, that the Nazi Party was anything other than one more European extremist party).2 The new Germany was seen as an alien, and often as an unpleasant, society which had little import for Great Britain. Even the realisation, by the time of the Nuremberg Laws of September 1935, that Nazi anti-Semitism was no flash in the pan, did not disturb the calm of the British public; they might express strong distaste, but Germany was, after all, a foreign country. As for the possibility of danger from the new Germany, it was left to the French to continue with the same fears which had caused their intransigence in 1919; now, as then, the British believed the French to be exaggerating the dangers. Early refugees from Germany have recorded their impressions of the basic equanimity of the British public in relation to the German problem, an equanimity which both baffled and exasperated them.3 This unconcern, coupled with a genuine desire for peace, and a certain sympathy with the German position, led to attitudes which Martin Gilbert has described as an early desire for ‘appeasement’; a desire which found some satisfaction in the Anglo-German Naval Treaty of 21 June 1935.4 An examination of the newspaper headlines in the period will show that German matters were on the whole overshadowed by other international events, except at exceptional moments; and the letter-columns show how little, at this stage, the German régime was at the forefront of the minds of the letter-writers – a strong contrast to the years from 1936 onwards.


It will be important, throughout this study, to highlight the uncertainty of generalisations. This is particularly true of this first section, covering the period 1933–5. Firstly, we will be examining those areas of opinion which might have been presumed to welcome the new dictatorship, because of its accordance with previous views held by the people concerned; the picture will be seen to be by no means so simple. Secondly, some of the groups and individuals that were attracted to Germany at this stage will come under scrutiny, and be found to provide similar uncertainties.


The first group to be looked at (which is in reality a series of groups) consists of the enthusiasts for dictatorship, and for Mussolini’s Italy. They were no exception to the general contemporary tendency to underestimate Nazism’s importance. To many of them, it was merely one more example of the new guiding principle. Some were prepared to praise it, alongside their own favourite dictatorship. Others, worried by the effect of Nazi atrocities upon that section of the British public that might otherwise have been attracted to Fascism, attempted to dissociate their own efforts from it. Others genuinely saw it as a pagan example of German ‘nastiness’, and as a complete contrast to the noble ideals of Italian Fascism. It is possible to see certain governing characteristics of motivation in relation to the appeal of Italian Fascism, but far less possible to define a correlation between this and pro-Nazism.


Anti-Semitism might appear to be more simple. This, surely, was a characteristic of one section of opinion that would welcome one of the central policies of Nazism, and would not be put off by humanitarian concerns. Though there was more unanimity in this area than among the Fascists, the reality was nevertheless complex; for anti-Semites who were also anti-German there was a great problem of choice, and a newspaper such as The Patriot remained strongly anti-German until 1936. Anti-Semitism of a political and active kind was, moreover, a minority interest in Great Britain (as opposed to the widespread parlour anti-Semitism, and verbal anti-Semitism), so that this class of support is, in reality, a false trail if one is looking for a strong grouping.


The new influx of Jewish refugees did, however, provide a section of the country which was receptive to anti-Semitic propaganda: the working class in those areas where the influx caused economic and social hardship. The major political parties avoided such policies, not only because of a distaste for them, but also through a realisation that such a distaste would be felt by a majority of the electorate, and that an appeal to the working class of a particular area would be bound to boomerang against them nationally. Certain extremist groups, however, turned to anti-Semitism as a new hope of achieving increased membership and power in the areas most likely to provide them with support. These anti-Semitic policies became closely connected with admiration for Nazi Germany.


Outside these extreme groups it is difficult to point to coherent areas of strong support in the 1933–5 period. The Nazi propagandists knew certain categories which it was advantageous to sound out: ex-servicemen felt the appeal of comradeship, Air Force men, particularly, a fellow-feeling with their counterparts in Germany. In both these groups there were also people who felt a positive admiration for the achievements of the Nazi régime; but there was a wide spectrum of opinion. The same is true of other groups.


Many individuals, of course, felt admiration for the new régime. But it is when we look at the case-histories of a cross-section of such individuals that we see the enormous variety of motives, and the varying degrees of warmth, that were involved. It is possible, however, to say that on the whole such individuals appear to have been a minority within the social groups to which they belonged.


So the 1933–5 period presents an unsatisfactory picture for anyone who wants a coherent view of attitudes to Germany. That country was not sufficiently in the forefront of most people’s minds to make this possible. The desire for ‘appeasement’ which Gilbert notes in these early years has more to do with general principles on the subject of peace, or with a generalised feeling of sympathy, than with actual opinions on the nature of the Nazi régime. It was the year 1936 which was to bring Germany to people’s attention in a way that had never happened before, and to polarise opinions to the extent that we will be able to detect a coherent pro-German front outside the extremist organisations.




1 In Summer 1933, for example, Baron von Neurath, the German Foreign Minister, reported, while on a visit to London, ‘that Anglo-German relations had hit an all-time low’. (Watt, Personalities and Policies, p. 122.)


2 This is, I feel, the basic explanation for the phenomena reported in Brigitte Granzow’s A Mirror of Nazism.


3 E.g. Professor Otto Kahn-Freund, in conversation with the author. See also A. J. P. Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War, London, 1961, Chapter 4, for British reactions to German rearmament claims, etc.


4 Martin Gilbert, The Roots of Appeasement, p. 149.
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Weariness of Democracy, and Admiration for Dictators





THROUGHOUT the inter-war period, as the shortcomings of the democratic system became more and more apparent, spokesmen for a more authoritarian form of government were not wanting. With the economic crisis from 1929 onwards, these trends became increasingly clear. In all this, the figure of Mussolini was of great importance, and in the late twenties the example of Italy appeared to stand out above all others; indeed, we shall see Italy continuing to hold that pre-eminent position even after the rise of Nazism.



The Italian Connexion, 1923–33



‘The accolades which had been so enthusiastically and gratuitously cast upon him by conservative writers and public figures in the nineteen-twenties and early thirties had been so frequent and so unequivocally phrased that he had no trouble in believing that he was indeed the greatest statesman of his time.’1 So writes Christopher Hibbert of Mussolini. And there is no doubt that, in a decade when statesmanship, after the rejection of Lloyd George and Clemenceau, had seemed almost non-existent, Mussolini appeared to stand out head and shoulders above those around him. Italy presented, to many, the picture of a country that had turned from chaos to order, from widespread poverty to comparative affluence. There was also the rhetoric of Fascism, which made Italy once more seem a great nation, worthy to be consulted on all international issues. To the inhabitants of countries which appeared to be losing their pride and their imperial past, this regeneration of ‘Italian self-respect’ seemed one of the most important features of the régime.


For the most part, however, it must be realised that this praise of Fascism, in Great Britain, was delivered by people who saw it as an essentially Italian phenomenon. It did not, for them, have any real relevance to the British situation. The Times was typical in its tone of objective, yet approving, observation.


A. J. P. Taylor stresses some of the contradictions he finds in British politicians of this period. Among them he lists a certain ambivalence in relation to democracy and dictatorship:




Every politician extolled the virtues of democracy, especially at the expense of Soviet Russia. Despite this rhetoric, MacDonald wrote friendly personal letters to the Fascist dictator Mussolini; Austen Chamberlain exchanged photographs with him and joined him in family holidays; Churchill sang his praises … in newspaper articles.2





Yet this ambivalence, if it existed, rested very much on the kind of opinion that we have already stressed – that Fascism was for the Italians. There was a tone of condescension in much of it. Italy was a lesser power, and its aspirations were worthy, but relatively unimportant. For Austen Chamberlain Mussolini was a wonderful man because he was ‘working for the greatness of his country’,3 but there was also ‘no greater mistake than to apply British standards to un-British conditions. Mussolini would not be a Fascist if he were an Englishman in England’.4 Winston Churchill’s much-quoted praise of Fascism is similarly moderate, when the speech is seen in full (as opposed to isolated sentences), and when his position as a distinguished visitor to Italy is taken into account. After the famous sentence ‘If I had been an Italian, I am sure that I should have been wholeheartedly with you from start to finish in your triumphant struggle against the bestial appetites and passions of Leninism’, he went on to say, ‘But in England we have not had to fight this danger in the same deadly form. We have our way of doing things’.5 Many other people, while benevolent to Fascism, felt as T. S. Eliot did – that it was ‘an Italian régime for Italians, a product of the Italian mind’.6


It is hindsight which makes this general benevolence towards Fascism of any great importance in itself, as the Italian régime must have seemed, at first, as relevant to the affairs of this country as the régime of the Greek colonels did in the early nineteen-seventies. It was admired, but from a distance; and it hit the headlines, the leader pages and the letter columns only when specific events forced themselves on the attention of the world. The occupation of Corfu and the murder of Matteotti were two such events, in the early years of Fascism; but once the ripples of these had died down, Fascism became almost taken for granted, as a highly successful political experiment, and a permanent part of the European scene.


This, then, was the background against which certain other British people took a far more positive pro-Fascist and pro-Mussolini line. Many of them admired Fascism not just as an Italian phenomenon, but as a lesson for the world, and, indeed, for Great Britain. There were extremist groups in this country which modelled themselves upon Italian Fascism, often because of a strong belief in the Bolshevik threat;7 they, of course, were fairly unrepresentative. But there was also a body of conservative opinion which took a serious interest in Fascism, both for its qualities of leadership and for its corporatist theories. This is particularly true from 1927 onwards when the Fascist state had fully established itself.


In the late twenties and early thirties the British public’s knowledge of Italian Fascism was in large part gleaned through the enthusiastic writings of a number of figures who had in common a long-standing relationship with Italy, a high-minded approach to political and social questions, and a certain romanticism of outlook. Prominent among these were Major James S. Barnes, Harold E. Goad, and Francis Yeats-Brown, together with Miss Muriel Currey, a close collaborator of Goad’s.


Barnes, Goad, and Yeats-Brown could all be termed High Tories. Combined with a nostalgia for a more perfect past, they had a concern for the well-being, in the present, of those whom they saw as the victims of the capitalist system. Two of them, Barnes and Goad, saw all this very much in religious terms. For all three, Mussolini’s Fascism was a movement which had been aware of these problems, and had gone a long way towards solving them. It seemed to be a way out of an impasse.


James Strachey Barnes, born in 1892, and brought up in Italy, had become a Roman Catholic in 1914. In the Great War he served in France and Italy, and then attended the Peace Conference as a supernumerary expert on Italian questions. He then went to live in Italy; he was later to claim that the Leitmotif of his life had been his love for that country, for two reasons: ‘my faith in standards of universal value and my worship of the Holy Spirit, Lord and Giver of Life. Italy represents these things as does no other country’.8 Barnes lived in Rome ‘during those first stirring revolutionary years of Fascism’.9 In the years 1925–6, he lived ‘as a sort of gentleman-commoner’ at the English College, the Beda.10


He became a member of the Italian Fascist Party and ‘a friend of the most constructive statesman of this age, Benito Mussolini’.11 In 1926 he wrote a thesis on The Universal Aspects of Fascism, which was published in London in 1928. In 1927 he went to Switzerland to become Secretary-General of CINEF (the Centre International des Études Fascistes), an international body, centred in Lausanne, whose aim was ostensibly the objective study of Fascism (though Barnes’s correspondence with at least one member shows that it was basically a propaganda organisation).12 Other British members of the Committee included Professor Edmund Gardner, Professor Walter Starkie and Lord Sydenham of Combe. Barnes remained Secretary-General for the two years in which CINEF flourished.


His second book on the Italian experiment, a slim volume for the Home University Library entitled Fascism, was published in 1931. During this period he also wrote innumerable articles on the subject, in British and foreign journals. The popularity of his writings is shown by the fact that a second edition of The Universal Aspects of Fascism was published in 1929, and a second edition of Fascism in 1934.


Harold Elsdale Goad was a gentle, intellectual man whose whole life was centred around a devout Anglican belief. He was born in 1878. After University, he travelled extensively in Italy and the Balkans, staying a great deal at his mother’s Italian home. It was at this stage that he became very concerned with social conditions, and in 1902 started an orphanage in Assisi, run by nuns for illegitimate children who would otherwise have ended up on the streets. He had a strong devotion to St Francis of Assisi, and was later to write a book on Franciscan Italy (1926). He also wrote mystical poetry of some merit, most of it very devotional in style. A religious novel, The Kingdom, appeared in 1913.13 In 1922 he was appointed director of the British Institute in Florence, where he was to remain until 1939. Under his influence, Florence became a centre of British enthusiasm for Fascism. The Italian Mail, published in that city, was a vehicle for such opinions.


In the late twenties and early thirties Goad produced a series of works intended to explain Fascism to the English. What is Fascism?, produced in 1929, went through four editions between then and 1932. The Making of the Corporate State, published in 1932, came out in a revised edition in 1934. As a result of a number of papers read by English and Italian experts to a group formed in London in 1933 for the study of corporatism (under the chairmanship of Sir Charles Petrie), Goad and Miss Muriel Currey produced a joint work called The Working of a Corporate State (1933). Like Barnes, Goad wrote many articles on Fascism for British and foreign journals. His output continued right up to the outbreak of war.


It is impossible, in this period, to speak of Harold Goad without also mentioning Miss Muriel Currey. She was a great friend of Goad’s, and frequently in his company; at his death, in 1956, she was his literary executor. Her own major work was Italian Foreign Policy, 1918–1932, published in 1932. She often seems to have been a spokesman for Goad’s ideas at public meetings,14 particularly in the early thirties.


Francis Yeats-Brown was a colourful figure. Born in 1886, the son and grandson of British consuls at Genoa, he was to achieve distinction in the Indian Army, where he remained until 1924. Thereafter his career was mainly in the field of journalism; from 1926 to 1931 he was assistant editor of The Spectator. Like Goad, Yeats-Brown had a great paternalistic concern for the fate of the working classes. He was attracted to Italian Fascism because of his violent reaction to slums and unemployment, and also because of his fear of Bolshevism and his suspicions of parliamentary democracy. As his biographer has put it:




The Parliamentary machine under Mr. Baldwin, and even under Ramsay MacDonald, did not seem capable of mending matters. Just back from witnessing Signor Mussolini pulling down derelict areas in Rome, draining the Pontine marshes, and establishing new and healthy colonies in the Campagna, he undoubtedly compared the achievements in Italy with the half-hearted methods at home … The new Europe already in being, in Italy and elsewhere, now became his chief preoccupation.15





In the early thirties Yeats-Brown achieved fame with two books about his army experiences, Bengal Lancer (1930), and Golden Horn (1932), the latter of which described his narrowing experiences when imprisoned by the Turks in the First World War. On the basis of this, he became a much more freelance writer, leaving the Spectator, though for a short time in late 1933 he tried a particularly interesting journalistic experiment with the weekly Everyman.


These three very different men stood for very typical strands of British thought which attracted people to Fascism. Barnes was in the tradition of English Catholicism based on the views of Belloc and Chesterton. Like them, he wanted a fairer distribution of wealth, social peace, and the downfall of the international financier. Fascism, for him, meant a return to the Catholic Middle Ages, and was an attack on ‘the ideas to which the Renaissance gave birth and which have dominated the world for several centuries’.16 It stood for a ‘sense of moral purpose’ rather than any specific political tendency, whether of Left or Right. Italy had been in a terrible state, but Mussolini’s moral power had made the whole Italian people full of moral strength. Britain, which was in a similar state, required a similar solution.


Where Barnes was concerned more with personalities than with policies, Goad, Currey and Yeats-Brown had a strong interest in corporatist principles. Goad, like Barnes, saw Fascism as a return to primitive virtues, a reaction against the materialism that had destroyed human life in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. A ‘moral and spiritual change’ had come over the Italian people; the emphasis was now not on ‘the rights of Man’ but on ‘his duty’.17


All of them were opposed to democracy. ‘The hope of order in Europe depends on the abolition of democracy and the establishment of Corporate States’,18 wrote Yeats-Brown. ‘It is a practical way of adjusting the interests of capital and labour so that both may benefit.’19 For Goad, dictatorship was liberty, democracy was tyranny. The corporate state kept ‘a just balance between syndicate and corporation, so as to restrict the exploitation of any group or class by any other’.20 Under it the working classes were looked after as never before. Similarly, Barnes believed that Fascism solved the extreme inequality in the distribution of wealth that was produced by the democratic society.21


Alongside these main publicists, there were many other enthusiasts for Italy. Naturally, it is the most literate of them that have left behind them the evidence of their beliefs, but behind them there was a considerable section of the community. Italian scholars headed the field: Professor Edmund Gardner of London University, and Professor Walter Starkie of the National University in Dublin were both foundation members of the CINEF in 1927; for Gardner the ‘accelerated rhythm of Italian life’ which had been produced by ‘the great leader of contemporary Italy, Benito Mussolini’, had given a new importance to Italian studies, because Italy had become ‘an increasingly predominant factor in the life and thought of the world to-day’.22 Starkie, after an interview with Mussolini in 1927, was convinced that he was ‘a phenomenon of nature … cast up out of the soil of Italy as a reminder of the eternal, primitive virtues of the Italic race’.23 For Starkie, who was obsessed with Irish problems, Fascism was a possible solution. Ireland was ripe for a ‘spiritual awakening’, and might ‘come to assimilate a great deal of Fascist political doctrine, properly understood’; as a result, it could avoid ‘that selfish individualism and agnosticism which have formed the basis of political theory in modern times’.24 Like many Catholics, Starkie was enthusiastic about Mussolini’s signing of the Lateran Treaty, which appeared to have solved the Roman question. Mussolini had ‘manifested on many occasions the deep reverence of his Government towards religion’, and ‘ever since 1929 there has been a definite expansion of religious feeling in the country’.25


Among writers who were enthusiastic about the Italian experiment must be placed George Bernard Shaw. Some writers have stressed the idiosyncratic nature of his opinions in the inter-war period; but on the Italian question, despite the deliberate extravagance of some of his detailed comments (such as the suggestion that ‘The murder of Matteotti is no more an argument against Fascism than the murder of St Thomas à Becket is an argument against feudalism’),26 they are typical of certain sections of British thought. Mussolini had gone ‘further in the direction of Socialism than the English Labour Party could yet venture if they were in power’.27 Socialism was bound to breed tyranny of a kind, and when he went to Italy, all the tyranny Shaw saw ‘was of the kind which our Capitalist press denounces as characteristic of Socialism; and I do not boil with indignation at it as the Liberals do’.28 Shaw’s main theme was the inadequacy of democracy. Dictatorship, he claimed, was more efficient and more of the people. ‘Italy is governed by a man of the people, whilst France, libertarian, egalitarian and fraternian, is governed by Monsieur Poincaré.’29Above all, the reality of power was important, and as ‘the democratic idealism of the XIXth century is as dead as a doornail’, socialists should be ‘delighted to find at last a Socialist who speaks and thinks as responsible rulers do’.30


Enthusiasm for Italian Fascism was expressed in all manner of places. Books on ancient history, for example; George P. Baker’s Sulla the Fortunate; the Great Dictator (1927), Hannibal (1929), Tiberius Caesar (1929), etc., all contained references to the contemporary relevance of dictatorship. Mussolini, at the time of the Abyssinian war, was ‘the great surgeon’ whose knife would cut the cancer of slavery out of Abyssinia,31 wrote Baker.


The military appear to have been particularly affected by this enthusiasm. People like Colonel Henry Fortescue, Lt.-Col. Cyril Rocke, and Lt.-Col. R. D. Beith assailed the newspapers with their views, and were to become particularly vociferous at the time of the Abyssinian crisis; Lt.-Gen. Sir George MacMunn expressed great admiration for Mussolini; and, as we shall see, retired military men were to be the backbone of the early Fascist movements based on the example of Mussolini. The most prominent military man to praise Italy in print may, however, have been swayed by financial, rather than by purely idealistic motives. This was Major Edward Poison Newman, who published articles in many journals, and was an inveterate propagandist for the Italian régime. For this he was well paid; from 1932 onwards, when he was sent to the Italian colonies at the expense of the Italian government, he was kept on a retainer by the Italian Embassy, and by September 1936 had produced two books and about one hundred articles, and done a great deal of lecturing to Rotary clubs and other bodies. From 1936 to 1939 he became Press Adviser to the Italian Embassy.32


One of the most important areas to concern itself with Italian Fascism in the early thirties was, however, a further bastion of High Toryism. This was an influential section of London journalism, based on the English Review.


Douglas Jerrold had become editor of this journal in 1931, and had resolved to use it ‘as a platform for real Toryism as opposed to the plutocratic Conservatism represented by the official party under … Mr Baldwin’s uninspiring leadership’.33 He immediately appointed Sir Charles Petrie as foreign editor (in later years, he was to claim to have ‘discovered’ him). Contributors included Captain Bernard Acworth, Sir Arnold Wilson, Lord Lymington, Francis Yeats-Brown, Major E. W. Poison Newman, Commendatore Luigi Villari, Harold Goad, Muriel Currey, Major-General J. F. C. Fuller, and many other figures whom we will meet, in one guise or other, in this and other chapters. A luncheon club was founded, which met at Gatti’s restaurant, and which was to have a certain amount of influence. The committee consisted of Jerrold, Petrie, Arnold Lunn, Lord Lymington and Sir Arnold Wilson.34 Speakers at these lunches included such politicians as Lord Lloyd, Lord Winterton, Leo Amery, Sir Robert Horne, and Lord Carson, as well as the regular contributors to the Review.


It must not be thought that Italian Fascism was the only concern of this journal; contributions covered a wide range of views, and other matters, such as the Bolshevik threat, took up a great deal of space. But there were a large number of articles devoted to Italy, by people like Goad, Villari, Newman, and others. And, of course, with Sir Charles Petrie in charge of foreign affairs the example of Italy was always at the forefront.


Sir Charles Petrie was an Irish baronet who had turned to political history in 1929 with his History of Government, in which a major chapter was devoted to the ‘Decline of Democracy’. By 1931 he had produced a book entitled Mussolini (published by Jerrold’s firm, Eyre and Spottiswoode). His admiration for the Italian dictator was to continue throughout the thirties.


Petrie’s main concern was always monarchism. For him ‘the twentieth century is pre-eminently an age of monarchy’, and among the most convincing proofs of this was Mussolini, who was ‘the greatest figure of the present age, and perhaps one of the most notable of all time’.35 He had the advantage, in Petrie’s eyes, that he was working within the framework of a traditional monarchy; he was Victor Emmanuel III’s Cavour, despite his early republicanism, which had now been disavowed.


The two main achievements of the Fascist state, for Petrie, were the corporate state and the solving of the Vatican problem. On the latter question he was not as blindly euphoric as many other Catholics. He realised that Mussolini was, and always would be, basically anti-clerical, as were many of his followers. The problem, to Mussolini, was a purely political one. ‘Both for Fascism and for Italy the backing of the Church would be invaluable if it could be secured on reasonable terms’.36 Nevertheless, the reconciliation with the Vatican was one of the great successes of the régime.


Above all else, Petrie admired Mussolini the man, and the regeneration of Italy into a great power.


Jerrold appears to have given Petrie a free hand in foreign affairs. He, too, was attracted to Italian Fascism, though as the thirties wore on his attitudes became rather more complicated, as the régime failed to live up to all the ideals that he had admired.


Jerrold’s views were always subordinated to his own preoccupations in the realm of British politics. A romantic Catholic in the Chestertonian tradition, he believed that ‘the only serious attack on the capitalist tradition today comes from the Right … Only in the Catholic press, inspired by the tradition of Chesterton and Belloc, which is carried on today by McNair Wilson, Christopher Hollis, Douglas Woodruff and Count Michael de la Bédoyère … are bankers attacked, foreigners treated as our equals in integrity and intelligence, or the cause of liberty sustained’.37 He believed that his era had seen ‘an immense recruitment to the intellectual forces of the Right, who have an overwhelming majority of the writers with any serious pretensions to intellect or scholarship’.38 It was his aim, in the English Review, to co-ordinate this intellectual Toryism, and provide a voice for the mass of the nation. ‘Between the minority of greedy financiers who wanted to continue the Edwardian gamble in men’s lives and the mass of the new trades unionists and bureaucratic planners who wanted to plant themselves securely on the taxpayer’s back under the plea of public service, lay the majority of the nation.’39


What was needed was a different kind of planning. Appalled by what he saw as the failure of democracy either to make use of the brilliant men in the country, or to right the wrongs produced by capitalism, Jerrold was attracted to a régime that made use of leadership and developed fairness within the economy.


It was for this reason that he was an enthusiast for the corporate state. ‘The Corporate State alone’, he wrote, ‘can combine democracy with efficiency … No social class, no body of political revolutionaries, neither capital nor labour nor the middle classes … can ever have a majority. There is no body of interested amateurs called the State to which any interest can appeal in the hope of securing, by political pressure, by a “banker’s ramp”, or a “general strike”, an advantage over its fellow interests.’40


Democracy, for Jerrold, was a middle-class institution, which ‘has its home in the lobbies, the clubs, and in middle-class drawing-rooms’. Fascism, on the other hand, came from the streets and from the land, and was ‘the seizure of power by the people themselves’. It was only in the mid-thirties that he began to see that the Italian experiment had fallen below the ideal, that it was as unrepresentative as ‘representative government’, and that corporate policies were not being properly put into effect, because the state showed signs of becoming ‘a sterile bureaucracy without the safety-valve of an alternative group of bureaucrats to play cat and mouse with each other’.41 This disappointment did not, however, prevent him from supporting Italy at the time of the Abyssinian war.


Another journalist in the same circle who expressed strong admiration for Fascism was Sir John Squire, editor of the London Mercury, whose ‘overt championing of Mussolini’42 often seemed naïve. He was a littérateur adrift in politics, who saw Mussolini as ‘a nice Napoleon, with less education, an equally strong historical sense, and more compassion’.43 Nevertheless, he was to be of some importance in 1934 as chairman of the January Club.


There is some overlap, in the early thirties, of contributors between the English Review and the Saturday Review, which was a far less respectable but far more widely-read journal. It was under the eccentric ownership of Lady Houston, and its policies therefore had little of the consistency of the English Review. But Sir Charles Petrie occasionally wrote in it, and in the years 1931–6 there was a general tone of pro-Mussolini opinion.


Typical of the Saturday Review’s more popular approach to journalism was the full-page picture of Mussolini in the edition of 3 February 1934, under the heading: ‘Mussolini – the World’s Most Benevolent Ruler’: under the picture were the words: ‘He dragged Italy out of the mire of Socialism and in a few years has made it the most successful and prosperous country in Europe.’44 Articles praised the Duce, who ‘sets an example of kindness to animals and birds’.45 Lady Houston herself had a little Belgian griffon dog, which she called Benito ‘after Benito Mussolini, whom she admired mainly because he had dosed the Italian Socialists and Communists with castor-oil. In one of her letters to the Duce, she invited him to come over here and treat the English Reds and Pinks in the same fashion’.46


Prominent among the contributors who took a pro-Mussolini line was H. Warner Allen, a journalist and author who had been foreign editor of the Morning Post in the late twenties. He described Mussolini as ‘the greatest man of the twentieth century’, who had come to Italy ‘at a time when the system … had been weighed and found wanting’, and had restored, for Italians, ‘faith, belief in themselves and Italy’.47


Admiration for Mussolini’s Italy was, then, fairly widespread in certain sections of British society when the Nazis came to power in 1933, but above all in those areas of Tory thought which were concerned with the failure of capitalism and the free society to give a fair deal to all. In a more general way, the years 1929–35 produced doubts in many minds about the capacity of democracy to deal with the major problems of the modern world.



The Failure of Democracy, 1929–35



Some observers have suggested that the world depression which started in October 1929 may well have hit Britain rather less than other Western nations. A. J. P. Taylor has pointed out that ‘those in work … were better off than they had ever been’,48 owing to wages remaining stable and prices falling. The fact remains, however, that the population of Britain believed itself to be in the middle of a major crisis; and assuredly the vast numbers of unemployed (which reached 2½ million in December 1930) must have thought so. Throughout the country people were, as is shown in the writings of many in the early thirties, appalled by the position of the unemployed; and the stagnant state of trade and industry appeared to show the country to be in a steep decline. Added to this, the flounderings of the economists caused truly panic-stricken measures to be taken, such as those in Snowden’s emergency budget of 1931, which had caused the fall of the Labour Government – violent cuts in wages and in unemployment pay. The people of this country knew there was a crisis, because of what they saw. The question was, how were they going to solve it?


National recovery began in about 1933, though not at first very obviously, and not really as a result of any government measures. Until about 1935, the National Government appeared to the general public to be as incapable of doing anything to solve Britain’s basic problems as its predecessor had been. To many of those who observed this situation, it seemed that the old presumptions about the virtues of democracy were being called into question.


The rise of non-democratic governments in so many countries of the world added to the feeling that a new era was emerging. As well as Mussolini (1922) and Mustafa Kemal (1923), Horthy’s regency in Hungary, which had started in 1920, was also de facto a dictatorship. In the late twenties Pilsudski (1926) in Poland had started the trend in the eastern European states – Yugoslavia, in 1929, and Rumania, in 1931, took on forms of dictatorial government. In Spain, Primo de Rivera ruled from 1923 to 1930, and appeared far more successful than the republic that succeeded him. In 1931, the Japanese military succeeded in installing a non-democratic form of government. In 1932 Salazar became dictator of Portugal. Hitler’s success in 1933 appeared to be one more step in the new political process. If one takes into account the Communist dictatorship in Russia, it appeared by 1933 that few major European countries retained democratic institutions. Spain was in chaos, Greece had just returned a royalist majority to parliament (and was to become a dictatorship in 1936), and Bulgaria was on the verge of becoming a dictatorship, which it did in the following year. President Roosevelt’s assumption of extraordinary powers, in March 1933, in order to solve the economic crisis in America, seemed to many people a respectable precedent for a curbing, possibly temporary, of British democracy in what seemed a similar situation.


While, in his book The History of Government, Sir Charles Petrie had, in 1929, pointed to the ‘Decline of Democracy’49 and to ‘that movement towards authority which is so prominent a feature of the political evolution of the day’,50 he had nevertheless made it clear that the Anglo-Saxon countries were an exception, and that ‘an acquiescence in the rule of democracy has been the characteristic of nearly every British and American writer of importance’51 (Belloc and his followers being an exception). It was in the years 1929–35 that a great deal more concern at the failings of democracy was to be felt in this country.


The political scientist, Claud Sutton, in a book written in 1934, but published in 1936, entitled Farewell to Rousseau: a Critique of Liberal-Democracy, declared the era of the liberal-democratic state to be at an end. The book ended with these words:




My belief is, that the present crisis is an ethical crisis rather than an economic crisis, and that it is in the main due to the unethical, ethos-destroying philosophy of ‘general will’ upon which the modern democratic state has been based; and also that this philosophy is dying. Put away your textbooks on the theory of General Will and on the intricacies of Representation; they will not be needed these fifty years!52





Not many would have gone as far as Sutton, or with such delight. But there was a great deal of doubt, even among its strongest supporters, about the capacity of democracy to survive the crisis. One has only to look at the number of book-titles, in the early thirties, which deal with the problem, to see how central it was: e.g., H. G. Wells, After Democracy (1932), H. J. Laski, Democracy in Crisis (1933), J. R. B. Muir, Is Democracy a Failure? (1934), etc.


As for the general public, they were less concerned with general trends than with the capacity of parliamentary government to deal with the modern world, and particularly with the economic crisis. The reputation of politicians was at a very low ebb. As Lord Raglan was to put it in his comic contribution to the series If I were Dictator, ‘the training necessary to turn a man into a front-bench politician makes him unfit to hold any executive office’; in a crisis he depicted the members of the government as taking ‘the only action of which Cabinet Ministers are capable – they talked’.53


One of the problems appeared to be the party system. A cartoon in Punch on 25 March 1931, showed the leaders of the three major parties as jockeys in the Grand National, whose horses had all baulked at a fence called ‘Party Discipline’. The caption was ‘Refusers all’, and a bewildered onlooker was depicted as saying, ‘I don’t know what they call this race, but it’s not my idea of a “Grand National”’.54 Sir Warden Chilcott, a former Conservative MP who had been one of the strongest supporters of the Lloyd George coalition which had ended in 1922, produced a series of articles in the Whitehall Gazette in 1931 which caused considerable interest, and which stirred the Rector of Edinburgh University to give a Rectoral Address on 5 March entitled ‘The Present Decline of Parliamentary Government in this Country’.55 Chilcott’s case was a simple one: ‘Under the party political system, with the present administration on top, the road to national disaster is an extremely short and precipitous one.’ Instead of working together constructively, the party leaders had ‘cultivated the art of “out-Nero-ing Nero”, for we find them belabouring each other with bladders on sticks, whilst a country rots, and an empire disintegrates’; for their own ends, they had ‘lulled the nation into an idle sense of false security’. As far as Chilcott was concerned, ‘whatever form of upheaval may be necessary, let us have it and get it over, and that as quickly as possible’. He expressed strong admiration for ‘that great Italian patriot, Mussolini’; the position in England today was ‘not wholly dissimilar’ from that in Italy when Mussolini took over. In any effort at national reconstruction, ‘efficient resolute leadership’ was imperative, for ‘an army of stags led by a lion will always defeat an army of lions led by a stag’.56


The formation of the National Government, paradoxically, met with Chilcott’s approval, in that it appeared to do away with party politics, and (which gives away some of his motives in his earlier attacks) deal a death-blow to Socialism. Many other observers, however, felt that the country had fallen from the frying-pan into the fire. The government appeared to be ‘a morass of compromise’, as ‘the doctrine of Cabinet responsibility was abandoned as an expedient’. Ramsay MacDonald was ‘a wind-filled figurehead’. Almost everything ‘seemed to be drift’.57 Above all, even the general public could see that the nation’s situation was in no way improved. Stringent economic measures continued to be taken, in what can now be seen to have been the artificial creation of slump conditions. And meanwhile the government waited hopefully for trade to resume normally.


One of the best expressions of the feelings of this period is Act One of Bernard Shaw’s play On the Rocks (1933). The scene is Number Ten, Downing Street and the hero is the Prime Minister (non-Conservative) of a National Government. The streets are full of unemployed. As the Prime Minister puts it, ‘They think because I’m Prime Minister I’m Divine Providence and can find jobs for them before trade revives.’ In a series of conversations, he is faced with various home truths. His Chief Commissioner of Police tells him that ‘nowadays nobody outside the party cliques cares a brass button for the House of Commons’. His wife informs him that he doesn’t govern the country, because ‘the country isn’t governed: it just slummocks along anyhow’. After further confrontations, the Prime Minister meets a mysterious lady who promises to try to cure him of ‘that very common English complaint, an underworked brain’. He has ‘a bad case of frivolity, possibly incurable’, but she guarantees that after a fortnight at her private retreat in Wales he will begin to think before he talks. ‘Your dead mind will come to life. I shall make a man of you.’ Act Two of the play, which is Shaw’s personal response to the situation, deals with the results of the changes in the Prime Minister. He undertakes a number of positive acts, much to the consternation of his associates, who ‘could have sworn that if there was a safe man in England that could be trusted to talk and say nothing, to thump the table and do nothing, Arthur Chavender was that man’. But the Prime Minister has become aware of something important, and in a long speech he expresses it:




The people of this country, and of all the European countries, and of America, are at present sick of being told that, thanks to democracy, they are the real government of the country. They know very well that they don’t govern and can’t govern and know nothing about government except that it always supports profiteering, and doesn’t really respect anything else, no matter what party flag it waves. They are sick of twaddle about liberty when they have no liberty. They are sick of idling and loafing about on the dole when they are not drudging for wages too beggarly to pay the rents of anything better than overcrowded one-room tenements. They are sick of me and sick of you and sick of the whole lot of us. They want to see something done that will give them decent employment … They can’t set matters to right themselves; so they want rulers who will discipline them and make them do it instead of making them do the other thing. They are ready to go mad with enthusiasm for any man strong enough to make them do anything, even if it is only Jew baiting, provided it’s something tyrannical, something coercive, something that we all pretend no Englishman would submit to, though we’ve known ever since we gave them the vote that they’d submit to anything.





He is soon made aware, however, of the impossibility of doing anything by legal means; and he is horrified by the idea of a descent to the streets. He knows what is wrong, and what could be done. But he is not the man to lead a revolt, and he would ‘hate the man who will carry it through for his cruelty and the desolation he will bring on us and our like’. The play ends on this pessimistic note, with Unemployed England condemned to sing, as best it could, the song ‘England, arise!’


It is true to say that most of those who saw the shortcomings of democracy were not particularly enamoured of the alternative of dictatorship. Admiration might be expressed for foreign experiments, but the mood was more one of helpless pessimism than of a positive search for a way out. There were a significant number of people, however, who, like Sir John Reith, could admire a dictator like Mussolini for ‘accomplishing high democratic purpose by means which, though not democratic, were the only possible ones’.58 And there were a number of others who felt that a similar experiment would be not only possible but advantageous in Great Britain.



Sir Oswald Mosley, 1931–2



Mosley’s British Union of Fascists grew out of the New Party which had been formed when he left the Labour Party in February 1931. Several commentators have depicted the change which took place in the party and its membership in the years 1931–2.59 What will be of importance to our study, both for these years, and for later developments, is an assessment of the leader’s character and motivation; for this there are two extremely useful sources in the form of the diaries of two men who were in close contact with Mosley in the years 1931–2: Harold Nicolson and Robert Bruce Lockhart. The picture that emerges is of a man governed more by impulse than by reflection, whose changeability of outlook led to many changes of direction in the movement that he founded. The measured deliberations which some commentators have seen behind his actions fade as this picture emerges; and this picture will be of prime importance in our assessment of the later changes in the British Union of Fascists.


Mosley, who had been the one member of the Labour Party to put forward constructive proposals for the solution of the country’s economic problems, and who had been ignored, was a brilliant and ambitious man, considered by many to be a potential Prime Minister. In May 1930, after the rejection of his memorandum, he had resigned from the Cabinet, partly because it had done so little for the unemployed, but partly to ‘strengthen his position in the party’ after they lost the next election.60 Though his success within the party, during the course of the year, was not as great as he had hoped, we find him in September, still a parliamentarian, agreeing with Lord Beaverbrook that parliament must be reformed, and that Fascist methods were out, because ‘so far feeling is against the professional politicians, but not against parliamentary traditions’.61 In this he shared the view of many contemporaries, who were convinced that the old parliamentary system was ideally suited to dealing with political questions, but not very good at economic questions, as was shown by the current crisis.62 Towards the end of 1930, disillusioned by his lack of success at the Party Conference, he began to think in terms of ‘a new party of younger Nationalists’,63 though he was uncertain about when to launch it, particularly because of lack of money and of press support. When the possibility of the future Lord Nuffield providing financial support came up, he decided to ‘launch his manifesto practically creating the National Party’.64 After Morris had produced £50,000 in January 1931, the die was cast, and in February Mosley and five supporters (including his wife) left the Parliamentary Labour Party. The ‘New Party’ was launched on 1 March.


It must be stressed that this party, and Mosley’s own future, were conceived in parliamentary terms. The six parliamentary members still had their seats, and the party proceeded to contest a by-election at Ashton-under-Lyne as early as April. Though the result was disappointing, the New Party candidate saved his deposit. Mosley became involved in various discussions with major political figures. On 21 July he, Lloyd George and Winston Churchill met at a specially organised private dinner party, at which the prospect of together forming a National Opposition in the event of a coalition between Baldwin and MacDonald was mooted.65 A month later, two days after the formation of the National Government, Mosley privately expressed himself delighted with the prospects. The Labour Party were a rump ‘without a single man of any eminence’. The National Government’s lack of a constructive policy would mean that the economic situation would get worse. ‘That is when the New Party will come in. Tom [Mosley] has been seeing a good deal of Winston. He claims he will get support from Labour and Conservatives and L.G.’66 Within a few days there had been an approach from Churchill for Mosley to combine, as Harold Nicolson put it, with ‘him and the Tory toughs in opposition’. If only a few of the Mosley candidates got in at the election, there was every chance of some kind of political combination in which their views would be heard.


Meanwhile, various changes had been happening within the movement. It was veering to the Right; and one finds it hard to avoid coming to the conclusion that this was because help of any kind was important, and more help was likely from the Right. In February, Mosley had been convinced that his ‘young men’s party’, though it would break across party lines, ‘could only come through the Labour Party. Certainly, the young men in the Conservative Party are “dead”.’67 By May he found that the main response to the New Party, ‘which is very encouraging’, came from the younger Conservative group, and was ‘distinctly Fascist in character’.68 The negotiations with Churchill showed the way he was now moving, a way in which some of his earliest adherents refused to follow him. On 23 July John Strachey and Allan Young resigned, because they felt that Mosley was ‘drifting very rapidly back to Toryism’,69 and was ‘acquiring a Tory mind’.70


Another development was the Youth Movement (originally started in order to steward the party meetings, which were becoming subject to rowdy opposition), and the movement’s growing interest in Fascism. By May, people had become aware of Mosley’s use of violent methods. There was talk of ‘fisticuffers’,71 and it became evident that there were two distinct elements in the party – the intellectuals like Sacheverell Sitwell, and the toughs like the boxer ‘Kid’ Lewis.72 In July Dr Joad left the party ‘because he felt it was about to subordinate intelligence to muscular bands of young men’.73


In the atmosphere of 1931, when the Nazi Party was achieving fame in Germany, people like Allan Young spoke of ‘the danger of Hitlerism’.74 And Mosley himself had clearly studied the German movement closely, as was evidenced by a conversation he had with Bruce Lockhart on the latter’s return from a visit to Germany to ‘write up’ the movement.75 But Mosley’s growing enthusiasm for Fascism had a particularly Italian flavour as might be expected at that period.


As it became clear that there was going to be an election in October, Mosley appears, as so often at moments of crisis, to have been undecided, and subject to swift changes of mood. He was ‘being approached on all sides to join some combination’. On the other hand, combination with the Conservatives could mean stagnation. Was fascismo a better idea? It would avoid losing the party’s ‘imaginative appeal to youth, novelty and excitement’.76 Whereas in August he had felt that, by addressing its appeal to the ‘upper and lower middle-classes’, the party could possibly have got half a dozen members into the House, provided the General Election did not come before February,77 by late September he was gloomy about the election prospects, and almost thinking of abstaining from Parliament. He was even considering doing a deal with the National Party,78 and on 1 October he admitted to Harold Nicolson that he had had a secret meeting with Neville Chamberlain, and that arrangements for a secret deal to get some New Party members in were in progress.79 Obviously, Mosley was still extremely keen on a parliamentary role for the party.


The election results were disastrous. The New Party put up twenty-four candidates, all of whom were defeated, and only two of whom saved their deposits. Mosley’s reactions were, as usual, changeable. In August, foreseeing the possibility of such failure, he had made emergency plans for his career; he would retire from public life for ten years, study economics, and on his return ‘be no older than Bonar Law was when he first entered politics’.80 Now, in the immediate aftermath of the election, though worried about funds, he was ‘not worried about our eclipse … He thinks he may get in at a by-election in eighteen months and that meanwhile the paper [Action] is our central hope’.81 Within a month, however, he saw things in a different light. He decided to concentrate on the ‘club’ side of the movement, because ‘a new movement cannot be made within the frame of a parliamentary party’.82 Meanwhile, he must let his parliamentary ambitions rest: he was ‘destined to lead the Tory Party … and … must rest in patience till that moment comes, and meanwhile travel and write books’.83


The next few months were to show a caution, in relation to public commitments, which bore out these statements. In December, when Lord Rothermere offered to put the whole Harmsworth Press at his disposal, Mosley said that he wanted ‘to lie low for a bit but would be grateful for it later’. When Winston Churchill tried to get him to stand, with his support, at the Westminster by-election, he again procrastinated ‘till the reaction against the National Government assumes a more definite shape’.84 The impression one gets is one of indecision in relation to the future direction the party was to take.


It was the early months of 1932 which were to decide this direction. In December the journal Action had failed for lack of funds, and in January Mosley and Nicolson went on a fact-finding tour to Italy. Mosley’s changeability, and openness to influence, was still showing itself clearly. Under the influence of their friend Christopher Hobhouse, who had just visited Germany, was enthusiastic about the Nazis, and brought the message from them that the New Party ‘should have begun in the alleys, not in Gordon Square’, Mosley talked of centring the movement on the ‘clubs’; the youth movement ‘would correspond to the SS or Schützstaffel organisation of the Nazis’.85 When, however, Nicolson insisted that the movement should be constitutional and that Mosley should enter Parliament, he played with this idea: ‘He thinks he could do so with the backing of Winston and the Harmsworth Press.’86 Mosley found Mussolini ‘affable but unimpressive’;87 but he was clearly excited by the atmosphere of Fascism. As Nicolson said, ‘He is a romantic. That is a great failing.’88


On Mosley’s return to London, his mood was still mixed. Mussolini had suggested he should call himself Fascist, but ‘what he would like would be to lie low till the autumn, write a book, then rope in Winston Churchill, Lloyd, Rothermere and if possible Beaverbrook, into a League of Youth. Then launch an autumn campaign’.89 At this stage he was worried as to whether the Press lords would press him into acting too early. Within a fortnight we find Rothermere, however, holding back till autumn, as though Mosley were pressing for early action.90 The picture is one of uncertainty and of instant, often contradictory, decisions by Mosley.


What happened between January and April has never been properly explained by commentators, and seems impossible to assess accurately. What appears clear is that his Italian trip influenced him far more than had appeared from Nicolson’s diary at the time. On 1 February he wrote an extremely enthusiastic article about Mussolini in the Daily Mail, and in the same month he began, through Dr Forgan, negotiations with an existing Fascist group, the British Fascists, with a view to a takeover.91


By April, he had expressly counted out parliamentary action, and decided to concentrate on Fascist extra-parliamentary methods. Approaches had been made to him from the Conservative and Labour Parties, and from figures like Churchill and Rothermere; but he had now decided to dissolve the New Party, and to concentrate on Nupa (the youth movement). He announced that he would try to co-ordinate all the existing Fascist groups with Nupa to form a central Fascist body under his leadership. (His negotiations with the British Fascists had been secret, and seemed to be meeting with success.) When challenged, he explained his reasons: ‘He says that it would be impossible for him to re-enter the “machine” of one of the older parties. That by doing so he would again have to place himself in a strait-waistcoat. That he has no desire for power on those terms. That he is convinced that we are entering a phase of abnormality and that he does not wish to be tarred with the brush of the old régime. That he thinks, as leader of the Fascists, he could accomplish more than as a party back-bencher, and that in fact he is prepared to run the risk of further failure, ridicule and assault, rather than to allow the active forces of this country to fall into other hands.’92 A clear line had now developed, and he was not to be deterred from his ‘Mussolinian’ ideas even by the possibility of a parliamentary seat for himself.93


Negotiations continued with the British Fascists, and also, now, with the Imperial Fascist League, with whom Mosley chaired a joint meeting on 27 April. By May both movements had refused to join (though the most active members of the BF came over).


The rest of 1932 was devoted to the organisation of the new movement. Mosley spent May and June writing The Greater Britain, its manifesto, and on 1 October it was launched as The British Union of Fascists.


The policy of the movement was basically corporatist; but it was its methods which singled it out from much of the rest of the pro-corporatist thought which was so common in the early thirties. A large part of its appeal was to be to the working class, and for this reason it had to have colour and excitement. Mosley had long been aware that ‘the working class have practically no sense of being ridiculous in the way we have, and … their very drab lives give them a great thirst for colour and drama: hence the excesses of the cinema’.94 The blackshirt uniform gave them some of this colour; and in Mosley himself the movement had an outstanding orator, which was what the other Fascist movements had lacked. The intellectuals might leave the movement, but youth and the working classes flocked in. For the first few years there was also considerable support in the upper middle classes, and particularly in Conservative circles. Despite reports of rowdyism and violence, the movement retained a good deal of respectability until late 1934, as the violence of its opponents, and the weapons that they used, were continually kept before the public eye as a kind of vindication.


Those who described the movement at this early stage were torn between the epithets ‘Hitlerite’ and ‘Mussolinian’. In the atmosphere of the moment, these terms meant much the same. Bruce Lockhart attempted a closer definition when he described it as ‘Mussolini in policy and Hitlerite in organisation’.95 Mosley had learned a certain amount from the Hitler experiment, but the inspiration for the movement, at this stage, was mainly Italian. Its emblem was the ‘fasces’, as was that of Mussolini’s movement; its outline of the corporate state was on the Italian model; Mosley’s first great foreign appearance was in Rome in April 1933, when he appeared with Mussolini on the balcony of his palace and took the Fascist salute.96 There appears to have been less contact at this stage with the Hitler régime. Of course, in 1932 it was not in power, and Nicolson’s reports made it out to have ‘missed the boat’ after its initial successes in 1931.97 The Italian connexion may also have been strengthened by reactions from the other side. The Nazis appear to have regarded Mosley’s movement as rather dilettante, but Mussolini was friendly. As Bruce Lockhart was to note in 1934, ‘Hitler’s people are not very keen on Tom. Mussolini, on the other hand, takes a lively interest.’98 Possibly one reason for the lack of importance of the German connexion in 1933–4, however, was to be the feeling that Nazi ‘excesses’ were alienating public opinion. As we shall see,99 it became regarded as important to dissociate true Fascism from ‘what had happened in Germany under Nazism’.100 It was not until late 1934 that the movement’s connection with Germany was to become more important.


Be that as it may, the BUF’s claim was to be a British movement, to deal with British problems. The Greater Britain contained, especially in relation to the Empire, some very precise concerns which were particular to this country. In one sense, the BUF presented the British public with a very specific choice unrelated to Continental concerns, and to the claims of other corporatists.



Fascism for Great Britain: The Italophiles and the BUF, 1933–4



In the years 1933 and 1934, there was considerable interest in the idea of a new type of régime for Great Britain. On the one hand, there were Mosley and his newly-formed British Union of Fascists; on the other, there were the Italophiles and Corporatists of the type we have already seen. Between them, they managed at this time to appeal to a considerable section of Conservative opinion in the country. The most interesting thing about this phase of politics, in the very years when Hitler had come to power, was the small part that Nazism played in all this.


This is all the more remarkable, in that the advent of the Nazis to power appears to have spurred on a new and widespread interest in the concept of dictatorship in the countries of Europe, and particularly in Great Britain and France.101 In both countries, the mere word ‘dictator’ caused wide interest, and could be used as a gimmick to sell almost anything. Methuen’s series If I were Dictator is a good example; it consisted of a number of books written by people of extremely different views, many of whom could by no stretch of the imagination be described as of Fascist leanings; some were serious, some were comic; contributors included Julian Huxley, Lord Dunsany, Jimmy Maxton, St John Ervine, Lord Raglan and Vernon Bartlett. That a publishing house should have launched a series under this title shows their conviction that the concept of dictatorship was at the front of the public’s mind. This was borne out by the large number of publications which treated it from various points of view, such as Democracy and Dictatorship (H. Sellon, 1934), Dictators and Distress of Nations (F. D. Frost, 1934), etc. It was interest, rather than support, which was expressed in most of these publications; some were violently antagonistic; but the debate was there.


If the latest dictatorship in Germany had sparked off this general interest, however, it was not central to the thoughts of those who were most keenly interested in the installation of a new régime in England. Though for some of them Hitlerism was deserving of admiration, it was a further example of the trend rather than the main example to be followed; and for some of them it was an aberration.


Throughout the thirties it will be impossible to make complete generalisations about the reactions to Nazism of the admirers of Mussolini’s Italy, except to say that for many of them the need to make any parallels did not even seem to exist. Even in the late thirties, when the German question loomed large, writers like Walter Starkie,102 Goad,103 etc., concentrated on Italian problems and appear to have ignored it. There were, however, others like J. S. Barnes, who at that stage was to link Germany with Italy, perceiving a ‘moral fervour running like an enveloping fire right through the Italian and German peoples today, burning up the chaff … but sparing the wheat’.104 And a political journalist like Yeats-Brown was, by the late thirties, expressing considerable admiration for Hitler’s régime. Other Italophiles strongly reacted against the Nazi régime, which they saw as ‘barbaric’. Some of the Catholic supporters of Mussolini and Franco, particularly, pointed to the pagan aspects of much of Nazism, those very aspects which appealed so much to people like Rolf Gardiner.


If it is impossible to make too many generalisations about the eventual reactions of the Mussolini enthusiasts to Nazism, it is possible, in 1933 and 1934, to note that German questions were at that stage of very much lesser importance. In one sense, Germany was indeed before the public eye in these years, particularly because of various excesses; and it was at times necessary, in face of Nazi unpopularity, to make certain distinctions. Many new converts to the concept of dictatorship, of course, lumped Mussolini, Hitler, Pilsudski, Atatürk, etc., together as examples to be followed. For many of those who had long followed the Mussolinian model, however, the new régime was at most a matter of interest, and a fascinating new development. And for some of them it was very disquieting indeed.


The English Review group, for example, received the Nazi régime in no sense of welcome. Douglas Jerrold, the editor, had mixed views. From the first he was appalled by ‘the revival of the persecution of the Jews’, and felt that ‘the German anti-Jewish campaign … has perhaps irreparably damaged the prestige of the new régime in this country’.105 He was, of course, worried at the Communist alternative, and gradually came to feel that, while it had to be said with confidence that ‘in its present shape it [the Nazi régime] inspires little confidence in its constructive abilities’, the ‘forcible overthrow of Herr Hitler’s administration would be a disaster’.106 This ambivalent attitude continued right through to 1939. While he could not sympathize with the ‘ignorant and sometimes malicious attacks on Herr Hitler’s régime’, he was nevertheless only too aware that it had ‘grave defects’.107 By 1938 Jerrold, while by no means an ‘enthusiast’, (his Times obituary in 1964 described him as having ‘detested Nazism’)108 was definitely an ‘appeaser’, as his signing of the Link letter to The Times was to signify.


Jerrold’s aim, as editor, was to get articles on matters of European importance, whatever the views expressed. So, in April 1933, he published E. W. D. Tennant’s article ‘Herr Hitler and his Policy: March 1933’, with the following comment: ‘The Nazis constitute, owing to their novelty, a peculiarly incalculable factor, and that is why we publish, without sharing all his judgments, Mr Tennant’s article.’109 Other very occasional pro-Nazi articles were published in the English Review (five major articles in the three years 1933–5: two by Tennant, one each by Gordon Bolitho, General J. F. C. Fuller, and Sir Arnold Wilson), and these stood alongside several other articles and reviews which took either an anti-Nazi or a neutral position. Above all, however, Sir Charles Petrie, the Foreign Editor, was consistently anti-Nazi.


For Petrie, though it was undeniable that ‘Hitler would not have succeeded but for the achievements of Mussolini’, any resemblance between the movements was accidental. ‘They both represent the reaction against the old democratic order, and that is all.’ Not only was it ‘an impertinence to put Hitler in the same category as Mussolini’, it was also clear that the movements differed entirely. ‘It is difficult to believe that the Nazi movement is much more than the old Prussianism in a new form’, he wrote in May 1933. Fascism worked through the old forms, but the Nazis had deliberately broken with the past, and had ‘displayed no great disposition to adopt the principle of the Corporate State’. Fascism stood for the legacy of Roman civilisation, ‘for the family, for religion, and for discipline’. None of this had any appeal for the Nazis, ‘who would apply eugenic tests to the relations of the sexes, who wish religion to be a department of State, and who appear to prefer emotionalism to the practice of self-control’. The Nazis stood for ‘considered cynicism and ruthless egotism’; they had ‘no great European sense’, unlike Fascism, which was ‘in the main stream of the great European tradition’; and even if there was much that was commendable in their wish to purify their country after fifteen years of Socialism, their methods were ‘deplorable’.110


In his monthly article for the English Review, and in occasional articles for the Saturday Review and The Nineteenth Century and After, Petrie continued this line. ‘Hitler’s spokesmen, more Germanico, seem to prefer to dwell upon what is repulsive to the ordinary civilised man in other countries’,111 he wrote in June 1933. A month later he declared that it would be ‘the disgrace of Europe’ if Vienna was occupied by ‘Hitler and his brown-shirted hooligans’.112 In 1934, the Roehm purge evoked similar reactions: it had ‘shocked the conscience of the world’, and it was impossible to describe it ‘by any other phrase than cold-blooded murder’.113 Dollfuss’s murder was laid at Hitler’s door a month later, and Petrie categorically stated that Hitler had ‘proved to be no Mussolini’.114 In 1935 he declared that ‘Nazi rule in Vienna would mean a relapse into that barbarism which exists wherever the Swastika has prevailed’.115 This attitude was to continue right up to 1936.


Like Petrie, Lady Houston’s Saturday Review in this period continued to praise Mussolini to the skies, while violently attacking the Nazis. Editorials deplored ‘Nazi Jew-baiting’116 and those ‘silly people jabbering’ that we should side with Germany in the next war.117 Books against Germany were reviewed favourably, those for Germany were attacked.118 The Foreign Correspondent up to 1935, Robert Machray, continually referred to Hitler’s warlike aims, and called for rearmament. Other contributors who warned of the German danger and criticised the Nazi régime included  Nera Maxwell, James Wentworth Day, and Clive Rattigan. Lady Houston herself wrote a letter to the journal in 1934, in which she declared that ‘Hitler has made two mistakes – first his ruthless persecution of the Jews – but a still greater blunder in his attempt to defy his Holiness the Pope’.119 The Roehm purge brought particularly strong reactions.120


Yeats-Brown’s attitudes to Germany at this time were sympathetic, but Germany was not central to his thoughts. In 1932, on a visit to Germany, he had noted the ‘drug-sellers and inverts’ and the contrast between extreme poverty, which forced many boys and girls to ‘sell their bodies’, and the ‘neo-Neronian fiddling and feasting’ of West Berlin. In such a situation, he said, ‘If I were a young German I should be a Nazi.’121 Now, in 1933, with the Nazis in power, he was still impressed by their ‘passionate and selfless concern for the working people’, but felt that their weaknesses were many. ‘They are fanatical, and sometimes barbarous, but behind their treatment of racial minorities they take their stand upon a positive and militant Christianity, putting the common interest before self … The Germans intend to re-establish agriculture, and abolish the terrible curse of unemployment … Behind the Nazi bombast there is an ideal of brotherhood, and a soul behind the flaunting swastikas.’122 These things were what had attracted Yeats-Brown to Mussolini. Mentions of Nazism are, however, rare in his writings at this stage (the quotation above is from a review of the English expurgated edition of Mein Kampf). It was only later in the thirties that Germany took more importance in his thinking.


Mosley’s new movement had got off to an exciting start, with rowdy public meetings and confrontations with the extreme left. As Skidelsky has put it, ‘this was the period when its stewarding was at its least restrained’.123 The culmination was a meeting in Manchester on 12 March 1933, when the violence was such that the police intervened. By May serious observers like Kingsley Martin were worried at the ‘dangerous progress’ Mosley was making.124 The BUF gave every appearance of becoming a mass movement. By October Mosley was declaring that he was ‘making great progress in town and country alike’,125 and Esmond Harmsworth was predicting that ‘in five years’ time Tom Mosley and the Fascist Party will be a power in the land’.126 Mosley now turned his attention to achieving respectability and powerful support, and Dr Forgan, the deputy leader of the movement, began holding dinners, and other private functions, to attract important figures from business, the professions, and the arts to support of the BUF.


Meanwhile a completely separate appeal for a corporatist experiment in Great Britain had taken place, centred mainly upon the English Review group. It ran parallel with, and came to a head at the same time as, the group’s strong support for Lord Lloyd in an attempt to oust MacDonald and Baldwin. According to contemporary accounts, about fifty or sixty MPs were interested in this challenge,127 which had grown in October and November, the climax being the English Review dinner on 21 November presided over by Lord Carson.


Interest in corporatism and in dictatorship had continued, during 1933, on a purely theoretical basis as well, of course. Sir Charles Petrie, for example, had set up a group for the study of Fascism, with Miss Muriel Currey as secretary; Petrie, too, had been among the speakers to the conference at Ashridge Conservative College in August, out of which came the volume The Man and the Hour: Studies of Six Great Men of Our Time (1934), edited by Arthur Bryant. Petrie spoke on Mussolini, Tennant on Hitler, Bruce Lockhart on Lenin, etc. But Petrie, as a historian, appears to have treated Fascism more as an object for study; Jerrold, Yeats-Brown and others saw it as a lesson for Great Britain.


It can hardly be coincidence that the strongest statements about corporatism by the English Review group should have coincided with Yeats-Brown’s short editorship of Everyman from September to November 1933, and also with the Lloyd campaign. What is interesting in these statements is the attempt to appeal to a wider British public by dissociating themselves from foreign influences (making this out to be a purely British experiment), coupled with a similar dissociation from extremist groups, and particularly from the BUF. This must have been in order to attract the average Englishman, and indeed the average Tory MP, to reforming parliamentary administration.


An early article which showed the way people’s minds were turning came from a prominent Conservative well known in local government, Sir Henry Fairfax-Lucy,128 who advocated, in the Saturday Review in April, ‘a drastic reform in parliamentary government’, which had been ‘killed by universal suffrage’. There should be ‘a system of indirect election through County and City Councils (reinforced by nominated members from the great services of the State)’. Any organisation that ‘eliminated the evils of universal suffrage … whether we call this system Fascist or Corporative’, would deserve well of its country and the Empire, he wrote.129


In June Jerrold took up the cudgels. ‘The Conservative Party must turn its back on the present parliamentary system’, he wrote, ‘in favour of a system which will restore the reality of self-government in the appropriate spheres and enable a strong central government to speak for the nation, and not merely for a class, on national issues. This means the adoption of functional and not regional representation’.130


The appeal was clearly for some kind of corporative system, to be brought about not by revolution but by a decision of the Conservative Parliamentary Party.


Francis Yeats-Brown took over the editorship of Everyman on 29 September, with the express intention of using the journal to introduce corporatism to England as a viable political doctrine. ‘We believe in a revision of our constitution on the lines of the Corporate State’, he wrote in his notes. ‘Italian Fascism would not work in England but we must be governed by a small group of men, or one man with dictatorial power, for a period of years … Our parliamentary system is out of date. It neither guards our liberties nor protects our purse.’131


The theme of the Englishness of this programme, and the playing down of Italian models, was to be the hallmark of Everyman’s short life under Yeats-Brown. On 6 October the editorial stressed that ‘we are not Fascists. Fascism is a foreign culture. We are English. Italians, Russians and Germans have solved their problems in their own way. The British way will be different’.132 In a way which showed that he considered Mosley to be some kind of foreign import, Yeats-Brown continued by dissociating his campaign from the BUF: ‘We do not wear black shirts, nor are we in any way associated with Sir Oswald Mosley, beyond sharing some of his ideals.’ Though they respected the work the BUF was doing in ‘canalising the spirit of service and sacrifice latent in the youth of the nation’, and in fighting unemployment, abolishing slums, and breaking down the barriers of class, the Everyman group, Yeats-Brown insisted, was independent. It had, in common with the BUF, a belief in the corporate State: ‘But our interpretation of the corporate state as applied to England may be different to Sir Oswald Mosley’s.’ The corporate state was too little known in England, and had had a bad press, ‘being associated in the popular mind with methods of castor-oil and violence’. This was nonsense. The corporate state was a practical solution to the problems caused by capitalism.133


When we talk about the Everyman group, we are really talking about the English Review group. Yeats-Brown’s main contributors included Jerrold, Sir John Squire and J. B. Morton (‘Beachcomber’). Jerrold, during October and November, continued to stress the need for corporatism in England, while dissociating this view from ‘extremism’ and ‘Fascism’. ‘Our people are wisely distrustful of extremes, whether Fascist or Communist’,134 he wrote in the English Review, while in Everyman he stressed that ‘the corporate state has nothing necessarily to do with Fascism, or the colour of men’s shirts’.135 If the British were to escape from the ‘nightmare follies’ of the present political situation, they must turn to the corporate state, which could ‘provide a planned economy without the intolerable evils of constant and ill-informed political interference with trade and industry’.136


While Jerrold was, at this stage, cagey about the question of dictatorship, J. B. Morton137 believed in calling a spade a spade. ‘The machinery of parliamentary government, which works clumsily and laboriously, is incapable of dealing with the kind of crisis we are facing today’, he wrote. ‘You might as well expect a Mothers’ Meeting to conduct a military campaign. Let anybody suggest that what we need is the strong leadership of one man – a king for preference, or else a dictator – and at once he will be told that the English would not stand for it. We would not stand for it! – we who stand for every kind of humbug and state interference under the sun.’138


On 10 November Yeats-Brown produced his last number as editor of Everyman; the journal had aroused considerable enthusiasm in certain quarters, as was shown by the many letters of congratulation which had come in, but the directors strongly disapproved of the line that was being taken, and Yeats-Brown was sacked.


This was the month in which the campaign centred round Lord Lloyd came to a head. As Jerrold later put it, ‘we were not, of course, proposing to appeal primarily to the people. We decided that neither through the House of Commons nor through the electorate could salvation come, but through the party.’ In other words, the appeal was to be to the Conservative Party, in which ‘the discontent already existed’. Lord Lloyd might have seemed a good choice for a rallying-point. He was one of the prominent, and disgruntled, Tories who had no place in the National Government. As High Commissioner of Egypt from 1925 to 1929 he had governed with viceregal pomp; his dismissal by the Labour Government in 1929 had been preceded by considerable disagreement with the Conservative Foreign Minister, Austen Chamberlain. Together with Churchill, he had headed the group of Conservative die-hards who opposed the India Bill. In the early thirties he seemed a natural centre for those who were dissatisfied with the Baldwin–MacDonald partnership. He was, as Jerrold put it, ‘the only man in the party who could rely on the support of the die-hards and who could yet command a following among the young men’.139


The Lloyd dinner was a resounding failure. Why was this? After all, they had ‘the goodwill of a minority of the prominent backbenchers in the House … a good Press … support in the constituencies’. Yet the audience was ‘stone cold’, as the chairman, Lord Carson, put it.140 Was this due to Lloyd’s lack of oratorical ability? (Lord Halifax was to say of him that he was ‘not naturally a good speaker, both his voice and argument lacking the persuasive quality which speaking demands’.)141 Jerrold put it down rather to the fact that Lloyd himself was not aiming at the party leadership, but at a change of policy in which he might take part. But ‘the world of politics is not interested except in a crisis in challenges to policy but only in challenges to politicians’. Above all, ‘the audience consisted of devoted subscribers of the English Review who had never read a line of what had been written there’.142


There may be a certain amount of truth in this. The attendance of 350 were united in one thing; opposition to the present leadership of the National Government. Many of them, however, would have been completely lost with the positive policies being put forward by the English Review group. This must have been particularly true of the MPs, for most of whom it was merely a question of a challenge to the parliamentary leadership, and not a change in the form of government. The dinner, and the campaign, showed the danger of the presumption that shared dislikes meant shared prescriptions for change. In a sense, the differences between writers and politicians became clear.


In the immediate aftermath of the débâcle, Jerrold came out with possibly his strongest statement of the need for a dictator, to change things. In December’s English Review, echoing what J. B. Morton had written in Everyman in November, he wrote: ‘There is no folly more fashionable than the saying that the English will never tolerate a dictatorship. Under constitutional forms of a very flimsy character the English have invariably insisted on being governed either by a close oligarchy or a virtual dictatorship.’ He then went on to say that they were now ruled by the dictatorship of the party machines. ‘It is because the party machines have notably failed to govern that they are losing the public confidence, and unless Parliament under universal franchise can fulfil the indispensable task of leadership, a dictatorship is not only inevitable but necessary.’143


It was very shortly after the Lloyd episode that an important group was formed, in which many of those who had been attracted to Fascism from various directions took part. This was the January Club, a product of the dinners and functions which Dr Forgan of the BUF had been holding in the autumn of 1933.


From October onwards, as we have seen, Mosley had started a new initiative, attempting to attract prominent people to the movement. The novelist Cecil Roberts has described a dinner at the Cavalry Club in October, which he had attended with Yeats-Brown: ‘I found myself in a mixed company, very few of whom I knew, but there were some well-known persons, among them the poet-critic J. C. Squire … Others were political candidates, barristers, business directors. They were mostly in their middle forties, united by one thing, their present discontent.’144 As he put it in another account, ‘the majority appeared to be tentative enquirers like myself. Some of the speeches struck a note of accord in their deprecation of the lassitude of our Government. On invitation I spoke myself, expressing all my pent-up indignation and alarm. Sir John Squire, who was present, an enquirer like myself, repeatedly congratulated me on that speech … Of course the word went round that I had become a Fascist’.145 One of Roberts’s accounts of the dinner ends with him listening to a violent speech by the secretary of the BUF, which so shocked him that he hurried out. ‘The effect of his tirade was to kill any thought of belonging to a party that harboured such a man … Going down into Piccadilly I was accosted by Squire … I asked him what he thought of the meeting. “I’d sooner take rat poison than join up with a fellow like that … Who the hell is the reptile anyhow?”’146 Squire and Roberts nevertheless both spoke at the first meeting of the January Club in 1934 (Squire having become chairman). It is significant that, however much he disliked a spokesman of the BUF, Squire remained chairman of the January Club; membership of the latter did not imply any commitment to the former. Roberts, who was accused by the BUF, in May, of ‘flirting with Fascism’,147 rather than having a commitment to it, joined Philip Gibbs that spring on a visit to Europe; he expressed strong admiration for Fascist Italy;148 again the connexion between disapproval of the BUF and approval of Fascism appears to have been natural.


Be that as it may, the description of many of the dinner guests as ‘enquirers’ was an apt one. Historians of the BUF have pointed to the January Club as primarily a ‘front organisation’ for Mosley’s movement, used to ‘infiltrate the Establishment’,149 or to ‘permeate the Establishment’.150 In early 1934 Mosley’s movement had gained the support of an influential section of the Conservative press, when Lord Rothermere started a campaign in the Daily Mail with an article of praise entitled ‘Hurrah for the Blackshirts’ on 8 January. (Typical of Rothermere’s approach was the statement, on 15 January, that the BUF was ‘a well-organised party of the Right ready to take over responsibility for national affairs with the same directness of purpose and energy of method as Hitler and Mussolini have displayed’.)151 On 10 February Lady Houston’s Saturday Review started a similar campaign with an article by Mosley himself, accompanied by a full-page picture of ‘Sir Oswald Mosley – who is daily gathering more and more disciples’.152 The January Club is seen, by historians of the BUF, as a parallel to all this.


If it was a ‘front organisation’, however, many of the participants may well have been unaware of it. The BUF did, in fact, gradually take it over, but in its initial stages it was very much a discussion group, in which all those who were interested in the various forms of Fascism could participate. This did not mean that the majority of members were primarily interested in the BUF. Forgan may well, eventually, have been ‘able to control the January Club’,153 as Benewick suggests; but he was only one of the main organisers (the others being Squire, Yeats-Brown and Captain H. W. Luttman-Johnson, none of whom were members of the BUF). Yeats-Brown and his collaborators on Everyman had been at pains, only two months before, to point out that they were in no way connected with Sir Oswald Mosley and the BUF, even if they shared some of its aims. Combination, in a club, with members of the BUF, was not only possible, however, but desirable, given the common interest in corporatism and the Club’s concern with discussion.


The stated objects of the Club made it appear a continuation of the kind of study groups on Fascism which Sir Charles Petrie, Goad and Miss Currey had formed in 1933; they stressed, moreover, the variety of opinions which were sought. The Club was:




‘(1) To bring together men who are interested in modern methods of government.


(2) To provide a platform for leaders of Fascist and Corporate State thought. The club, however, will not formulate any policy of its own.


(3) To enable those who are propagating Fascism to hear the views of those who, while sympathising with and students of twentieth-century political thought, are not themselves Fascists.’





Sir John Squire, the chairman, laid down the lines of policy at the first meeting. The club ‘was not a Fascist organisation’, but ‘the members, who belonged to all political parties, were for the most part in sympathy with the Fascist movement. They believed that the existing democratic system of government in Britain must be changed, and although the change was unlikely to come about suddenly, as it had in Italy and Germany, they regarded it as inevitable.’154


In many of the members, various interests in Fascism naturally existed side by side. There are, however, three clear groups of those who attended the meetings which present themselves.


The first of these consisted of the ‘Italophiles’ from the English Review circle. Squire, Petrie, Miss Currey and Yeats-Brown were particularly prominent as speakers. Cecil Roberts was another keen follower of the Italian model. Yeats-Brown appears, too, to have been the main influence on a number of people who attended, including his old friend Colonel Norman Thwaites (later to become chairman). Fairfax-Lucy would also seem to belong to this group.


The second was the Mosley contingent. As well as the BUF party officials, who included Mosley himself, Forgan, Sir Donald and Lady Makgill, William Joyce and Raven Thomson, there was also Mosley’s family circle, including his mother, and his late wife’s two sisters Lady Ravensdale and Lady Alexandra Metcalfe (wife of ‘Fruity’, who was also a member). And there were other enthusiasts, including Sir George Duckworth-King, a Devonshire baronet who, in June, was to be observed wearing a black shirt at the Olympia meeting.


The third was a number of Conservative-minded people without other obvious affiliations. Lord Lloyd himself spoke to the Club in May (but only on condition that his speech was not reported). Other Conservatives who attended included Lord Erskine,155 Lord William Scott,156 and Lord Midleton,157 who gave his London flat as the Club’s headquarters. The January Club certainly attracted the Establishment. Wing-Commander Sir Louis Greig,158 who was a regular attender, was a Gentleman Usher in Ordinary to the King. ‘Fruity’ Metcalfe was a close friend of the Prince of Wales. Lord Iddesleigh, Lord Francis Hill, Lord and Lady Russell of Liverpool, Sir Philip Magnus, Bt., Sir Thomas Roberts, Bt., Gen. the Hon. Charles G. Bruce (the hero of Everest), Colonel Ivan Guthrie of Guthrie, and many others show how wide the interest in Fascism spread (while the presence of Zionists amid this list shows how little, at this stage, it was felt that there was a necessary link with anti-Semitism).


In a club devoted to all forms of Fascism, mention of Germany was natural. But it was infrequent as a major subject of discussion. Commandant Mary Allen, ‘the pioneer policewoman of the world’, who was an enthusiastic speaker at a dinner in March, was one of the few people to take a strong interest particularly in that country, basically because of her experience there when organising policewomen before the war, and also because of her recent interview with Hitler.159 On another occasion a German visitor, Dr Galinsky, was asked by Sir John Squire to give an account of the Hitler movement (much in the same way as an American visitor was asked to speak on America). The main interest of the Club was Fascism in general. Indeed, the BUF members, particularly, tried to play down any connexion with Germany; the bid for acceptance for the BUF could have been harmed by association with Nazism. Thus we find Dr Forgan referring to ‘unintentional misconceptions’ about Fascism which stemmed from people imagining ‘that what had happened in Germany under Nazism would necessarily happen here’.160


Other discussions by members of the January Club showed a similar worry at the fact that Fascism was being tarred with the German brush. In a public discussion held in April with Professor Harold Laski, both Yeats-Brown and Miss Currey continued, as usual, to stress Italy; but Miss Currey, significantly, without referring to Germany, brought up the question of anti-Semitism. ‘Miss Muriel Currey’, ran the report, ‘declared that there was no suppression of the Jews in Italy. The Chief Rabbi was a Fascist, and was a strong supporter of Mussolini’.161 Whether the knowledgeable liked it or not, to the uninitiated British public ‘Fascism’ was beginning to mean ‘Nazism’. The problems caused by this were many; as we shall see.


The ‘respectable’ phase of the BUF, in early 1934, consisted of trying to show it to be a form of Conservatism, while playing down anything which might deter leading members of society from lending support. At first, the only real drawback to this policy was the reaction in certain sections of the BUF itself. After all, the movement set out to have a revolutionary policy. How did this equate with Conservatism?


For many Conservatives there was no problem. Colonel Thomas Moore, MP, for example, in the Daily Mail of 25 April, could write: ‘Surely there cannot be any fundamental difference of outlook between the Blackshirts and their parents, the Conservatives?’ He described the BUF as being ‘largely derived from the Conservative Party’. Their instincts were the same: ‘loyalty to the throne and love of country’.162 On 2 May Rothermere was still referring to the BUF as standing for ‘sound, commonsense Conservative doctrine’.163 To certain Fascists this kind of view was anathema. C. P. Chenevix Trench had a typical reaction to Moore’s article. He abhorred the idea that the BUF should become ‘a sort of “ginger group” to the Tory Party’, because ‘our ideals and our policy are poles apart from the bourgeois-minded and reactionary Tory Party’. Any kind of co-operation would deprive them of ‘any hope of converting Socialists and Communists, who provide our most valuable recruits’. It would ‘lower our ideals and utterly destroy the revolutionary spirit which has made us the most active political force in the country’.164


The honeymoon was to break for other reasons, however. The Olympia meeting on 7 June brought home to many the nature of the BUF. Faced by organised disruption, the Fascist stewards resorted to extreme violence. In Skidelsky’s words, ‘The Olympia meeting … brought [the] phase of “respectable” Fascism to a close.’165 Of course, there were a considerable number of people who chose to ignore the signs. In the House of Commons Debate on 14 June, a number of MPs defended either Mosley, or free speech, or both. Michael Beaumont, Conservative MP for Aylesbury (and a former member of the English Mistery), spoke as an ‘avowed anti-Democrat’ who, though not a Fascist, admired Fascism in other countries. It was untrue, he said, to describe the BUF as ‘a gang of thugs’. There were a lot of ‘respectable, reasonable and intelligent people’ in the movement. Η. Κ. Hales, Conservative MP for Hanley (and the original for Arnold Bennett’s The Card), similarly felt that the Fascists contained ‘some of the most cultured members of our society’.


Nevertheless, many people were frightened away, and German ‘frightfulness’ during the year did much to influence those who saw Nazism and Fascism as the same thing. The ‘Conservative connexion’ became shaky, both because of Conservative uncertainties, and because Mosley began to see it as a dangerous restraint on the more radical views of many of his members. Though the party was trying to attract Conservatives and people of influence, its main activists were drawn from other classes, and from other political colours. Many were from the Left: John Beckett, W. J. Leaper, and Henry J. Gibbs, for example, had been members of the ILP. Others were young and revolutionary. There was a growing tide of anti-Semitism. There was also, in such people as William Joyce and Raven Thomson, a strong admiration for Nazi Germany.166 Before long, Mosley would have to choose between his main supporters and the chimera of right-wing respectability. How he would have chosen, had all things been equal, nobody can know. But the aftermath of Olympia showed that Conservative support was the less reliable of the two. The defection of Rothermere clinched the matter.


In July, an exchange of letters between Mosley and Rothermere, printed in the Daily Mail, showed how their attitudes diverged. As Mosley put it, ‘You … are a Conservative and would like to see a revived Conservative Party. You are in accord with many aspects of our policy, such as the strong maintenance of the British Empire, notably in India, and the creation of a British Air Force second to none in the world.’ But there were important points on which they differed: the corporate state, the question of dictatorship, and the Jews. While the Blackshirts had given their pledge that no racial or religious persecution would occur under Fascism in Britain, no Jews could become members because (a) they had bitterly attacked the BUF, and (b) they were organised as an international movement. The BUF were not prepared to relax their attitude towards the Jews in view of the fact that in the last year 80 per cent of convictions for physical attacks on Fascists had been of Jews.167


Rothermere stated his main objections to the BUF. He was against the word ‘Fascist’, to start with; it could never be successful in this country. He could never support any movement with an anti-Semitic bias, any movement which had dictatorship as one of its objectives, or any movement which would substitute a ‘corporate state’ for parliamentary institutions. He had hoped that Mosley would ally himself with Conservative forces in a grim struggle with Socialism.168


Where Rothermere led, other Conservatives followed. The Saturday Review was at first taken aback; its political correspondent, in an article entitled ‘Rothermere or Mosley?’, declared himself to be half-way between the two, aware of the disadvantages of the BUF’s anti-Semitic and corporatist policies, but aware also of the need for the enthusiasm to be found in that movement.169 By mid-August, however, Lady Houston herself had waded into the fray, and in an article entitled ‘Lord Rothermere is Right’, declared that Rothermere’s reasoning was unassailable. ‘Sir Oswald is far short of being a Mussolini, and he is doing himself and his followers harm by attempting more than he can achieve. English people do not like the word Dictator,’ she wrote.170


While those Conservatives who had been attracted to the BUF were becoming disillusioned, the same was true of those enthusiasts for the corporate state or for Mussolini who had, for a while, been prepared to come together with Mosley and his men. Many left the January Club, disturbed by the growing influence of Mosley within it. While remaining outside the BUF, they had been not unsympathetic towards some of its aspirations. The impression of a ‘takeover’ by Mosley was, however, not welcome to them, as the Club thereby became a political weapon for one group rather than a meeting-place of minds. Petrie and Squire were among the first to go.


Yeats-Brown is particularly interesting. In June he took Sir Evelyn Wrench and his wife to Olympia to hear Mosley.171 Wrench was fully convinced of Yeats-Brown’s commitment to a change in British institutions, but he noted that they both shared the same lack of enthusiasm for Mosley. ‘Although the meeting was well organised’, he wrote, ‘I disliked the theatricality of it all. I could not envisage anyone as devoid of humour as Mosley becoming a great national leader, able though he was. I think Yeats-Brown shared this point of view.’172


That Yeats-Brown did is shown by a letter he wrote that November, when his disillusionment was complete. He had been dragged by a lady friend to hear Mosley at the Albert Hall. Though they only heard the end of the speech, it was ‘a ranting attack on the Jews’. Yeats-Brown told his companion, who was wildly enthusiastic about Mosley, that ‘he should be left alone, and that I’m sick of him’. Yeats-Brown would no longer go to the January Club, which would probably collapse. ‘Mosley is too vain to ever be any good, and not human enough.’173


Yeats-Brown’s own attitude to the Jews was not favourable enough to make Mosley’s subject-matter the cause of his disaffection. Clearly, Mosley’s personality put him off, as it was to put off many others. Perhaps this may have caused some of the reactions from potential supporters after Olympia (rather than the violence in the corridors). A group of fairly impartial non-Fascist observers, at the Romney Street Group, discussing the meeting on 12 June, took the view that ‘Mosley himself had cut a very poor figure the moment things went astray’, and that ‘he has not got the personality that would carry his movement to victory’.174


The year 1934, then, saw a temporary flirtation with Mosley’s Blackshirts on the part of two groups of people: (a) a number of Conservatives, (b) a number of enthusiasts for the corporate state and for Italian Fascism. By the end of the year, many members of both groups had become aware of the shortcomings of Mosley’s movement. Both groups, while retaining their original views, withdrew their support for, and their interest in, Mosley. June 1934 was the moment when Mosley ceased to be an important political figure. Many felt, like Stanley Baldwin, that ‘Mosley won’t come to any good, and we need not bother about him’.175  Even in pro-Fascist circles there was to be, from now on, an incredible lack of interest in Mosley’s activities.


Mosley himself was now to move in a new direction, and attempt to change his power-base. It was a move which was to gain him a great deal of support in certain areas of society, while nevertheless restricting him from achieving any possible return to the centre of the stage. This development, and its effects, are discussed in Chapter 3.




*





It is fascinating to note how little those who, in 1933–4, reacted against the shortcomings of democracy and turned to dreams of Corporatism, Fascism or dictatorship, concerned themselves with Germany. The Nazis were at best one of many Fascist régimes, and at worst an embarrassment. It is in other circles that enthusiasms centred on Germany were to be found.
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