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INTRODUCTION





The title of this book is not meant to be disrespectful to my parliamentary colleagues or unduly critical of them. An insult which might at first seem disrespectful or even ‘dishonourable’ is often no such thing. Indeed, the parliamentary insult is as old as the game of democratic politics itself.


Anyone who has studied democratic politics will know that one of the regular activities of our elected representatives over the centuries has been insulting each other. Even during a constructive debate, a politician will often take time out to be abusive to his or her opponent – and sometimes even a colleague too.


Vitriol, insult, impudence and audacity are all part of a good debater’s armoury. The crescendo of emotion, the torrent of abuse and the flash of bad temper are the ingredients which can make a good political speech great. Anyone who heard the late Aneurin Bevan on his feet will realise how effective the use of ridicule during a speech can be. And anyone who has been captivated by an oration by the late Lord Hailsham will know that the occasional use of passion and even rage can be both compelling and devastating. It can guarantee that the attention of the audience is firmly held by the speaker, a necessary prerequisite of a great speech.


Politicians also sometimes use unwarranted abuse to enliven what they know is a dull brief. They are aware that the barb helps them to hold the floor and thereby get their message across.


There is also another explanation for the frequency of the political insult. In the chamber of either House the ‘audience’ is not an impartial gathering, waiting to be convinced by rational argument and reasoned discussion. Unlike a jury in court, those listening are partial and do have a vested interest in the outcome of the debate, regardless of the strength of argument for either side. In the present House of Commons, all MPs except one belong to a political party. Therefore, when a government minister is forced to defend some policy or initiative, Conservative and (usually) Lib Dem MPs will give their support, even if the opposition have set out a good argument why the policy is wrong or should be changed. In this scenario, where the outcome depends more on party whipping than on the facts placed before the House, no wonder one of the weapons – frequently deployed by all sides – is the parliamentary insult.


This is not a twenty-first century phenomenon. Politicians have been spewing vitriol at each other through the centuries and, even though the trend is somewhat diminished, it shows no signs of abating. It has, however, ebbed somewhat from the heady days of Gladstone and Disraeli. The reason for this is undoubtedly the advent of the broadcasting of parliamentary proceedings, initially on radio and, since the 1980s, on television. Democratic politicians always have an eye on the electorate. They have to. And it did not take MPs long to realise that the public do not like to see arm-waving, ranting and gratuitous abuse emanating from the TV set in their own front room.


These days, therefore, party leaders are more circumspect than their forebears. They have learned from the late President Ronald Reagan, one of the most effective political communicators of the television age, that a message conveyed with a reassuring smile and some gentle self-deprecation can be devastatingly effective – and also popular with the voters. Being acerbic on television can work, but there is a real danger that the lasting impression left with the viewer will not be one of the mocked victim of the abuse but a negative image of the perpetrator, who appears as mean and unpleasant.


But while some of the catcalling at Westminster is considered routine, other remarks – at first perhaps seemingly innocuous – incur the wrath of the Speaker and must be withdrawn.


Accusations of lying are always blocked by the Speaker and, unless withdrawn, can mean expulsion from the Chamber. Former Labour MP Tam Dalyell was twice ejected for calling Margaret Thatcher a liar. On one occasion, after describing her as ‘a sustained brazen deceiver’, he went further, adding: ‘She is a bounder, a liar, a deceiver, a cheat and a crook.’


On one occasion, however, Winston Churchill got away referring to a lie as a ‘terminological inexactitude’.


One unexpected ruling during the 1980s was by Speaker Bernard Weatherill. He surprised many MPs by ruling the word ‘poppycock’ to be unparliamentary because the original meaning in Dutch is rude.


The word ‘twerp’ has had a chequered history. When used in 1956, the then Speaker ruled it in order because, I have been told, he wrongly assumed ‘it was a sort of technical term of the aviation industry’. But when years later the late anti-monarchist Labour MP Willie Hamilton described Prince Charles as ‘that young twerp’, he was instantly ordered to withdraw the soubriquet.


Even the word ‘Tory’, still commonly used today by the media to describe Conservatives, originated as an insult; it meant ‘an Irish outlaw’.


In 1896, the parliamentary description ‘Tory skunk’ was ruled admissible and yet the term ‘political skunk’ was ruled out of order a century later.


Oddly, ‘political weasel and guttersnipe’ have passed previous Speaker’s censorship, but the term ‘rat’ has a chequered career, sometimes being in order and sometimes not, depending on who was in the chair at the time.


One Labour MP was once called to order for saying that a Tory was a member of the SS. As he withdrew the term, he pretended he thought the letters stood for ‘silly sod’.


Ex-Labour MP Paul (now Lord) Boateng was once brought to book for using the term ‘Sweet FA’ because the authorities wrongly thought it was a way of using the ‘F-word’. In fact, it is nineteenth-century naval slang for packed mutton. It refers to Fanny Adams, who was murdered in 1867, cut into pieces and thrown into a river down in Hampshire.


Michael Foot did not get into political hot water for calling Norman Tebbit a ‘semi-house-trained polecat’. Indeed, Tebbit was so proud of the description that he used a polecat in his coat-of-arms when he later was appointed to the House of Lords.


The late Sir Nicholas Fairbairn escaped rebuke, but not disdain, by describing women MPs as ‘mostly hideous – they have no fragrance and I dislike women who deny their femininity. They are just cagmags, scrub heaps, old tattles.’


The advent of universal suffrage, party selection committees and tabloid newspapers have destroyed most of the vitriol formerly found in politicians’ correspondence. Over the years MPs have moderated their response to criticisms from the voters, although many still get annoyed when a voter writes to demand that the MP vote in a particular way.


The one class of person who is normally safe from the vitriol of an MP is the constituent. I emphasise constituent, rather than the general public, because it is the possession by a person of the power to vote, for or against the MP, which makes all the difference. Votes do matter to our elected representatives and they know that a sharp rebuke or apparent unsympathetic ear can cost them electoral support. However, even the most forbearing Member can occasionally lose his composure when faced with a stubborn or silly elector.


However, it is not surprising that the confrontational approach of democratic politicians does not promote respect from the public. If members of all parties abuse one another, it is hardly surprising that the public sometimes end up doing likewise!


Occasionally, parliamentary anger is vented in response to an abusive letter the MP has received. One response that has been used from time to time by MPs of all parties is the reply: ‘Dear Sir, Today I received an abusive and insulting letter from some crackpot who has signed the letter in your name. I thought you should know at once about this.’


This is mild compared to what used to be written. Anthony Henry, who was an MP at the beginning of the eighteenth century, was once asked by a group of his constituents to vote against the Budget of 1714. Angered that they should have the temerity to write to try to influence his voting intentions, he replied: ‘Gentlemen, I have received your letter about the excise, and I am surprised at your insolence at writing to me at all. You know, and I know, that I bought this constituency. You know, and I know, that I am now determined to sell it, and you know what you think I don’t know that you are now looking out for another buyer, and I know, what you certainly don’t know, that I have now found another constituency to buy.’


As Henry’s letter continued, he became more abusive, adding for good measure: ‘About what you said about the excise, may God’s curse light upon you all, and may it make your homes as open and as free to the excise officers as your wives and daughters have always been to me while I have represented your rascally constituency.’


Generally, today’s elected representatives are more careful about what they say in public and how they say it. They behave in a more responsible manner and as a consequence they can be dull and boring.


But not always! Detailed between the covers of this book are those occasions when politicians have thrown caution to the wind and sparks have flown. The book covers most political caustic gems uttered on both sides of the Atlantic over the past one hundred years, right up to the present day. Looking at the insults contained within, one can easily agree with George Bernard Shaw’s view of a general election, which he described as: ‘A moral horror, as bad as a battleground except for the blood; a mud bath for every soul concerned with it.’


Benjamin Disraeli once commented: ‘The wisdom of the wise and the experience of the ages are perpetuated by quotations.’


He could have added: ‘and insults too’.
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GONE WITH THE WIND





Diarist and Tory, Doctor Samuel Johnson took a keen interest in the politics of his day and was actually responsible for inventing many of the speeches of contemporary politicians during the eighteenth century.


Because it was against the law at the time to print transcriptions of British parliamentary proceedings, The Gentleman’s Magazine hired someone to attend debates and surreptitiously write down notes, which Johnson transformed into ‘Debates in the Senate of Lilliput’. The skimpy nature of the notes handed to him meant that Johnson had to imagine what the speakers actually said. Johnson used names which the average Briton could decode into their British counterparts.


He therefore largely wrote the speeches himself, which meant in many cases that the reported speeches were far better than what had actually been delivered. The series was very successful, and considerably boosted the magazine’s circulation.


When one politician boasted of his patriotism, Johnson’s uttered perhaps his most famous retort: ‘Patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel.’


He had a low opinion of Tory Prime Minister Lord North, of whom he dismissively said: ‘He fills a chair.’


On newcomers he opined: ‘We are inclined to believe those whom we do not know because they have never deceived us.’


He had no time for the sport of angling, which led to the utterance of perhaps his second most famous retort. He defined the practice as ‘a stick and a piece of string with a worm on one end and a fool at the other’.


He accurately summed up his fellow countrymen: ‘When two Englishman meet, their first talk is of the weather.’
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LORD FALKLAND is today largely forgotten, apart from one quip which has stood the test of time. His political maxim was: ‘When it is not necessary to change, it is necessary not to change.’
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POLITICIAN EDMUND BURKE in 1774 neatly summed up the duties of our elected representatives, after some of his own constituents had demanded that he vote for a particular cause. Whilst addressing his electors in Bristol he told them: ‘[A constituent’s] wishes ought to have great weight with [their MP]… It is his duty to… prefer their interest to his own. But his unbiased opinion, his mature judgement, his enlightened conscience, he ought not to sacrifice to you, to any man, or to any set of men living… Your representative owes you, not his industry only, but his judgement; and he betrays, instead of serving you, if he sacrifices it to your opinion… government and legislation are matters of reason and judgement, and not of inclination.’ An accurate exposition but also a brave one: Burke lost his seat!


Speaking of his political opponents: ‘They defend their errors as if they were defending their inheritance.’


And on our revenue collection system: ‘To tax and to please, no more than to love and be wise, is not given to men.’


And on being in government: ‘Those who have been once intoxicated with power, and have derived any kind of emolument from it, even though but for one year, can never willingly abandon it.’


And his views on the attitude of politicians to their colleagues: ‘I am convinced that we have a degree of delight in the real misfortunes of others.’


Clever he was, but those with the most brains are not always the most interesting or stimulating orators. Burke was so dull and boring when addressing the Commons that he earned the nickname ‘The Dinner Bell’. As soon as he rose to his feet, the majority of MPs decided it was time to leave and take some refreshment in the Members’ Dining Room.
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THE DUKE of Wellington was one of the rudest men of his day. He was Prime Minister for nearly three years from January 1828 to November 1830, returning for a mere three weeks in 1834.


He always spoke his mind and certainly did not suffer fools at all: two traits that on their own would certainly bar him from office today. He was completely out of touch with the electorate and had no knowledge whatsoever of trade or commerce. He admitted he did not know how to flatter and when this was put to him by a colleague who praised Sir Robert Peel, he retorted ‘I may have no small talk but Robert Peel has no manners.’


When at a reception two French marshals, still smarting over their battlefield defeat, turned their backs on him, he remarked loudly: ‘It doesn’t bother me, I have seen their backs before!’


He was, however, even-handed in dispensing insults, frequently insulting his own troops. Of the then British cavalry, he said: ‘The only thing that they can be relied on to do is to gallop too far and too fast.’


He later opined: ‘There is nothing on earth so stupid as a gallant officer.’
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WILLIAM COBBETT was not a popular MP. In the early nineteenth century, his insults caused great offence to many of his colleagues. He became a hate figure for many in authority because of his invective. Indeed, he was so vitriolic in his utterances that he actually spent two years in Newgate Gaol for treasonable libel!


It was Cobbett who founded the first regular journal of parliamentary debates, a publication which he later sold out to one Luke Hansard, whose name is now synonymous with the parliamentary Official Report.


Unusually in those times, he spoke up for the oppressed and regularly criticised those in authority for the way they treated junior soldiers.


Of Prime Minister Henry Addington he snapped: ‘A pompous chanticleer crowing upon his own dunghill.’


On Benjamin Franklin: ‘A crafty and lecherous old hypocrite.’


On universities, his comment might strike a chord with some today: ‘They are dens of dunces.’


Of Tory William Pitt he was basic: ‘That great snorting bawler.’


As language is a living, changing thing, some of his insults have today lost their edge. Of Thomas Malthus, a ‘left-wing’ vicar of his time he said: ‘He is a Parson.’ (At the time this meant a Borough-monger’s tool.)


Of the landed gentry of the day he opined: ‘Incomparable cowards, wretched, dirty creatures who call themselves country gentlemen … there is a foul and stinking baseness of these fellows.’


Despite all his rage and wrath, Cobbett was actually a political moderate!
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IN 1874 Lord Morley coined a phrase which many dictators today would do well to remember. He said: ‘You have not converted a man because you have silenced him.’


He started his political life as the Liberal MP John Morley, being first elected to the House of Commons in 1883. He was ennobled as Viscount Morley of Blackburn in 1908, whilst serving as Secretary of State for India. He was Lord President of the Council between 1910 and 1914.


Of his other comments, the following are worthy of note:


‘It is more true to say that our opinions depend upon our lives and habits, than to say that our lives and habits depend on our opinions.’


‘Three things matter in a speech: who says it, how he says it, and what he says, and of the three, the last matters the least.’


‘Where it is a duty to worship the sun it is pretty sure to be a crime to examine the laws of heat.’


‘It is not enough to do good – one must do it the right way.’


Towards the end of his life he predicted, wrongly, that Lord Birkenhead (F. E. Smith) would become Prime Minister in the Lords with Winston Churchill leading the Commons. He said: ‘They will make a formidable pair. Birkenhead has the best brain in England.’ Perhaps at the time he was forgetting one of his own aphorisms which could easily have applied to Smith: ‘No man can climb out beyond the limitations of his own character.’
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LORD MACAULAY, formerly Thomas Babington Macaulay, served as Secretary of State for War between 1839 and 1841 and was Paymaster General between 1846 and 1848.


This Liberal politician frequently enlivened nineteenth-century debate in the House of Lords. He once snapped at a colleague: ‘It is possible to be below flattery as well as above it.’


Commenting on Socrates, he said: ‘The more I read him, the less I wonder that they poisoned him.’


On the arts, he opined: ‘Perhaps no person can be a poet, or even enjoy poetry, without a certain unsoundness of mind.’


On a fellow politician: ‘His imagination resembled the wings of an ostrich. It enabled him to run, though not to soar.’


Among his other quips, the following are worthy of note:


‘The measure of a man’s real character is what he would do if he knew he would never be found out.’


‘I would rather be poor in a cottage full of books than a king without the desire to read.’


‘The object of oratory alone is not truth, but persuasion.’


‘I know of no spectacle so ridiculous as the British public in one of its periodical fits of morality.’


‘Nothing is so useless as a general maxim.’
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FIERY ORATOR Daniel O’Connell was an extremely colourful character. On several occasions he was unwise enough to gripe to the press about his speeches not being given sufficient prominence. He also complained about what he called ‘press misreporting’.


In the 1830s he complained again, on this occasion to The Times, saying: ‘Your reporting is scandalous. I made a speech yesterday which was more cheered than any, I believe, I ever made. The report is contained in a few insignificant lines.’ He went on to complain that those ‘insignificant lines’ were also incorrect. On this occasion, the journalist responsible unwisely tried to calm O’Connell by insisting that his notebook had got wet in the rain on the way back to his office and washed most of the words away. At this O’Connell erupted: ‘That was the most extraordinary shower of rain I ever heard of, for it not only washed out details of the speech I made from your notebook, but it also washed in another and an entirely different one!’


O’Connell’s frequent rantings were counter-productive because the sensitive press corps at the time imposed a ban on his speeches as a result of his impudence, with one journalist explaining that it was ‘to repel with the utmost scorn and indignation the false and calumnious charges brought against us.’
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ROBERT ARTHUR TALBOT GASCOYNE-CECIL, the third Marquess of Salisbury, was a Conservative politician who was thrice Prime Minister, serving for a total of over thirteen years. He was the first British Prime Minister of the twentieth century and the last Prime Minister to head his full administration from the House of Lords.


He was first elected to the House of Commons in 1854 and had a laid-back view of British politics. He said: ‘English policy is to float lazily downstream, occasionally putting out a diplomatic boathook to avoid collisions.’


Commenting on life, he once said: ‘If you believe the doctors, nothing is wholesome; if you believe the theologians, nothing is innocent; if you believe the military, nothing is safe.’


And, his view of politicians: ‘Many who think they are workers in politics are really merely tools.’


Salisbury was offered a dukedom by Queen Victoria but declined, citing the prohibitive cost of the lifestyle dukes were expected to maintain as his reason for refusal. He died in 1903.
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TORY LEADER Arthur Balfour, who was Prime Minister between 1902 and 1905, could have been talking about today’s newspapers when musing over whether politicians should read them line by line. He concluded, ‘I have never put myself to the trouble of rummaging through an immense rubbish heap on the problematical chance of discovering a cigar-end.’


He also could have been talking about the Conservative Party in recent years when he said ‘It is not the principle of the Tory party to stab its leaders in the back but I must confess it often appears to be a practice.’


Amongst his utterances, the following are the best:


‘It is unfortunate, considering that enthusiasm moves the world, that so few enthusiasts can be trusted to speak the truth.’


‘Biography should be written by an acute enemy.’


On Winston Churchill: ‘I thought he was a young man of promise but it turns out he was only a young man of promises.’


And on himself: ‘I never forgive but I always forget.’
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BENJAMIN DISRAELI, who died in 1881, was something of an enigma. Born of Jewish parentage, he was an opportunist and brilliant orator who was rarely dull. He also knew the importance of language in politics, once commenting: ‘with words we govern men’.


He first entered Parliament in 1837 and his maiden speech was a disaster. However, by sheer brilliance he worked his way up the ranks of the Conservative Party, becoming Chancellor of the Exchequer before finally reaching the top.


Disraeli reserved most of his venom for his chief political opponent, the Liberal William Gladstone, once famously saying: ‘He has not one single redeeming defect.’


Some of Disraeli’s other most memorable comments on Gladstone are:


‘A sophisticated rhetorician, inebriated with the exuberance of his own verbosity, and gifted with an egotistical imagination that can at all times command an interminable and inconsistent series of arguments to malign an opponent and to glorify himself.’


Explaining the difference between a misfortune and a calamity: ‘If Gladstone fell into the Thames, it would be a misfortune. But if someone pulled him out, it would be a calamity.’


Commenting on Robert Peel: ‘The right honourable gentleman is reminiscent of a poker. The only difference is that a poker gives off the occasional signs of warmth.’


Also on Peel: ‘He is a great parliamentary middleman. It is well known what a middleman is; he is a man who bamboozles one party and plunders the other.’


And on Peel again: ‘The right honourable gentleman’s smile is like the silver fittings of a coffin.’


Of himself, he opined: ‘To talk well is a rare gift – quite as rare as singing; and yet everyone is expected to talk well and very few to be able to sing.’


And: ‘When I want to read a novel I write one.’


On the House of Lords: ‘Nobody wants a second chamber except a few disreputable individuals.’


Amongst his other writings and sayings, the following are the most memorable:


‘The palace is not safe when the cottage is not happy.’


‘Never trust a gentleman by halves.’


‘Youth is a blunder; Manhood a struggle; Old Age a regret.’


‘Men moralise among ruins.’


‘The disappointed are always young.’


‘Increased means and increased leisure are the two civilisers of man.’


‘Eloquence is the child of Knowledge.’


‘Every man has a right to be conceited until he is successful.’


‘The very phrase “foreign affairs” makes an Englishman convinced that I am about to talk on a subject with which he has no concern.’


‘To be conscious that you are ignorant is a great step to knowledge.’


‘London is a nation not a city; with a population greater than some kingdoms and districts as different as if they were under different governments and spoke different languages.’


When Viscount Palmerston, as a 79-year-old man, was cited as a co-respondent in a divorce petition having formed a relationship with a Mrs O’Kane, Disraeli quipped: ‘She was Kane but was he Able?’


However, Disraeli soon realised the political implications of an affair involving a 79-year-old politician and lamented that it had become public knowledge because he feared it would mean that Palmerston’s popularity would soar and he would sweep the country at the next General Election. Disraeli was right – Palmerston did just that.
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LORD BIRKETT was an excellent advocate but the lengths of his speeches were always unpredictable and he often spoke for longer than his audiences expected. This led him on one occasion to jest: ‘I do not object to people looking at their watches when I am speaking but I strongly object when they start shaking them to make certain that they are still going.’
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LORD DEWAR, who died in 1930, was a Scottish whisky distiller who built his family label Dewars into a very successful company. He also served in the Commons as a Conservative MP before entering the Lords.


He coined quite a few bon mots. Amongst his best are the following:


‘The road to success is filled with women pushing their husbands along.’


‘Four-fifths of the perjury in the world is expended on tombstones, women and competitors.’


‘Lions of society are tigers for publicity.’


‘Judge a man not by his clothes, but by his wife’s clothes.’


‘Love is an ocean of emotions, entirely surrounded by expenses.’


‘A husband should tell his wife everything that he is sure she will find out, and before anyone else does.’


‘Minds are like parachutes: they only function when open.’


‘It is only the people with push who have a pull.’


‘Confessions may be good for the soul but they are bad for the reputation.’
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DAVID LLOYD GEORGE, who was Britain’s Prime Minister during the First World War, held public office for over seventeen years. This impressive record has been recognised by politicians of all parties and Lloyd George is one of the few British statesmen who, along with Winston Churchill and Margaret Thatcher, have a statue erected in his honour in the Members’ Lobby of the House of Commons. He was a superb orator – an ability he retained right to the end of his life.


He once said of a colleague he disliked: ‘He is like the North Pole: often explored and never found.’


In a similar vein, he said of Lord Derby: He is like a cushion. He always bears the impression of the last man who sat on him.’


After listening to a fellow politician ranting at a public meeting he remarked ‘It’s easy to settle the problems of the world on a soap box.’


When a Cabinet colleague suggested caution, he snapped: Don’t be afraid to take a big step if one is needed. You cannot cross a chasm in two small jumps.’


On Winston Churchill: ‘He spoilt himself by reading about Napoleon.’


On Tory Neville Chamberlain: ‘A retail mind in a wholesale business.’


On hereditary peers in the House of Lords: ‘Five hundred men chosen at random from the ranks of the unemployed.’


His comments on Tory MP Bonar Law also revealed something about his own make up: ‘He was honest to the verge of simplicity.’


Commenting on Lord Bridgeman, who cut an extremely portly figure, he was by today’s standards very un-PC when he said of him: ‘In his anger he is very rude. Lord Bridgeman is a comfortable, rather heavy gentleman, but we all know that when fat catches fire it is very unpleasant – and so was he.’


His view on what constituted our class system: ‘Aristocracy is like a cheese: the older it is, the higher it becomes.’


His view of life as Prime Minister: ‘There can be no friendship at the top.’
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FREDERICK EDWIN SMITH, who later became the first Earl of Birkenhead, entered Parliament in 1906. Helped by the fact that on his election the Conservative benches were much depleted by the Liberal landslide, he made full use of his powers of oratory in speeches laced with sarcasm and wit. His career took off from the moment he made his maiden speech which, contrary to tradition, was highly political and partisan.


His rise thereafter through the Tory party ranks was meteoric, but he made what some regard as a bad career move by accepting the post of Lord Chancellor. Although this post carried a seat in the Cabinet and was one of the great offices of state, it then necessitated the office bearer sitting in the House of Lords. On becoming Lord Chancellor, therefore, Smith effectively kissed goodbye to any chance he had of becoming Prime Minister.


Lord Beaverbrook summed up the widely held view of Smith’s contemporaries when he said: ‘His chief enemy has always been his own biting and witty tongue, which spares no man.’


When, during his first election campaign in 1906, ‘F.E.’* was accused of always appearing in court for the licensed trade, ‘particularly if the licensees belonged to the Tory Party’, he angrily rejected the criticism of his professional integrity. He was particularly irked by the local Liberal leader, Edward Evans, of whom he said: ‘Mr Evans, I understand, purveys amongst other things pills. I have not the slightest doubt that he sells pills to Conservatives and Liberals alike. He sells pills and I sell brains and I claim the same right in my profession to choose my customers by the same standards as Mr Evans claims in his.’


At this riposte, Evans said that it was F.E.’s selling of his brains that was just what he complained of, adding that F.E. ‘did not appear to have any left’ and ‘empty vessels make the most noise’.


Another Liberal candidate, who clashed with F.E. on the subject of the trade figures, told F.E. not to be ‘pessimistic’ about the future. Smith snapped back: ‘The only pessimism of which I am conscious at the moment is that which is occasioned by seeing the blind pretentiously putting themselves forward as guides to the blind.’ This was a brave response as the Liberal candidate was no other than one A. P. Thomas, who was a professor of commercial law at Liverpool University!


Referring to Liberal dirty tricks in the 1906 election, he said: ‘I do not in the least mind being cheated at cards – but I find it a trifle nauseating if my opponent then proceeds to ascribe his success to the favour of the Most High.’


During his maiden speech he took a vicious swipe at Austin Taylor, a fellow Liverpool MP who, within weeks of being re-elected unopposed as a Conservative, had crossed the floor of the House to become a Liberal. F.E., alluding to the Liberal’s landslide of 1906, said of Taylor: ‘He has entered the House, not like his new colleagues on the crest of a wave, but rather by means of an opportune dive.’


During the same speech, he audaciously lashed out at Winston Churchill, who had also crossed the floor of the House to join the Liberals before undertaking a number of speaking engagements around Britain. Smith referred to an argument put forward by Winston with the barb: ‘The House will recognise the peroration – I rather think it has been at the disposal of both parties in the House before undertaking a provincial tour.’


For a few years after his election he continued to practise at the Bar and there is a cornucopia of stories of his impudence in court. To one judge who told him that, having read F.E.’s pleadings, he was no wiser than when he started, F.E. snapped back: Possibly not my Lord, but you are far better informed.’


To another judge who said that he did not think much of F.E.’s case, he responded: ‘I am sorry to hear that my Lord, but your Lordship will find that the more you hear of it, the more it will grow on you.’


One of the most famous incidents in court occurred when F.E. demolished a boy’s claim for damages after an accident. He started very sympathetically and asked the young lad to show the court how high he could lift his injured arm. With extreme effort the boy raised it to the level of his shoulder. F.E. continued: ‘Thank you very much. Will you now show us how high you could raise it before the accident?’ Innocently, the boy shot his arm high in the air – and lost the case.


On the British constitution Smith remarked: ‘Britain is the only country in the world which has at once an uncontrolled constitution and an ineffective second chamber… we have a constitution at the mercy of a momentary gust of parliamentary opinion; and secondly… we have no second chamber equipped with the political and constitutional power to resist such a gust.’


When he was attending a dinner at which he was scheduled to make the final speech he became extremely irritated by the other speakers who were all long-winded and overran their time considerably. When F.E.’s turn came, he rose to his feet and said: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I have prepared two speeches for this evening. One of them is a long speech and the other a short speech. In view of the lateness of the hour, I now intend to deliver them both.’


On another occasion, when he was again the last speaker on the card, Smith was once more kept waiting an inordinate length of time. The toastmaster finally called upon F.E. to give his address, at which point he rose to his feet, said ‘32 Grosvenor Gardens’ and left.


Once he was invited to breakfast by the young undergraduate Bob Boothby. He arrived and sat in silence for several minutes before finally remarking: ‘Except for one melancholy occasion at 10 Downing Street, this is the first time I have breakfasted in company for twenty years – and I hope to God it is the last.’


In 1919 King George V was informed of an intended reshuffle in the coalition government led by Lloyd George and there was one appointment which he tried, at first, to block. The PM announced that he wished to promote Sir Frederick Smith, the Attorney-General, to the position of Lord Chancellor. The King’s secretary, Lord Stamfordham, protested, firstly on the grounds of Smith’s age (forty-six) adding, ‘His Majesty feels the appointment will come as somewhat of a surprise to the legal profession… His Majesty does not feel that Sir Frederick has established such a reputation in men’s minds as to ensure the country will welcome him to the second highest post which can be occupied by a subject of the crown.’


Lloyd George, however, held out, the King eventually gave way and Smith took his seat on the Woolsack as the first Lord Birkenhead. To the surprise of many, including the King, Smith disliked tempering justice with levity and, when sitting as a Lord of Appeal, he prided himself that no observation he ever made was followed by laughter in court.


However, once out of legal robes, he was just as insulting, rude and flippant as he had ever been. Shortly after his elevation as Lord Chancellor, he was invited on board the Royal Yacht Britannia at Cowes. Having dined rather well he started to puff smoke from a huge cigar into the Queen’s face until a courtier eventually persuaded him to go on deck to see the stars.


Later, when being entertained by Lord Beaverbrook, someone inquired as to the vintage of the claret they were drinking and wanted to know what vineyard it was from. ‘One can tell straight away by its distinctive taste’, Smith intervened, ‘that it is from the local grocer’s’.


Jimmy Thomas, the railwaymen’s leader who had been elected as an MP in 1910, was often the butt of F.E.’s insults. Rather surprisingly the two became friends, although this did not prevent Smith from continuing to needle Thomas who was notorious for not pronouncing his aitches. When Thomas complained of ‘an ’orrible ’eadache’, Smith replied: ‘What you need, my dear chap, is a couple of aspirates.’


Whilst attending a luncheon in Swansea to mark the opening of the new Town Hall, he found himself sitting next to the Prince of Wales. They both had to sit through a very long-winded speech by the Mayor and the Prince uttered to Smith: ‘One wishes there was some way of stopping this dreadful bore.’ At this, F.E. picked up the menu card, wrote a few words on the back and asked the toastmaster to give it to the speaker. Shortly after he had done this, the Mayor made some very brief closing remarks and sat down. The Prince was amazed that F.E.’s note had done the trick and asked him what he had written. ‘Oh nothing much,’ Smith replied, ‘I just told him his fly buttons were undone.’


Among his best-remembered barbs are the following:


On Austen Chamberlain: ‘He always played the game – and he always lost.’


Commenting on the Cabinet of Conservative Prime Minister Andrew Bonar Law (of which he was not a member): ‘He tried to confront first-class problems with a team of second-class brains.’


On politics: ‘To say what is not is the road to success.’


His view of the Liberal Party: ‘Political Rip Van Winkles.’


And of a speech by Hilaire Belloc: ‘The more often I hear it, the more I like it.’


Commenting on a political opponent, who was not known for his good looks: ‘The arguments he produces in his election address will win no more votes than his photograph on the front cover.’


His gibe to the Liverpool Liberal leader Edward Evans: ‘He is the greatest asset his opponents enjoy and I for one wish him many more years of pretentious pompousness and fussy failure.’


On democracy: ‘Votes are to swords exactly what bank notes are to gold. The one is effective only because the other is believed to lie behind it.’


On Churchill (before he and F.E. became friends): ‘He has been hungering and thirsting for office and will take anything he is offered.’


On Stanley Baldwin and his first Cabinet (before he and F.E. became friends): ‘It is, of course, a tragedy that so great an army should have so uninspiring a commander-in-chief.’


And, again on his own party leader, Stanley Baldwin: ‘A jellied bulwark of the Conservative Party.’


On the 1925 coal dispute: ‘I should have thought that the miners’ leaders were the stupidest men in the kingdom – if I had not met the owners.’


Referring to the lavish entertaining undertaken by the Marquis of Londonderry before his promotion to high government office, F.E. caustically observed that Londonderry had ‘catered his way to the Cabinet’.


Commenting on the breaking off of diplomatic relations with the USSR in 1927: ‘I am delighted. We have got rid of the hypocrisy of pretending to have friendly relations with this gang of murderers, revolutionaries and thieves. I breathe quite differently now we have purged our capital of the unclean and treacherous elements.’


And in response to those who were arguing for a cut in Britain’s armed forces he said: ‘Is the ownership of the world to be stereotyped by perpetual tenure in the hands of those who possess the different territories today? The world continues to offer glittering prizes to those who have stout arms and sharp swords, and it is therefore extremely improbable that the experience of future nations will differ in any material respect from that which has happened since the dawn of the human race.’


Commenting on Lloyd George, (before he and F.E. became friends): ‘He is a nimble demagogue and someone who would ruin a prime minister if he could supplant him. His speeches are fustian and clap-trap.’


The fact that Lloyd George was prepared to forget these insults when he indeed did become Prime Minister, by appointing F.E. Attorney-General, shows the admiration and respect he had for Smith.


Right to the end of his life F.E. had quite a good head of hair. On one occasion a few years before he died he went for a haircut and the barber, who was totally bald, made the unwise observation: ‘Getting a little thin at the back, sir.’ F.E. snapped: ‘I do not think that a man of your limited resources is in a position to comment.’ Then, when asked how he would like his hair to be cut, he retorted: ‘In silence.’


When his local postman one day told Smith: ‘My Missus is expecting her ninth child.’ Smith told him: ‘It would be a blessing for us all if in future you were confined more and your wife less.’


On the comments of a peer whose speech he did not think much of: ‘A collection of imbecilic maunderings.’


On Woodrow Wilson: ‘He has a mania for vague generalisations. A loose thinker.’


On one occasion during a dinner there was a lull in the conversation and someone asked Lord Birkenhead what were the three great milestones in his life. F.E. remained silent for a few moments and then said: ‘The first when I heard that I’d got a double first at Oxford. I suppose the second was when I was made a K.C. and the third was when I became Lord Chancellor.’


His wife who was sitting nearby interrupted and said: ‘But darling, what about the day we got married?’


Without a moment’s hesitation, Lord Birkenhead replied: ‘My dear, I think you must have misheard. We are talking about milestones – not millstones.’


Once, an English High Court judge presiding in a sodomy case sought advice on sentencing from Lord Birkenhead. ‘Could you tell me,’ he asked, ‘what do you think one ought to give a man who allows himself to be buggered?’


Birkenhead replied without hesitation: ‘Oh, thirty shillings or two pounds; whatever you happen to have on you.’


Amongst his other remarks the following are the best:


‘Meet success like a gentleman and disaster like a man.’


On socialism: ‘Nature has no cure for this sort of madness, though I have known a legacy from a rich relative to work wonders.’


‘We have the highest authority for believing that the meek shall inherit the earth; though I have never found any particular corroboration of this aphorism in the records of Somerset House.’


On his reluctance to use flattery: ‘I have not found the language of idle compliment a useful coinage, except in the company of very foolish men.’


On Liberal MP Augustine Birrell (for which he was censured): ‘That type of man who would still be fiddling if all his colleagues were burning.’


During the summer of 1930 Smith fell seriously ill with bronchial pneumonia and died on 30 September that year at the tragically young age of fifty-eight.


After his death, Labour politician Richard Crossman described F.E. as ‘one of only three geniuses in British politics during the twentieth century’.


But former Labour Party Chairman Harold Laski was less charitable, saying of Smith, ‘He shot across politics like a meteor and his disappearance from the sky leaves it unchanged.’


This swipe is untrue. During his tenure as Lord Chancellor he made substantial and sweeping changes to the law of property in England and Wales which have survived up to the present day.


Despite his achievements, looking back over Smith’s career one cannot help feeling a sense of waste. Towards the end he became bored with power and the responsibility that went with it. His epitaph is perhaps best summed up by the words of Geoffrey Chaucer, who over five hundred years earlier remarked: ‘When a man has an over-great wit, often he will misuse it.’
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TORY PRIME MINISTER Stanley Baldwin never expected to achieve the highest office in politics, nor did many of his contemporaries. However, from the moment he entered Number 10 in 1923 until he quit active politics in 1937, he was a dominating influence in Britain.


His impressive booming voice and down to earth approach, made him, for a while, very popular with the public, although many of his Tory colleagues were irritated by his constant references to his humble origins and his pig farming.


Baldwin never liked or trusted Liberal politician Lloyd George. When the latter was Chancellor of the Exchequer, he said of him: ‘He is a mere shadow of his former self, wandering in a sort of Celtic twilight, his only intention being to rob hen roosts.’


And he later gave his own summary of Lloyd George’s career: ‘He spent his whole life in plastering together the true and the false and therefrom manufacturing the plausible.’


In 1933, Winston Churchill, then a backbencher, was seeking to reverse the British government’s policy on India and this set him on a collision course with Baldwin. Their previous relationship, although not cordial, was at least amicable enough. Now, as a result of Churchill’s campaigning, the two men no longer spoke to one another. One day, after leaving the chamber of the House of Commons, Churchill entered a small lavatory reserved for MPs which had only enough room for two men to relieve themselves at the same time. He saw, to his embarrassment, that one of the ‘pissoirs’ was occupied by Baldwin. As Baldwin had noticed him entering, Churchill felt it was too late to retreat. Baldwin remained silent for a moment, then, as he did up his trousers, he turned to Churchill and snapped: ‘I am glad that there is one common platform upon which we can still meet,’ and walked off!


He later said of Churchill: ‘He is a military adventurer who would sell his sword to anyone. He has his sentimental side but he lacks soul.’


However, he made his most effective swipe at Churchill in a public speech when he said: ‘When Winston was born, lots of fairies swooped down on his cradle and gave him gifts – imagination, eloquence, industry and ability. Then came the fairy who said ‘No one person has a right to so many gifts,’ picked him up and gave him a shake and a twist and despite all these gifts, he was denied judgement and wisdom. And that is why, while we delight to listen to him in the House, we do not take his advice.’


On leading his party: ‘Leading the Conservative Party is like driving pigs to market.’


On socialism: ‘No gospel founded on hate will ever be the gospel of our people.’


Some of his other best-remembered quips are the following:


‘The intelligent are to the intelligentsia what a gentleman is to the gents.’


‘A platitude is simply a truth repeated until people get tired of hearing it.’


‘You will find in politics that you are much exposed to the attribution of false motive. Never complain and never explain.’


‘There are three groups that no British prime minister should provoke: the Vatican, the Treasury and the miners.’


Commenting on the 1922 General Election, won by the Conservatives led by Bonar Law and which saw Lloyd George resign as PM, Baldwin said: ‘The election was won on six words of Lloyd George, who had complained that the Conservative Bonar Law was “honest to the verge of simplicity”. The public had said, “By God! That is what we have been waiting for,” and voted for us.’


On his opponents: ‘I often wonder if my silent contempt irritates them more than if I were to speak out.’


When he left office, Baldwin’s popularity was as high as ever but the clouds of war gathering over Europe soon led to a change of public mood. From 1940 onwards until his death Baldwin was reviled for his earlier policy of appeasement towards Hitler.


On his last day in office he did, however, make a remark to a passing journalist which even today is good advice for any retiring politician. He was asked whether, after leaving office, he would be available to give his successor the benefit of his opinions. He responded firmly: ‘No. Once I leave, I leave. I am not going to speak to the man on the bridge and I am not going to spit on the deck.’
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ANDREW BONAR LAW became Prime Minister in 1922, a year before his death. He was frank about his own limitations: ‘If I am a great man then a good many great men of history are frauds.’


And equally frank about his own party: ‘I must follow them. I am their leader.’
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LORD CURZON was a talented but arrogant politician who, even in his day, was regarded as somewhat out of touch. In an age when politicians were treated with deference by the press, he very nearly became Prime Minister. In the event, he lost out to Stanley Baldwin and he never quite came to terms with the fact.


Despite his disappointment, he agreed to serve as Baldwin’s Foreign Secretary but showed little gratitude to his boss, of whom he remarked: ‘It is heart-breaking serving under such a man. He is guilty of… a mixture of innocence, ignorance, honesty and stupidity – fatal gifts in a statesman when wholly disassociated from imagination, vision or savoir faire. He is a man of the utmost insignificance.’


On the Cabinet of which he was a member: ‘They secretly grumble. Baldwin’s evil geniuses are the whippersnappers of the Cabinet, Amery and Neville Chamberlain. They buzz about him day and night and he is lamentably weak.’
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LORD HALIFAX, who was Foreign Secretary at the beginning of the Second World War, on the troubles facing Europe: ‘I often think how much easier the World would have been to manage if Herr Hitler and Signor Mussolini had been at Oxford.’
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FORMER LABOUR PREMIER Clement Attlee was a diminutive figure who lacked charisma and had an extremely terse style. When he was made a junior minister in 1924, few would have predicted that he would go on to lead the Labour Party and become Britain’s first post war premier.


He once shocked a TV news reporter, to whom he had agreed to give an interview, with his extremely laconic manner. The hapless reporter waited for his television colleagues to set up the early recording equipment, the lights and the boom microphone and then began his great interview, for which fifteen minutes of air time had been allocated. ‘Would the Prime Minister like to share with the viewers his plans for the forthcoming General Election?’ he asked. Attlee puffed on his pipe. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘Next question.’


It was said by one of Attlee’s contemporaries that he ‘gave away’ India in twenty minutes. This led one wag to question why it took so long. The truth is that unlike most politicians of today, Attlee felt that he could get his point across more effectively if he was succinct.


He had a dim view of television, later describing it as ‘an idiot’s lantern’.


On our political system, he opined: ‘Democracy means government by discussion, but it is only effective if you can stop people talking.’


His view of Winston Churchill: ‘Fifty per cent genius, fifty per cent bloody fool.’


And, again on Churchill: ‘The trouble with Winston is he nails his trousers to the mast and can’t climb down.’


On fellow Labour politician Hugh Dalton: ‘A perfect ass.’


On Communism: ‘The illegitimate child of Karl Marx and Catherine the Great.’


In 1952, when he faced a hostile meeting of the Parliamentary Labour Party, his laconic style helped save his skin. He rose to his feet and announced: ‘King dead. Meeting adjourned.’


After he quit the Commons, he took his seat in the House of Lords, as by custom most prime ministers do. He soon noticed the different atmosphere saying: ‘The House of Lords is like a glass of champagne that has stood for five days.’


And, on his own style, which could not be more different from today’s spin-obsessed party machines: ‘I have none of the qualities which create publicity.’


Commenting accurately on Attlee’s brusque style, Douglas Jay, who was President of the Board of Trade under Harold Wilson, said: ‘He never used one syllable where none would do.’ Echoing this, The Economist wrote: ‘Mr Attlee touches nothing that he does not dehydrate.’


George Orwell was more vicious, saying: ‘Attlee reminds me of a dead fish before it has had time to stiffen.’


Attlee himself summed up what he thought of this criticism with a few lines of doggerel on himself:






Few thought he was even a starter,


There were many who thought themselves smarter,


But he became PM,


CH and OM,


An Earl and a Knight of the Garter.








Tony Blair was rather fond of referendums but not so the Labour Party under Attlee: ‘I could not consent to the introduction into our national life of a device so alien to all our traditions as the referendum, which has only too often been the instrument of Nazism and Fascism.’


Praise for Attlee has however been forthcoming from a most unexpected quarter. Lady Thatcher has said of him: ‘Contrary to many politicians of today, Attlee was all substance and no show.’







[image: ]





SIR WINSTON CHURCHILL, one of only five recent Premiers not to take a seat in the House of Lords,* was the master of the political insult. During sixty-two years in the House of Commons, his humour and wit enlivened many a debate and his sharp tongue put down many an opponent.


After his capture in the Boer War, he joined the South African Light Horse and grew a moustache. A friend of his mother said she neither cared for his politics nor his moustache. Churchill replied ‘Madam, I see no earthly reason why you should come into contact with either.’


It is well known that it is out of order for one MP to call another ‘a liar’ in the House of Commons. Churchill cleverly managed to do so, within the rules of order, by referring to the remarks of an opponent as being a ‘terminological inexactitude’.


Commenting on Clement Attlee, then the Labour Party leader, he said: ‘An empty taxi cab drew up at the House of Commons and Clement Attlee got out.’


On Labour Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald: ‘He has, more than any other man, the gift of compressing the largest number of words into the smallest amount of thought.’


And on Bonar Law, then leader of the Conservative Party, while Churchill was still a Liberal: ‘The raw and rowdy Under-Secretary† whom the nakedness of the land, and the jealousies of his betters, have promoted to the leadership of the Tory Party!’


On the qualities required for political office: ‘In my belief, you cannot deal with the most serious things in the world unless you also understand the most amusing.’


On Sir William Joynson-Hicks MP, former Home Secretary: ‘The worst that can be said of him is that he runs the risk of being most humorous when he wishes to be most serious.’


On Communist Russia: ‘I cannot forecast to you the action of Russia. It is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.’


On the Labour government’s foreign policy: ‘Dreaming all night of giving away bits of the British Empire, and spending all day doing it!’


On William Gladstone: ‘They told me how he read Homer for fun, which I thought served him right.’


On his definition of a prisoner of war: ‘Someone who tries to kill you, fails and then asks you not to kill him.’


On Sir Redvers Buller, former Commander-in-Chief of the British forces: ‘He was a characteristic British personality. He looked stolid. He said little and what he said was obscure. He was a man of considerable scale. He plodded on from blunder to blunder and from one disaster to another, without losing either the regard of his country or the trust of his troops, to whose feeding as well as his own he paid serious attention.’


And, on the Sudanese soldier: ‘At once slovenly and uxorious, he detested his drills and loved his wives with equal earnestness.’


When a cabbage was thrown at him whilst speaking at a public meeting, he showed his ready wit with the riposte: ‘I asked for the gentleman’s ears, not his head.’


Although he insulted many, including some women, he expressed his philosophy on the opposite sex: ‘It is hard, if not impossible, to snub a beautiful woman; they remain beautiful and the snub rebounds.’


On an official report he received from Admiral Pound, who Churchill did not rate, he wrote in the margin: ‘Pennywise’.


On fellow Tory Stanley Baldwin: ‘An epileptic corpse. Occasionally he stumbled over the truth, but hastily picked himself up and hurried on as if nothing had happened.’


On F. E. Smith MP, before they became friends: ‘No one has succeeded in manufacturing a greater amount of heroism with a smaller consumption of the raw material of danger.’


After an election defeat he said: ‘I returned with feelings of deflation which a bottle of champagne represents when it is half-emptied and left uncorked for a night.’


Later, after Adolf Hitler had militarised the Rhineland, he attacked Premier Baldwin’s unpreparedness: ‘The Government simply cannot make up their minds, or they cannot get the Prime Minister to make up his mind. So they go on in strange paradox, decided only to be undecided, resolved to be irresolute, adamant for drift, solid for fluidity, all powerful to be impotent.’


During the Second World War, a senior naval officer complained that his service’s role in the conflict was not in accordance with its great traditions. ‘Well, Admiral, have you ever asked yourself what the traditions of the Royal Navy are?’ Churchill responded. ‘I will tell you in three words: rum, sodomy and the lash.’


As he first became Prime Minister during the Second World War, it is not surprising that a number of Churchill’s barbs were directed at Adolf Hitler. On Hitler’s tactics, Churchill said: ‘When a snake wants to eat his victims he first covers them with saliva.’


On Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s attempts to agree peace with Hitler: ‘You were given the choice between war and dishonour. You chose dishonour and you will have war.’


On dictators generally he said: ‘Dictators ride to and fro upon tigers which they dare not dismount.’


When Germany invaded Czechoslovakia after the Munich Agreement, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain complained that he could not imagine anyone lying to him, claiming he had been betrayed by Hitler. Churchill opined: ‘This high belief in the perfection of man is appropriate in a man of the cloth, but not in a Prime Minister.’


His comment on the policies of Lenin: ‘Christianity with a tomahawk.’


On one occasion when President Roosevelt visited Number 10, he was directed to the bathroom door as Winston was mid-way through having his bath. ‘Come on in Mr President,’ Winston boomed, ‘Britain has nothing to hide from her allies.’


When it was announced that Tom Driberg, the left-wing Labour MP, was to marry, quite a few eyebrows were raised. Driberg’s homosexuality was well known at Westminster and when a photograph of the MP with his extremely plain fiancée appeared in one of the daily papers, Churchill was heard to say: ‘Ah well, buggers can’t be choosers.’ On hearing this, a fellow MP added: ‘Poor woman – she won’t know which way to turn.’


On Lord Charles Beresford: ‘He can best be described as one of those orators who, before they get up, do not know what they are going to say; when they are speaking, do not know what they are saying; and when they have sat down, do not know what they have said.’


On Lord Roseberry: ‘He outlived his future by ten years and his past by more than twenty.’


On the House of Lords: ‘The House of Lords is not a national institution but a party dodge.’


On political policies: ‘However beautiful you think the strategy is, you should occasionally look at the results.’


Unintentionally upsetting the electorate in a marginal seat, he said: ‘I like pigs. Dogs look up to us. Cats look down on us. Pigs treat us as equals.’


To George Wyndham MP, in a debate in the Commons: ‘I like the martial and commanding air with which the Right Honourable Gentleman treats facts. He stands no nonsense from them.’


On a former Conservative MP seeking to stand as a Liberal ‘The only instance of a rat swimming towards a sinking ship.’*


He frequently railed against the BBC saying it was an organisation that was ‘honeycombed with socialists – probably with Communists’. And on one memorable occasion he exploded when the BBC Director-General John (later Lord) Reith insisted that broadcasts during the General Strike of 1926 had to be ‘impartial’. He considered this outrageous and told Reith: ‘You have no right to be impartial between the fire and the fire brigade.’


And, once, after being attacked by his opponents, he replied with gusto: ‘Nothing in life is more exhilarating than to be shot at without result.’


His view of politics generally: ‘A politician is asked to stand, he wants to sit and he is expected to lie.’


In reply to criticism that he was scaring the public with his speeches about the dangers of the Nazi regime: ‘It is much better to be frightened now than to be killed hereafter.’


Brushing aside an attack by Ulster MP James Craig: ‘If I valued his opinion I might get angry.’


When a young MP told a rather vulgar joke in his presence, Churchill quipped: ‘Young man, I predict you will go far – in the wrong direction.’


Upon being told that an arrest had been made in Hyde Park involving a semi-naked MP who had been making sexual advances to another in sub-zero weather, his reaction was: ‘Naked and below zero! Makes you proud to be British.’


Amongst his other aphorisms, the following are amongst his best:


‘Never prophesy unless you know.’


‘Too often the strong, silent man is silent because he does not know what to say.’


‘Never be afraid to eat your words. On the whole I have found them to be a most wholesome diet.’


‘The longer you can look back, the farther you can look forward.’


‘It would be an inconvenient rule if nothing could be done until everything can be done.’


On the French: ‘The Almighty, in his infinite wisdom, did not see fit to create Frenchmen in the image of Englishmen.’


On political leaders: ‘If a prime minister trips, he must be sustained. If he makes mistakes, they must be covered. If he sleeps, he must not be disturbed. If he is no good, he must be pole-axed.’


On the decision to go to war: ‘Never, never, never believe any war will be smooth and easy, or that anyone who embarks on the strange voyage can measure the tides and hurricanes he will encounter. The statesman who yields to war fever must realise that once the signal is given, he is no longer the master of policy but the slave of unforeseeable and uncontrollable events.’


Churchill was widely known as a heavy drinker. Once, when the Chief Mormon met him he observed: ‘Mr Churchill, the reason I do not drink is that alcohol combines the kick of the antelope with the bite of the viper.’ Churchill replied instantly: ‘All my life, I have been searching for a drink like that.’


In his later years, Churchill continued to be unfazed by his reputation as a drinker, saying: ‘Always remember that I have taken more out of alcohol than alcohol has taken out of me.’


At a time when the press were more respectful of politicians, over-consumption of alcohol was not usually mentioned. At worst, it sometimes led to the description ‘heavy drinker’. Churchill was not the only PM to like a tot. Prime Minister Herbert Asquith, nicknamed ‘Squiffy’, used to sway on his feet when speaking in the House. He even became the subject of a popular song during the First World War, when the words ‘Mr Asquith says in a manner sweet and calm; another little drink won’t do us any harm’ were frequently heard in the music halls.


Former Conservative Chancellor Reginald Maudling’s death was apparently hastened by his excessive drinking. On his first visit to Northern Ireland as Home Secretary, Maudling is said to have declared: ‘For God’s sake bring me a large Scotch. What a bloody awful country.’


Former Deputy Prime Minister George Brown was also known for being ‘tired and emotional’ in office.


Former Chancellor Lord Healey commented: ‘I had to work with him because I was Defence Secretary at the time when he was Foreign Secretary and we arranged that we would meet once a week for an hour. I found I had to have the meetings before twelve in the morning because otherwise there was the risk that George would be the worse for drink. It was a very, very serious problem with him.’


However, while many MPs have, over the years, sat in the Chamber whilst under the influence, the Chancellor of the Exchequer is the only member of the House officially permitted to consume alcohol whilst in the Commons. A drink is allowed during the delivery of the Budget speech, though not all have taken advantage of the rule. Geoffrey Howe had his gin and tonic and Ken Clarke drank Scotch whisky but John Major only drank mineral water – as did Gordon Brown. No one has yet worked out whether the presence of alcohol makes for a better Budget!


Whether in drink or not, Winston was widely admired for his speech-making abilities. He once declared: ‘A good speech is the result of the art of making deep sounds from the stomach sound like important messages from the brain.’


On the USA: ‘You can always trust the Americans. In the end they will do the right thing, after they’ve eliminated all the other possibilities.’


Reflecting on his life in politics he said: ‘In war you can only be killed once but in politics you can be killed many times.’


And, in a similar vein: ‘The trouble with committing political suicide is that you live to regret it.’


On himself: ‘Megalomania is the only form of sanity.’


Finally, his advice to his ministerial colleagues: ‘When you are going through hell, don’t stop.’
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NANCY ASTOR, elected to the House of Commons in 1919, was Britain’s first sitting female MP. She had a well-known love-hate relationship with Churchill. Once, when Winston was due to attend a fancy dress ball, he asked her what costume he should wear. ‘If you want to come in a disguise,’ Astor replied, ‘Why not come sober?’


Indeed, many of the most oft-reported quotes are insulting exchanges between Lady Astor and Winston. One example was an occasion when Churchill told Lady Astor that having a woman in Parliament was like having one intrude on him in the bathroom. She retorted, ‘Winston, you are not handsome enough to have such fears.’


Possibly the most famous retort of all was when Lady Astor said to Churchill, ‘If you were my husband, I’d poison your tea.’ To which Churchill responded, ‘Madam, if you were my wife, I’d drink it!’


Amongst her other barbs, the following are the most memorable:


‘One reason why I don’t drink is because I wish to know when I am having a good time.’


‘Pioneers may be picturesque figures, but they are often rather lonely ones.’


‘The only thing I like about rich people is their money.’


‘The penalty for success is to be bored by the people who used to snub you.’


‘The main dangers in this life are the people who want to change everything… or nothing.


And, describing herself: ‘I am the kind of woman I would run from.’


She retired from active politics in 1945.
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IN NOVEMBER 1945, the first Constituent Assembly of France unanimously elected Charles de Gaulle as head of the French government. He held the post until resigning in January 1946. He returned to power in 1958 when he was elected President of France. Following student riots against his government in 1968 and negative results in a referendum, de Gaulle finally resigned from office in April 1969. He is widely considered to be one of the most influential leaders in the history of France.


Of leadership, of which he had much experience, both as a soldier and as a politician, he said: ‘A true leader always keeps an element of surprise up his sleeve, which others cannot grasp but which keeps his public excited and breathless.’


Amongst the many quotes, quips and insults made during his long career, the following are the most worthy of note:


‘Church is the only place where someone speaks to me and I do not have to answer back.’


‘A great country worthy of the name does not have any friends.’


‘Authority doesn’t work without prestige, or prestige without distance.’


‘Don’t ask me who’s influenced me. A lion is made up of the lambs he’s digested.’


‘Greatness is a road leading towards the unknown.’


On his own duties as leader: ‘How can anyone govern a nation that has two hundred and forty-six different kinds of cheese?’


‘Diplomats are useful only in fair weather. As soon as it rains they drown in every drop.’


His view of politicians: ‘Since a politician never believes what he says, he is surprised when others believe him.’


‘I have come to the conclusion that politics are too serious a matter to be left to the politicians.’


‘I have tried to lift France out of the mud. But she will return to her errors and vomiting. I cannot prevent the French from being French.’


‘The better I get to know men, the more I find myself loving dogs.’


‘The graveyards are full of indispensable men.’


‘The leader must aim high, see big, judge widely, thus setting himself apart from ordinary people who debate in narrow confines.’


‘The true statesman is the one who is willing to take risks.’


‘There can be no prestige without mystery, for familiarity breeds contempt.’


‘To govern is always to choose among disadvantages.’


‘Treaties are like roses and young girls. They last while they last.’


‘When I want to know what France thinks, I ask myself.’


‘I respect only those who resist me, but I cannot tolerate them.’


‘In order to become the master, the politician poses as the servant.’


‘Never relinquish the initiative.’


‘No country without an atom bomb could properly consider itself independent.’


‘No nation has friends, only interests.’


‘Old age is a shipwreck.’


‘One cannot govern with “buts”.’


‘Patriotism is when love of your own people comes first; nationalism, when hate for people other than your own comes first.’


To a dissenting colleague: ‘I have heard your views. They do not harmonise with mine. The decision is taken unanimously.’


On British Prime Minister Winston Churchill: ‘When I am right, I get angry. Churchill gets angry when he is wrong. So we were very often angry at each other.’


Charles de Gaulle died in 1970.
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THE LATE Labour heavyweight Aneurin Bevan was once asked by a new MP, ‘How do you choose your friends in the House of Commons?’ He replied: ‘You don’t have to worry about choosing your friends here – it is choosing your enemies that matters.’


Bevan was one of the most effective Labour debaters of his day. During and just after the Second World War, no one could match his great gift of oratory. However, his weakness was his acerbic tongue and he would often cross the line between robust argument and unacceptable invective.


In the 1940s he caused uproar when he said: ‘No amount of cajolery and no attempt at ethical and social seduction, can eradicate from my heart a deep burning hatred for the Tory Party… in so far as I am concerned, they are lower than vermin.’


This over-the-top rant badly backfired with the public and the press. It also led to a number of right-wing Conservatives proudly launching a new dining group called the ‘Vermin Club’, complete with an engraved brass badge displaying a rodent, for members to display on their car bumper!


Again, attacking the Conservatives: ‘The Tories always hold the view that the state is an apparatus for the protection of the swag of the property owners… Christ drove the money changers out of the temple, but you inscribe their title deed on the altar cloth.’


And: ‘Whenever you scratch a Tory you find a Fascist.’


On his own party leader, Hugh Gaitskell: ‘A desiccated calculating machine.’


On Conservative PM Neville Chamberlain: ‘Listening to a speech by Neville Chamberlain is like paying a visit to Woolworths; everything in its place and nothing above sixpence.’


On leadership: ‘The first function of a political leader is advocacy. It is he who must make articulate the wants, the frustrations and the aspiration of the masses.’


On Winston Churchill: ‘His only answer to a difficult situation is to send a gun-boat.’


And again on Churchill: ‘His ear is so sensitively attuned to the bugle note of history that he is often deaf to the more raucous clamour of modern life.’


And on Fleet Street: ‘I read the newspaper avidly – it is my one form of continuous fiction.’


Of his own party leader, Clement Attlee: ‘He seems determined to make a trumpet sound like a tin whistle. He brings to the fierce struggle of politics the tepid enthusiasm of a lazy summer afternoon at a cricket match.’


Bevan died at the age of sixty-two in 1960 whilst he was the Deputy Leader of the Labour Party.
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MAURICE HAROLD MACMILLAN, who later became the first Earl of Stockton, was Conservative Prime Minister from January 1957 until he resigned, allegedly for health reasons, in October 1963.


When, as PM, Macmillan sacked a number of his ministers in a reshuffle, one of those he dismissed, Lord Kilmuir, complained that ‘a cook would have been given more notice of his dismissal.’ Macmillan retorted: ‘Ah, but good cooks are hard to find.’


Commenting on a colleague: ‘He is forever poised between a cliché and an indiscretion.’


Macmillan summed up much of parliamentary bandiage when he said: ‘I have never found, in a long experience of politics, that criticism is ever inhibited by ignorance.’


On the Profumo scandal: ‘These people live in a raffish, theatrical, bohemian society where no one really knows anyone and everyone is “darling”. John Profumo MP does not seem to have realised that we have – in public life – to observe different standards from those prevalent in many circles.’


On the then Labour leader, Hugh Gaitskell: ‘A contemptible creature; a cold-blooded Wykehamist.’


On the French: ‘Notable for their spiritual arrogance and shameless disregard of truth and honour.’


Commenting on the younger generation:‘People with cynical and satirical values.’


On a new MP called Margaret Thatcher: ‘A clever young woman.’


On the Liberal manifesto: ‘As usual, the Liberals offer a mixture of sound and original ideas. Unfortunately, none of the sound ideas are original, and none of the original ideas are sound.’


Once when asked what represented the greatest challenge for a statesman, Macmillan replied: ‘Events, my dear boy, events.’


Showing signs of irritation in the early 1960s when the then leader of the Labour Party, Harold Wilson, claimed to the Press that when he was a boy his family were too poor to afford to buy him any boots, Macmillan snapped: ‘If Harold Wilson ever went to school without any boots, it was merely because he was too big for them.’


Macmillan lived out a long retirement but was just as trenchant a critic of his successors in old age as he was of his predecessors in his youth. He died on 29 December 1986, aged ninety-two.
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RICHARD AUSTEN BUTLER, known universally as ‘RAB’, twice almost became Prime Minister, but was regarded as too left-wing by many mainstream Conservatives, some of whom openly referred to him as ‘a milk and water socialist’.


His critics also claimed that he behaved more like a civil servant than a politician. What was beyond dispute was his undoubted talent for organising and management. What were often questioned were his vision and his willingness to stand up to civil servants and political opponents.


He generally preferred to make out a good case for what he was doing, preferring to ignore the political barb and insult. The result was usually that his speeches were well-argued but lacked punch.


Despite his generally quiet manner, he did sometimes resort to the discomforting comment and even occasionally he ‘put the boot in’. When a right-wing Conservative showed he was unconcerned about the effects of economic deflation, he retorted: ‘Those like you who talk about creating pools of unemployment should be thrown into them and made to swim.’


His view of Lord Beaverbrook was succinct: ‘I found him green and apish.’


On Labour Premier Harold Wilson: ‘He was adept at using the smear as a political weapon.’


On Sir Samuel Hoare MP, former Secretary of State for India: ‘I was amazed by his ambitions; I admired his imagination, I stood in awe of his intellectual capacity, but I was never touched by his humanity. He was the coldest fish with whom I ever had to deal.’


On former Prime Minister Sir Alec Douglas-Home, who became leader of the Conservative Party in 1963, when many thought RAB would be chosen: ‘An amiable enough creature – however, I am afraid he doesn’t understand economics or even education at all.’


Later, taking a further swipe at Sir Alec, with just a hint of bitterness, he added: ‘I may never have known much about ferrets or flower arranging, but one thing I did know is how to govern the people of this country.’


When he was invited to attend the retirement dinner of Lord Fraser of Kilmorach, he declined, adding, ‘There is no one I would rather attend a farewell dinner for than Lord Fraser.’ Even those who knew him could not be sure whether he meant to be insulting, but offence was taken by the remark.


In a similar vein, when he was Master of Trinity College, Cambridge, he said to a retiring Clerk of Works: ‘My wife and I are glad to have got here in time to see you leave.’ The clerk was deeply offended.


During the early part of Sir Anthony Eden’s premiership – before the Suez fiasco – some newspapers began to speculate on Eden’s future. Caught by a journalist at Heathrow Airport who invited him to comment on the press reports, RAB uttered what was to become his most famous remark. When asked whether he supported Eden, he replied: ‘Well, he is the best Prime Minister we have.’


Some political commentators thought such remarks were uttered quite innocently, but those who knew him well thought differently. Indeed, some of his friends thought that this waspish irreverence contributed to his failure to become leader of the Conservative Party, a view supported by Professor Galbraith who has said that it was RAB’s habit of looking on others with ‘ill-concealed amusement’ that stopped him from reaching the very top.


Although many Tories in the country felt he was unfairly denied the premiership, this view was by no means the unanimous view of the parliamentary party. During the war, the Conservative MP for Chichester, Major J. S. Courtauld, said of him: ‘He’s industrious but loopy.’
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CHARLES PANNELL once observed: ‘In politics, the plural of conscience is too often conspiracy.’
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THE LATE Labour Cabinet minister Richard Crossman, commenting on his own party, said: ‘The two most important emotions of the Labour Party are a doctrinaire faith in nationalisation, without knowing what it means, and a doctrinaire faith in passivism, without facing the consequences.’


On the left wing in the Labour Party: ‘A group of people who will never be happy unless they can convince themselves that they are about to be betrayed by their leaders.’


On his own party leader, Harold Wilson: ‘A tough politician who jumps from position to position, always brilliantly energetic and opportunist, always moving in zig zags, darting with no sense of direction but making the best of each position he adopts.’


On general elections: ‘For the Queen, an election simply means that just when she has begun to know us, she has to meet another terrible lot of politicians.’


And, on the Civil Service: ‘It is profoundly deferential – “Yes, Minister! No, Minister! If you wish it, Minister!”.’
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HAROLD WILSON, later Lord Wilson of Rievaulx, is the second most successful leader the Labour Party has had. He led his party to victory in the general elections of 1964, 1966 and (just) 1974, failing only once in 1970 when he lost to Ted Heath. Tony Blair is the only Labour leader who has beaten this record.


A significant element of Wilson’s success was his ability to manage the Labour Party effectively and, in the main, prevent damaging splits between the left and right wings from emerging. Wilson had the knack of papering over the cracks, and has candidly admitted how he did it: ‘Leading the Labour Party is like driving an old stage coach. If it is rattling along at a rare old speed, most of the passengers are so exhilarated – perhaps even seasick – they don’t start arguing or quarrelling. As soon as it stops, they start arguing about which way to go. The trick is to keep it going at an exhilarating speed.’


Wilson’s preoccupation with keeping Labour together soon led his detractors to accuse him of pursuing expediency rather than formulated policy. Indeed, it could be said that the views he expressed on the Tory statesman Benjamin Disraeli could equally apply to his own career. Of Disraeli he commented: ‘He had a complete and almost proverbial lack of political principle, often acting by instinct.’


Wilson’s view on Ramsay MacDonald, Labour’s first Prime Minister: ‘He still embodies a legend of betrayal to the Labour Party, without having secured a word of tribute. He gradually became a pathetic figure, tired, ill, rambling and taking refuge in virtually meaningless and almost unending phrases.’


He also made less than complimentary comments on the following:


On Stanley Baldwin: ‘He was the antithesis of Lloyd George. He would conduct the orchestra and not tire himself. He was the finely tuned manipulator of the steering wheel: direction without engine power, the prerogative of the bosun throughout the ages.’
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