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Prologue


A Puzzle


As the nineteenth century moved into the twentieth, a young man, subsequently to be a Prime Minister of Great Britain, lived rough for five years, a pioneer on the edge of the Empire. He rarely saw another European face. He spent long days labouring under the tropical sun. He tested his strength against that of the native labourers, who idolised him, and taught himself to sail single-handed. Who was he?


Some hints. He never went to university. He spent his frontiersman evenings educating himself, reading widely, coming to love Shakespeare more than any other politician of his time. Despite the rigours of this early life he was a man who enjoyed his pleasures. He was far from teetotal and would suffer from gout. He loved his cigars as well as his wine. He entered politics overshadowed by the reputation of a great parliamentary father, whose last days had been marred by cruel incapacity. He venerated his father’s memory and, an emotional man, his voice shook when he spoke of him. Could this be Churchill?


Given the title and subject of this book, this tease was never going to work; but in other circumstances it might have taken some time before the penny dropped and the hardbitten colonial pioneer was identified as Neville Chamberlain, the funny man with an umbrella who capitulated to Hitler and came back from Munich flapping a piece of paper and talking about peace in our time: the point I want to make right at the outset is just how misleadingly history remembers Neville Chamberlain.


The crass caricature has persisted. How can it be reconciled with the kind of young man who lived the life I’ve just described? That’s what this book is about: unpacking a very private man and showing how very far his reality was from the way in which he is remembered: ‘the undertaker’, ‘the coroner’, ‘the man with the umbrella’.


What emerges is just how human and susceptible – how passionate – he was. It was to some extent his very humanity and vulnerability that’s to blame for the bloodless image. In his shyness he constructed a shell to conceal what he thought demeaning. The fact that he was a man of flesh and blood does not of course mean that he was wholly likeable. He was far from that, very far indeed. He didn’t feel it necessary to fight against his shyness. Indeed he was rather proud of his reserve, and behind it, like not a few shy people, he had a good opinion of his own abilities. Thus he could be high-handed and dismissive of those he felt to be his intellectual inferiors. Perhaps he should have resolved to master that shyness. Maybe not doing so was a kind of arrogance. Certainly, in the last half of his adult life, arrogance was his dominant characteristic.


But it’s worth understanding what made him tick, because he’s much more complicated and interesting than the moustache and umbrella matchstick man. After his return from the tropics he was a businessman and a very good accountant (which doesn’t help the image), but what truly animated him were not the intricacies of finance, but emotions and ideals – emotions and ideals for which he worked through the medium of politics.


Not many 1930s politicians have images so fixed in the popular imagination as Chamberlain. Even people who have little interest in the politics of the interwar years will have, many of them, an image of this fussy little man (actually he was quite tall), almost a Charlie Chaplin lookalike, with his wing collar, an irritating moustache and an unbelievable capacity for credulity as far as Hitler was concerned. In the popular view, he was a tiresome presence which had to be disposed of before Churchill could get on with winning the war and bringing out the greatness of Great Britain.


The irony is that not only is the caricature so well defined, but also that it’s so wrong. The first paragraph of this section was a puzzle which didn’t come off very well: ‘Who was this man?’ The rest of the book is an attempt to answer the bigger and more difficult question: ‘Who was the real Neville Chamberlain?’, and we’ll start by returning to a minor island in the Bahamas.





Chapter 1


Andros


Our first meeting with Arthur Neville Chamberlain is not with a foolish-looking elderly gentleman clutching a piece of paper at Heston aerodrome, but with a bronzed hunk, his shirt open to the waist, splashing through the Caribbean on the beach of the island of Andros.


He was a good-looking young man. At home, in a suit, he looked not unlike a youthful Anthony Eden. Here, in tropical gear, on the edge of the Empire, he looked more like Errol Flynn, or Douglas Fairbanks, or even Daniel Craig. His moustache was perhaps a bit on the bushy side (ahead of his marriage, years later, his wife advised him to trim it), but it was far from a walrus.


It was indeed a swashbuckling existence which young Neville led. Just a year earlier, when the enterprise was in preparation and his father has told him to sail from England to the Bahamas, Neville had said, ‘The idea of travelling across the Atlantic all by myself was appalling, but I never thought of hesitating to obey,’ and he adapted immediately to the lifestyle of this frontier existence on islands which had been the home of the pirates Captain Kidd and Blackbeard.


It was a truly rugged existence. At first he lived in the simple home of a local resident, and one day he got by on two biscuits for breakfast and nothing else for the rest of the day.1 He had few baths, and no haircuts. He grew a beard and that moustache developed into full-blown side-whiskers. In the early days he and his men made their way around the island on foot, his shoes shredded by the stony ground. In temperatures which were occasionally as high as 50° Celsius they suffered badly from thirst which they tried to satisfy from any filthy water they could find: they looked for crabholes which they enlarged with their fingers. Neville slept in a hammock slung from poles, but the mosquitoes got through his net and there was little sleep. The following night he slept on the ground, on pinecones. ‘The mosquitoes were not so numerous as the night before but bad enough to worry.’


Why was he here? As with almost all he did in his life – indeed with everything that mattered – he did it because of his father, Joseph Chamberlain, who was not only arguably the most influential politician of his age, but also a phenomenally successful businessman. But by the time that Neville was sent out to Andros in the Bahamas, Joe was getting short of money. Short in a relative sense. He still maintained an immense establishment at Highbury in Birmingham together with a substantial house in London, but the expectation, when he had sold off his business interests, that he could live on the income from his capital had proved to be over-optimistic. He had not received a ministerial salary since 1886, and although he was a Member of Parliament, parliamentarians in those days were unpaid. Furthermore, his investments had declined in value.


In 1890 Joe was in Montreal. He had gone there to meet his third wife’s American family, but he also met there a man of great vigour and powers of persuasion, Sir Ambrose Shea. Joe Chamberlain’s improbable decision to diversify from engineering in the Midlands to growing sisal in the Bahamas was the result of these powers of persuasion.


Ambrose Shea’s father had emigrated from County Tipperary, Ireland, to Newfoundland in Canada around 1784. Young Shea worked on the family’s newspaper, The Newfoundlander, before employing his indefatigable energies in business, insurance, the transatlantic steamer trade and finally politics. In 1885, and over the age of seventy, he lobbied for appointment as governor of Newfoundland. Although he was well qualified for the appointment, he had made enemies in political life, and despite having gone all the way to London to press his case, in 1887 he was obliged to settle for governorship of the Bahamas instead. There he remained until his retirement in 1894. Even then, now aged seventy-nine, he went back to London to press again for the governorship of Newfoundland, but again failed in his bid. At last, this prodigy of energy and ambition retired from public life. He died in London in 1905 at the age of ninety, but his body was returned to Newfoundland, always the focus of his ambitions, where he was given a state funeral. He was known as the father of Canadian Confederation – indeed, it had been his less federally minded colleagues in Newfoundland who had blocked his claim to be their governor.


However persuasive Shea was, it is remarkable how readily Joe Chamberlain, the shrewdest and most calculating of men, was taken in. Shea told him that sisal would grow like a weed in the benevolent climate of the Bahamas.* Its fleshy leaves were used to produce hemp fibre for ropes, matting, carpets and so forth. To be fair, Joe didn’t entirely rely on Shea’s salesmanship. His elder son, Austen, Neville’s half-brother, was already in America, making his own enquiries, and it was he who telegraphed Birmingham to suggest that Neville should join him.


During his time in the Bahamas, Shea applied his drive and energy to the welfare of what was then a British Crown Colony by stimulating its development in all sorts of ways. Having been involved in selling and chartering ships during his mercantile career, he saw the scope for capitalising on the strategic position of the islands through expansion of trade by way of steamship cargo. He built up both steamship routes and telegraphic communications. He himself earlier had experience of the sisal trade, and believed that it was the key to the improvement of the poor rural prospects in some of the islands, bringing some kind of organised employment for the islanders. So when Austen and Neville arrived in Nassau, they were faced by a man of great energy and charm who was determined to sell the opportunities for the production of sisal to potential investors. He courted the Chamberlains assiduously, and they were a great draw at the balls and social events which he laid on in their honour.


The two young men reached Sir Ambrose and Lady Shea at their residence in Nassau on 10 November 1890. We know quite a lot about the efforts the Sheas took to sell the dream as Neville was a prolific diary-writer. In addition, one of the endearing aspects of his character was his fondness for his sisters, Ida, Hilda and Ethel, to whom he wrote at great length and very regularly throughout his life, documenting his reaction to events from these early days in the Bahamas to the high drama of the Munich crisis.


The governor’s house was a large bungalow. Neville and Austen were encouraged to pick oranges and guavas from the garden, and from his bedroom Neville could see the sisal growing luxuriantly in Nassau, as alas it never would do in Andros. The Sheas laid on elaborate entertainments. There was a dance: ‘Some of the girls were fairly bright but the standard of beauty was not what we were led to expect.’ One wonders what the false prospectus consisted of. After he was established in Andros, Neville came back on business to Nassau from time to time and was increasingly disenchanted by the charms of local society.


Shea confidently assured the boys that although sisal did not bear a crop until its fourth year, cuttings could be taken in advance of that and used to extend the original planting area exponentially. It was an enticing pyramid scheme, but Austen was not entirely convinced and warned his father that all this should be taken with a pinch of salt.


Austen and Neville explored the islands on a small sailing ship, the Bonny Jean. They ran into gales almost immediately and both boys were violently sick. Water poured into their cabin through a leaking porthole; their baggage fell onto them. Neville was soaked not just with rainwater but with thick paint which fell from the deckhead onto his face and hair. On the way back to Nassau the dinghy was capsized and had to be abandoned. Neville was unfazed. He excitedly told his sisters about life on Nassau, eating oranges from trees, watching hummingbirds sucking from brilliantly coloured flowers, seeing octopus and fishing for sharks by moonlight.


Back at Nassau and the unappealing charms of what Austen describes as its not-very-interesting white society, they faced again Sir Ambrose’s uncritical appraisal of the future of sisal production. Its first crop would recoup all the initial capital expenditure: future crops would be clear profit after the (unquantified) expenses. The brothers asked Shea why, if the profits were so enormous, he was prepared to subsidise exports. The problem was the ‘sluggishness’ of the inhabitants. Neville agreed with Austen that Shea was unrealistic. There wasn’t a history of hemp production in the Bahamas, so the promised market price of £25 per ton was no more than a guess. They did their own sums. They concluded that capital expenditure of £12,000 would be required over the first three years. Their own calculations, based in part on a manual about sisal production in Mexico, were about as amateurish as Shea’s. Inevitably, it was the older Austen who took the main part in assessing the venture. His evaluation was based on unproved assumptions, not least regarding the cost of getting the cut leaf out of the bush, but somehow or other he arrived at the view that a net profit in excess of 50 per cent on the capital employed was attainable. That projection of £6,000 per annum after three years proved wildly over-optimistic.


But the responsibility for Andros lay with the experienced capitalist to whom he reported: Austen had his reservations, and advised his father that it would be unfair to expect Neville to live out in the islands for five years. (In the event he was there for six.) He conceded that he would have to be there for six months or a year but thought that the most that would be required after that would be an annual visit by one or other of them. Neville had his own reservations – not about the demands on his constitution, but about the problems of the soil quality. He had done enough research to know that rich soil would produce a low fibre percentage, whereas poor soil would discourage adequate growth.


Joseph Chamberlain received with insouciance the reports from his sons on issues on which they were not competent to judge. His own brothers, seasoned men of business, warned him that the project was a crazy gamble. They told him that even an experienced man could not do what Neville was being asked to do and that it was unfair to put him into the physical and moral perils that he would face. Joe simply said that he had complete confidence in his son.


Neville was no doubt pleased enough to escape from the parties and receptions that the Sheas laid on for him. He was also fed up listening to Sir Ambrose talking nonsense about the Irish Question and repeating his stories. Neville, who was far from deficient in his sense of humour, could see the funny side of things and had to pinch himself to avoid giggling at the absurd breakfast conversation. He and Austen escaped from it as soon as they could. ‘Not for long though! We hear a snort outside and in comes that old man of the sea, the Governor, under pretext of showing us a paper, and there he sits and discusses Mr Parnell till we get up and say we are going for a walk . . . Shan’t I be glad to go off to Andros!’


The decision to go ahead with the Andros venture had now been made. On 1 April 1891 The Times reported that Joseph Chamberlain had bought the island of Mayaguana, planning to grow sisal at the cost of £12 a ton and then selling it at £34 per ton. On the following day the paper admitted that the story had been an April Fool’s trick. It wasn’t a funny one (though it’s interesting that newspapers were already trying to trick their readers in 1891) and the joke was really on the paper, because just a month later at the age of just twenty-two, Neville was left, more or less alone, on the island of Andros to establish a sisal plantation: the 1 April ‘joke’ had been accurate about everything except the name of the island.


Joe Chamberlain told his brothers that Neville was off to Andros because of his own appraisal of the enterprise. That wasn’t the case. Neville went off simply because he was a dutiful son. The Andros experiment was to be a disastrous one. It was to hurt Neville and haunt him for many years, and it was a minor tragedy that of the three Chamberlains who decided on the venture he was the one with the least input.


Andros may have looked a propitious site for a sisal plantation but the research that had been carried out on the prospect had been remarkably scanty and superficial. The island is still known as ‘the sleeping giant’ and it certainly slumbered in 1891. Seventy-seven miles by boat from Nassau, the Bahamas capital, Andros is flat and heavily forested, about a hundred miles by forty-five. The coast is heavily indented. In Chamberlain’s time that coastline was occupied largely by mangrove swamps. Inland was bush, dense scrub that made movement across the island very difficult. Although the Bahamas climate favoured growth, the possibility of agriculture or commercial forestry was hugely inhibited by extensive wetlands which even today make the extraction of timber expensive or even impossible. Some of these wetlands were associated by a very large number of ‘blue holes’, essentially entrances to underground cave systems. Today these are a major tourist draw, but then they were yet another hindrance to the development of a sisal economy.


The climate which encouraged the luxuriant plant growth was more benevolent to vegetables than to humans. Although the temperature range was mostly moderate – from a night-time low of 5° Celsius in the winter season to a daytime summer maximum of around 30° (with a few significant spikes well above that) – relative humidity was often 100 per cent. A hurricane arrived on average every two and a half years.


The island was inhabited by a population of about 2,000 people who lived mostly on a narrow strip on the east coast, fishing and harvesting sponges. A significant part of the population was descended from freed slaves liberated by British merchantmen and settled on the island. In 1807, Britain had abolished the slave trade (although not slavery). Thereafter the Royal Navy intercepted trading ships and thousands of liberated slaves were resettled in the Bahamas from US ships that had been intercepted or that were forced into the islands owing to bad weather. Even before slavery itself was abolished in the Bahamas in 1834, Britain insisted that any slave brought to the islands from outside the British West Indies was manumitted.


The Bahamas as a whole are associated with the Caribbean, even though they are geographically separated from the Caribbean islands by the Windward Passage, but as a result of the settlement of the liberated slaves, Andros was more akin to West Africa than to the West Indies.


Neville set off for Andros with Darwin’s On the Origin of Species and A Naturalist’s Voyage Round the World, books on botany, surveying and bookkeeping, Bagehot’s The English Constitution, and Eliot’s Middlemarch and Adam Bede. More reading material followed: the Bible, an atlas, a French dictionary, a set of Shakespeare, a work on orchids (an important matter for Joe and Neville) and Robinson Crusoe: he had a sense of the absurd.


Writing elsewhere in another connection I once recalled Chamberlain’s referring to Jorkins, the absent and uncaring partner of nice Mr Spenlow in David Copperfield, who’s blamed for any unpleasant decisions that have to be made. I said that this was a surprising reference for a pretty unliterary type. How wrong and careless I was – as indeed I would have been at that time in almost any judgement I made about Chamberlain. He was a prodigiously literary type. At our cost, we now live in an age when few politicians, let alone Prime Ministers, find solace, inspiration and perhaps a sense of balance in the world of books. That wasn’t always the case. Asquith, for instance, Churchill, Macmillan were all better people for the inner resources they found in literature. Chamberlain was surpassed by no other twentieth-century Prime Minister in his reading, both in its volume and in its range. That reading continued throughout his life – indeed Middlemarch, which he took with him to Andros was beside his bed when he died fifty-nine years later. At the strangely named house he built for himself on Andros, Mastic Point, he read and re-read the book.


He not only read widely; he read critically. On re-reading Middlemarch he concluded that it wasn’t as good a novel as he’d thought, not so good for instance as John Halifax. It would be tedious to list all that he read in these tropical surroundings. His books included Prescott’s Ferdinand and Isabella, Wallace’s Tropical Nature, Carlyle’s Cromwell, John Richard Green’s A Short History of the English People, books on political biography and mental evolution. He read not only in English but maintained a steady progress in German. Far from being a tongue-tied Little-Englander when he flew to meet Hitler, he had read far more German literature than the Führer had ever done.


Chamberlain was from a strongly Unitarian background, and I’ll touch later on just how important this influence was on his character, but this non-conformist background meant not that life was grim and cheerless, as the caricature tends to suggest, but on the contrary that life was important and enjoyable and therefore should not be wasted. Books were not just for filling the time and entertaining, but were there as a resource to enable life to be lived more fully. So Chamberlain thought about what he read and treasured and remembered the poetry which meant so much to him. His education had not been on the classical side, so his hinterland was not of Greece and Rome, as was the case for Asquith and Macmillan. Like Churchill, who also read self-consciously for improvement, Chamberlain’s literary education was based on the glories of English literature. But where Churchill, as a subaltern in India, read Gibbon and Macaulay and the Annual Review to fit himself for a life in politics, Chamberlain’s reading was wider, perhaps more critical and certainly more broadly educational. He never had the creative command of English which Churchill so signally enjoyed, but the resources and pleasure to be derived from English literature were always with him.


The tropical climate and the lack of agricultural disturbance meant that the island had an outstanding range of plants and animals. Joe Chamberlain’s hobby (‘You must find a hobby,’ he told Austen. ‘You must have something else to think about or you won’t sleep, and then you will get ill’) was the cultivation of orchids, and he could only have been impressed by the spectacular profusion of orchids on Andros. No less than fifty species have been counted. Neville was to have many hobbies. To Joe’s delight, one of them was a shared interest in the orchid family. He was already a keen ornithologist and there was a vast range of species for him to examine on the island. The rare Kirtland’s Warbler had been discovered there just a few years earlier.


He visited Cuba. His diary records the trip in lyrical terms: royal palms with ‘smooth white stems looking like pillars, blue and scarlet convolvuli, deep indigo mountains, light-green cane fields’. In Cuba he placed orders and came back to blow up hills, lay tracks and order rails. All of this was a delight for the man who had inspired the whole exercise: Sir Ambrose Shea. He came out in person to inspect, to be greeted by native music and to make a speech. He was impressed, as was the rector of Andros: ‘You ought to see the place, new houses springing up by the dozens everywhere, fine roads in all directions . . . railways being laid down seven miles into the forest, and a long jetty stretching out into the deep water.’2


But despite Sir Ambrose Shea’s delight, things were not going any better than they deserved to on the basis of an ill-sketched business plan. One of the great attractions of the islands, it had been thought, was that the islanders were said to embrace enthusiastically a tradition of piecework; but right from the start this tradition proved to be an imagined one. In Neville’s very first week there was a strike against piecework payment. Only one man came to work; all the others having struck for day labour. Having encountered what his official biographer described as ‘this feckless, childlike native labour’, he had endless difficulties.3 From then on, he decided to import labour, and he told his father he was tightening the reins of discipline.


Everything was entrusted, as Neville described himself later, ‘solely to a boy just out of his teens with no experience of the world whatever’. But he faced his responsibilities both cheerfully and ably. In the course of the preliminary exploration when he battled with the mosquitoes, in three days and two nights he and his companions had covered no more than twenty miles. ‘When we emerged we were in a sorry plight. Our feet were black and blue, our shins were scarred and bruised from knee to ankle, our hands were covered in scratches and mosquito bites, our boots were in shreds, and our clothes were as black as an engine driver’s.’ Not quite the man with the umbrella. Neville returned to Nassau and engaged another planter’s manager, Michael Knowles, as his own manager. He also tightened his contract with Shea. The Chamberlains would have an option on 20,000 acres, the first 10,000 at five shillings an acre and the second 10,000 at sixteen shillings and eight pence an acre.


He and Knowles then embarked on a schooner to take them to Andros. The whole crew was asleep and the master mariner was dead drunk, so Knowles himself had to take charge. As he did so, Chamberlain saw they were being followed in the water by a dog which he had adopted in Nassau. It was duly taken aboard.


Once Neville and Knowles were established on Andros, they set themselves to the task of clearing the ground. It was hard work in very hot conditions. Neville rose at 5 a.m., often working with an axe alongside his men. They worked for six days a week. Self-pity or complaint was foreign to the Chamberlain code, but although his upper lip was always stiff, he enjoyed impressing his sisters with accounts of the toughness of his life. A long letter was sent home every Sunday which gives a reasonably full picture of his life for his first unbroken stretch of fourteen months on Andros. He didn’t allow himself to complain, but occasionally he is honest enough to describe reality: ‘Suffering much from having sat on a poisonwood-tree . . . black blisters on my leg . . . skin came off leaving it quite raw.’


His heaviest burden, because he was a sociable man, was the lack of personal contact. At one stage he wrote, ‘I see myself condemned to a life of total solitude, mentally if not physically.’ He wrote to an acquaintance some fifty miles away, ‘I do indeed wish you were nearer: it is mental starvation here.’ Again, ‘evenings are weary and long . . . hard to read from 8 to 12’. But he enjoyed the reading, annotating bits of Bagehot for example in the evenings and longer chunks on Sundays – ‘wish it contained less argument and more description’. He loved dogs, and they loved him. His first canine companion was the dog which had swum out in the dark to be with him, a Cuban bloodhound called Don Juan. When another dog died, poisoned as Neville believed, he was ‘much afflicted at his painful death for he was a very faithful dog and much attached to me’.


There were, however, compensations. His great interest in flowers meant that at an early point he started to create a garden and he wrote to his sisters for seeds not just for vegetables but for flowers too. To his delight he discovered a rare orchid – ‘I think Epidendrum nemorale, but I have never seen . . . [the] species in flower, sepals clear brownish yellow, petals similar but speckled with purple at the end, lip, three-lobed lateral lobes pale purple enclosing the column, the central lobe whitish with five purple streaks. Flowers two feet across, very fragrant, borne on a spike. Does this answer the description?’ He enjoyed swimming, despite the risk of sharks. A rubber bath arrived so that he could occasionally wash and relieve the irritation of the mosquitoes and the sandflies.


Initially an important part of his efforts related to the logistics of setting up his base. To begin with he and Knowles had shared a very basic three-roomed wooden house, but he set himself to build more substantial houses both for Knowles and himself, and to establish a basic store for the workforce. The store stocked everything: flour, sugar, pork, biscuits, boots, corsets, trimmed hats and pink satin boots. His sense of fun was self-deprecating, and he reported to his sisters his reincarnation as a small shop keeper: ‘Pork? Yes, sir. Anything else today? Thank you. Good day.’ By the end of 1890 his house was progressing – though at a cost. He told his half sister, Beatrice, ‘I have worn out ten pairs of boots . . . a terrible lot of fever about . . . I am tired out.’ Six months later Mastic Point was pretty well complete. It was a large house with a cream-coloured exterior and a red roof, and a ‘piazza’ running round it.* He delighted in its view of the sea and its airy interior.


In the fields he worked in cotton trousers tied with string, but at home everything was done as it would have been in Birmingham. He had a cook and a houseboy, and a garden full of flowers grown from Highbury seeds. The rooms were decorated with photographs and flowers. A flag flew from the flagpole and the sponge ships that sailed past dipped their ensigns to it. He had his own little schooner, Pride of Andros, on which he sailed himself through the dangerous shoal waters.


He had adapted well and employed his energies efficiently. He had suppressed liquor shops, opened a school and even organised a savings bank – very Birmingham, very Chamberlain. He was a de facto magistrate and even a doctor: ‘I have three patients now . . . the girl with the mutilated fingers, a man with an abscess and another who slashed his finger to the bone.’ He was well liked by the little community over which he presided, and on his birthday unmusical bands serenaded him from his piazza. On Christmas Day 1891 the residents and workers on the estate wrote to him in fulsome terms: ‘It is with pleasure that we welcome you on our shores and we do feel already that your presence here has caused as it were a new light to shine among us. Accept our hearty thanks for the indefatigable exertions you have made here.’4


He directed operations to clear as much land as possible – ideally up to 10,000 acres. Roads and wharves had to be made and labour engaged. By the end of 1893 the Andros Fibre Company was a substantial presence in Andros, supported by agents on other islands. Fifteen hundred acres had been cleared in the first year, 4,350 acres planted in December 1893 and over 6,000 by April 1895. At their maximum there were 800 labourers. By 1895, nearly £13,000 (about £2 million today) had been invested.


In October 1893, Joe himself paid a fleeting regal visit which Neville described to Beatrice: ‘An immense crowd yelled and waved their hats and let off guns . . . [Y]ou will imagine that Father has not been here without having some ideas. His general vision is to push the tramways and machinery at once . . . and for this I am going to Cuba.’


While he never complained, the physical burden he shouldered was immense. To replace the work-shy men of Andros, with their aversion to piecework, Neville set to building a house for immigrant labourers from Nassau. When Michael Knowles went there to collect the men, he was asked how the young Englishman was coping. They could not imagine that he was not about to go home in the face of the heat and the mosquitoes and the walking. Knowles replied that ‘Chamberlain could beat him hollow any day at walking or heat or mosquitoes.’5


But even at a distance, and despite Neville’s stoicism, back in Birmingham Joe was concerned for his younger son’s health. Endearingly, he repeatedly wrote to him full of solicitude: ‘I feel that this experience, whatever its ultimate result on our fortunes, will have had a beneficial and formative effect on your character . . . I am inclined to envy you the opportunity you are having to show your manhood. Remember, however, now and always that I value your health more than anything and that you must not run any unnecessary risks either on land on sea.’6 Austen, continuing Joe’s line, told him to take care. A couple of weeks later his father wrote again, expressing his confidence in his son’s judgement, but also, again, his concern: ‘Do not overdo yourself . . . As to food – you must have good plain food and regular meals . . . Please understand that I regard this as of most serious importance and shall be worrying unless I hear of a more satisfactory state of things . . . Your superintendence and brain work are the valuable things – therefore spare your strength as much as possible.’7 Maybe Joe had been listening to his wife: Neville was much more revealing to his stepmother than he was to his father. He wrote to her at the end of November 1891, ‘I have been through enough roughing to last a lifetime and I am heartily sick of it and long for civilization and comfort.’8


Out in the bush, Neville was inclined to be amused by these fatherly concerns. When Joe suggested that a houseboy should take a healthy lunch out to him in the fields every day, he pointed out to his sister how impractical it would be to carry this wholesome fare miles into the jungle. ‘Hire a boy,’ Joe had written, ‘and let him carry out a bowl of something (such as rice and molasses or canned meat) to the field where you are. It is really very bad for you to go without food for so long even when you seem not to want it.’9 The advice reduced Neville to such helpless laughter that his surveyor, Forsyth, thought he would have a fit.


He rather liked the macho image and the risks of life on the frontiers of civilisation. Although in later life he suffered from various ailments – gout, improbably for a moderate man, affected him very badly – he was physically (and indeed morally) strong, and proud of it. Thanks to a well-thumbed copy of The Culture of the Abdomen, he kept in good shape throughout his life.*


He made hair-raising journeys by boat, frequently running aground; he killed a tarantula in front of Knowles; he walked prodigious distances in the toughest of conditions and accepted uncomplainingly privations that would have incommoded a soldier on the North-West Frontier. But what he found more difficult to deal with was the continuing lack of congenial company. His nearest neighbour was a red-bearded Scot, kindly but eccentric, who only just scratched a subsistence living. He was only three miles away, but even if Neville had sought his company, the three miles involved half a day pushing a punt through shallow water with a pole. Knowles was not easy company. His wife seemed to have been more congenial, but her health was far from good. She was well bred, but not too well bred to mend Neville’s socks, which he described as a labour of Hercules (socks did not cope well with the long hard walks). He also appreciated her as a buffer between him and his cook, Mrs Pinder, ‘as black as your hat and as ugly as sin who regards me with a passionate admiration not unmixed with tenderer feelings. The other day she told Mrs Knowles that she was going to kiss me and I have carefully avoided her ever since for fear she should carry out this amiable intention.’10


When Knowles was away and Mrs Knowles was unwell, the young Neville nursed her. Eventually, after a premature birth, she died. Her death was a huge blow to Neville, who had become devoted to her. Her death prompted him to write to his sister saying that he saw himself condemned for an indefinite period to a life of total solitude: ‘I miss Mrs Knowles very much indeed; she was a most unselfish and warm-hearted woman and it is very sad to think that she is gone. Constantly I think of something to tell her that will amuse her and then remember . . .’11 These moving words reveal how much, even at a platonic level, this reserved and emotionally repressed young man craved for affection.


In view of the later idea that Chamberlain was a desiccated and robotic leader, it’s salutary to record, alongside his painful reaction to Mrs Knowles’ death, how sensitive and vulnerable he was when his mother’s twin sister, Aunt Louie, died at the beginning of 1892. Neville’s mother, Florence, Joe’s second wife, had died in stillborn childbirth when Neville was only six – a double tragedy for Joe, whose first wife had died in the same circumstances just a few years earlier – and Florence’s twin sister, Louie, had come close to taking her place. Neville was devoted to her and she regarded him almost as her own son. When she died, his sisters took infinite care to break the news to him, at the far end of the world, as delicately as they could. The bonds between these siblings were of the utmost sensitivity and the care which they took to respect each other’s feelings is revealing of the sensibility that pervaded the family, however disciplined they might appear in public. Ida was always closest to Neville and it was she who had to be first to break the news. For her part, Beatrice stressed how aware they were that their brother had to receive the news alone and so far away. Neville replied that he could hardly bear to think of coming home to Aunt Louie’s absence.


The death of Mrs Knowles hit her husband even harder than it hit Neville. Michael Knowles had already been drinking heavily, and Neville had been worried about the consequences if anything happened to Mrs Knowles. Now he persuaded Knowles to go on holiday and not to return to Andros until he felt strong again. This was a generous and selfless action, because he knew how difficult it would be to manage on his own. In Nassau, Ambrose Shea had heard that Neville was overdoing things and sent an assistant to help.


In London, as in Nassau, it was increasingly obvious that Neville was being asked to do too much. The family was concerned for Neville. ‘Cast iron,’ said Beatrice, ‘I am sure would not stand it.’ Joseph Chamberlain echoed her views: ‘Remember, my dear boy, that my first interest is in you and Andros is only second. Do not risk your health whatever happens; I would sooner give up the whole concern.’12 Shea, still concerned for Neville, wrote from Nassau to tell him not to overdo things. All the same, his gubernatorial responsibilities required him to point out the huge fortunes which the Andros Fibre Company would shortly be making. Back in Birmingham, Joe wryly wondered where the vast profits were going to come from when sisal was at £13 on the London Market as opposed to the £25 which had originally been budgeted for. Despite his caring injunctions, he never told Neville to close down the enterprise. It was Neville who bit the bullet and stopped the manufacturing process, the separation of the fibre from the leaf.





 


* Agave sisilana or sisal is processed to produce a fibre which is used in the ways mentioned above.


* In those days, in the United States, ‘piazza’ was used to describe what we would call a verandah.


* The Culture of the Abdomen: The Cure of Obesity and Constipation was a best-seller in its time. The author, F. A. Hornibrook, was such a successful product of the Sandow system of physical training that he was known as ‘Brawnibrooks’, and his book went through eighteen editions. He was particularly concerned about constipation, which he held was due to ‘the white man’s burden’: an overloaded colon. He is quite carried away by the plight of ‘the unfortunate sufferer’ and ‘the stagnant morass which is fermenting in his belly. His digestion is a mockery, gurgling and groaning in helpless disability, his breath reminiscent of a Limburger cheese, and his outlook in life a pessimistic wail.’





Chapter 2


The Cost of a Dream


At the start, the Chamberlains had been assured that sisal could be extracted from the plants in their fourth year – perhaps even in their third. In the meantime, cuttings from the trees, real magic money trees, would be propagated, to create an ever-enlarging perpetual supply of new stock. But by now it was becoming clear that the fibre would not be available for all of seven years and that the plants would produce nothing more thereafter. Neville could see that this critically affected the viability of the scheme and recommended to his father that they should stop cutting at 3,000 acres. Joe Chamberlain, who made his state visit at this point, remained perversely optimistic although he was far from well during his stay; but by the time he had returned home to Highbury he had to recognise that whatever he thought of Andros, the rest of his financial empire was in a poor state. His investments were uniformly decreasing in value and although he wanted to plough in more capital to Andros, he could not do so from his own resources. The decision was to transform the business into a limited liability company. A prospectus said that the enterprise was likely to be highly profitable and on that debatable premise a further £20,000 was obtained.*


Neville was the most dutiful of sons and he never criticised his father. He was, however, in an increasingly difficult situation. He, on the spot, had serious reservations about the viability of the scheme which Joe seemed determined to brush aside. Joe’s response was to reiterate in ringing tones how much confidence he reposed in his son. It left Neville in a false position. He was aware that his father’s and his half-brother’s political careers and their positions in society depended principally on his efforts, and he was being represented as having a confidence in the outcome of these efforts which did not exist.


A catalogue of the technical stages in the further downhill spiral at Mastic Point would make gloomy reading. What is most poignant is how bitterly Neville felt his sense of failure – not for himself, but for his family. The following letter to Beatrice in January 1898 touches on the impact of failure for him; but the most telling part of the letter is in the final sentence of the quotation:




What is to become of me in the future if this thing fails I don’t know. The mere sense of failure after so much hard work and sacrifice in other ways is enough to crush a man by destroying self-confidence.


It will probably occur to you that I am suffering from overwork, overstrain or loneliness. Don’t believe it: I wish that were all, but these considerations have been vaguely floating about in my mind for a long time though it is only lately that I have faced them fully. It is on this account that I am so dead against further assistance. I know that it is not necessary, I see that we can’t afford the salary and I shrink from bringing in another fellow to this business which has such an unfavourable outlook.


It is not Mrs Knowles’ death or my own loneliness, though I have felt both, that weigh me down, it is the haunting dread of the future. Sometimes when I think of what failure means for Father and Mary I can hardly hold up my head.1





He told his brother that he couldn’t acquit himself of responsibility for failure because he would have claimed chief credit if the enterprise had worked out, and he acknowledged that he had allowed himself to be deluded into thinking that the poor land could truly support sisal. In reality it had always been Joe, and to an extent Austen, who had been taken in by Shea’s powerful salesmanship.


In March 1896, approaching his twenty-seventh birthday, he cleared off the last of the crop and told Joe that he could not go on throwing the family’s good money after bad. At last, and only after a delay, Joe seemed prepared to face reality. For a hard-headed realist, he was extraordinarily slow to do so. The purchase of Andros had cost him about £50,000 – very roughly £1 million in today’s money. The loss was so serious that he contemplated giving up public life altogether. There must have been an element of pride and deliberate blindness. The investment had been made against the advice of his very astute brothers, experienced men of business. Then when the enterprise lost money he had put more into it; finally he had sold debentures in the limited company.


Now he wrote to Neville, saying that his letters indicated the possibility of an outcome worse than he had feared: he seems to have clung to the hope, even at this stage, that somehow or other the magic money trees were going to fruit. Abandoning the undertaking ‘would indeed be a catastrophe although it is one which must be faced courageously, if there is no alternative . . . Whatever others might do, we cannot pass over to others at any price a speculation which we know is doomed to failure.’ Even less – far, far less, in fact – than Neville, was Joe a man to show his emotions in public. While he didn’t blame Neville, and treated the decision as a collective one, he didn’t go much out of his way to lighten his son’s burden: ‘I can easily understand how disappointing and depressing the prospect is to you, but if the worst comes to the worst we will all make the best of it and remember our motto, Je tiens ferme [‘I stand firm’].’2


Neville had always felt a responsibility for his workers – a significant trait in the Chamberlain family. When he left Mastic Point for the last time, the estate workers were in tears. Seventy of them saw him off. The Roman Catholic priest, who had admired all Neville had achieved, made a long voyage to say goodbye.


Thus Neville Chamberlain left Andros, ‘seven thousand acres of worthless land’, which he sold in 1921 for £200. He invested most of it in the purchase of a French cabinet. What else did he gain from these five years, punctuated by the occasional return home? He had already been a committed countryman. That part of his character, which was to prove a hinterland of enormous value to him in the difficult political days that lay ahead, was powerfully reinforced by closeness to the land in Andros. His interest in ornithology, taxidermy and above all horticulture had developed. He had pursued a constructive curriculum of reading which supplied him with the benefits of the liberal education which his father’s preferences had denied to him. That was a benefit that was to last with him throughout his life, and in the world of literature he found another reserve to fall back on when philosophical support was needed. At a very early age he had enjoyed far greater responsibilities and had exercised much more initiative than he could conceivably have done in any other situation. The demands on him were far greater than he would have faced, say, as an army officer or in the colonial service. He was aware of this at the time; when things were starting to move distinctly in the wrong direction he wrote to Austen: ‘[E]ven if it turns out a failure I am not sure that I should regret the years I have spent here. The responsibility and independence have certainly called out whatever was in me and shown me that I was worth more than I thought.’3 He said that at the time, and he later felt it even more strongly. As one historian put it: ‘[A]s the distance lengthened, he said the same, that Andros had made him. Initiative had become a habit, for with him alone it had rested, and confidence in his own judgement, since there had been no one else to judge.’4


That is very true; indeed the distinct self-contained confidence which became too marked a feature of his personality when he was Prime Minister would perhaps never have developed if it had not been for the Andros years – though of course the Andros years built on attitudes which were inherent in the Chamberlain tradition. Beatrice sent her brother off to the island with a quotation that their Aunt Louie had liked to repeat to them: ‘’Tis not in mortals to command success, / But we’ll do more, Sempronius – we’ll deserve it.’ A very stoic sentiment, very much part of the Chamberlain philosophy. The quotation is from Joseph Addison’s Cato. The lines from the same work, ‘Better to die ten thousand deaths / Than wound my honour’, would have appealed equally.


But along with the positive, character-forming benefits of Andros, Neville Chamberlain sailed home with another legacy of his time on the island: a profound and haunting sense of failure. He had indeed failed. His role had been to rescue the family finances. Joe and Austen had a destiny in politics. At this stage no one thought that was where Neville’s destiny lay: he was to be the man of business who would provide the means for the expansive lifestyle on which the other two depended to project their careers. Instead of rescuing their position, he had made it worse. Of course, he could say, but didn’t, that it wasn’t his fault, and neither it was. But he had been part of the team that had assessed the venture, even if his were the minor part and he was being asked to do something which he was patently unqualified to do. Another man would have found excuses for himself and shrugged off any sense of failure, but Neville Chamberlain was not that kind of man. He was a shy and timid man at this stage in his life who pushed forward only as a duty. Failure was all the more painful.


And so, while the sharpness of the Andros failure diminished as the years passed, the experience of it never wholly left him. Moreover it would be reinforced in the course of the Great War, when again he accepted an impossible position out of a sense of duty. So, in looking at the kind of man Chamberlain was and the influences which made him that kind of man, Andros must always be kept in mind.


The impact of Andros was internal. For Chamberlain it would have been cheap and degrading to parade his personal experiences for political advantage. Advancement was to be achieved by hard work and application, not by self-advertisement. He was no Theodore Roosevelt. Nor was he a Winston Churchill, of whom Lloyd George said that he would use his grandmother’s skin to make a drum to beat. Churchill’s My Early Life, his account of Boy’s Own Paper exploits such as escaping from the Boers in South Africa, was certainly written partly for the money – Churchill always needed that – but he also and quite frankly sought fame. He admitted that he wanted medals when he was in the army, and My Early Life was part of a consistent campaign of self-promotion. Chamberlain never used the Andros experience and the frontiersman image to promote himself. Scarcely anyone heard of the Andros years.


When Chamberlain appointed Churchill First Lord of the Admiralty in 1939 the two men had known each other for virtually all of their political lives. They had sat together in Parliament. They had even sat in Cabinet together for most of five years. And yet it was only when the Churchills invited the Chamberlains to dine at Admiralty House in October 1939 that Churchill heard properly about the Andros adventure and reflected how differently Hitler might have viewed Chamberlain if he had known about




his six years’ struggle to grow sisal on a barren West Indian islet near Nassau [at the behest of] [h]is father, the great ‘Joe’ . . . living nearly naked, struggling with labour difficulties and every other kind of obstacle . . . At the end of five years he was convinced that the plan could not succeed. He came home and faced his formidable parent, who was by no means contented with the result. I gathered that in the family the feeling was that though they loved him dearly they were sorry for the lost £50,000 . . .


I was fascinated by the way Mr Chamberlain warmed as he talked, and by the tale itself, which was one of gallant endeavour. I thought to myself, ‘What a pity Hitler did not know when he met this sober English politician with his umbrella at Berchtesgaden, Godesberg and Munich, that he was actually talking to a hardbitten pioneer from the outer marches of the British Empire!’





If Churchill had earlier been aware of this story (which he summarised slightly unfairly in regard to Joe’s reaction), it might have affected his view of Chamberlain, just as he imagined it affecting Hitler’s. Chamberlain’s exploits were exactly the sort of manly endeavours to which Churchill, always an admirer of the man of action, readily warmed. Churchill was never going to be Chamberlain’s best friend, but he might have thought twice about saying that Mr Chamberlain viewed everything ‘through the wrong end of a municipal drainpipe’.5


Neville always believed that his Andros years had made a man of him. It might be truer that they deprived him of youth. But the most poignant aspect of the Andros failure for Neville was that he had let his father down. Joe Chamberlain was by any judgement a massive figure, marmoreal, creating visions beyond the imaginings of workaday politicians. He was admired and feared rather than loved, but Neville did love him, as well as admire him. Joe’s vision was so elevated that he was in a way above party politics. All the same, Joe Chamberlain influenced politics more than any other man of his generation and there can be no argument that he influenced Neville profoundly. A titanic figure, the stormy petrel of British politics.





 


* At the cost of some controversy and a libel action to bother Joe around the time of the general election of 1900.





Chapter 3


Radical Joe


In his middle age, Chamberlain said that like Hamlet he had been haunted by ‘Father’s Ghost’. The influence of Joe’s politics on Neville was immense and no one can understand the son without understanding the father. The seismic ending of the era of free trade was begun by Joe, but completed by Neville in a poignant and deliberately staged moment of filial piety which would surprise anyone who persists in seeing Neville Chamberlain as a figure without feelings. But Joe’s influence on his son’s character and politics went far beyond that.*


Joe Chamberlain was never Prime Minister. Nowadays he is not remembered as are his contemporaries who held that office, but his stature and influence in his time was unparalleled. Churchill began his political career as Chamberlain senior ended his, and was fascinated by him. Joe was:




[I]ncomparably the most live, sparkling, insurgent, compulsive figure in British affairs . . . He was the man the masses knew. He it was who had solutions for social problems; who was ready to advance, sword in hand if need be, upon the foes of Britain; and whose accents rang in the ears of all the young peoples of the Empire and of lots of young people at its heart . . . He lighted beacon-fires which are still burning; he sounded trumpet-calls whose echoes still call stubborn soldiers to the field. The fiscal controversies which Chamberlain revived are living issues not only in British but in World Politics today. The impetus which he gave to the sense of Empire, in Britain and even more by repercussion throughout the world, is a deep score on the page of History. Those who met him in his vigour and hey-day are always conscious of his keenly-cut impressions; and all our British affairs today are tangled, biased or inspired by his action.1





Some allowance must be made for Churchillian extravagance, but Joe Chamberlain was indeed still remembered as a towering political figure when Churchill wrote these words in 1933 in a review of J. L. Garvin’s biography; they were later published in Churchill’s biographical round-up, Great Contemporaries. Some of these contemporaries can’t remotely be considered to have been ‘great’, but Joe Chamberlain was.*


Joe Chamberlain was born on 8 July 1836, the first son of another Joseph Chamberlain. Joseph senior was a cordwainer, a maker of boots and shoes, as his ancestors had been since the middle of the previous century. Joe senior wasn’t robust, a delicate eater. The writer Harriet Martineau, who was related to the Chamberlains, said that he took his lunch every day at the Dolphin tavern in Milk Street, London (where the family shoemaking business was to be found), and where ‘he paid extra for his special cut of beef’ washed down with several glasses of port wine for the benefit of his constitution.† The Chamberlains were described in 1829 as ‘the highest sort of tradesmen, plain, honest and sincere’.


Neville’s half-brother, Austen, researched the family history and concluded a little unfairly that the Chamberlains had been honest and decent, but rather boring.2 Caroline Harben, Joe’s mother, came from a more expansive culture and brought to the more modest existence of the Chamberlains, who lived over their shop in the centre of London until just before young Joe’s birth, interests in food and drink, books and amateur theatricals and entertainments for what they called holydays.


Even before her arrival, the family had not lived a confined existence. For many years the members of the family had been freemen or liverymen of the Cordwainers Company, and several members had been its Master. In the political world, young Joe’s great grandfather had managed the constituency interests of the Duke of Newcastle, the elder Pitt’s Whig colleague, and then those of the Duke of Richmond. The family was comfortably off.


The Chamberlains were Unitarians. Many Unitarians, including Joseph Priestley, opposed the war against revolutionary France, but the Chamberlains supported it. Young Joe’s grandfather was a captain in the Honourable Artillery Company, and the family made money out of war: soldiers needed boots. As a result, Joe senior was able to take his family from the City to the leafy suburb of Highbury in North London.


To modern minds a Victorian non-conformist upbringing sometimes suggests a cold, narrow and loveless existence. It’s doubtful if that is remotely accurate even as a generalisation. It certainly wasn’t true for the Chamberlains. It was perhaps from his mother that young Joe acquired his social skills, his wit and his aesthetic interests, but his father was not a severe paterfamilias. He disapproved of corporal punishment and none of his children went to a school which permitted this sanction. He beat young Joe just once, when the boy had borrowed two pence, bought some gunpower and blown up his mother’s garden. Having beaten him, Joe senior told him, ‘Now, my boy, I have thrashed you not because you have blown up your mother’s rockery, but because you have borrowed money which you have no means of repaying. In future when you require money you will come and borrow it from me.’ His advice on the conduct of life was simple: ‘Tell the truth and pay cash.’


The Unitarian tradition is very important to an understanding of the Chamberlain clan. Unitarians rejected the Trinity and saw God as one person. Indeed they went much further than that, rejecting for instance the theory of original sin and predestination. Membership of any non-conformist body, certainly until the end of the nineteenth century, powerfully affected adherents, but Unitarians occupied a much more extreme position than other dissident branches of the Reformed Church. Indeed, their entitlement to be regarded as Christians could be challenged, since they held that Jesus was not God. Until 1813 it was a criminal offence to deny the doctrine of the Trinity.


The character of Unitarianism in the period in which young Joe was growing up is demonstrated by the names of some of the prominent Unitarians of the time, from Sir Isaac Newton to Elizabeth Gaskell, through Mary Wollstonecraft, Joseph Priestley, the Luptons of Leeds, Florence Nightingale, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Josiah Wedgewood and the Nettlefold family, whom we shall meet again shortly.


There were different theological positions within Unitarianism, but at a cultural level there were constants. There was a tradition of anti-clericalism, and of suspicion about the establishment and the upper classes, a feeling of being apart from society, almost indeed of being persecuted. Some of these persisting views were shared by many of the non-conformist churches, but in the case of Unitarians they were particularly strong in view of the criminal designation that attached to them until the passing of the Unitarian Relief Act in 1813.


In addition to these particular influences, the Unitarians were fully invested with the usual range of dissenting virtues (and surely they must be accounted virtues?): a consciousness that they had been given life for a purpose and it was their privilege to live it to the full. This meant living good lives, useful lives, and not in a vacuum: there was a duty to provide practical benefit not only to their own community, but also to the wider world. They were accountable for their lives and for what they did with them and had constantly to look at the state of their moral balance sheet. Unitarians did not divorce themselves from the realities of life. They informed themselves. They read. One of Neville’s cousins said, ‘[F]rom early days [they] threw themselves into politics and social work. We always understood as children that as our lives have fallen in pleasant places it behoved us all the more to do what we could to improve the lot of those less happily placed.’3


Unitarians tended, possibly more than members of other nonconformist sects, to concentrate their social life – and indeed their marriages – within their own community. There was much intermarriage and cousinage within what they called the ‘click’ rather than the ‘clique’.* In fact, they were so interrelated that Neville and his relative Cecily were first, second and third cousins.


The fact that the Chamberlains and their Unitarian friends and relatives chose to cut themselves off from the broader stream of social and political life tended of course to strengthen and intensify the habits of thought of their sub-culture and to sustain their religious beliefs. Historically non-conformists like the Unitarians had been left outside the mainstream of society. They, reciprocally, had little time for the established Church, the aristocracy or the Crown. In pursuance of the promotion of the popular as opposed to the privileged interest, Joe Chamberlain welcomed the expansion in the electorate in the 1867 Reform Act and saw it as a way of harnessing the energy of the people to advance social reform, especially in education and advanced levels of literacy.


When young Joe left the parental home, at just eighteen, he took with him, then, a strong Unitarian conviction. He grew older, richer and more important, but none of that deterred him from continuing to teach in the Sunday School. He lost his faith with the death of his second wife, but remained, as he told his son Neville, ‘a very reverend agnostic’. Neville was not a Unitarian at a religious level to the extent that his father and ancestors had been, but it is important to remember how informed he was by the cultural influence of Unitarianism – and not just the cultural influence: even as an adult he, too, taught in the Sunday School.


One of the Nettlefold family, mentioned above, was Joseph Sutton Nettlefold, the father-in-law of Joe senior. The Nettlefolds were not cordwainers; they made screws. Indeed, they held the patent for a machine which could turn out screws more efficiently than any other system. In 1854 Nettlefold had spotted an opportunity when the licence for the patent came on the market. Joe Chamberlain senior decided to get involved in this enterprise. What was novel about the woodscrew which he would be able to manufacture was that it came with a pointed end, so that it acted as its own gimlet. Like many great inventions, it seems, in hindsight too obvious to need to be invented. The investment required was £30,000. The Chamberlains put in £10,000. The factory was to be in Birmingham, at Smethwick, and not in London.


Who was to represent the Chamberlain interest on the spot? Joe senior had no doubt about the ability of his eighteen-year-old son, who had never left home before: ‘Why, we’ll send Joe.’ Similar to Andros, the business was owned by the fathers but managed by the sons; in this case John Nettlefold and Joe Chamberlain senior owned, and Edward and Joe junior managed.


It could have been an experiment which led nowhere. Instead ‘Nettlefold and Chamberlain’ was the best investment the Chamberlains ever made. It put them at the heart of a huge and immensely prosperous commercial enterprise. It moved them from mere respectability to respectability plus wealth and the opportunities that wealth could bring. What is equally surprising, however, and what this book seeks to bring out, is that the change in their fortunes did not change their outlook. The Chamberlains severed their connection with the business when they had amassed enough money for their purposes: the pointless accumulation of wealth was not part of their philosophy. After their time the company went through various incarnations. In 2017 its gross revenue was £9.671 million and it employed 58,000 people.*


So, still a minor according to the law of the time, Joe Chamberlain was implanted in the Midlands. The fact that his adult life began there, rather than in London, is of the utmost importance. Religious life in Birmingham strengthened in the course of the nineteenth century and its most influential strand was of course non-conformism. There he was surrounded by dissenting families, Quakers and Unitarians, enterprising manufacturers many of them, like Cadburys, Lloyds, Albrights, Nettlefolds, of course, and the Kenricks, from whom Joe’s mother came. It was an important time for the provinces. The industrial revolution had established centres of capital and industry in the Midlands and the north that were entitled to regard themselves not as mere provinces but almost as independent city-states like those of Renaissance Italy. In Manchester, Glasgow, Huddersfield or Birmingham people could take pride in their individualism, their prosperity, their lack of dependence on London. They were for the most part Liberals who looked down on the exclusiveness of the metropolis. The justification for their satisfaction in themselves lay to a large extent in their prosperity. Glasgow could call itself the Second City of the Empire and produced more than half of Britain’s tonnage of shipping and a quarter of all locomotives in the world. Birmingham contested the title of ‘Second City’ and in time became the largest centre of manufacturing in Europe. The growth in its population in the nineteenth century, from 73,670 in 1801 to 400,774 in 1881, together with the cross-fertilisation and reciprocal stimulation of industrial and technological development, was dizzying. It isn’t surprising that the inhabitants of the great Victorian provincial cities felt, like California today, that they could look the world in the face. And each of these great conurbations had its own characteristics. Manchester was the home of free trade. Birmingham was the cradle of political reform. Perhaps because of that, there remained a sense of classlessness in the city and relations between employer and employee were good.


In this world, Joe and his family were able to turn themselves into the ‘Screw Kings’, as he called them. He consciously educated himself in the industry, starting on the accounting side and moving to marketing, while Edward Nettlefold dealt with production. Joe’s approach was paternalistic. He took a shrewd interest in his employees and found that shortening the day resulted, unexpectedly, in increased productivity. Accordingly he introduced a nine-hour day. He was proud of his good relations with the unions and that no time was lost through industrial disputes. He recognised that the economy of the region depended on its different strands. He became a director of the Midland Railway and worked on turning Lloyds Bank into a public company. Nettlefold and Chamberlain became such an effective force that competitors in the United States, despite tariff protection and the fact that they too had access to the woodscrew patent, paid him significant annual subventions to stay out of their market.


Although Joe Chamberlain was an exotic implant in Birmingham, he really did put his roots down. He saw himself, and continued to do so to the end of his life, as a Birmingham man. He put on no airs – an essential part of the Chamberlain persona. He walked to and from work, meeting the people of Birmingham, seeing both the leafy suburbs and the narrow lanes and open sewers. Birmingham was at heart, as it still is, a compact city, and many of the substantial villas in which the industrialists lived were no more than a mile and a half from the city centre. Chamberlain was proud that he knew his city and its people. Many years later, as he travelled the world, people would come to him and introduce themselves as Birmingham men. Some of them he had employed or taught or known in other ways; others simply felt themselves part of the freemasonry of the city. Chamberlain was proud to be greeted in this way and that ‘none of those who approached him had ever appealed to him to do him a favour’.4 His residence of choice was always in Birmingham, rather than the London house he acquired for parliamentary purposes in Princes Gardens, Knightsbridge.


His extensive property in Birmingham, known as Southbourne, was replaced three years after he went to Westminster by an even grander property on the south of the city and overlooking rural countryside. He named this new home Highbury, after the part of London in which he had been brought up. The wealth that he had accumulated in business sustained Highbury, with its eighteen acres and outstanding gardens where he entertained constituents at enormous garden parties. He built extensive greenhouses in which to house the orchids he so loved, as Neville too would do, building on the flowers he had identified in Andros.


Joe Chamberlain was – self-evidently – ambitious. His physical presence, his monocle, an orchid (or two) in his buttonhole, everything spoke of assurance and superiority. But it would be a mistake to think that his ambition was simply for personal advancement. From the point of view of personal political advancement both his break with Gladstone over Home Rule and with the Conservative Party over Tariffs, which we shall come to later, were near fatal. If he had, in either case, stayed aboard he would have been a contender for party leadership. He sacrificed that for the sake of principle. In the case of tariff reform, his arguments were not unconfused but he believed in them and, for the sake of that belief, effectively sacrificed his career.


Joe may have looked like a quintessential establishment figure, but it is therefore important to remember that he was a radical. When the Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII, visited Birmingham, Chamberlain was doubtful whether he, as a republican, could share a carriage with the heir apparent.* Churchill described him as ‘Chamberlain the Radical Mayor – far worse than any naughty socialist of today – who questioned whether he could condescend to drive as Mayor in the carriage which received the Prince of Wales . . . on his visit to Birmingham’.5


In a series of speeches, his ‘Unauthorised Programme’ of 1885, he set himself out, as Churchill put it, as ‘The Champion of the Radical or, as we should now call them, the Socialist Masses. No one ever in our modern history made so able an appeal to the ill-used, left-out millions.’6 Neville too in garb and appearance may have looked conventional, but the animating passions, the desire for an improved society, were the same.
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