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        Date          


      



      	

          


      



      	

        General happenings


      



      	

          


      



      	

        What happened to Disraeli


      

    




    

      	

        1804


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Born on 21 December at 6 King’s Road, Bedford Row, Holborn


      

    




    

      	

        1805


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Battle of Trafalgar


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1815


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Battle of Waterloo


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1817


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Baptised into Church of England at St Andrew’s, Holborn


      

    




    

      	

        1817–19


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Attends Higham Hall School, Epping


      

    




    

      	

        1821


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Articled as a solicitors’ clerk


      

    




    

      	

        1824


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Tours Low Countries with Isaac Disraeli


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Writes pamphlets promoting South American mining shares


      

    




    

      	

        1825–6


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Embarks on publishing venture with John Murray, The Representative


      

    




    

      	

        1826


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes first novel, Vivian Grey


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        The Representative ceases publication


      

    




    

      	

        1826–9


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Suffers a nervous breakdown, ‘devoured by an ambition I did not see any means of gratifying’


      

    




    

      	

        1829–30


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Writes The Young Duke


      

    




    

      	

        1830–31


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Tours Near East with William Meredith and James Clay


      

    




    

      	

        1832


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Great Reform Act


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Stands as a Radical in High Wycombe but defeated


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes Contarini Fleming


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Stands for a second time in High Wycombe, defeated again


      

    




    

      	

        1833


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes Alroy


      

    




    

      	

        1833–6


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Embarks on affair with Henrietta Sykes, the inspiration for D’s novel, Henrietta Temple


      

    




    

      	

        1834


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Peel issues Tamworth Manifesto


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Defeated for a third time in High Wycombe


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Becomes protégé of Lord Lyndhurst


      

    




    

      	

        1835


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Fights Taunton as an independent Tory; defeated


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Challenges Daniel O’Connell’s son to a duel


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes Vindication of the English Constitution


      

    




    

      	

        1836


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Writes ‘The Letters of Runnymede’ in The Times


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Elected to the Carlton Club


      

    




    

      	

        1837


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Queen Victoria ascends throne


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes Venetia


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Elected as Member of Parliament for Maidstone; makes disastrous maiden speech


      

    




    

      	

        1839


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Marries Mary Anne Lewis, widow of his former Maidstone colleague Wyndham Lewis


      

    




    

      	

        1841


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Peel wins general election


      



      	

          


      



      	

        D asks Peel for a place in Government


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Elected Member of Parliament for Shrewsbury


      

    




    

      	

        1842


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Becomes leader of Young England group


      

    




    

      	

        1844


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes Coningsby


      

    




    

      	

        1845


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes Sybil


      

    




    

      	

        1846


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Peel proposes Repeal of the Corn Laws


      



      	

          


      



      	

        D leads onslaught on the Prime Minister, the ‘burglar of others’ intellect’


      

    




    

      	

        1847


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes Tancred


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Becomes Member of Parliament for Buckinghamshire


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Speaks in favour of Jewish Emancipation, ‘Where is your Christianity if you do not believe in their Judaism?’


      

    




    

      	

        1848


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Isaac Disraeli dies


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Purchases Hughenden Manor


      

    




    

      	

        1849


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Becomes leader of the Conservatives in the House of Commons


      

    




    

      	

        1851


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes life of Lord George Bentinck


      

    




    

      	

        1852


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Derby forms first minority Conservative Government (February)


      



      	

          


      



      	

        D appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Lord Aberdeen forms coalition Government (December)


      



      	

          


      



      	

        D says that England does not love coalitions


      

    




    

      	

        1854–6


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Crimean War


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1855


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Palmerston becomes Prime Minister


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1857


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Indian Mutiny


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1858–9


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Derby forms second minority Government


      



      	

          


      



      	

        D appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer again


      

    




    

      	

        1859


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Italian Question


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1861–5


      



      	

          


      



      	

        American Civil War


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1861


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Death of Prince Albert


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1863


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Inherits substantial legacy from Mrs Brydges Williams of Torquay


      

    




    

      	

        1865


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Palmerston dies


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1866


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Derby forms third minority Government


      



      	

          


      



      	

        D appointed Chancellor for a third time


      

    




    

      	

        1867


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Second Reform Act


      



      	

          


      



      	

        D passes the Second Reform Act


      

    




    

      	

        1868


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Becomes Prime Minister; ‘I have climbed to the top of the greasy pole’


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Loses general election, but secures peerage for Mary Anne


      

    




    

      	

        1868–74


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Gladstone as Prime Minister


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1870


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes Lothair


      

    




    

      	

        1872


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Calls Government ‘a range of exhausted volcanoes’


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Mary Anne dies


      

    




    

      	

        1873


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Begins correspondence with Lady Bradford and Lady Chesterfield


      

    




    

      	

        1874


      



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Wins large majority in general election and becomes Prime Minister again


      

    




    

      	

        1875


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Government passes Public Health Act, two Trade Union Acts and Artisans Dwellings Act


      



      	

          


      



      	

        D secures purchase of Suez Canal Company Shares


      

    




    

      	

        1876


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Queen Victoria becomes Empress of India


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Becomes Earl of Beaconsfield


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Gladstone denounces Turkish atrocities in Bulgaria


      



      	

          


      



      	

        These are dismissed by D as ‘coffee house babble’


      

    




    

      	

        1877


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Russia declares war on Turkey


      



      	

          


      



      	

        D urges action to forestall Russia


      

    




    

      	

        1878


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Congress of Berlin


      



      	

          


      



      	

        From which D returns saying he has secured ‘peace with honour’


      

    




    

      	

        1879


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Zulus destroy British army at Isandhlwana


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Afghans massacre British delegation at Kabul


      



      	

          


      



      	

    




    

      	

        1880


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Tories trounced in general election


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Leaves Downing Street for last time


      

    




    

      	



      	

          


      



      	



      	

          


      



      	

        Publishes Endymion


      

    




    

      	

        1881


      



      	

          


      



      	

        The myth of D begins


      



      	

          


      



      	

        Dies (19 April)


      

    


  




  





   




   




   




   




  
INTRODUCTION





   




   




   




   




  There are eighty-eight quotations by Benjamin Disraeli in the Oxford Dictionary of Quotations. Gladstone has twenty; Churchill just over fifty; there are a mere six by

  Sir Robert Peel. Like a supplier of greetings cards, Disraeli provides a message for every occasion. ‘England does not love coalitions’; ‘I have climbed to the top of the greasy

  pole’; ‘A Conservative Government is an organised hypocrisy’; ‘In a progressive country, change is constant’; ‘A range of exhausted volcanoes’;

  ‘Peace with Honour’; ‘The Right Honourable Gentleman caught the Whigs bathing, and walked away with their clothes’.




  Disraeli was not only the most quotable Prime Minister. Along with Churchill, he was one of only two who wrote novels – including a number written at the very peak of his career. Although

  these novels are now almost forgotten, for many years they were read widely and some were bestsellers. Disraeli’s first novel, Vivian Grey, is thought to have been an inspiration for

  Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray. Sybil, or The Two Nations, which Disraeli wrote in the 1840s, was turned into a silent film in the 1920s. The £10,000

  Disraeli received for Endymion, his last novel, published in 1880, was the largest sum ever advanced for a work of fiction.1




  And yet, for all this outpouring of words and ideas, one question remains, much discussed but never fully answered: how was it that Disraeli, a bankrupt Jewish school dropout and trashy

  novelist, came to exert such a hold on the Victorian Conservative Party, a hold which has stretched through to the present day?




  At first, the record seems clear. In writing about the gulf between rich and poor in his novels, Disraeli inspired the idea of modern, compassionate, One Nation Conservatism. By passing the

  Second Reform Act, Disraeli paved the way for a new era of ‘Tory Democracy’. Eventually, Disraeli became the first (and only) Jewish Prime Minister of this country. In delivering the

  first Tory majority for thirty years in 1874, Disraeli brought the modern Conservative Party into being. Once in government, Disraeli presided over a range of important social reforms, including

  the 1875 Public Health Act. At the Congress of Berlin in 1878, Disraeli scored a famous triumph, averting war and greatly enhancing British prestige. His rivalry with the Liberal Prime Minister,

  William Gladstone, was one of the great dramas of nineteenth-century politics, in which Disraeli built his reputation as a masterful Parliamentarian who repeatedly ‘dished the Whigs’.

  He made Victoria Empress of India and became her favourite Prime Minister.




  But on examination, none of these achievements is quite what it seems. Disraeli was not by any standard a One Nation Conservative; he rejected the idea of a more classless society. Nor was he a

  believer in mass democracy; the Second Reform Act was for Disraeli a way of regaining momentum for the Conservatives. Disraeli’s Jewish origins were for him a matter of great personal pride

  throughout his career, but his views on race and religion were far from straightforward and he had been baptised as an Anglican before he was thirteen. Disraeli was hailed as the Conservative

  Party’s saviour when he died in 1881, but he had himself broken the Party in the 1840s. It is true that his Government implemented important social reforms during the 1870s, but Disraeli had

  no hand in them and fell asleep when they were discussed in Cabinet.




  In foreign policy, Disraeli achieved great popularity and made many rousing speeches, but his policies had a negligible impact on the balance of power. Although Disraeli is known for his rivalry

  with Gladstone, for a long time at the start of his career he was more obsessed with destroying his own Party leader, Robert Peel. He may have ended his career as Queen Victoria’s favourite

  Prime Minister, yet in his own life Disraeli never behaved like a Victorian at all.




  So what should we make of him? Many admirable books have been written about Disraeli. Any biographer must owe a debt to Robert Blake for his Life published in 1966. In wise, balanced and calm

  judgement he excels. Likewise, the work carried out by Disraeli’s official biographers, William Monypenny and George Buckle, in the early twentieth century has been the foundation of much

  fine scholar ship; their six volumes are almost an encyclopaedia of Disraeli’s speeches and writings. We do not try to match or replace these scholars. We have a different purpose: we are

  struck by the extraordinary potency of the myth which surrounds Disraeli’s career. How was it that Disraeli’s career, remarkable but erratic, has become the subject of such an

  extravagant posthumous mythology?




  Of course, to brand something as a myth is not to pass judgement on its truth or falsity. It is simply a way of describing how an idea or an individual surrounds itself with a cloud of rhetoric,

  some true, some false, which sustains it over the years and allows it to live longer and attract more followers than ideas and individuals which have no accompanying rhetoric. Such a myth surrounds

  Disraeli perhaps more thickly than any other politician of the last two hundred years.




  For example, Disraeli was the only Prime Minister to be the focus of a posthumous political organisation, the Primrose League, which elaborately preserved his memory for over a century and at

  its peak in 1910 had two million members. Disraeli was also the hero of one of the first full-length talking pictures, Disraeli, starring George Arliss, in 1929. And within the world of

  Westminster politics, Disraeli’s record of words and deeds came together after his death in a myth which he would have found delicious because of its irony. Every leader of the Conservative

  Party since Disraeli has worshipped at his shrine. Disraeli has been, and still is, hailed as the author of Tory Democracy, the original One Nation Conservative, a champion of Empire, the supreme

  parliamentary tactician, the maker of the modern Conservative Party and the most socially progressive Prime Minister of the nineteenth century. Indeed, in a 2005 Weekly Standard article

  the American writer David Gelernter pinned Disraeli up as a nineteenth-century neo-Conservative who invented modern Conservatism.




  It appears that his influence now also stretches to the Labour Party. In October 2012, the Leader of the Opposition, Ed Miliband, delivered a panegyric to Disraeli in Manchester. ‘You know

  140 years ago, another Leader of the Opposition gave a speech,’ he told the Labour Conference. ‘It was in the Free Trade Hall that used to stand opposite this building. It’s the

  Radisson now by the way. His name was Benjamin Disraeli. He was a Tory. But don’t let that put you off, just for a minute . . . let us remember what Disraeli was celebrated for. It was a

  vision of Britain. A vision of a Britain where patriotism, loyalty, dedication to the common cause courses through the veins of all and nobody feels left out. It was a vision of Britain coming

  together to overcome the challenges we faced. Disraeli called it “One Nation”.’2




  This is plain rubbish. Disraeli never used the phrase ‘One Nation’. He held few principles which he was not ready to alter for the sake of immediate tactical gain. Nor did he

  advocate a national coming-together to overcome the challenges Britain faced. Adversarial politics, not consensus politics, was what ran through Disraeli’s veins. Moreover, in

  Disraeli’s personal life, the negative side of the ledger is piled particularly high. He married for money after abandoning women who adored him. He was persistently careless with the truth,

  for example inventing for himself a line of ancestry which had nothing to do with reality. He plunged into debts which he had no hope of paying. He mocked sycophants and toadies yet was won over by

  compliments and flattery. Added to all this is the oddity of the accolade that Disraeli was the greatest Leader of the Opposition who ever existed, yet he lost six general elections as a leader of

  the Party and won only one.




  In these ways and others, it is easy enough without exaggeration to make the case against Disraeli. We have looked at each of the accusations and acquitted Disraeli of none. Yet at the core

  there remains a quality which explains the myth. In truth Disraeli’s legacy is not political but personal. He was tolerant in an age when intolerance was normal. He was marvellously witty at

  a time when pomposity was treated as a virtue. He emphasised the importance of individual and national character when others were concerned with the details of legislation. He made, and still

  makes, politics exciting to people who otherwise find it dull. He was imaginative to excess, and unstintingly brave.




  This point about imagination is vital. Disraeli believed it was the guiding political quality. He rejected the spirit of the Victorian age, with its emphasis on science, technology, progress and

  steady reasoning. Disraeli preferred more ethereal forces – faith, religion, the social utility of belief. He despised the mathematical or utilitarian approach to politics. He attacked those

  who mistook comfort for civilisation. In his view real civilisation required deeper roots. A nation to be worthy of the name will build on its own history, customs and creed.




  Here too the paradox reveals itself. Disraeli was not a religious man; he was a practising Anglican but it is hard to pin down any specific religious belief. In the ordinary coming and going of

  daily life he was a sceptic. He despised Gladstone’s self-righteous, ostentatiously religious manner. He saw through the pretensions behind which most men concealed their ambition. Yet

  Disraeli argued that religion lay at the heart of the human spirit. His speeches and writings are full of phrases about the power of faith to heal the nation’s ills.




  Disraeli disliked intellectuals, but in his mind he developed a set of powerful ideas. They were like a collection of silver, proudly displayed, constantly polished, often added to, but only

  occasionally used in the course of daily life. His ideas were eccentric in the literal sense; they were distinct from the day-to-day activities of his political career. Every now and then Disraeli

  opened this storehouse, took out a handful of ideas and tested them as creatures of fiction or as deft phrases for a speech. After carefully perfecting and polishing them, Disraeli put the ideas

  back in the cupboard for another day.




  In 1874, as Prime Minister of his country and now at last with a large majority in Parliament, Disraeli finally had the opportunity to test his ideas, not as literary characters, but in real

  life. He was tired and old by now, but he did his best. Sadly the six years of power which he was given were not enough to prove what he preached about the underlying character of the British

  people. He failed to establish Britain as a new Oriental power. He did not regenerate the aristocracy. There was no return to chivalry. He did not bridge the gap between rich and poor. When the

  general election came round in 1880 the British people rejected Disraeli and returned Gladstone to Downing Street.




  If you had asked Disraeli what he had achieved during his political career, he would have diverted you, with a smile, by selecting an epigram from his cupboard of ideas. If pressed, he might

  have mentioned his European diplomacy or the crucial vote in the House of Commons where he had smashed the Opposition. He would not produce a list of legislative achievements as Gladstone would

  have done or indeed as almost every Prime Minister has done since. Disraeli did not deal in that currency unless he had to. It was enough that he had made the Queen Empress of India and that he had

  snapped up a decisive handful of the Suez Canal shares for her Government. The prestige of Britain was thus enhanced and, for him, prestige was the currency of politics.




  Disraeli fooled many into quoting his words to keep his memory alive. In this bewildering modern world there will always be those who echo his words and claim to uphold his principles. We have

  called our book Disraeli, or The Two Lives because the life he lived was markedly different from the myths he left behind. These contradictions do not mean that he was phoney. At the heart

  of Disraeli’s beliefs lay the thought that imagination and courage are the indispensable components of political greatness for an individual or a nation. That conviction, rather than any

  particular Bill, book, speech, treaty or quotation, is the true legacy of Benjamin Disraeli.




  







   




   




   




   




  
[image: ]  I  [image: ]





  THE FUNERAL




   




   




   




   




  It took three and a half hours for news of Disraeli’s death to reach Gladstone at home in Flintshire. Memories of past conflicts must have crowded in. As Prime Minister,

  Gladstone now found himself leading a nation in mourning for a man he had detested. He at once sent a telegram offering his rival a public funeral.




  The competition was over. In the months before his death on 19 April 1881, Lord Beaconsfield had been only a shadow of the Benjamin Disraeli who had destroyed Gladstone’s mentor Peel and

  routed Gladstone himself in the battles round the Reform Bill of 1867. Something remained of the sense of humour and malice which had made Disraeli in his prime so formidable. But that remnant of

  ancient skill had latterly been reserved for conversation with old ladies at fashionable dinner tables rather than great speeches in the Commons or Lords. Gladstone at the age of seventy-one had

  been granted the gift denied to his rival, namely enduring physical strength. Gladstone cannot have felt any real grief at the news of Disraeli’s death; the bitterness between the two men had

  been too strong. But the disappearance of his rival created a gap in Gladstone’s life. A landmark, unloved but familiar, had been swept away.




  The offer of a public funeral must have seemed a natural response. Convention would be respected and due honour paid to a remarkable man. Moreover, Disraeli had been noted for his respect for

  outward form and dignity. He would surely have relished the idea of a hushed, appreciative crowd gathered round his final appearance in London, providing a last theatrical gesture at the close of

  an essentially theatrical life.




  But Gladstone did not know there had been another and simpler side to Disraeli. It had been his custom to wander alone, or with a friend, through the woods of his estate

  at Hughenden, not armed with an axe like Gladstone at Hawarden, admiring rather than attacking the oaks and beeches. His love of Hughenden was linked to his wife’s happiness there and to an

  earlier letter to him, in which she had hoped that they would rest side by side in the local church. His will left definite instructions to the same effect and his executors did not hesitate in

  carrying them out.




  So he was buried as he wished at Hughenden on 26 April in the presence of the Prince of Wales and an array of old colleagues. Crammed into the small church were all surviving members of

  Disraeli’s last Cabinet except Cranbrook, who was in Italy. Hartington, Harcourt and Rosebery attended as Whigs with whom Disraeli had been friendly. Disraeli’s near neighbour in

  Buckinghamshire, the banker Nathan de Rothschild, was present to pay his respects along with Disraeli’s executor Sir Philip Rose and his long-serving Private Secretary, Monty Corry. The

  Ambassadors of France, Austria, Russia, Germany, Turkey and the United States all travelled from London for the service. Even the 15th Earl of Derby, despite the bitter end to their friendship,

  took a place in the stalls.




  The two notable absentees were Gladstone and the Queen. The Prime Minister, keen to avoid an occasion at which he would have been conspicuous for the wrong reasons, claimed, absurdly, that he

  was prevented by the business of his office. The Queen respected the rule which prevented her attending the funeral of a subject, but she had every intention of playing her part. Four days after

  the funeral she drove through the nearby town of Penn on her way to pay royal respects at Hughenden. She organised her own tribute in the form of a marble monument with the following

  inscription:




   




  To the dear and honoured memory of Benjamin,




  Earl of Beaconsfield,




  This memorial is placed by his grateful Sovereign




  and Friend, Victoria R.I.




  ‘Kings love him that speaketh right.’




  Proverbs XVI. 13




  27 February 1882.




  Gladstone found the very simplicity of the occasion offensive. He remarked to his secretary Edward Hamilton: ‘as he lived so he died – all display, without reality

  or genuineness’.




  The Prime Minister’s opinion was not widely shared, and he himself concealed it when the time came for parliamentary tributes after the Easter recess. But in

  death, as in life, ambiguity clouded discussion of Disraeli’s life and career. What was it that the nation had lost?




  If you had asked members of the congregation why they had gathered to say goodbye to Disraeli you would have gleaned many answers, all different and all true. He himself would have denied, with

  a smile which was half an admission, that the different facets of his character contradicted one another. But the combination was highly unusual, indeed unique.




  Some would pick out, as Lord Salisbury would do later in his tribute to Disraeli in the House of Lords, the passionate concern for the prestige of his country. ‘Zeal for the greatness of

  England was the passion of his life,’ Salisbury observed. ‘The people of this country recognised the force with which this desire dominated his actions, and they repaid it by an

  affection and reverence which did not depend on and had no concern with opinions as to the particular policy pursued.’ To Disraeli national prestige was something definite and very practical.

  It could be obtained by military force, but that was a crude method, and clever, far-sighted men could do better. A bold speech, a deft phrase, a secret summit, a subtle gesture were the chosen

  tools of Disraeli’s diplomacy. They provided the foundation of a myth which became mightier than the man.




  Others such as Lord John Manners, his Cabinet colleague and political comrade, would remember Disraeli for the flamboyant rhetoric of the Young England movement and the entertainment provided by

  his novels – ranging from the boyish extravagances of Vivian Grey and Contarini Fleming, through to Coningsby and Sybil with their scathing attack on

  Peel’s Conservatism, before ripening into the reflective fruits of his maturity in Lothair and Endymion.




  To another group, Disraeli was noted as a social reformer who had defended the Chartists and whose Government had encouraged the growth of trade unions. They remembered his words about a country

  divided into two nations, the rich and the poor. If pushed they might mention some Act passed by his Government to improve public health or support slum clearance. The details were hazy, but the

  impulse was there.




  To others again he was first and foremost the Party leader who outmanoeuvred Gladstone and steered through the Second Reform Act in 1867. Disraeli had proclaimed the

  importance of Party and Party unity as the necessary foundation of modern politics. Most of those attending Disraeli’s funeral were therefore bound to him by ties of loyalty and affection. To

  them he was ‘the Chief’, the leader of a great party who had earned his position the hard way through more than thirty years of arduous slog.




  To Nathan Rothschild, Disraeli had been a champion of the Jewish race and indeed a remarkable friend to his own family, risking his career by supporting the right of Jews to sit in the House of

  Commons. Paradoxically, Disraeli had based his argument not on the liberal case for tolerance and equality but on the bolder, more controversial claim that the Jews were in effect a superior race

  by virtue of their consistent faith and privileged role in the Old and New Testaments: ‘Where is your Christianity if you do not believe in their Judaism?’, he had asked the Commons in

  December 1847.




  There was some truth in all these claims to fame, though they sat uneasily beside one another. Disraeli made no pretence to consistency. Since politics was always a matter of chance and

  circumstance, it was not reasonable to expect a rigid consistency. A leader, even a Prime Minister, could not be expected to pursue a steady, unwavering course. On his way to the top Disraeli had

  become a master of manoeuvre and eloquent prevarication.




  Even the most loyal supporters knew that Disraeli had many enemies, and even loyal supporters retained the residue of doubt. Lord Salisbury was the most famous of these doubters, but he was not

  alone. Even those who most genuinely mourned him acknowledged that there were characteristics of Disraeli and events in his past which raised big question marks over his reputation. Gladstone was

  the leading, but not the only sceptic.




  So far as could be seen Disraeli had emerged into the public gaze by two devices pursued in parallel. He had written a number of novels which verged on the scurrilous; and he had launched

  himself into politics without clear allegiance to either of the two main parties. Any principled choice had been obscured by the overwhelming need for self-advertisement.

  So he had set himself to destroy Peel, the man with whom he had pleaded for a place in the Government, in order to make a name for himself. Having put himself at the head of those who opposed Peel

  on the repeal of the Corn Laws, he made no effort to return to Protection when he had the opportunity to do so. Having deserted his followers on this issue, he repeated the unfairness by imposing

  on them the Reform Bill of 1867 which ran against the principles which the Tories had consistently proclaimed over the years.




  Even in foreign policy, where Disraeli had found greatest fame, it was not entirely clear what it was that he had achieved by his diplomacy. Certainly Lord Derby, who had been his Foreign

  Secretary, believed that Disraeli’s foreign policy had been an elaborate, indeed a dangerous, sham.




  This was a formidable indictment to which many critics added underlying dislike and distrust of the man and his methods. Of his wit and cleverness there could be no doubt, but for many these

  qualities increased their distrust. Anthony Trollope for example talked about Disraeli’s wit as that of a hairdresser. Another contemporary described how Disraeli belonged ‘not to the

  bees but to the wasps and butterflies of public work. He can sting and sparkle but he cannot work.’ The great historian J.A. Froude wrote a critical biography which concluded: ‘perhaps

  no public man in England ever rose so high and acquired power so great, so little of whose work has survived him’.




  Yet the myth of Disraeli outlived and soared above such criticism. For his own party, Disraeli provided a necessary point of reference together with a flow of quotable remarks which no one in

  his century could match. Indeed by 1881 Disraeli, in any number of guises, had become indispensable to the Tories. As Salisbury wrote, ‘he has been so long associated with the Tory Party, and

  of late his popularity has risen so much that the party will hardly believe in its existence without him’.




  So the question lodged in the minds of Salisbury and his Conservative colleagues as they gathered for the funeral was unsettling: what could glue the Conservative Party together now that

  Disraeli was gone? The solution to this conundrum came inadvertently from the Queen.




  Covering the coffin that day in April 1881 was a wreath of primroses from the Queen’s family home on the Isle of Wight, Osborne House. It carried a dedication in

  the Queen’s hand which referred to ‘his favourite flower’. No one actually heard Disraeli use these words to the Queen, but it is likely enough. He was a chronic abuser of

  superlatives. In his lifetime Disraeli had commended any number of flowers with similar praise. Nonetheless, it was true that when the Queen used to send Disraeli flowers each year to celebrate the

  arrival of spring, his letters of thanks more than once picked out the primrose as deserving special mention. For example in his letter of 28 March 1878, Disraeli paid the primrose a typically

  ornate compliment: ‘Some bright bands of primroses have visited him today, which he thinks shows that Your Majesty’s sceptre has touched the Enchanted Isle.’ And on another

  occasion: ‘He likes the primroses so much better for their being wild; they seem an offering from the Fauns and Dryads of the woods of Osborne.’ The choice of a simple, fragile, English

  flower might surprise those who more readily associated Disraeli with some exotic bloom; he also referred to roses in a rather similar way; but no one presumed to question the judgement of the

  Queen Empress.




  A year later, a senior official at the India Office called Sir George Birdwood wrote a letter to The Times which caught the popular imagination. After noting a sharp increase in the

  orders for primroses placed with West End florists ahead of the first anniversary of Disraeli’s death, he went on: ‘The purpose of my letter . . . is . . . to place on open record the

  small beginnings of what may gradually grow into a settled popular custom, more honouring in its simple, unbought loyalty to Lord Beaconsfield’s memory, and more truly English, than the

  proudest monument of bronze or marble that could be raised to his name.’




  It later emerged that Sir George himself had contributed to the increased sale of primroses. He also encountered pockets of dissent. Neither the Carlton Club nor St Stephen’s Club

  displayed primroses that April. Predictably, Gladstone was suspicious and questioned whether Disraeli had any particular fondness for the primrose. ‘The glorious lily, I think, was more to

  his taste.’ Doubts were stifled as the primrose quickly became the emblem of Disraeli’s life and convictions. 19 April became known as Primrose Day.




  The cult of the primrose now began to attract attention from the leadership of the Conservative Party. In 1883 a row broke out over the new statue of Disraeli in

  Parliament Square. Lord Randolph Churchill, a mercurial Tory, criticised the choice of Sir Stafford Northcote, leader of the Conservatives in the House of Commons, to pronounce the oration at the

  unveiling on Primrose Day. This was part of his campaign to denigrate Northcote and exalt his preferred choice as leader of the Party, Lord Salisbury. He walked home from the Commons that day in

  the company of his friend and ally Sir Henry Drummond Wolff, who happened to remark that every Conservative MP had worn primroses in the Chamber. Wolff suggested that the Party should start a

  Primrose League; Lord Randolph encouraged him to draw up a plan.




  Lord Randolph was then at the peak of his powers. He was fast becoming the most popular public speaker of the day. Up and down the country, he addressed huge audiences of a size which matched

  those who heard Gladstone. He slashed at the fading Liberal Government with an extraordinary mixture of wit and venom. The political temperature rose sharply and, with it, the appeal of the new

  Primrose League as the meteor of Lord Randolph flashed across the sky. In 1885 it numbered about 11,000; by 1886 this had risen to 200,000. In 1887, over half a million were enrolled in the League.

  This was a success without parallel in British political history.




  In terms of popularity, Lord Randolph Churchill for a few years looked like Disraeli’s natural heir. He shared the latter’s wit, political courage and dislike of Gladstone. But the

  Conservative Party’s new hero was wrecked by a combination of ill health and poor judgement. He succeeded in installing Lord Salisbury as the unquestioned leader of the Conservative Party.

  But he followed this success by picking an argument with Salisbury about the internal constitution of the Party. This was ground which Salisbury could not yield. Salisbury found it more and more

  difficult to work alongside Lord Randolph, whom he had made Chancellor of the Exchequer in August 1886. When Lord Randolph tried to force the issue by resigning he found to his great surprise that

  the Prime Minister accepted his resignation and had a new Chancellor ready and willing. Lord Randolph’s meteor then fell rapidly from the sky. The League was confronted with a choice between its admiration for Lord Randolph and its loyalty to the Party. Without hesitation it chose and practised loyalty to the Party.




  The League meanwhile was developing an array of ranks and titles designed to attract a generation brought up on the chivalry of Lord Tennyson’s poems. Although the League made a point of

  appealing to all classes of society, the aristocracy set the pace. Women, still thirty years away from receiving the vote, were from the start prominent in the Primrose League. The first to become

  President of the Ladies Grand Council was Randolph Churchill’s mother, the Dowager Duchess of Marlborough. Women were brought into the mainstream of politics for the first time. Young men and

  women were encouraged to join and were known as ‘primrose buds’. For men, the apex of the hierarchy was the Grand Master, the first of whom was Lord Salisbury, the last Sir Alec

  Douglas-Home. The members of all branches, which were known as Habitations, were requested to swear the following declaration:




  

    

      I declare on my honour and faith that I will devote my best ability to the maintenance of Religion, of the Estates of the Realm, and of the Imperial Ascendancy of Great

      Britain; that I will keep secret all matters that may come to my knowledge as a member of the Primrose Tory League; and that consistently with my allegiance to the Sovereign of the Realms, I

      will obey all orders coming from the constituted authority of the League for the advancement of these objects.


    


  




  The Statutes of the League included a firm commitment to campaign for the Conservative cause. It chose as its motto the Disraeli phrase ‘Imperium et Libertas’. A

  special hymn was devised for young members:




  

    

      Children of the Empire




      Primrose Buds are we,




      Marching ever Marching




      On to Victory.


    


  




  By 1910, more than two million members had been enrolled in the League. It was by then the strongest political organisation in the country. The Liberals were envious and looked

  for a counterpart, but somehow Gladstone did not fit the bill. Herbert Gladstone, son of the Grand Old Man, was content to mock the Primrose League as a snobbish outfit,

  only suitable for duchesses and scullery maids. In fact, there was much to be said for an organisation which brought together, even in an artificial way, the Upstairs and Downstairs of Victorian

  and Edwardian society.




  After the Great War the Primrose League faded, but the myth of Disraeli remained and indeed became more powerful in the new century. The League had never established itself as a distinct element

  within the Party rallying behind a definite policy. Lord Randolph Churchill had made free with the phrase ‘Tory Democracy’, but had hardly attempted to give it meaning. Now, in the new

  century, the myth of Disraeli mutated and took on more immediately political overtones.




  The high priest of this process was Stanley Baldwin. In December 1924, in a speech at the Albert Hall, Baldwin used a phrase which had never been uttered by Disraeli. ‘I want to see the

  spirit of service to the whole nation the birthright of every member of the Unionist Party – Unionist in the sense that we stand for the union of those two nations of which Disraeli spoke two

  generations ago: union among our own people to make one nation of our own people at home which, if secured, nothing else matters in the world.’ The reference to national unity made sense at a

  time when Britain faced deep social difficulties. But the words ‘one nation’ had never appeared in Disraeli’s lexicon and certainly had never been developed as a meaningful

  political creed.




  None of this mattered to Baldwin or indeed other Conservatives in search of ideas in these years. Baldwin contrived to develop and refine these arguments during the 1920s. ‘One

  Nation’ Conservatism became associated with social welfare and industrial relations. In his first speech as Prime Minister, Baldwin invoked Disraeli to lend credibility to his party’s

  progressive credentials: ‘We were fighting the battle of the factory hand long before he had the vote . . . we were speaking in favour of the combination of working men, long before the

  Liberals had thought of the subject. It is more than 50 years ago that Disraeli was calling the attention of the country to housing and health questions.’




  The idea soon took on a life of its own. For Lord Birkenhead and later R.A. Butler, Disraeli was a useful ally in the world of the Welfare State and the General Strike,

  in part because of Disraeli’s policies on trade unions and factory reform. Thus Birkenhead wrote, preposterously, that ‘if Providence could have made Disraeli a dictator in the early

  thirties, there would have been no social problem today’. Later, in 1950, Enoch Powell and others set up a dining club called the One Nation Group. In one of his first speeches in the

  Commons, Powell spoke admiringly of Disraeli’s second Government, referring to ‘the constellation of acts which made that administration a landmark in the social history of this

  country’.




  The attraction between ambitious young Conservatives and the life of Disraeli was driven by the supply of ready artillery provided in his novels. Harold Macmillan wrote in his diary for 9 July

  1943: ‘It is curious how each generation in turn turns out with the sort of Young England idea. Disraeli left a great mark on England, and I am interested to find that the young men in the

  Tory Party now read his novels and study his life with the same enthusiasm as we did thirty years ago.’ For a party which lagged behind Labour in numbers of university academics and

  fashionable intellectuals, Disraeli offered a supply of credible, and quotable, Conservative counter-beliefs. As Baldwin had said in the 1930s, ‘I am quite sure that all those who look back,

  as every Tory must look back, to Disraeli for inspiration will never be afraid to go forward.’




  Certainly, Disraeli’s words breathed warmth and imagination into the prosaic world of twentieth-century politics. But his continued relevance cannot simply be explained by the quality of

  his quotations. Besides, Disraeli’s usefulness was not limited to the Conservatives. As the British economy ground to a halt in the 1970s, Margaret Thatcher and a new generation of Tories

  abandoned Disraeli, allegedly an advocate of state intervention and public spending, in favour of the more modern discipline of monetarism. For Margaret Thatcher herself, there were also

  presentational problems. ‘Disraeli’s style was too ornate for my taste,’ she wrote later, ‘although I can see why it may have appealed to Harold Macmillan.’

  Subsequently, Disraeli became a code word for dissension from Thatcherite orthodoxies during the 1980s. In July 1982, the unsuccessful Labour candidate in the Beaconsfield by-election, Tony Blair,

  wrote a letter of protest to Michael Foot.3 ‘My opponent at Beaconsfield, in his speech of thanks to the Returning

  Officer quoted some lines of Disraeli. What was remarkable was that the Tory supporters present were completely disinterested in it [sic]. Not a cheer or a shout. There were even the

  rumblings of a suppressed jeer. The Tory Party is now increasingly given over to the worst of petty bourgeois sentiment – the thought that there is something clever in cynicism: realistic in

  selfishness; and the granting of legitimacy to the barbaric idea of the survival of the fittest.’




  But it was not simply Labour politicians who referred wistfully back to Disraeli. His memory continued to be deployed by Conservatives who questioned the intensity and inflexibility of Margaret

  Thatcher’s policies. Indeed, in a 1994 poll of Conservative MPs, Disraeli came top as the most popular source of inspiration, reflecting the shift away from Thatcherism within John

  Major’s Conservative Party.




  After the collapse of the Conservative Government in the 1997 general election, and three subsequent failed election campaigns, Disraeli was exhumed again. For a party searching for an identity,

  Disraeli seemed a useful starting point. After all, so the argument went, was not Disraeli the greatest Leader of the Opposition who had ever lived? Had he not invented One Nation Conservatism?




  In particular, it was the way in which Disraeli had managed to charm and persuade his party into adopting the centre ground which held greatest appeal for those now seeking to reinvent it. In

  2007, following David Cameron’s election as Conservative leader, Michael Portillo explained the changes he was making by invoking Disraeli. ‘There is no shame in adapting,’ he

  wrote. ‘Parties that fail to evolve become extinct. In 1867 the Tories had already endured twenty-one years in the political wilderness. Widening the franchise was the issue of the day, and

  the Conservatives were known to be against it. But their leader, Benjamin Disraeli, took advantage of a brief spell as Prime Minister in a minority government to go well beyond even what his

  Liberal opponents were proposing, and gave the vote for the first time to many working-class men. The move was counter-intuitive and audacious. The Tories still had to wait till 1874 to enjoy a majority but Disraeli’s “new” Conservatives had shed their reactionary image and were back in the political game. Cameron understands that

  history well.’ David Cameron himself put Disraeli on a pedestal. ‘My favourite political quote is by Disraeli,’ Mr Cameron explained; ‘he said the Conservative Party should

  be the party of change but change that goes along with the customs and manners and traditions and sentiments of the people rather change according to some grand plan.’




  And so the Conservatives persuaded themselves of the case for change again. Today, Disraeli is being flung into the debate on bankers’ bonuses, with the Prime Minister invoking him as the

  author of responsible capitalism (‘the idea of social responsibility is not a new departure for my party . . . Under Disraeli, it led to the Factory Acts, which began to set working

  conditions’), and Ed Miliband arguing for a new ‘one nation’ banking (‘We need banking serving every region, every sector, every business, every family in this

  country’). The myth of Disraeli continues to offer a seemingly inexhaustible supply of words, images, phrases and ideas which qualify him for entry into modern politics. There is no doubt

  that successive leaders will continue to quote him and seek to follow the example set by those quotations.




  How is it that Disraeli has gained such a place in the political pantheon? Neither Pitt, nor Peel, nor Palmerston nor indeed any subsequent Prime Minister except perhaps Churchill has become the

  focus of such a posthumous mythology. The blurring of edges began early. The statues of Lord Beaconsfield which still stand in our squares are of the stately and heavily robed eminent Victorian

  statesman, not the foppish young Disraeli or the thrusting but frustrated politician of his middle age. But there Lord Beaconsfield stands in Parliament Square and market places and village halls

  across the country, impassive and dignified, with no hint of controversy in his stance or humour in his eye. Our aim in writing this book is not to pull down the solemn statues, for they have a

  firm foundation, but to explore the mystery of how the myth grew so strongly from the life of the man.




  What would Disraeli himself make of it all? Without any flicker of emotion, he perhaps would pick out two skills which separated him from others in politics. The first was imagination. Neither

  at home nor abroad could Disraeli when in office realise the dreams which fill his novels. But the dreams survived the disappointment. Dreams are particularly important

  for a political party which prides itself on being practical and hard-headed. As Ian Gilmour once wrote: ‘Disraeli was one of the few Tory leaders who has been able to bring warmth to

  Conservatism and to add to its basic common sense a degree of romance, generosity and excitement.’ At the time of Disraeli’s death, the Conservative Party was entering a period in which

  it was closely allied with the array of tough businessmen which multiplied under Victorian capitalism. The Forsytes were in the ascendant. Dreams were needed to breathe life into this more

  mechanical politics.




  The Left are natural dreamers, and so they have a ready supply of heroes. Their supporters tend to believe in the perfectibility of man. For them, the role of the politician is to pursue

  elaborate schemes so that man might fulfil his destiny. The Conservative by contrast has no such illusions. Left to himself, he is likely to degenerate into selfishness and anarchy. There is no

  beneficent Whig tide carrying him forward to a better future. Institutions are needed to channel man’s energy into areas where it may do good rather than harm. For the Conservative, the state

  is a regrettable necessity, but the ideal society relies to a great extent on voluntary effort and the natural coming-together of like-minded people. But this can become a dreary, plodding concept

  when set against the prospect of a New Jerusalem. Something more is needed and that something is what Disraeli offers. Disraeli infused his party and indeed the whole political profession with a

  sense of greatness, as a theatre where remarkable things could be achieved. That is what Stafford Northcote meant when he said after Disraeli’s death, ‘the sun has been taken out of our

  political system.’




  For the second skill, Disraeli might, without any hint of irony, have directed you towards Gladstone or, more precisely, to the tribute Gladstone gave Disraeli in the House of Commons a few

  weeks after his death. This was a difficult ordeal for Gladstone. He had been ill for several days previously and was coming under heavy criticism for his failure to attend Disraeli’s

  funeral. He needed to find a way of commending his opponent which maintained credibility. After agonising for several days, he selected as a quality for praise a

  characteristic that was central to Disraeli’s career: courage.




  In the Chamber, Gladstone spoke with sincerity. ‘There were certain great qualities of the deceased statesman that I think it is right to dwell upon,’ he told the House. ‘They

  were qualities not only written in a marked manner on his career, but possessed by him in a degree undoubtedly extraordinary. I speak, for example, of his strength of will; his long-sighted

  persistency of purpose, reaching from his first entrance upon the avenue of life to its very close; his remarkable power of self-government; and last, but not least of all, his great parliamentary

  courage – a quality in which I, who have been associated in the course of my life with some scores of Ministers, have, I think, never known but two whom I could pronounce his equal.’

  Disraeli would have appreciated and agreed with the assessment. All his life, Disraeli displayed courage. It was the courage of the outsider who believed himself worthy of a remarkable career.
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  CHRISTIAN AND JEW




   




   




   




   




  On 31 July 1817 the Reverend Thomas Thimbleby of St Andrew’s Church Holborn took without knowing it a step with momentous consequences for British political history. He

  baptised into the Christian faith a curly-haired twelve-year-old called Benjamin Disraeli. He thus opened the door for Disraeli’s entry into political life that would otherwise have been

  barred by the law. Little is known about the circumstances of this decision by Benjamin’s father and nothing at all of Benjamin’s own attitude to the event. Voluble and explicit on most

  events in his life, Disraeli wrote nothing at all about one of the most important. For the rest of his life he joined, not fervently but consistently, in the life of a practising Anglican, taking

  Communion at regular intervals and abandoning the Jewish faith into which he had been born.




  Seen from a distance, the decision by Disraeli’s father Isaac to take his son out of the religion which he and his ancestors had practised for centuries appears a radical, indeed a

  traumatic step. But Isaac Disraeli was not given to ostentatious dramatic gestures. He was known for his warmth and geniality, and was anxious always to avoid unnecessary conflict. Throughout his

  life, Isaac showed no appetite for the noisy encounters of everyday existence. Business and politics held no attraction for him. ‘Nature had disqualified him, from his cradle, for the busy

  pursuits of men,’ Disraeli wrote of his father in a memoir many years later. All surviving evidence supports this verdict.




  As a teenager, Isaac D’Israeli had baffled his parents when, after running away from home, he was found lying on a tombstone in Hackney churchyard. His own father, a practical-minded

  businessman who had made a small fortune from the stock markets after dabbling in the straw bonnet trade, assumed that the correct response to this act of rebellion was to

  give his son a pony. Later he tried to place Isaac in business at a Bordeaux manufacturing firm. Isaac resisted, explaining that he had written a poem which he planned to publish, ‘against

  commerce which was the corruption of man’.




  And so Isaac had embarked on a literary career. Success was brief but early. Aged twenty-five, Isaac published a book called the Curiosities of Literature, an agreeable mishmash of

  anecdotes about literary personalities which ran to twelve editions and was followed by five more volumes in the same style. Thereafter Isaac settled down to life as an assiduous dilettante. With

  his big brown eyes entombed in round metal spectacles, Isaac spent his mornings pottering about the British Museum, collating fragments of information on thin scraps of paper. His evenings were

  passed in the comfort of his vast and expanding library at home. It is remarkable how little attention Isaac paid to earthly matters. As Disraeli’s biographer William Mony penny points out:

  ‘D’Israeli the elder lived through one of the most stirring periods in the history of the world, yet in all his correspondence there is hardly an allusion to passing events.’

  Isaac had no firm political allegiances. Indeed he was scathing about political parties, remarking that where there was party there was also deception. But his instincts were patriotic and Tory,

  and he encouraged in his children a nostalgic affection for the House of Stuart and the Cavaliers.




  Propped up by his father’s finances and a wife named Maria Basevi, about whom we know surprisingly little, in 1802 Isaac took residence near Holborn in a street called Bedford Row. It was

  there, at half past five in the morning on Friday 21 December 1804, that Maria gave birth to her eldest son and second child, Benjamin. Two years earlier, she had given birth to a girl named Sarah,

  and after Benjamin three more boys followed – Napthali, who was born but also died in 1807, Ralph, born in 1809, and James, born in 1813.




  What were the prospects for young Benjamin? In later years, Disraeli liked to say that he had been born in a library. This, although not literally true, captures the comfortable, literary

  environment into which he had been born. After his death, a myth emerged that Disraeli’s ascent in British political life represented a triumph of social mobility, a

  back story of success against the odds. Financially speaking, this story does not work. The year before Disraeli was baptised his grandfather had died leaving the family £35,000 – the

  equivalent of many millions today. Although not in the same league as a Rothschild or a Goldsmid, the D’Israelis were nonetheless in the upper ranks of London Jewish families, on friendly

  terms with such names as the Lindos, Mocattas and Montefiores. Backed by relative wealth, Isaac and his family moved to a new and larger house at 6 Bloomsbury Square, cementing their position at

  the hub of London’s literary society.4 The publisher John Murray and the Poet Laureate Robert Southey both had places at the

  D’Israelis’ dining table. Whatever trials Disraeli endured during his childhood, poverty and social exclusion were not among them.




  Rather, the main impediment to Disraeli’s progress was the simple fact of his Judaism. Writing many years later, Disraeli described in dramatic terms the situation facing a young Jewish

  child in nineteenth-century society. ‘Instead of joyousness and frank hilarity, anxiety and a shrinking reserve are soon impressed upon the youthful visage. It is the seal of ignominy. The

  dreadful secret that they are an expatriated and persecuted race is soon revealed to them.’ This was certainly an exaggeration in Disraeli’s own case. Some 20,000 Jews lived in England

  in the early nineteenth century out of a total population of ten million. This was a smaller community than that in either Germany or France, but by most standards it was freer and more mobile.

  Persecution was rare, but discrimination still apparent. In the early nineteenth century a Jewish man could own land and trade in most professions. He could not however practise law, teach except

  in private schools, or serve as a magistrate or judge.




  In one profession in particular, being Jewish meant the door swung shut at the entrance. Anyone elected as a Member of Parliament had to swear an oath of allegiance ‘on the true faith of a

  Christian’ before taking their seat. Of course this handicap could be circumvented by those who were prepared to convert to Anglicanism. Sampson Gideon, Sir Manasseh

  Lopes and David Ricardo all put aside their Judaism and successfully took seats in the House of Commons. But they still faced a society where soft bigotry against Jews, converted or not, was seen

  as fair game. On the hustings at elections or in Punch cartoons they would be mocked and caricatured, often taunted with the cry of ‘Ole Clothes’. When Disraeli stood for

  election at Shrewsbury in 1841 a man arrived on a donkey saying he had come to take Disraeli back to Jerusalem.




  All this gave strong grounds for abandoning Judaism and becoming immersed in the advantages of Anglican acceptability. But in Isaac’s case the reasons behind his religious rebellion were

  more intellectual than in other men. Isaac had particular views about Judaism. He later articulated these views in a book called The Genius of Judaism, published in 1833. In this book

  Isaac explained at length why Rabbinic Judaism was a corruption of the true Jewish faith. In particular, he fiercely criticised the social practices and dietary laws through which the Rabbis had

  isolated their communities. To Isaac, schooled in the Enlightenment and the works of Voltaire, all ceremonial practices were a distraction from the true meaning of religion. The ‘infinite

  multiplicity of customs, and gross superstitions’ which the Rabbis perpetuated were ‘as ridiculous as once were those of witchcraft’. After praising those Jews who challenged the

  Rabbinic authorities, Isaac concluded with a call for assimilation and good relations between Judaism and Christianity.




  None of this would have been apparent when young Benjamin was a teenager. True, Isaac rarely attended his local synagogue, the Bevis Marks in Aldgate. True also that Isaac’s mother had

  come to despise the religion into which she and her family had been born. But for the most part, Isaac was like many other London Jews, paying his dues, broadly conforming, and abiding by such

  practices as the circumcision of his three sons.




  So when, in October 1813, the authorities of the Bevis Marks wrote to Isaac informing him that he had been elected as Parnass – or Warden – of the congregation, they might have been

  surprised by the strident reply. First came the refusal: ‘I must own I feel surprised that the Mahamâd should nominate a person to this official situation at so late a period of his

  life [Isaac was not yet fifty]; and had they thought their choice worth a moment’s consideration they would have been aware of its singular impropriety.’ Then

  came the compromise: Isaac would contribute in a limited way to annual subscriptions, but not get involved any further. He pointed to a friend, a Mr Prado of Grafton Street, as a precedent for this

  approach. But the Elders resisted, insisting that a fine of £40 would be payable if Isaac declined the position. This prompted a further exchange of letters. By December Isaac had gathered

  full theological steam in mounting his rebellion:




  

    

      A person, who has always lived out of the sphere of your observation; of retired habits of life; who can never unite in your public worship, because as now conducted, it

      disturbs instead of exciting Religious Emotions, a circumstance of general acknowledgement; who has only tolerated some part of your Ritual, willing to concede all he can, in those matters

      which he holds to be indifferent; Such a Man, with but a moderate portion of Honour and Understanding, never can accept the solemn functions of an Elder in your Congregation.


    


  




  He implored the Elders to change their ways before the entire congregation left the Synagogue.




  

    

      Many of your Members are already lost; Many, you are losing; even those whose tempers would still cling to you are gradually receding. But against all this, you perpetually

      plead your existing Laws . . . Some of you boast that your Laws are much as they were a Century ago! You have Laws to regulate what has ceased to exist . . .


    


  




  But Isaac’s trump card was the threat he now wielded, warning the authorities that if they pursued the matter he would insist that they removed his name from the Synagogue

  list. For a time this seems to have calmed the situation. But two years later the dispute was still rumbling on. In a fifth letter, dated 1 November 1815, Isaac took on the Elders once again,

  arguing that their own Rabbinic laws prevented him from becoming an Elder. Finally in March 1817, four years after Isaac’s unwanted election, the Elders resumed their pursuit – and this

  time Isaac insisted that his name be removed from the Bevis Marks community list. The breach, long impending, was now complete.




  And so Isaac and his family entered religious limbo. There they would have stayed had it not been for the intervention, decisive from the point of view of the young

  Disraeli, of Sharon Turner, a family friend. Turner, a solicitor who had recently written a history of Anglo-Saxon England, lived near the Disraelis in Bloomsbury Square. He seems to have impressed

  strongly on Isaac D’Israeli that whatever his own personal complaints against organised religion, it did his children no good to be shut off from both the Jewish community and the mainstream

  Anglican majority. He persuaded Isaac to arrange his children’s baptism, which he duly did in the summer of 1817.5
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