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To Victoria 




I’ve gone to find a traitor. A full-grown, four-square, red-toothed, paid-up traitor.


John le Carré, A Small Town in Germany, 1968





Prologue 


Our purpose is to crush all compromise out of existence
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JOHN AMERY. HAROLD Cole. William Joyce. Eric Pleasants. Few people talk about these men any more. If I mention their names in conversation, only William Joyce – or Lord Haw-Haw, as he is better known – is recognised with any regularity; references to the others are usually greeted by blank stares. But seventy-five years ago they were among the most notorious men in Britain, renegades infamous for having thrown in their lot with Nazi Germany and betrayed their country. 


These were all complex, flawed men who led existences replete with tragedy, sex, compromise, drink, scandal, exalted ambition and shabby failure. They travelled to wartime Paris as it tried to make sense of France’s catastrophic defeat in 1940 and witnessed Berlin’s progress from triumphant capital of the Thousand Year Reich to a bombed-out collection of ruins; they stayed in everything from lavish hotel suites to stinking cells in Stalin’s gulags, and crossed paths with everyone from brave French résistants willing to lay down their lives in the name of freedom to remorseless Nazi killers. While fascinating in themselves, their stories continue to offer urgent lessons for our times.


The narrative starts at the beginning of the 1930s, for in their own ways these traitors were all formed by their experiences of that ‘low dishonest decade’, where none of them were ever able to find a comfortable home. By following their lives over the years that followed I hope to illuminate something more about how a man might come to betray his country, and how he might then go on to try to justify his actions – both to himself and to others. Occasionally these men swim in and out of each other’s stories, at other times they plough their own furrow, but in telling their tales in parallel I want to show the way in which each of them embodies – though never in a neat, symbolic fashion – a different kind of perfidy. I have tried to get as close as possible to their thoughts and emotions, and in doing so I hope that to some extent I have been able to restore some of the past’s immediacy, a sense of it as a chaotic bundle of contingent events rather than a stately and inevitable progression towards the present day. 


The word traitor is still regularly lobbed like a Molotov cocktail into our contemporary political discourse. It is a word that demands unpacking, to show, if nothing else, that treachery is a more complex process than assumptions about Judas and his thirty pieces of silver would lead you to believe. Treason can be provoked as much by a sincerely held desire to protect one’s country as by a desperate bid to save one’s skin; while patriotism can turn septic, idealism can sour, and extreme politics can come to exert a narcotic and ultimately fatal allure.


Treachery is often a reaction to a very specific, often uncomfortable, historical context. This book’s four subjects led untidy existences that were fat with accident and mess, but that were shaped by the epoch they inhabited. They came of age in a time of tectonic uncertainty: across Europe, country after country had fallen into the hands of nationalist demagogues, and democracy suddenly seemed fragile, unable to keep pace with a rapidly changing world. Britain, already coming to terms with severe industrial decline, its eclipse by other powers such as the USA and the Soviet Union, and a sustained economic crisis that robbed millions of their livelihoods, seemed unable to decide what kind of relationship it wanted with the rest of the Continent. It was an era full of pitfalls for the naïve and unwary, but also one that bullied its way into the biographies of even those desperate to be left to their own devices. The war that followed in 1939 became, whether they liked it or not, the central fact of these four men’s existences. Their circumstances demanded a response: each answered in his own fashion, and each paid the price for the decisions he made.




Where I have included footnotes in the main text it is to provide supplementary information that would otherwise render a particular sentence too dense. I have not always used inverted commas to indicate when I am quoting these men’s thoughts and opinions, but full references are supplied in the endnotes at the back of the book. This book draws on a number of different sources – including but not limited to memoirs, diaries and statements given to the security services – to reconstruct these men’s stories. There are often discrepancies between the narratives offered by different actors in the same events; in each of these cases I have opted for the account that seems most convincing once motive, context and any other testimony have been borne in mind. 
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Hush! Do not awaken the dreamers
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Late spring 1930


OSWALD MOSLEY IS surrounded by traitors. It is 28 May 1930 and in the stuffy, airless chamber of the House of Commons he has been speaking, without notes, for over an hour. All around him sit men of power and influence, ‘small, dried-up men with mean faces; big pompous, pot-bellied men with smug faces’. Britain is in the grip of a ruinous depression, and they should be exerting every sinew to resolve a crisis that Mosley believes threatens to equal any in their country’s long and storied history, but instead ‘These old men with their old dead minds embalmed in the tombs of the past’ continue to betray the promises made to the generation who came of age in the blood and squalor of the Great War. When the veterans returned they were promised a land fit for heroes, but they found themselves ignored, their sacrifices quickly forgotten. In his election address a year earlier Sir Oswald reminded voters that it is ‘an offence against God and man that women should be imprisoned in the damp and disease-ridden walls of a slum house and have to bring up children to share their misery’. He might have made that observation ten years ago; nothing has changed. Nothing looks likely to.


Opposite him sits the Conservative Party, a group of reanimated fossils dressed in frock-coats. There is Neville Chamberlain, his starched wing collar and patrician umbrella marking him out for what he is, a relic of the last century. And their leader, Stanley Baldwin, a man whose complacent equanimity exemplifies the ‘affinity between the love of Conservatism and the fear of ideas’. He is decent, reassuring and fond of saying things like: ‘one of the reasons why our people are alive and flourishing and have avoided many of the troubles that have fallen to less happy nations, is that we have never been guided by logic in anything we did.’ He is not a man for these tumultuous times.


But Stanley Baldwin and the party he leads are supposed to be afraid of change. The young Labour minister may despise many of them, but he doesn’t blame them. No, it is the men on his own side for whom he reserves the bulk of his ire. He has pressed and harried, but every idea he has put forward to help relieve the current situation has been ignored or dismissed. 


Mosley looks back to the benches behind him. Not so long ago he believed Labour were ‘the only party which had been thrown up by the mass of people to right their wrongs’. Yet they are not, he has realised, interested in radical action. Or any action at all: why call yourself a socialist if you’re afraid of socialism? He has put up with a great deal in the Labour Party, but what he cannot stand for is ‘the complete betrayal of the mass of the people who trusted us’. They were elected twelve months ago having pledged to solve the country’s crippling unemployment problem, a problem that the great crash of the previous year – Ramsay MacDonald’s ‘economic blizzard’ – has only exacerbated. And it is to this issue that he has turned his mind and his considerable energy, even though the prime minister MacDonald, instead of giving him any real responsibility, has made him Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, a junior ministerial post within the department run by the Lord Privy Seal, that nonentity Jimmy Thomas. 


Sir Oswald’s powerful harsh voice – the kind it is easy to imagine carrying across a parade ground – rings out around the chamber.


What I fear more than a sudden crisis is a long, slow, crumbling through the years until we sink to the level of a Spain, a gradual paralysis, beneath which all the vigour and energy of this country will succumb … If the situation is to be overcome, if the great powers of this country are to be rallied and mobilised for a great national effort, then the Government and Parliament must give the lead. I beg the Government tonight to give the vital forces of this country the chance that they await. I beg Parliament to give that lead.


The ghoulish chancellor, Philip Snowden, who has previously claimed that Mosley’s brand of socialism gave him ‘feelings of nausea’, glares up at him. This bitter soul – lonely and melancholy in equal measure; the son of a Yorkshire weaver who now likes to surround himself with diamonds and Rothschilds – has used his power to stamp on every idea Oswald has proposed. Snowden had once been able to summon a visceral anger at injustice, but now his energy is reserved for defending the shibboleths of economic orthodoxy, indulging his weakness for vituperation (if he has ever said anything kind or tender, there wasn’t anyone around to record it) and making the most of his new position in society: his wife claims that the couple are now so intimate with the royal family that they no longer need friends in the Labour Party. 


Mosley’s gaze takes in Hugh Dalton, a ‘third-rate don’; Herbert Morrison ‘a narrow, rigid, vain little bureaucrat devoid of vision and incapable of movement beyond his office stool’. And George Lansbury. Poor George, he looks like a cross between a prophet and a dairy farmer: a heart of gold, but a head of feathers. Some are good men, like little Clem Attlee, but, good man that he is, Clem is not the kind that will get things done; you will never see a mild-mannered fellow like him change the face of the country. Sir Oswald can barely disguise the contempt he feels for the men who are supposed to be his comrades. While others such as Dalton and Stafford Cripps will devote hours to even the humblest Labour members, listening to their reminiscences as if they were the most interesting thing in the world, Mosley has no time for the ‘wearisome babblings of decrepit Trade Union leaders’. ‘Why,’ asks Attlee, ‘does Mosley always speak to us as though he were a feudal landlord abusing tenants who are in arrears with their rent?’ It is a reasonable question. 


Sir Oswald Ernald Mosley’s hair is thick, black and shiny; his smile is a shrug. His aquiline profile is a model of aristocratic hauteur and he has perfect white teeth. He is six foot two inches tall, possesses a distinctly military bearing and, despite a limp, a panther’s stride. There are very few men like him in the House of Commons. People’s first reaction on meeting Mosley is to be dazzled. Their second is often to question his motives (Snowden: ‘I was always suspicious of a rich man who came into the Socialist Movement and at once became more Socialist than the Socialists’).


He has long been talked of as a future prime minister; and ever since he came into Parliament he has diverted his energies into moulding himself into the kind of great man – like Julius Caesar (whose biography he has considered writing) or Pitt the Elder (an imperial visionary, who believed himself to be ‘the only saviour of England’) – he is convinced the country desperately needs: ‘Great things,’ he says, ‘can only be done in a great way.’


The idea that we are products of genes or our environment holds little appeal to him – instead he regards the individual as the product of a process directed by strength of will: ‘The mind can be trained to do abnormal things as a muscle can be trained to lift a weight.’ He was a poor speaker when he first took his seat, but has put himself through an intensive regimen in order to transform himself into one of Parliament’s supreme performers. He has studied the great orators of the past; employed a voice coach; practised in front of the mirror and even honed his technique by picking a fight with The Times leader each morning over breakfast. Sir Oswald has taken similar care to cultivate his memory, and later in life he will boast how ‘I can remember a scene, a statistic, a turning-point of action, a quotation of prose or poetry which has moved me, but not life’s minor irrelevancies.’1


He has read a prodigious amount (though is curiously resistant to picking up a novel), and unlike many of his contemporaries has made a sustained attempt to familiarise himself with current economic thinking. There are few, if any, other front-rank politicians who have so fruitful a relationship with intellectuals such as John Maynard Keynes (Beatrice Webb noted his ability to ‘use other men’s brains’). If truth be told, there are few, if any, who have such an understanding of the scale and nature of the unemployment crisis facing the country. 


Sir Oswald has also attended to his diet and, thanks to advice from David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill, has acquired the habit of taking an afternoon nap to preserve his strength. He eschews the great quantities of alcohol consumed by other members of the House, restricting himself (or at least so he says) to the odd beer, and hock mixed with soda. He prefers to fortify himself with coffee before speeches; believing this assists in the build-up of momentum and adrenalin needed to create ‘the condition of excitement which is communicated to the audience’.


There are some aspects of his personality that have escaped Sir Oswald’s passion for self-improvement. His temperament remains defiantly aristocratic, which ensures that he remains unbound by the same ‘middle-class caution’ as others, but, more often than his friends and enemies alike find comfortable, this manifests itself as arrogance. He has no gift for introspection, nor does he allow himself any practice at it, and while he is all too happy to lecture others on the importance of living like an athlete – ‘statesmen are poor fish,’ he says, ‘if even for the few years at the height of their responsibilities they cannot be serious’ – it is not altogether clear how this is consistent with his unrelenting promiscuity. 


One day he gives a list to his wife Cimmie of the women he has slept with. ‘But they are all my best friends!’ she replies. Pained by the hurt he knows he has caused he subsequently talks about the exchange with his friend Bob Boothby, a young Conservative MP, telling him how he had enumerated all his conquests. 


Boothby, unbelieving, interjects: ‘All?’


‘Yes, all,’ comes the reply. ‘Except, of course for her sister and stepmother.’


Sir Oswald is, in the words of the Liberal MP Leslie Hore-Belisha, ‘the only man in the House of Commons who has made an Art of himself’. And there was something impressively sudden about the emergence of his reputation for brilliance and wit when he first arrived in London society. Mosley had been born into an ancient family (motto: ‘Our custom is above the law’) that had been hitherto distinguished by a kind of extreme and reactionary provincialism. Unlike many other great families they made no attempt to fight the nineteenth century; they simply tried to ignore it.


Sir Oswald’s mother Katherine ‘Maud’ Heathcote, a lover of animals, field sports and spiritualism, was utterly devoted to her son: to her, according to a contemporary, ‘Tom was God.’ Two decades on, it doesn’t appear that he has quite shaken off the effects of this prepubescent deification; nor, it should be said, has he shown much interest in doing so.


He had dreamed of achieving glory in the Great War but came away with little more than a year of fairly undistinguished service and one leg that was an inch and a half shorter than the other (in May 1915, having secured his pilot’s certificate, he crashed his plane and broke his ankle while showing off before his admiring mother).2 However, he did emerge from the conflict with an enduring enthusiasm for military life: where harmony reigned between the classes and the country was organised (this enduring and romantic memory of a trench solidarity ‘fired by struggle and suffering’ was one shared by many of the other European socialists who converted to fascism). Indeed, there was a moment when it seemed that this new spirit would persist. Shortly after the peace the then prime minister David Lloyd George spoke movingly about how ‘There are many things that are wrong and which ought not to be – poverty, wretchedness, and squalor. Let us cleanse this noble land. Let us cleanse it and make it a temple worthy of the sacrifice which has been made for its honour.’ His high-sounding words have not yet been translated into meaningful action.


Oswald Mosley identified with the men of the trenches more completely – certainly more self-consciously – than any other inter-war British politician. He claimed their hopes, fears and grievances for his own, and it was a desire to ensure that the sacrifices of his comrades were not in vain, as well as an ‘almost religious conviction to prevent a recurrence of war’ that led him to seek a seat in Parliament. Although he stood as a Conservative in the 1918 election, party politics had little meaning for him. He claimed that he ‘knew little of Conservative sentiment and cared less’ and campaigned for what he described as ‘socialistic imperialism’, which, if eccentric for a Tory candidate, had the virtue of being an uncanny anticipation of his later thought.


As it turned out ‘business as usual’ swiftly reasserted itself; almost, it seemed, before the echoes of applause for the prime minster’s speech had died out. Mosley had thought the ‘young men, the men of war, were in charge’ now; however, of the 168 newly elected Conservative and Unionist members, fewer than forty-five were under forty and only sixty-eight had been in uniform.


His obsession is with getting things done, but he is soon disappointed by an institution that doesn’t seem to share the same priorities. Sir Oswald’s temperament is geared to action: he is like those sharks that must move ceaselessly if they are to continue breathing. ‘I prefer,’ he says, ‘the errors of dynamism to the religion of lethargy.’ 


Even after crossing the floor to the Labour benches in 1926, joining a party that is at least in theory committed to reconstructing the very foundations of society, his disillusionment has not been assuaged: proximity to the levers of power has only served to heighten his frustration. John Beckett, a maverick Independent Labour Party MP,3 was equally bewildered by the inaction and impotence he saw all around him. He is another member of the war generation who has been inspired to enter politics by a desperate passion to relieve the grinding poverty that afflicted so much of the population, but he too soon realises that his party’s leaders are reluctant to make a difference, and uninterested in any attempts from their backbenchers to change this. ‘There was little else to do,’ he would complain in his memoirs, ‘except walk like caged lions up and down the length of the terrace.’ 


Mosley’s warnings become increasingly urgent and he begins to assume the tone of a prophet.


Unemployment, wages, rents, suffering, squalor and starvation; the struggle for existence in our streets, the threat of world catastrophe in another war; these are the realities of the present age. These are the problems which require every exertion of the best brains of our time for a vast constructive effort. These are the problems which should unite the nation in a white heat of crusading zeal for their solution. But these are precisely the problems which send Parliament to sleep. When not realities but words are to be discussed Parliament wakes up. Then we are back in the comfortable pre-war world of make-believe. Politics are safe again; hairs are to be split, not facts to be faced. Hush! Do not awaken the dreamers. Facts will wake them in time with a vengeance.


In an exchange of letters with Mosley at the beginning of the crisis, the prime minister, who gives the impression of being more interested in the gorse at his home in Lossiemouth than the unemployment problem, had outlined his position: ‘As I see the problem (dimly) we must hang on to what we are doing but weed out the spongers all round.’ It is feeble, but at least Mosley now knows where he stands.


Oswald Mosley is perhaps the man that Ramsay MacDonald wished he had been; he has been known to talk wistfully of him as ‘someone who might some days do the things which he himself had once dreamt of doing’. And what would he have given to have been born with the younger minister’s confidence and good breeding; not to be surrounded by men like Snowden; not to have slipped into a Faustian pact with high society designed to help him ignore his illegitimate birth; no longer to be tired, old, confused and ‘hopelessly woolly’.4 




There had been a time when people wondered out loud whether Jimmy Thomas, chief of the National Union of Railwaymen, might one day become prime minister. Now the question on their lips is whether he is going to drink himself into an early grave. Thomas has long since exchanged his socialist principles for a kind of music-hall proletarianism. His comic turns (usually involving the ostentatious dropping of his aitches) have been sufficient to make George V laugh so hard that he opened an abscess in his back: but though he remains intermittently good company, he’s also awash in a sea of booze and corruption. There’s an increasing suspicion that his waggish good humour is deployed to obscure ignorance, and he is already up to his elbows in the Stock Exchange gambles that will eventually bring his ministerial career to a brutal end.


The man who, as Lord Privy Seal, has been given ultimate responsibility by the prime minister for solving Britain’s unemployment problem is patently out of his depth. Previously, on his good days he had been able to console himself with the comforting idea that ‘there is less suffering in our country than in any previous period in our history’, but in the aftermath of the 1929 crash he has been known to fall into a state of such panic that some, including Mosley, are concerned that he might actually descend into madness.


While Thomas has floundered, Mosley has been busy in ‘a semi-dungeon high up in the Treasury’ drawing up a series of radical economic proposals. Doctrinaire socialism has only ever held a ‘slight appeal’ for Sir Oswald; he prefers his own interpretation of it as ‘the conscious control and direction of human resources for human needs’. It is as if he believes the country can be transformed by the same concentrated exertion of will that he has employed to remodel himself into a ‘complete’ man. He is convinced that nineteenth-century liberalism is incapable of solving twentieth-century problems: laissez-faire economics is not, he will tell anyone who listens, a match for virile state intervention. And so any scheme that might stimulate employment is given due consideration; for a while he is even taken with the idea of building an aerodrome in central London by putting a roof on top of Victoria station.


The ideas coalesce into what becomes known as the Mosley Memorandum. Thomas is unaware of its existence until Oswald Mosley tells him, with what must sound like unusual – and thus suspicious – diffidence that he has ‘jotted down a number of new proposals on “our special problem”’, before adding, almost offhand, ‘Some of these ideas you will agree with and some you’ll probably turn down; but in any case, Jim, I’d like you to see them.’


In short order Mosley sends his proposals to Keynes, who, while not agreeing on every point, responds positively, and Ramsay MacDonald. In a series of stormy confrontations Mosley’s ideas are discussed by the rest of his party. Snowden, incensed by his junior colleague’s temerity, dismisses him as a ‘presumptuous fool and an economic ignoramus’; the home secretary John Clynes describes the memorandum as ‘something approaching insanity’. ‘You must make a greater effort,’ Mosley snarls in a Cabinet meeting, ‘or throw up the sponge.’ It becomes impossible to discuss the issue without acrimony. Many of Mosley’s friends and colleagues urge patience. They remind him of the glittering future that awaits him if only he will hang on: bide your time, they say, you will be prime minister before long. But with millions of his fellow countrymen condemned to near-starvation, how can he sit comfortably in Westminster, knowing his party’s pledges have been betrayed? He is offered a promotion, to minister for agriculture, but his adviser John Strachey tells him to refuse: ‘What the people want is action.’


Mosley attempts to force a vote on his proposals through at a party meeting. His speech defending his memorandum is eloquent, passionate and convincing, but it is not enough; his motion is defeated. Strachey watches Mosley sitting silent and alone, brooding with an indescribable bitterness, as the elderly, portly trade union officials and nervous pacifist intellectuals file out. Whatever fragile threads have hitherto bound Sir Oswald to the Labour Party are fast beginning to fray.


On 20 May 1930 Mosley, seeing no way forward, hands his resignation letter to the prime minister, who notes that his words are characterised by a ‘graceless pompousness’. Snowden, going further, accuses Mosley of being ‘a traitor to the cause of Labour, and one who was incapable of political loyalty’; adding that ‘the English people had no time for a “pocket-Mussolini”.’ Mosley storms out. ‘It was easy enough for them to say – young man wait, why such a hurry? – it was not so easy for people to wait in the slums of Birmingham while we drew our salaries and they drew the dole.’ 


So it has come to this: Mosley addressing Parliament as he defends his resignation. As he finishes, cheering breaks out, loud and prolonged, from every section of the House. There is palpable excitement in the chamber. Josiah Wedgwood, a Labour MP, would later remember how it engendered a new mood on the back benches: ‘Man after man was saying to himself: “That is our leader.”’ Mosley has not, hitherto, been a popular man in Westminster. His air of condescension allied to ‘that curious curl of the upper lip which made him always look as if he had a bad smell under his nose’ have seen to that. But in the space of sixty minutes he has become ‘a hero of all young members in all parties who are impatiently demanding new ideas to meet a catastrophic situation’.


The reactions in the press the next day are similarly ecstatic. The Evening Standard describes ‘the triumph of an artist who has made his genius perfect by long hours of practice and devotion to his art. There is no politician who works harder or who takes more pains to master his problems.’ Bob Boothby acclaims it as ‘The greatest parliamentary tour de force this generation will hear’. Later Boothby goes to Mosley’s room at the House of Commons. He is struck by ‘his relief and satisfaction, his determination to go forward and “bring these grave matters to the test”’. Even amid the acclaim there is a strong sense that Sir Oswald is at risk of throwing away a glittering political career. The man in question does not share these concerns; when he goes to the Astors’ house later that evening it is to celebrate. He is asked about his prospects by Frank Pakenham. Mosley stares at him ‘with that odd look with which he seemed to transfix women’ before intoning, ‘After Peel comes Disraeli. After Baldwin and MacDonald comes …?’


‘Who comes next?’


‘Comes someone very different,’ growls Mosley.


Mosley has long hinted at a frustration with the old party system, and a belief that a new order would emerge to replace it. As early as 1922, in a letter he wrote to his constituents when he stood as an independent in Henley, he spoke of how ‘The war destroyed the old party issues, and with them the old parties … The party system must, of course, return in the very near future, but it will be a new Party system.’ He has spoken in the Commons of the need to create a ‘third force’ between Bolshevism and reaction.


Not everyone agrees with Mosley’s analysis, even those who share his concerns about Britain’s sclerotic political system. Boothby writes to Mosley, counselling him against setting up his own party. You can ‘do more for us than anyone else now alive’ he reminds his friend. ‘Only for God’s sake remember that this country is old and tradition-ridden, and no one – not even you – can break all the rules at once. And do take care of the company you keep. Real shits are so apt to trip you up when you aren’t looking.’
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I’m glad that I haven’t a son
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Winter 1932


THE MEN AND women for whom Oswald Mosley claims to be speaking do not, in the main, live within sight of Westminster. They inhabit what have become known as the distressed areas; regions of the United Kingdom that lie only a train ride away from London, but which sometimes must seem as if they exist in another country. 


These people used to work in the heavy industries that had formed the backbone of Great Britain’s pre-eminence: coal, steel, cotton, shipbuilding. Over the last thirty years they have watched, helpless, as Japan and the USA seized huge shares of the markets that had previously been dominated by the goods they’d sweated to produce. Coal and cotton, which between them had once comprised 55 per cent of the nation’s physical exports, have both long been in seemingly terminal decline, unable to compete with cheap imports from places like Poland and India. Throughout the twenties, unemployment had run at about 10 per cent of the population, what the economist Arthur Pigou had dubbed ‘the intractable million’. Then came the Wall Street Crash. 


In the north-east, Lancashire, South Wales and Glasgow whole communities have seen their livelihoods destroyed. In shipbuilding areas the average unemployment rate is 60 per cent, a stark comparison to the nationwide figure of 22 per cent. By 1932 a third of all coalminers are out of work, and in areas where the struggling industries are concentrated the effect of the slump can be devastating: 72.6 per cent of Jarrow’s insurable workforce have no job; in Ferndale in the Rhonda Valley the figure stands at 96.5 per cent. Men will walk miles each day to try to find some way of feeding their family, but there is little or no hope of finding new employment in these parts of the country, either for the forlorn multitudes who have been left idle for years, or for those boys tumbled out of school at fourteen who know there’s no chance of picking up their father’s trade.


‘I’m glad that I haven’t a son,’ one unemployed Welsh miner says:


It must be a heartbreaking business to watch your boy grow into manhood and then see him deteriorate because there is no work for him. And yet there are scores of young men in the Valley who have never worked since the age of sixteen … at sixteen they become insurable and the employers sack them rather than face the extra expense. So we have young men who have never had a day’s work since. They have nothing to hope for except aimless drift.


The austerity measures enacted by the National Government in 1931 only make life harder. A disproportionate amount of attention seems to be given to stamping out ‘abuses’ of the system and trying to cap the spiralling costs of the borrowing fund. Contributions are increased and unemployment benefit cut: henceforth it can only be drawn by right for six months; after that the supplicant must apply to the labour exchange for ‘transitional payments’, which are so low that they serve to humiliate the receiver while giving them just enough to fend off starvation. Most severely, the household’s total income is assessed under a means test. This is administered with an almost penal severity, and leads to widespread anxiety, despair and suffering. New mothers are asked whether they are breastfeeding – even this source of extra nutrition can have an effect on their allowance.


In some of the country’s poorest constituencies there are women who cannot be persuaded to come out and vote because they are ashamed of their clothes. The rat-infested slums they live in are dirty, dark and damp, without the most basic amenities. Often several families share a single tap. At least a million houses are considered unfit for human habitation; 2 million houses are classified as being overcrowded. It is not uncommon for eight people to share a single room that is black with grime and mould, the plaster peeling off the ceiling. Children are crammed with their siblings on to straw mattresses stained with urine and menstrual blood, and 80 per cent of children in the poorest areas of London and mining regions of County Durham show early signs of rickets. Infant mortality can be three times the national average in depressed areas, maternal mortality double.


Years later, during the fall of France, the American correspondent William L. Shirer will be struck by how the British prisoners he sees being led away by victorious Germans are ‘hollow-chested and skinny and round-shouldered’. They are, he concludes, the victims of two decades of criminal neglect. 


Few politicians seem interested in combating, or even investigating, the underlying structural causes of the slump. Ministers from both parties are blinded by a mode of thinking that maintains that taxation is always a burden, that a country’s economy might be saved by implementing the cost-cutting measures one might apply to a struggling small business, and that ‘laissez-faire was the most perfect system of economic management devised by the genius of man.’ The stubborn attachment of successive governments to an economic orthodoxy offers little or nothing to alleviate the country’s woes must, to those men who survived the maelstrom of the trenches, bear a distressingly close similarity to the costly failures of the Great War’s generals.


It does not help that much of the rest of the country is thriving during these years. Home ownership and light industry both grow exponentially in the thirties. People have more money in their pockets and new consumer goods such as radios and cars to spend it on. Unless you live in a distressed area, it is easy enough to put the abject poverty endured by many of your compatriots to the back of your mind. Richard Reynell Bellamy, who will become an early recruit to Oswald Mosley’s fascist movement, will later write about his frustration at what he saw as the prevailing view of unemployment – that it was a ‘sad inevitability about which nothing could be done’. He was almost as appalled by middle-class complacency as he was by working-class misery. One day he informs his father that he believes that the country needs a revolution. The response is dispiriting: ‘My dear boy, you must not speak like that. The affairs of old England are in more capable, experienced and trustworthy hands than you imagine.’


Sir Oswald had once dismissed fascists as ‘black-shirted buffoons, making a cheap imitation of ice-cream sellers’, but by 1932 he has realised what a congenial environment for his beliefs and personality the ideology can be: ‘I have finished with people who think,’ he claims, ‘henceforth I shall go to the people who feel.’ He moves swiftly to unify the disparate parties of the extreme right under the banner of his British Union of Fascists (BUF), and is soon able to boast that the only fascists outside the party are ‘three old ladies and a couple of office boys’.1


Fascism was, in origin, Mosley explains, ‘an explosion against intolerable conditions, against remediable wrongs which the old world had failed to remedy. It was a movement to secure national renaissance by people who felt themselves threatened with decline into decadence and death and were determined to live, and live greatly.’ 


The ideology seems to offer the chance to exist in a heroic register, an impression that is only encouraged by Mosley’s high-sounding oratory. In his speeches he talks passionately about how


We count it a privilege to live in an age when England demands that great things shall be done, a privilege to be of the generation which learns to say what can we give instead of what can we take. For thus our generation learns there are greater things than slothful ease; greater things than safety; more terrible things than death.


This shall be the epic generation which scales again the heights of time and history to see once more the immortal lights – the lights of sacrifice and high endeavour summoning through ordeal the soul of humanity to the sublime and eternal. The alternatives of our age are heroism or oblivion. There are no lesser paths in the history of great nations. Can we, therefore, doubt which path to choose?


Let us tonight at this great meeting give the answer. Hold high the head of England; lift strong the voice of Empire. Let us to Europe and the world proclaim that the heart of this great people is undaunted and invincible. This flag still challenges the winds of destiny. This flame still burns. This glory shall not die. The soul of Empire is alive, and England again dares to be great.


It is the kind of appeal that exerts a narcotic hold over ardent young minds, of whom there are overwhelming numbers in the BUF ranks. The blood runs hotly in their veins; to them previous generations seem tired, undeserving of the deference that they had once claimed by right. The old parties cannot halt the spineless drift to disaster; instead they squat impotent in front of the problems of the day like hypnotised rabbits faced by a snake. It is a commonplace on both sides of the political spectrum that the faiths and values of the old world no longer obtain – they died, like so many millions of young men, in the blood and filth of the Great War. 


The young intellectuals in the Blackshirts’ ranks all seem to have read Oswald Spengler and Thomas Carlyle. They are against the decadence and materialism of the modern world ‘where there are no spiritual landmarks’. Their conviction that western civilisation is in terminal decline vies with the belief that a great man is needed to salvage the situation. When one of the movement’s rising stars, the coruscating Irish speaker William Joyce, asserts at a rally in Brighton that ‘We know that England is crying for a leader and that leader has emerged in the person of the greatest Englishman I have ever known, Sir Oswald Mosley,’ he is simply expressing a feeling shared by many thousands in the party, including Mosley himself. 


The fascists have certain assumptions about the way the world is run. The press is bought; Parliament is a sham uninterested in constructive thought; the old are betraying the young; supreme power resides in the City of London; all parties are rackets; democracy is feeble and enervated, unfit to face the challenges of the modern era: the world has changed beyond all recognition; why, they ask, is our government still the same? And then there is the spectre of communism, which the fascists see as posing a monstrous threat to everything they hold dear. They all fear the barbaric savagery of the Soviet Union, and see themselves as a bulwark against its spread beyond the USSR’s borders.


For those desperate to somehow make a difference, fascism holds an intoxicating promise. At the same time, its very swagger, its violent élan, explain another element of its appeal to the young: fascism speaks eloquently to their desire to épater les bourgeois. Being a member is exciting; life before the BUF now seems grey, dull and incomprehensible. Even the movement’s name is a provocation. Mosley had insisted that the word fascist should be employed, in spite of others imploring him to use a less incendiary, less foreign one. He wanted to be seen to be making a decisive break with the old world. It is intended to offend, to sort the wheat from the chaff, to show that you were willing to take risks in the name of a great cause.


The BUF provides an immersive world for its members. There is a Blackshirt Automobile Club and Blackshirt Holiday Camps, there are Blackshirt weddings, and the party even has its own brand of cigarettes (William Joyce’s favourite, apparently). This world centres on their headquarters, a grey, pseudo-Gothic pile at 232 Battersea Park Road that the party christen the ‘Black House’, and which is run on quasi-military lines. The BUF’s Defence Force sleep, eat and train there, their days regulated by the sound of a bugle. Its rooms are ‘filled with students eager to learn everything about this new, exciting crusade; its club rooms rang with the laughter and song of men who felt that the advent of Fascism had made life worth living again.’


Membership of the party soars into the thousands, and it draws support from aristocrats and leading military figures. (Mary Ormsby-Gore remembered that Adolf Hitler and Mosley’s new sister-in-law Unity Mitford ‘used to comb through the Tatler every week to mark the names of those who might come over to them when he occupied England. They had great lists.’) They are buoyed by the success other authoritarian parties have enjoyed across the Continent, in Italy, Portugal, Austria, Greece, Romania and, of course, Germany. An excited belief grows that they too will be in power within the year; some supporters even go so far as to start discussing the positions that the movement’s leading lights will hold in the new, corporate state. The thirty-seven-year-old Mosley is more measured: I will be in power, he tells an American journalist, by the time I am forty.
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If my mother is going to Hell, then so shall I
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Autumn 1934


EVERY TIME THE propaganda director for the British Union of Fascists stares into the mirror he is confronted by the deep, livid scar that begins just below his right ear and loops across his cheek before joining the corner of his mouth. It dominates his face to the extent that you could be forgiven for overlooking his cleft chin, or his stern pugilist’s jaw. One man who met him a decade later said that it made him think of raw pork. Another recalled how it would twitch, almost as if it had a life of its own. William Joyce knows the scar conditions the way people see him (‘People would talk to me. It would come out I’d got a first at London University. They wouldn’t believe me. I could see them disbelieving me’) but it also conditions the way he sees himself. It is a mark that shows he’s a fighter. ‘Fascism,’ he says, with some satisfaction, ‘is not a creed for the smug mice who choose to emerge from under Bloomsbury tea-cosies to have a nibble at it.’ He prides himself on being the kind of man who can effortlessly quote from Dryden and Swift, Browning and Tennyson, and yet also keep a revolver in his drawer. But more than anything it’s a visceral reminder of a defeat. In 1924, as he was canvassing for a prospective Conservative MP ahead of that year’s general election, he was jumped from behind by a Jewish communist.1 In the midst of the struggle this assailant inserted a razor in his mouth, then drew it cruelly up to his ear.


Or, at least, that’s the way the story he would later tell goes. You can find some people who will tell you that he did not receive the wound in open combat, but after having been hunted like a rat by a gang of Jews, held down and humiliated. Other, better, witnesses could relate a different tale: how the knife was thrown by an Irishwoman, a belated retribution for his entanglement a decade previously in the country’s war of independence. 


Whatever the truth, the attack left him in hospital and attracted the attention of the Evening Standard, who reported on ‘wild scenes by hooligans’. Anxious to flesh out their story the paper sent a kindly but ill-informed photographer to the ward in which Joyce was recovering. ‘Ach, these fascist blackguards are damn swine to carve you up like that,’ he sympathised with the gruesomely mutilated patient. ‘They should be shot.’ Joyce’s response was to laugh until he nearly burst his stitches, but nonetheless the picture appeared in the following edition. He looks, perhaps uniquely in his life, serene. 


Subsequently he will try to make light of it, calling it his ‘Lambeth Honour’, or, later, ‘die Schramme’ (the scratch), and recalling how ‘An attempt was made to cut my throat, but the razor slashed a quarter of an inch too high. There is something to be said for having a well-fed appearance.’ But no matter how many sardonic jokes he might make, it is hard to see the scar as anything other than an outward manifestation of the hate that twists and pulses inside him. 


It is not clear when exactly his hatred of the Jews emerged; it is unlikely that he actually met one until he came to London as a student. Joyce is like a child who, after a lengthy period of silence, suddenly begins speaking in perfect sentences: his anti-Semitism appears to have arrived fully formed. This prejudice, which seems already to have assumed the qualities of an obsession, shares space in his thoughts with a belief in the need for a complete social revolution and a patriotism that might also be described as obsessive. His patriotism’s origins are less mysterious, though it too is built on shaky foundations. In around a decade’s time the world will learn that, contrary to what they’d come to believe, William Joyce was born in the USA, in Brooklyn. 


What we do know is that Joyce grew up at a time when it was possible that, as the result of a pen stroke in a chateau outside Paris, a family could go to bed in Germany one night, and then find they’d woken up in Poland the next morning. The same was happening across the Continent as the borders of Europe were re-drawn by men in frock-coats and starched collars, and millions of people were left – depending on accidents of birth and geography – either bewildered, isolated and betrayed; or liberated from centuries of oppression. The Joyce family were, in their view at least, among the victims of this historical process.


Michael Joyce had moved his wife Queenie and child back to his native Ireland in 1909, when his son was three. William appears to have come away with an ability to speak German (acquired, he claimed later, from neighbours in Brooklyn), an ‘unambiguous dislike’ for Americans (inherited from his mother) and a firm belief that he was somehow marked out from others. William would later remember that Queenie had once told him that ‘I shall never forget in my life how lonely I have felt in America. Even before you were born you were my only comfort in this atmosphere of strangeness, lack of interest and hostility.’ Loneliness, strangeness, hostility: all were coursing through his veins before he had taken his first breath.


Learning came easily to him and he was obedient and helpful in the classroom, yet from an early age everything he did was coloured by fanaticism. William Joyce was always the altar boy who swung the censer too hard, who waved his staff around too vigorously. His head was a little too large for his body. Bright blue, sardonic eyes stared unnervingly out of his firmly set features. He hero-worshipped Napoleon and had a precocious interest in mesmerism and hypnotism (it could be argued that his interest in both the esoteric and controlling the minds of others never really left him). Joyce would later claim to have been a member of the ‘very British’ scouts – though there were no scout troops in Galway at that time. All the same, somehow it seems that he managed to obtain a khaki shirt, tie and badge, which he wore on the lapel of his coat. He liked to show off by demonstrating different scout signs and signals with his fingers. 


William also came to understand, earlier, and perhaps with more force than most other boys of his age, how loyalties could clash – and how two apparently irreconcilable causes can each claim your allegiance with equal strength. He abandoned the Catholic faith in which he’d been raised because a priest told him that his Protestant mother was unlikely to be spared eternal damnation: ‘If my mother is going to Hell, then so shall I,’ he was heard to say in response. His teachers were by turns shocked and impressed by his defiance. ‘That boy will either do something very great in the world,’ one of them was prompted to observe, ‘or he will finish on the end of a rope.’


However, it was another, more severe, rupture that came to define his early life: Britain’s withdrawal from all but the northern tip of Ireland. The Joyces had been well off, at least compared to their neighbours, tight-knit and respectable. They were also fervent loyalists. ‘I was brought up by my parents in a creed of fanatical patriotism which the English people found very hard to understand. From my earliest days, I was taught to love England and her Empire. Patriotism was the highest virtue that I knew.’ William and the rest of the family were left bereft by a political decision they regarded as an act of the basest treachery: how could the British Empire surrender their home to a ‘gang of gunmen’?


Joyce began to spend all his spare time in either the barracks of the Black and Tans or at the headquarters of the Royal Irish Constabulary. He claimed to have collected intelligence for them and appears to have been adopted as a kind of mascot or pet – Joyce could often be seen riding on the Black and Tans’ lorries as they sped along the country’s narrow roads. Though not yet sixteen, he had long acted as if impatient to be done with childish things and, at some point in this fervid time of violence, hate and betrayal, his childhood might be said to have come to an end. A building leased by Michael Joyce to the Royal Ulster Constabulary was burned to the ground. And then one day one of the officers William knew was murdered while playing tennis. William Joyce was a conspicuous presence at the funeral, offering a stiff salute as the funeral cortège passed by. On another occasion, as he was walking along a familiar path in the twilight, he saw a Sinn Feiner pursued by police, cornered and killed. Years later, amid the ruins of Berlin, these incidents would continue to haunt him; unable to cope with the images by himself, he would drunkenly tell his wife about a man haloed by a pool of his own blood, his brains seeping out on to the pavement.
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