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 CHAPTER 1

THE LAND OF MY FATHERS


David Lloyd George - certainly the most famous and perhaps the greatest Welshman of all time - was born in Manchester. But, as he told his son, nationality ‘has nothing to do with geography . . . It is a state of mind.’1 Lloyd George’s state of mind was Welsh. Blood and upbringing shaped his character, not the accident of birth which made him officially English. Charm, energy and ruthless determination would have guaranteed success wherever he had spent his youth and early manhood. And he would have been guaranteed an enamoured following by his vitality - the Promethean fire, because of which so much was expected and so much forgiven. But it was Llanystumdwy and Criccieth that created his defining attributes. The rebellious schoolboy and the insubordinate young solicitor became the Great Outsider-a man who felt no obligation to respect the rules of the society in which he lived. His upbringing - both the teaching of his Church and the adoration of his uncle - made him an outsider who felt superior to the establishment which he despised. That confidence combined with ambition, conviction and contempt for convention to make him the authentic radical of British political history.

The Chancellor of the Exchequer who created the welfare state and became the Prime Minister who was credited with winning the First World War was born plain David George. The Georges of Pembrokeshire farmed at Trecoed, near Fishguard - according to family folklore their ancestors’ reward for fighting with Henry Tudor on Bosworth Field. They remained farmers for three hundred years, but William George - David’s father - ‘devoted his energies to improving  his mind rather than cultivating the soil’.2 He wanted to ‘bequeath to posterity . . . thoughts that breathe and words that burn’.3 William’s mother had more prosaic plans and apprenticed her son to a local physician. His interest in becoming a doctor waned when William discovered that the practice of medicine involved the tedium of seeing patients. Next he considered becoming a lawyer. Then a draper. Eventually he turned to teaching, but still wrote in his diary, ‘I cannot make up my mind to be a school master for life . . . I want to occupy higher ground somehow or other.’4 His ‘ambition above all things was to be a scholar’. His destiny was continual disappointment.5


In 1841, William George, just twenty-one, registered as a student at the Battersea Teachers’ Training Institute. He was already showing symptoms of the disease which killed him. ‘I am getting to feel rather apprehensive about myself. I brought up 2 or 3 specs of blood before I went to London.’6 However, he completed the course and, for the next fifteen years, moved from school to school - always looking for something better, but never finding it. After nine months at Ealing, he spent a year at Newbald, in the East Riding, and left at short notice, abandoning forty-seven items of personal property and all his books.7  After an extended holiday - during which he replaced his books and his lost greatcoat - he was appointed head of the Hope Street Unitarian School in Liverpool. It was a broad-minded foundation. William George - a pious and practising Baptist - was acceptable both as head and as teacher in the associated adult Sunday School.

In Liverpool, William George at last made friends who he thought were suitable to his status and intellectual standing. They included Thomas Goffey, a solicitor who was to have an important influence on the careers of both his sons. But Liverpool soon lost its charm. He left the city, a week before Christmas 1852, taking with him a full set of the  Penny Encyclopaedias and a copy of Webster’s Dictionary, inscribed: ‘Presented to Mr William George by the teachers and conductors of Hope Street Church Sunday School as a token of their esteem.’8


In April 1854, William George opened his own ‘proprietary’ - that is to say private - school in Haverfordwest in Pembrokeshire. Family legend attributed the initiative to his marriage to Selina Huntley, a rich but sick widow who either owned the school building or financed its purchase. The venture did not succeed. The English in the town wanted schools which were owned and governed by the Established Church. The Welsh resented the promise that ‘great attention will be paid to the study of the English language, a knowledge of which is  indispensable to the successful pursuit of every business and profession in this country’. Selina George, on whom the school depended, died sometime during 1856. At the end of that year, the widower considered becoming second master at Blaenau Ffestiniog in Gwynedd, in one of the ‘British Schools’ which were being established in Wales.a He decided against and in August 1858 accepted a similar appointment at Troed-yr-Allt in nearby Pwllheli.

Troed-yr-Allt was close by ‘The Castle’, the home of a Miss Evans, who employed, as her companion, Elizabeth Lloyd of Llanystumdwy. Betsy’s father, who had died in 1839 when she was eleven, had been one of the two shoemakers in Penymaes, a village near Criccieth. He had also been the pastor of Capel Ucha. The Lloyds were Children of God - a Baptist sect whose members aspired to follow the simple teaching of the early Christian Church. Children of God believed that it was better to attend an ‘orthodox’ Baptist service than to miss Sunday worship altogether. So Betsy Lloyd joined the congregation at Capel Berea in Criccieth. There she met William George. They were married on 16 November 1859.

The Georges’ first child, a girl, survived for barely a month. The second, Mary Ellen, was born on 8 November 1861. By then William and Betsy George had moved to Newchurch in Lancashire. The new school proved no more acceptable than any of its predecessors. ‘The place itself we could do with very well - though cold and damp the place is healthy . . . It was . . . the people connected with it who did not suit me . . . I would rather be the master of workpeople than their servant. ’9 William George was saved from the humiliation of being employed by ‘rough working men who had not the means to act liberally, even if disposed to do so’ by Doctor John Daniel Morell, a recently appointed school inspector.10 Thanks to Morell, George became temporary head of a school in Manchester. He rented 5 New York Place, Chorlton-upon-Medlock. There, on 17 January 1863, Betsy gave birth to a son. He was christened David.

The family did not remain in Chorlton-upon-Medlock for long. In the autumn of the same year, William George gave up schoolmastering for ever and bought the lease of Bwlford, a smallholding of thirty acres near Haverfordwest. By then he knew that he was suffering from consumption and hoped that life in the good fresh air of Wales would   improve, if not cure, his condition. Late in May 1864, he caught a chill from which he never recovered. He died, aged forty-four, on 7 June.

Much of what is known of William George is hearsay which cannot easily be distinguished from fable. But his second and posthumous son - the third surviving child - wrote about two qualities which, he claimed, endeared his father to all who knew him. One was ‘the spirit of restless ambition’ - a characteristic which his elder son inherited in full. The other was an inclination to agonise if he were guilty of even the most harmless deception. ‘This particular trait of my father’s character’, young William George wrote, ‘was not transmitted, in its undiluted form, to his son David.’11


Betsy George - not strong, widowed at thirty-five and living in a part of Wales where she had no family or friends - was left with two infant children and the knowledge that a third would be born before the end of the year. So she sent the telegram that changed her life, the lives of her children and - because of its consequences for her eldest son - the course of British history. It read ‘Tyrd Richard’. And Richard Lloyd, her brother - who had never before spent a night away from home - did not wait to discover the cause of his sister’s distress. ‘Come Richard’ was enough. He walked twenty miles to Caernarvon, and caught the next train to Haverfordwest.12


Richard Lloyd was known in Llanystumdwy for his red beard, his upright ways and his patrician demeanour. He had inherited the family bootmaker’s business and, because he employed two men in the workshop at the side of Highgate Cottage, he was regarded as the senior of the village’s two cobblers. The sign which hung over the gable end, RICHARD LLOYD GWNEUTHWYR, was illustrated with rough pictures of his stock-in-trade - a working boot, as worn by farm labourers, and a more elegant ‘top boot’ for the senior servants of the local gentry. Men’s boots cost ten shillings, women’s eight shillings and sixpence.13


The boot-making business was only part of Richard Lloyd’s inheritance. He had followed his father as joint pastor of Penymaes Church. Neither he nor William Williams - the Criccieth draper with whom he shared the ministry - was paid. The Disciples of Christ did not believe that anyone should receive material reward for spreading the Word of God. Like his father, he was ‘called’ to the work. But, after June 1864, he acquired a second vocation. ‘My uncle’, said David Lloyd George, ‘never married and set himself the task of educating the children of his sister as a sacred and supreme duty. To that duty he gave all his time, his energy and his money.’14 He did his duty to all of them. But the most  important part of his additional calling was preparing his nephew, David, to fulfil his historic destiny. Thanks to fate, or unusual powers of perception, Richard Lloyd recognised that he was nurturing an extraordinary boy. He anointed his prodigy by adding an unhyphenated ‘Lloyd’ to his name. It was a privilege which the younger brother - obedient, assiduous and intellectual - was denied.

Politicians are sustained through the setbacks which are their inevitable lot by conviction, self-belief and good luck. Lloyd George was fortune’s favourite. Conviction was an occasional spur to his intent. His self-belief never wavered. There were times when he feared that he would fail, but he never doubted that he deserved to succeed. He owed his invincible self-confidence to Uncle Lloyd, the first in a long line of men and women who gladly sacrificed themselves, and all around them, for the greater glory of David Lloyd George. He was also one of the few benefactors whose help was acknowledged.

Richard Lloyd was his nephew’s philosopher as well as friend. When the 1910 Finance Bill was finally passed and ‘The People’s Budget’ was paying for old-age pensions, he received a bound copy of the act, inscribed ‘To the real author of this budget with his pupil’s affectionate gratitude.’15 A second bound copy was sent with an equally appropriate inscription ‘To my brother with deep appreciation of his devotion and self-sacrifice which enabled me to give so much of my time to public work.’16 It was an acknowledgement that the whole family had paid the price for sharing their lives with a man of destiny.

The suggestion that the loss of a father could be a son’s good fortune should be made with great caution. But had William George lived, the young David would have either remained on the Haverfordwest farm or moved from town to town as his father searched for the contentment which always eluded him. William George spoke virtually no Welsh. In 1858, when he was teaching in Pwllheli, he apologised for being unable to address a Baptist minister in what he described as his ‘mother tongue’.17 Without Welsh spoken at home, David would have been a different man. It was the culture as well as the politics of Wales - as introduced to him by Richard Lloyd - which convinced him that he was born to storm the fortress of the establishment.

Richard Lloyd stayed at Bwlford Farm until his sister’s property, stock and the furniture were sold. The new tenant bought the lease and standing crops for £64 - a bargain for a property which justified a rent of £30 a year. The sale of the furniture raised £34 and the livestock £57.18  William George had saved £640.19 So - after outstanding bills were  paid - Betsy George inherited £768. Even by the standards of the day, it was not a fortune. But when Betsy moved in with her brother in Llanystumdwy, an investment income of £46 a year made her the wealthiest woman in the village. The annual rent for Highgate Cottage was £7.20


The Lloyds and Georges, three adults and three children, shared two bedrooms and an earth midden. David Jones - the local shopkeeper who owned the premises - was not a perfect landlord. There were holes in the brick oven which had to be blocked with paper and dough before the weekly baking could begin.21 But the character of the cottage gave history a false impression of the family’s circumstances. The hard times only really began after Betsy George used her capital to pay for David and William to become articled solicitor’s clerks and Uncle Lloyd abandoned his business the better to help his nephews pursue their careers. David and William, the best-dressed boys in the village, wore knee-breeches while their school fellows dressed in the long shorts which were the uniform of working-class childhood.22 William - as is often the fate of second sons - sometimes wore clothes which no longer fitted his growing elder brother.23 But his sister attended a private school in Criccieth where a Miss Wheatley’s ‘main objective was to teach deportment to the girls of the middle class and those of the upper working classes’.24 That was not the sort of education enjoyed by the daughters of the very poor.

In 1914, the Chancellor of the Exchequer said that ‘the need to be careful’ had dominated his boyhood. ‘It was always - not once or twice or occasionally - a struggle for my mother at the end of the week. The last sixpence of every week was a coin of destiny. My mind was impressed at the time by the terrible importance, every week, of the last sixpence and it is still impressed upon my mind. It is the strongest impression of childhood.’25 That, as distinct from grinding poverty, was a more or less accurate description of his early life. But sometimes the truth was not enough to sustain the myth of triumph over adversity. In 1898, he ‘recalled’ that the family ‘scarcely ate fresh meat’.26 The ‘greatest luxury was half an egg for each child on a Sunday morning’.27 In his autobiography of his brother, William George disposes of the suggestion in one dismissive sentence: ‘I certainly never remember any such dramatic performance.’28


The stories of childhood poverty were augmented with descriptions of cultural deprivation, including the claim that, as a boy, all he had to read were a couple of battered almanacs and dog-eared back numbers of  The Examiner.29 In fact Highgate Cottage was ‘well-stocked with books in both Welsh and English’.30 When Richard Lloyd and his sister set out on their journey from Bwlford Farm to Llanystumdwy, ‘William George’s library of books, packed in tea chests, formed the largest item among the luggage with which they were burdened.’31 In 1880, when David was seventeen, the books moved, with the rest of the family, to Criccieth.32 Uncle Lloyd, who left his reading until in bed by candle-light so as not to interrupt his working day, took the printed word seriously. So did his nephews, who recorded in a notebook precise details of what they had read.33 In terms of learning and literature, David Lloyd George had a privileged upbringing which set him aside from the other village children.

The despatch of regular letters - which described in detail life, first at Westminster and then in Whitehall - was one of the few demands that Uncle Lloyd made on his protégé. If, from time to time, he did imagine himself in the young man’s place, he never allowed his dreams to deteriorate into envy. The most severe criticism of his part in the forty-year relationship - made by William, his other nephew - was that David ‘could do no wrong and woe betide anyone who said anything to the contrary . . . Whether this unrestrained admiration was wholly good for the lad on whom it was lavished, or indeed the man who evolved out of him, is a matter on which opinions may differ. It was certainly a bit trying for anyone in Uncle Lloyd’s entourage who did not take such an extreme view of David’s perfection.’34


William George often criticised his brother - usually privately and to his face. But it was not until ten years after David’s death that he allowed his resentment to show through the façade of humble acceptance which normally accompanied his sacrifice. In February 1964, Lord Beaverbrook offered to buy the family letters that William hoped to use in a book of his own. He replied, ‘I think I have done my share of honouring Dafydd during his lifetime . . .’35


 



The Children of God - or the Campbellites as they were popularly known - were a small, exclusive and, in some ways, extreme sect. They shared, with the Baptists, Methodists and Congregationalists, a feeling of outrage that they should be regarded by the Welsh establishment as subject to the laws and customs of the Church of England, and they believed that Nonconformists were custodians of the Welsh language and culture. Most of the Llanystumdwy families resented domination by the Church of England. Yet the Campbellites held such a severe view of  the religious obligation that they were in a minority even among the oppressed. David Lloyd George grew up an outsider among outsiders.

Sixty years on - with the negotiations which led to the creation of the Irish Free State nearing their dramatic climax - Thomas Jones, the Assistant Cabinet Secretary, visited the Prime Minister in his bedroom to obtain approval of a letter which he had drafted as an ultimatum to Sinn Fein. He noted the ‘huge pieces of red mahogany furniture’, the ‘hotch potch of feeble pictures’ and the rows of books - ‘chiefly light novels, but also The Letters of Luther and Roget’s Thesaurus’. But the most startling feature of the room was a framed biblical text ‘worked in silk thread’. It was not ‘God is Love’, ‘No Cross: No Crown’ or any of the other standard Nonconformist rubrics. It was Chapter 28, Verse 7 of the book of Job. ‘There is a path which no fowl knoweth and which the eye of the vulture has not seen.’ That was the road which, all his life, Lloyd George chose to travel.36


Perhaps no other route was open to an instinctive radical. Inevitably, as a result of his humble origins, he was assumed by much of the establishment to be motivated by envy. In 1925, F. W. Brotherton - a Conservative of no distinction - sent Lloyd George his judgement on the Liberal Party’s call for more progressive taxation. ‘Sir William Harcourt had his faults, but he was a gentleman and a scholar and had some inheritance to tax. You, I believe, inherited nothing except, it may be inferred, a rancour against those more fortunate than yourself.’37  Lloyd George’s pride in his humble beginnings gave him a self-confidence which he would not have possessed had he envied or aped his social ‘betters’.

During the second half of the nineteenth century the valleys of South Wales - bustling with their coalmines and steelworks - felt an increasing economic affinity to industrial England. Although the mighty Penrhyn quarry in Caernarvonshire supplied slate to the world, North and Mid-Wales remained predominantly agricultural. Most of the farms were rented. In 1880, 16.1 per cent of English farms were owner-occupied. In Wales the figure was 10.7 per cent. In Caernarvonshire it was 4.2 per cent.38 Eighty per cent of tenant farmers and their workers were Nonconformists. Yet the large landowners and much of the squirearchy were English by birth, inclination or descent. On Sundays they worshipped in the Church of England.

During David Lloyd George’s formative years, a combination of religious resentment and economic grievance combined to ensure profound hostility between English Church and Welsh people.  Agricultural rents included tithes, paid by the local farmer to the vicar or rector of his parish in order to support an alien priesthood. The injustice did not create the sort of revolutionary fervour which swept through rack-rented Ireland. The Welsh religious revival which had begun in the 1850s gave the whole campaign a moral dimension. There was no equivalent of the Fenian movement which maimed cattle, burned barns and assassinated the ascendant aristocracy. But the land - the rent which was levied upon it, the leases by which its use was circumscribed and the tithes which its tenants were required to pay - was a cause waiting for a champion.

David Lloyd George became that man. First he articulated Welsh grievances. Then he mobilised the Welsh Liberal Party to fight for the principality. Finally, as he evolved into first a national and then an international statesman, Wales became the homely association which left no doubt that he was still a man of the people. During the 1910 election campaign - when the bitter battle over financing his new pensions bill was at its height - Lloyd George reminisced about gathering firewood during his Llanystumdwy days. ‘It was little use going into the woods after a period of calm and fine weather, as I generally returned empty-handed; but after a great storm, I came back with an armful. We are in for rough weather. We may even be in for a winter of storms which will rock the forest, break many a withered branch and leave many a rotten tree torn up by its roots. But when the weather clears, you may depend on it that there will be something brought within the reach of people that will give warmth and glow to their grey lives.’39


Hope and bitterness went hand in hand. In 1911, his third year at the Exchequer, Lloyd George showed visitors from London to the grave of John Parry, land agent to the squire, and told them that after the defeat of the Conservative candidate in the 1868 general election, ‘he turned out sixty-eight tenants whom he knew to be Liberals. Some of their children were at school with me.’ Wales had made him a class warrior.40  It also made him a natural performer. His first public appearance was in Llanystumdwy Chapel, singing ‘Cofia, blentyn, ddneyd y gwir’ (‘Remember, child, to speak the truth’). He assured the 1911 Christmas Eisteddfod that it was a rule which he had followed ever since.41 The audience ignored the implausibility of the assurance and roared its approval.

Throughout his life, David Lloyd George loved - indeed was in love with - the idea of Wales. But he was far from enchanted with the reality. During his years in Parliament he visited his constituency, the house  which his wife called home and his family as infrequently as possible - even to the point of spending Christmas on foreign excursions with political friends while his children unwrapped presents which he had sent them through the post, accompanied by letters which reiterated the undying affection of their absent father. In 1908, the recently appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer rashly chose to express his real feelings about home and hearth to D. R. Daniel, whose Welsh-language biography was, fortunately for Lloyd George’s reputation, never published.


Criccieth is just a cold sea to me, always an old and grey, mixed and miserable place. In London there is always some interest and endless life there: somewhere to go, something to see. You feel you are in the stream of life there. The life of a country village is deadly and uninteresting. The most unpleasant season of my life, by far, was my boyhood spent at Llanystumdwy. I’d never go through that again at any price.42




As Lloyd George grew older, he grew more frank about the uncongeniality of his childhood. In 1911, during one of his rare visits to Criccieth, he was emphatic. ‘I would not have my childhood again.’43  By 1946, shortly before his death, he regarded his boyhood as ‘discontented, cramped and unhappy’, the years when he never saw ‘the brighter side of life’.44 Yet he chose to be buried by the Dwyfor, the Llanystumdwy river in which he had played as a boy. Sentimentality is often the weakness of the ruthless and the brave.

In 1898, when he had been in the House of Commons for eight years, David Lloyd George wrote to his brother with the joyous news that he had met ‘the Diocesan Inspector who examined me at Llanystumdwy School . . . He remembered me as one of the (two) pupils who remembered everything.’45 But although the school and its master were indispensable to his success, Lloyd George - even as a boy - found its existence a cause for resentment and rebellion.

The National School at Llanystumdwy recognised neither the Welsh language nor the existence of any denomination other than the Church of England. The foundation governors were Sir Hugh Ellis-Nanney, squire of Llanystumdwy, Miss Catherine Priestley, another local landowner, and the Anglican Bishop of Bangor. The headmaster was David Evans - a man who, by the standards of his day, was remarkably enlightened. Young David entered the school when he was three and a half and made rapid progress to Standard Seven, the level of attainment  at which most boys left school for work in the fields. But Evans had created another class which he called ‘7X’. Boys of particular merit sat round a kitchen table close to his desk in the larger of the two school-rooms. David Lloyd George - and subsequently his brother William - took his at the 7X table and learned algebra and geometry.

David did so well that Evans suggested that he become a pupil teacher, an escape route from the Welsh working classes which often led to ordination. Pupil teachers were normally expected to be communicants of the Church of England and Betsy Lloyd ‘would rather have her sons break stones at the side of the road than turn their backs on the little Baptist Church at Penymaes’.46 But Evans and the Reverend David Edwards, the rector of Llanystumdwy, were prepared to recommend that David be allowed to enrol as a pupil teacher without formal admission into the Church of England. David, who already had greater ambitions than a life spent in front of a class of village children in North Wales, showed remarkably little gratitude to the men who were prepared to ignore the demands of their faith in order to give him what they believed would be his best chance in life. A month after the offer of a teaching career was made, he led the school in the revolt which, after he described it to the Review of Reviews, became the incident that defined his rebellious nature.47


The Nonconformist pupils at Llanystumdwy National School - 80 per cent of the whole register - were expected to observe the rites and respect the rituals of the Church of England. By the late 1870s dissent was common. Feast day marches were boycotted. David Lloyd George stopped William Williams, a classmate ‘shining with soap and sharp in his best suit on his way to confirmation, and persuaded him to turn back’.48 And on 6 May 1878 - the day of the year on which the local gentry visited the school ‘to watch the proceedings and express their approval thereof with benevolent smiles.’49 - came the protest.

The ceremony began with the Reverend Watts, the chief school inspector, and his assistant - a Mr Roberts whom William George remembered for his extravagant moustache - examining the general governance of the school.50 They paid Evans the greatest possible compliment by observing that ‘the children were neatly dressed, clean and very well-behaved’.51 They then moved on to a Scriptural Knowledge Examination which was, in effect, a competition. Each brother won a prize. David was presented with the Treasury of History and Biography for the Young. William received an uplifting work entitled Sunday Evenings at Northcourt. Then, ‘the schoolmaster stood up in front of the joint class  and, on a signal from him, we all stood up. After glancing round to see that the inspectors and visitors were ready, he called in a quiet voice for the recital of the Creed.’52 Nothing happened. David - offended by the idea of Nonconformists swearing allegiance to a Church of which they were not members - had persuaded the whole class to remain silent. The rector, ‘a white-bearded and venerable-looking old gentleman, stepped forward and gently suggested that, as they all knew the words perfectly well, they should say them in unison. The silence continued for a full minute.’53 William - seeing the headmaster, ‘face ashen and pitiful to behold’ - ended Evans’s humiliation by shouting from the back of the room, ‘I believe.’54 The rest of the school joined in. The protest was over.

The story of the protest was confirmed by William George, but (like so many accounts of Lloyd George’s boyhood) it was embellished by the early biographers. The myth-makers claimed that David gave his brother ‘a sound thrashing for breaking the silence’. That, wrote William George, was an invention. ‘The protest had been carried far enough to be effective and David was strategist enough even then to realise that victory pressed beyond a certain point was apt to defeat its own purpose.’ The younger brother chose his words with care. It was self-interest, not compassion, that made Lloyd George - from time to time - magnanimous in defeat.

David Lloyd George was entitled to insist that he could not, in conscience, affirm his allegiance to the Established Church. On 7 September 1875, three weeks after his twelfth birthday, his uncle had baptised him a Child of God in the little brook which ran alongside the Penymaes Church in Criccieth. But the silent protest was not against the demands of an alien religion. It was the first of the rebellions that revealed a crucial characteristic. He was an enemy of authority in all its forms. And he had a second motive. Even then, he wanted to control events rather than be controlled by others. In youth, as well as age, dominant characters feel a compulsion to dominate.

The idea that he was a defender of his faith is confounded by his own explanations of his religious progress. According to one story, on the night which followed his baptism, ‘he meditated on what he had done and confessed, his eyes staring into the darkness, and saw all the heaven of his doctrine and his imagination of yore being shut before him’.55  Another account claimed that a year before the christening, he described himself as ‘in hell. I saw no way out.’56 The more plausible, though more prosaic, explanation of his disenchantment was that he looked forward to the ‘prayer meeting [which was] held every week on  a Thursday with loathing - the same prayers, the same phrases . . . the same talk, week after week’.57 His account of why - in early manhood - he returned to religion is less convincing. He claimed that it came about as a result of reading Thomas Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus and that he was prepared for reconversion by one of Charles Spurgeon’s famous sermons. If that was so, the epiphany was brought about by an unusual combination of the intellectually unintelligible and the rhetorically intolerable.

Whether or not Lloyd George regained his faith, expediency as well as sentiment made a return to religion inevitable. Nonconformity was inextricably linked with the culture and the politics of Wales. He accommodated the need to respect that connection by claiming to follow a creed of his own invention. ‘I know I have the religious temperament, but if an angel from heaven came to demand it, I could not write down what my convictions are.’58 His brother insisted that, although there was lack of obedience, there was no lack of belief. Perhaps William was deceived by a characteristic noted by George Riddell - assiduous diarist, Liberal MP and newspaper proprietor who became one of Lloyd George’s long-standing friends and patrons. In 1918, as the First World War ended, the Prime Minister reminisced about how ‘as a boy [he] admired the great preachers’, and he added, ‘I never tire of listening to them.’59 That was evidence, not of faith in the gospels, but of reverence for the spoken word.

Lloyd George was an orator in an age when oratory was admired. The assumption has always been that he possessed a spontaneous genius which allowed him to extemporise brilliant speeches. In fact, the archives contain handwritten drafts which were polished, typed and learned by heart. They were based on careful plans. The notes with which they began still exist.


Small and minor difficulties. 
Relations with Foreign powers. 
Insistence. 
Now reduced to a minimum. 
Hectoring.60




Wales made him a preacher who condemned the exploitation of a subject people and expressed his anger at the ‘unconscious and half-conscious contempt with which the Englishman regards the Welsh people’.61 But he was not always the champion of the oppressed.

According to William George, his brother’s schooldays were characterised by a ‘ruthlessness in the pursuit of [his] aims, despite the pain and humiliation it might cause’ and ‘the disregard of others’ feelings’.62 A small boy,
younger than David, was sitting on the outstretched branch of a tree up which he had climbed and on which he was enjoying himself by the gentle up and down motion of the branch. David came along and started shaking the branch violently, swaying it to and fro and up and down. The little lad was nearly frightened to death but David continued to rock the branch until he had had enough of the game himself. 63






Sometimes the game had political overtones - as witness the ‘boycott organised shortly before he left school of an English boy who had become a pupil’.64 Yet despite his antagonism towards the English, he was a British patriot. During the Franco-Prussian War, he organised a defence force of other boys to protect Llanystumdwy against attack from the French, the Germans or both. His courage was not limited to childish fantasies. He fearlessly offered to fight four boys who roughly handled his younger brother but, in general, he regarded loyalty as a virtue which should be employed only sparingly. When an orchard owner decided that the boys of the village were stealing fruit, he employed David to act as ‘steward’ on the understanding that, while he kept his friends at bay, he would take as many apples and pears as he wanted for himself.65


David Lloyd George was more admired by his teacher than liked by his peers. David Evans - the schoolmaster who promoted him to class 7X - takes second place only to Richard Lloyd in the list of men who made possible the escape from Llanystumdwy. He was, however, responsible for only part of what was undoubtedly an eclectic education. When Lloyd George returned to the village in 1909 to speak to his old schoolfellows he told them, ‘Yonder smithy was my first Parliament where, night after night, we discussed and decided all the abstruse questions relating to this world and the next, in politics, in theology, in philosophy, in science.’ 66 Discussion of the affairs of the day also often interrupted the work of the Highgate bootmakers - even though good Campbellites felt detached from the discontent and disillusion of the world beyond their chapels. Argument - or at least theological disputation - ran in the Lloyds’ blood. Uncle Lloyd’s father - founder of the  bootmaker’s business and pastor of Capel Ucha - had helped to form Cymreigyddion, a society devoted to the discussion of religious and morally improving topics. It debated ‘Who is the greatest enemy of the state, the Drunkard or the Deceiver?’ and ‘Whose lust is the greater - the Drunkard’s for strong drink or the Miser’s for wealth?’67


It was, however, less elevated considerations which determined David Lloyd George’s future. He was attracted by the law. Bob Jones, the son of the village tailor, visited Pwllheli on market days to do business for his father. When his work was done, he found amusement in watching the proceedings of the Petty Sessions in the County Court. Usually he witnessed nothing more exciting than paternity and attachment cases. But Jones returned to Llanystumdwy with tales of forensic triumphs - particularly as performed by a Denbighshire solicitor called Louis. David, always susceptible to the charms of oratory, wanted to follow Louis’s footsteps and Betsy aspired for her son to be like Thomas Goffey - her late husband’s friend from Liverpool, who enjoyed the family’s unrequited esteem. Regular preparations were made for his visits to Highgate Cottage. Sometimes his arrival was thought to be so imminent that the children were told to wear their best clothes. He never came. Each Christmas a prize turkey was bought from a neighbouring farmer and sent to Mr Goffey with the family’s love and admiration. Mr Goffey, it was said, earned three hundred pounds a year and, in addition, was paid three and sixpence for every letter which he wrote on a client’s behalf.68 Young David no doubt determined that one day he would become an elusive celebrity rather than a member of the disappointed family who waited for him in vain.

Three obstacles barred David Lloyd George’s path to becoming an articled clerk - the first rung on the professional ladder. He had to find a solicitor who would employ him, his family had to pay a hundred-pound ‘articles fee’ to his employer and eighty pounds in stamp duty to the Excise, and he had to pass the Preliminary Examination of the Law Society - which required him to demonstrate at least a rudimentary knowledge of French and Latin.

David Evans helped him with the Latin.69 But he prepared himself to translate the set text (a passage from Julius Caesar’s The Conquest of Gaul) by committing to memory Latin roots which he found listed in an appendix to an old English grammar. The French he learned not from, but with, Uncle Lloyd. Together, the forty-year-old man and the fourteen-year-old boy worked their way through an old French-language edition of Aesop’s Fables with the aid of a French dictionary.  The ‘hard study’ was accomplished ‘in the little parlour at Highgate which was also a home library where a formidable array of books was stored’.70 And it was successful. On 3 November 1877 - a month after David Lloyd George sat the Preliminary Examination in Saint George’s Hall, Liverpool - the news that he had passed reached Llanystumdwy. The £180 to secure his articles would be found from his mother’s savings. All that was needed for the great leap ahead was a solicitor looking for an articled clerk.

Myrddin Fardd (‘The Bard Merlin’ as the Llanystumdwy blacksmith was known) catalogued gravestones and, in consequence, thought himself an antiquarian. He was a friend of both Richard Lloyd and Edward Breese, senior partner of Breese, Jones and Casson, solicitors of Portmadoc, and a Fellow of the Royal Antiquarian Society. Breese, at Myrddin Fardd’s suggestion, accepted David Lloyd George into his office for a six-month trial with the promise that, if he proved industrious and enthusiastic, he would be articled to Randall Casson, a junior partner in the firm.

The arrangement was an early example of Lloyd George’s natural ability combining with his good fortune. Breese, Jones and Casson were the solicitors for the Tremadog Estate - the owners of the reclaimed land on which Portmadoc had been built. Land law was their speciality and land became the issue which propelled Lloyd George into Parliament and beyond. Edward Breese was also the Liberal Party’s agent for Merioneth and South Caernarvonshire. Fate had conspired to send Lloyd George on his way into history.




 CHAPTER 2

THE FEVER OF RENOWN


Breese, Jones and Casson had been founded by David Williams, the uncle of Edward Breese and a friend of W. A. Maddocks, who had reclaimed the land on which Portmadoc was built by damming the mouth of the river Glaslyn and draining the tidal estuary. The houses, built on the reclaimed land, were known as the Tremadog Estate. The tenants were required to insure their property against fire with Breese, Jones and Casson and the company’s youngest employee had the duty of collecting rents and premiums. The firm’s accounts for 12 November 1878 show that Lloyd George received fifteen shillings from the company’s cashier for delivering leases, engrossing mortgages, examining rate appeals and attending (so that he could subsequently report upon) court hearings.1 His studies were concentrated on land law. They provided his introduction - through the medium of Williams’s Real Property - to the subject which was to become the fiery chariot on which he rode to parliamentary glory.

Throughout his life Lloyd George made a distinction between two classes of landowners - those who improved their property and therefore deserved higher rents and those who merely exploited changes in value which they had done nothing to earn. When - with Breese, Jones and Casson thirty years behind him - the price of land in the Thames Basin’s ‘golden triangle’ was increased from three pounds to three thousand pounds an acre - simply as a result of the Port of London’s decision to expand its docks and harbours - Lloyd George compared the beneficiaries with William Maddocks. He had reclaimed Portmadoc from the sea, but still charged reasonable rents and sold the houses to sitting tenants at affordable prices.

The young articled clerk became the weekday lodger of Mr and Mrs Owen on Portmadoc High Street and travelled back home to Llanystumdwy every Saturday. His zeal to ‘get on’ prompted improving activities which ranged from shorthand lessons to attempts to change his public persona.


J G Jones, clerk of the County Council, said that I was regarded as independent and reserved. I’m not acquainted with the great majority of people in Portmadoc and therefore cannot make myself familiar with them. However, I feel I cannot continue independent and reserved towards unacquainted people if I really do mean to be a success as a lawyer.2




Despite the shortcomings of character and ability - real or imagined - David Lloyd George was articled to Randall Casson, the junior of the three partners. On 24 January 1879, Uncle Lloyd travelled to Portmadoc and paid the hundred pounds which the Law Society required, and the stamp duty which was demanded by Customs and Excise.

Casson - after a few months friend as well as mentor - introduced Lloyd George to the anxieties and jubilations of elections. Epiphanies - moments when the pendulum swings and the world changes - are rare events. Early biographers attempted to identify a moment when the hand of fate first rested on Lloyd George’s shoulder. In fact, his passion for politics grew in the usual way. In the years between 1880 and 1885 he gradually found great causes in which to believe and he discovered that he enjoyed the risks, the excitement and the elation of success that politics provides.

On 25 March 1880, he ‘went up to Llanfrothen with Mr Casson with the intention of canvassing’.3 It was the year of William Gladstone’s Midlothian Campaign - a triumph for sustained oratory in what, to a young romantic, must have seemed the cause of oppressed minorities. Casson and Breese were Gladstonian Liberals. So was Lloyd George, until the Grand Old Man showed more interest in Ireland than in Wales. But it was John Roberts - Deacon of the Children of Christ’s Chapel in Portmadoc, candlemaker and radical - who encouraged him to air his youthful views. Roberts had been charged by Uncle Lloyd with keeping his nephew on the path of virtue. It was not an easy task.

What Lloyd George himself described at the time as ‘flirtations’ were later assumed to be early manifestations of his abnormal sexual appetite. Perhaps they were, but there is not much evidence to suggest that he  chased girls with any more enthusiasm than is usual in young men. Richard Lloyd certainly disapproved of his nephew’s behaviour. One Saturday, after his weekend return to Llanystumdwy, David wrote in his diary, ‘Uncle gave it me when I came back and told me I was becoming the talk of the town, that I must mend my ways in this matter at least.’4 The young miscreant was particularly determined to overcome temptations to indolence. ‘I must stick to my reading or my time will be wasted and I shall be no better than the clerks I am determined to supersede.’5


Political disputation almost certainly occupied more of his time than girls. His first public speech was a denunciation of Disraeli’s answer to the ‘Eastern Question’ - the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and Russia’s ambition to dominate the Balkan States which emerged. Disraeli was pro-Turkey. Lloyd George was not. His speech at the Portmadoc Debating Society was adjudged a failure. He spoke in English and his address was said to suffer from ‘defects of style common in those . . . embarking upon the partially known regions of an alien tongue’.6 Lloyd George had become a Welshman. He had also become a man of strong opinions. Sitting in the audience at a Portmadoc debate on women’s rights, he thought that Breese - an opponent of female suffrage - was ‘very good’ and that his adversary, a Miss Becker, ‘did not touch on some of his arguments’. But he did ‘not see why single women and widows managing property should not have a vote in the adjustment etc of the taxes’.7 It would fall to him, in 1917, to take the first steps towards righting the wrong.

Uncle Lloyd, handicapped by failing eyesight, gave up bootmaking. William aspired to follow his brother into the law. So it was convenient - and apparently financially prudent - for the whole family to lease Morvin House in Criccieth where, it was hoped, both young men would be articled and David could be encouraged to concentrate on his studies. He had already decided to behave more respectably. On 26 March 1880, when he ‘Went to see proposed new house’,8 he ‘saw the girls afterwards’, but he ‘was reserved with Jennie’ - a young lady of whom nothing is known except that Lloyd George regarded her as a liability. ‘I want to get rid of her - we are being talked about.’9 It was a bad week for poor Jennie Evans. Next day, he ‘took scarcely any notice of her’ and, two days later, he ‘avoided her’ and wrote in his diary, ‘It costs me some trouble to get rid of that girl.’10 The unavoidable loss of liberty that followed the move to Criccieth was unwelcome, but he had no regrets about leaving Highgate Cottage. His diary entry for 9 May  1880 states only the bare fact. ‘Llanystumdwy: slept there for the last time - perhaps for ever.’ The following day he was more frank. ‘Left Llanystumdwy without a feeling of regret, remorse or longing.’ He was thinking about the future, not the past.

In Criccieth the family was, in William George’s words, ‘on the verge of respectable poverty’.11 David did not concern himself with such matters. He had found politics and become a journalist. In October, under the pseudonym ‘Brutus’, he sent, without invitation, a Liberal polemic to the North Wales Express. He did ‘not relish the idea of that refusal which Editor, overwhelmed with a redundance of such trash, will have to accord to some of them’. The article was published on 5 November. His attack on Lord Salisbury, Disraeli’s successor as leader of the Tory Party, anticipated the speaking style which was to make him so loved by his friends and hated by his enemies. It denounced an idea by denigrating the man who held it.


He is a relic of what he has been; the ruins of a character which, if not noble, at least seemed to be stable. Office proved to be too much for him. It has shattered his reputation. The prejudice and rancour of his unalloyed Toryism he still retains, but the consistency and integrity of character which once graced these propensities have departed.



By the end of the year, politics had become such an overwhelming preoccupation that even the terrors of the Law Society’s Intermediate Examination could not completely dampen his spirits. He arrived in London on 11 November and was met at the station by a relation who occupied his interest before examination day by visits to Madame Tussaud’s (‘horror of horrors. I shall never go again’), Charing Cross Station (‘saw electric lighting for the first time’) and the British Museum (‘interesting but too much of a good thing’).12


At home in Wales, Richard Lloyd’s anxiety about his nephew was increased by guilt. Because of his elevated ideas about learning, he had encouraged David to ‘study every book, chapter and note, foot and footnote’ rather than ‘cramming to pass only’. As the examination approached, he began to fear that his advice had produced an expert in the law who could not answer any of the set questions. In London, David was equally apprehensive. ‘It seemed ages waiting for the papers. When they came . . . I found I could answer them pretty fairly - all of them.’13 His confidence did not survive the evening. ‘If the verdict be  adverse, I scarcely know what to do - to face friends and others who are so sanguine and seem to have no doubt about the result . . .’14 But next day his first visit to the Palace of Westminster revived his spirits - not because he was impressed but because he felt the stirring of ambition.


Went to the Houses of Parliament - very much disappointed with them. Grand buildings outside, but inside they are crabbed, small and suffocating, especially House of Commons. I will not say but that I eyed the assembly in a spirit similar to that in which William the Conqueror eyed England on his visit to Edward the Confessor, the region of his future domain.15




He had the grace to add, ‘Oh, vanity.’

Despite his apprehension Lloyd George wrote to Randall Casson on the evening of the examination assuring him that he had passed. Casson replied that he ‘never had the least doubt of the outcome’ and made a generous offer which was accompanied by the postal order which made acceptance possible. ‘By all means stay a week longer if you like. There is plenty to do and see on one’s first visit to London.’16


On his return to Criccieth, perhaps out of gratitude, the putative solicitor joined the Portmadoc Volunteers under Casson’s command. He was a most unsatisfactory soldier. ‘At first I had intended to drill with the recruits but somehow by mistake I joined the battalion. A very awkward predicament. My braces broke just before the drill and my trousers were continually coming down.’17 But whatever the embarrassment of service in the ranks, the weekend recruit drill brought him even closer to Casson - though it required him to live several lies. Uncle Lloyd was not told his nephew bore arms on a Saturday afternoon and, even worse, that he drank beer with his patron and sometimes worked with him in his garden on a Sunday. The relationship between solicitor and clerk was marked by ‘the growth of a dining, gossiping, present-giving friendship’ which William George - who had been accepted as an articled clerk only because of his brother’s influence - came close to envying. William’s ‘dealings with the same gentleman was [sic] that of shy country lad towards a standoffish headmaster in a posh private school’.18


It seemed that William would always be in his brother’s shadow. David, who accompanied him north to Beaumaris for his first law examination, had ‘some doubt whether Willie will pass’. With typical absence of modesty, he attributed the potential failure to his own inability to ‘prepare him myself’.19 William passed with ease - a practice he  followed until his finals in which he (unlike his brother) was awarded first-class honours. Another hundred pounds and the Excise fee were withdrawn from Elizabeth George’s family savings and there were two articled clerks in the family.

Uncle Lloyd judged his nephews against exacting standards. During the summer of 1882, he was initially delighted by their participation in the Criccieth Castle Festival essay competition. Their joint entry, entitled ‘Cash and Credit’, won the first prize of two guineas, but Uncle Lloyd’s pride and pleasure evaporated when he realised that they had competed for money. At Christmas that year, David rose in his uncle’s estimation by agreeing to give a series of sermons on the evils of drink. He joined the United Kingdom Alliance, took the Blue Ribbon Pledge of total abstinence and added a speech on the evils of drink to his repertoire. His first address on the subject - in Llanystumdwy during December 1882 - began with ‘stammering and stuttering’ but he warmed to his subject with such fervour that, in a much applauded climax, he called for an Act of Parliament to prohibit the sale of alcohol.  20 But it was in the Portmadoc Debating Society that he made his name. Between November 1881, when he was elected a member, and January 1884, when he was due to sit his final law examination, he spoke almost every week - sometimes contributing from the ‘back benches’ but most often as one of the principal advocates. He opposed the proposition that Irish landlords should be compensated for losses under the Irish Land Act, supported the extension of the County Franchise, denounced the ‘late war in Egypt’ as ‘indefensible’ and contributed to parochial discussion with equal fervour. He spoke with passion in favour of the motion that ‘ladies be admitted to membership of this society without payment of an annual subscription’.21


From the start, Uncle Lloyd was worried about his nephew taking part in weekly debates. ‘My honest opinion is that he would be better employed preparing himself for his final examination.’22 But the law books did not offer the prospect of local fame. The North Wales Express  reported that he ‘denounced the war in Egypt’ in ‘a most eloquent harangue’ and the Caernarvon and Denbigh Herald was of the opinion that ‘the speech delivered by Mr George. . . would probably have gained praise had it been delivered in the House of Commons’.23 On 2 June 1883, the Herald bestowed the ultimate accolade - a paragraph in a gossip column. Local notables were paired with literary quotations which were said to represent their achievements and character. David Lloyd George qualified for a verse by Doctor Johnson.


When first the college rolls receive his name 
The young enthusiast quits his ease for fame, 
Restless burns the fever of renown 
Caught from the strong contagion of the gown.



He was beginning to exhibit the dash and daring which, over the years, was to encourage the forgiveness of his many failings.

Lloyd George’s response to the mention, confided in his notebook, was admirably restrained and recognised that audacity was not enough. ‘June 2 - titbit poetry - referring to my thirst for renown etc. Perhaps (?) it will be gratified. I believe it depends entirely upon what forces of pluck and industry I can muster.’24


Uncle Lloyd’s forebodings proved justified. David Lloyd George was meant to sit his Final Examination in January 1884, within weeks of his twenty-first birthday. But he was not ready and was withdrawn because of the fear that he would fail. A four-month postponement left little time for revision, but enough to allow apprehensions to grow. The candidate left for London in April 1884 with no great hope of success, claiming that he felt physically sick and announcing that his ill health would prevent him from sitting the extra papers which were required of ‘honours students’. The cousin and family benefactor, with whom he stayed in London, wrote home to Wales to warn Uncle Lloyd that his nephew had been kept awake all night ‘with bad headache and neuralgia’.25


Before he left his lodgings for the Law Society Hall in Chancery Lane, his spirits were much improved by the receipt of a supportive letter from Uncle Lloyd and a ‘most comic’ note from his brother William.26 He was so encouraged by the way in which he answered the questions that he decided to remain another week in London and attempt the honours papers. He passed the time with a visit to the Metropolitan Tabernacle in the Elephant and Castle in which he heard Doctor Charles Haddon Spurgeon preach the sermon which contributed to the restoration of his faith. He also visited the House of Commons, where he felt mild guilt at ‘thoroughly enjoying’ a speech in which Lord Randolph Churchill ridiculed Gladstone.27


David Lloyd George passed the examination with third-class honours (and thereby qualified as a solicitor) six months after his articles had expired. His intention, which it took some years for him to achieve, was to shake the dust of Wales from his feet and find both fame and fortune in London - ‘a fellow may make a successful lawyer down here and  amass a tidy, though not a large fortune; but as for any higher object - fame - London is the place for that’.28


 



During Lloyd George’s youth in Criccieth and Portmadoc, women were always a damaging distraction - despite his habit of giving himself good advice through the medium of his notebook. ‘This I know - that the realization of my prospects, my dreams, my longings for success are very scant indeed unless I am determined to give up what without mistake are the germs of a “fast life” . . . What is life good for unless some success, some reputable notoriety be attained.’29 The danger could be contained as long as his feelings amounted to no more than youthful infatuation. But he developed the unfortunate habit of falling in love.

Religion was the first matchmaker. John Roberts, the radical preacher and candlemaker, took David with him to visit an evangelical mission at Penmachno, near Betws-y-Coed in Snowdonia. At the Sunday evening service he met Miss Jones of Glasgwm and after the hymns were finished they walked together in the hills. David was ‘awfully afraid of it becoming known by all the sisterhood and through them to other persons from Portmadoc and Criccieth who may go there to preach’.30 But he still made regular visits to Penmachno to meet the girl who, he understood, had told a friend, ‘I prefer him to anyone I have ever been with.’31 The relationship ended when Miss Jones heard that Lloyd George was seeing other girls in his home town. Fidelity was beyond him.

By early 1883, he was in love with Liza Jones, a well-known local singer whose engagements in the county made meeting difficult. The relationship was further complicated by Miss Jones’s attachment to a local schoolmaster, whom she eventually married. Lloyd George was inconsolable in his desolation.


A miserable Sunday in all respects for me . . . L. went to Beddgelert on Friday to sing in an Entertainment there and in spite of my earnest requests that she would not go, but the little Jezebel has stayed there over Sunday which has given me unutterable pain throughout the day. In earnest I do not know what to do with the girl. I wish to God I had never meddled with her, but I am afraid it is too late now. She has acquired a wonderful mastery over my idiot heart.32




The popular image of Lloyd George - old, overweight and in urgent need of a haircut and remedial work on his shaggy moustache - suggests  that, despite the attraction of his ardour, there was nothing surprising about his rejection. But photographs of the young lawyer leave no doubt that, although it might have been the allure of power and fame which enabled him to make so many later conquests, in the Criccieth years he cut a dashing figure. Twenty years after they first met, D. R. Daniel - journalist, Nationalist and friend from Lloyd George’s youth - recalled how, back in 1887, he had been struck by ‘the incomparable brilliance of his lively blue eyes’.33 Miss Jones was not equally impressed.

Discontent was added to anguish. At Beddgelert David Lloyd George’s ‘feet were wet all day owing to leaky shoes’34 - the consequence of the poverty into which the family had descended as a result of maintaining two articled clerks. Throughout 1884, Richard Lloyd struggled to pay his way and was forced to accept the shame of borrowing from friends. On 4 February he ‘received £1 from W W for family needs. I felt it to the quick as it was not convenient for him.’35  William Williams, a chapel deacon, provided the money ‘to give to D L G for his journey to London to sit for his finals’.36


Lloyd George’s failure to find work in London - to which he aspired, his brother believed, in order to forget Liza Jones - was another example of the good fortune which followed him. It was Welsh politics and a Welsh constituency which propelled him into the House of Commons at a speed that London Liberals would not have contemplated. But the ambitious twenty-one-year-old - dissatisfied with provincial life and still imagining that he suffered from a broken heart - was bitter about his inability to break out of rural Wales. He accepted, with reluctance and bad grace, Randall Casson’s offer of a place in his firm as assistant solicitor - salary one pound a week - after it was agreed that he should also be paid commission on any new work he brought to the partnership. The scheme was doomed from the start. Casson resented paying the commission and regretted having accepted the idea. Lloyd George thought that his talents were undervalued by Casson and wasted in Portmadoc. Poor William - moving towards the end of his articles - was caught in the crossfire of an increasingly bitter battle. When the conflict was at its height, he often carried messages between the warring solicitors - neither of whom was prepared to speak to the other directly. Casson showed more concern for William’s embarrassment than the unfortunate young man’s brother. As the Law Society Finals approached, he suggested that William work at home, free from the tensions of the office, and he offered to pay for a short holiday in London - just as he had done for David - when the examination was  over. William sat the honours papers in January 1885. When he returned home, to rejoice at having been awarded a first, he discovered - much to his surprise - that David had left Breese, Jones and Casson to set up on his own account.

It was a reckless decision, for the family was still in desperate financial straits. For some months, Richard Lloyd was unable to pay the rent on the Criccieth house and David Lloyd George could meet his day-today expenses only by accepting a loan from Thomas Jones, another Portmadoc solicitor. But he still obstructed his uncle’s attempts to avoid the indignity of further debt by taking in lodgers. William was exasperated. On 4 July 1884
Lady called to see the house - wants a bedroom and sitting room. We offered her accommodation for 25/- but she says she won’t take them because D.Ll.G says, if she comes, he’ll go away. What can we do in the face of this situation now? . . . Uncle hasn’t anything to lend for the time being.37






David Lloyd George was persuaded to change his mind and, ‘having given his gracious consent’, the family began ‘cleaning the place for lodgers’.38 From then on ‘paying guests’ - particularly in the summer season - were a regular part of the household. They included Rider Haggard, the author of King Solomon’s Mines.

 



David Lloyd George became a figure of importance in Wales through his membership of three societies for which he tirelessly campaigned - the Anti-Tithe League, the Welsh Farmers Union and the Liberation Society. They had related aims, for land reform was, in Wales, irrevocably linked to the tithes and glebe rents which farmers paid to the Church of England and its clergy. The largest and most influential of the reform movements was the Liberation Society, dedicated to disestablishment of the Church in both England and Wales. In Wales its most effective supporter was Thomas Gee, the Denbigh publisher of the  Banner and Times of Wales, a Calvinistic Methodist minister and an active supporter of the Liberal Party. By the end of the 1870s, Liberalism, disestablishment and Welsh Home Rule were all driven onward by more compelling forces than radical journalism. The agricultural depression had hit Welsh farming particularly hard. By the early 1880s, farmers - living from hand to mouth - regarded the tithe as proof that Wales should be run by the Welsh.

In the autumn of 1884 - when David Lloyd George was working as a dissatisfied assistant solicitor and William was beginning to worry about his Final Examination - Gee invited Joseph Chamberlain, President of the Board of Trade, to visit Wales. Chamberlain was the personification of radical nonconformity and had been the leader of the Birmingham radical caucus which, while it controlled the corporation, had bought the local gas company and used its profits to improve the town’s drains and water supply. He was no more in favour of Home Rule for Ireland than for Wales - though he favoured something called ‘Home Rule All Round’. But, as a Unitarian, he was in complete sympathy with the Welsh Nonconformists’ demands for disestablishment. The rising star of Gladstone’s second administration was booked to speak in Newtown on 18 October and in Denbigh on 25 October. A week before his arrival, Brutus welcomed his visit in an article which was composed in a style which was to become Lloyd George’s polemical trade mark. Chamberlain, he wrote,
is a radical and does not care who knows it as long as the people do. He is convinced that the aristocracy stands in the way of the development of the rights of man and he says so unflinchingly though he may be howled at as an ill-mannered demagogue by the whole kennelry of gorged aristocracy and their fawning minions.39






The new hero retained Lloyd George’s admiration long after he deserted the Liberal Party. His unforgivable offence was not his forming a Unionist alliance with the Conservatives but, by precipitating war against the Boers, becoming the champion of great nations against small. Even then, the vehemence with which he attacked his fallen idol created the suspicion that - in his political youth - Chamberlain was the man he wanted to be.

Lloyd George was certainly sympathetic to Chamberlain’s radical imperialism. But his first campaigns concerned neither the empire nor social reform. Instead he became the farmers’ champion. When J. A. Davies of Cae Tyddyn wanted legal advice about his lease, Myrddin Fardd (the Llanystumdwy blacksmith) suggested that he employed ‘a young chap at the point of starting as a lawyer in Criccieth’. Davies - who later claimed that he was Lloyd George’s first client - was so impressed with ‘the fine-looking young fellow’ that he asked him to speak at a farmers’ meeting in Pwllheli Town Hall. The speech at Pwllheli was a triumph - although the hero of the night claimed that he  was ‘too shy to make his way to the Town Hall alone’. If so, he quickly overcame his reticence. According to Davies, ‘he gave the most suitable and telling speech . . . We all marvelled and were ready to say “nobody ever spoke like this boy. Here is a born orator to take up the poor farmers’ grievances.”’40


In the following autumn, there was a further slump in agricultural prices and most Welsh landlords agreed to lower their rents. But the Church Commissioners and Christ Church, Oxford (also a major landowner in Wales), refused to follow suit. Nor would the Church reduce its tithes. The farmers’ response was the Anti-Tithe League, formed with Thomas Gee as its president. Lloyd George became the secretary of the South Caernarvonshire branch and toured the northern Welsh counties, denouncing the tithe and defying League policy by promoting a rent strike. He remained unrepentant, and miraculously free from blame, when the inevitable violence began - refusal to pay rates leading to distraint of property and distraint leading to assaults on bailiffs. His outrage was genuine. But he also recognised the issue’s potential as a vehicle - both for him and for the Liberal Party to which he felt increasingly committed. This tithe issue, he wrote in 1887, ‘is an excellent lever wherewith to raise the spirits of the people’.41


His success as a popular orator was a shaft of sunlight in an otherwise bleak year. His rivalry with Randall Casson grew increasingly bitter after he set up his own practice in the back room of Morvin House. Yet despite the difficulty of earning a decent living, there was no question of concentrating on the law to the exclusion of politics. There were several speeches to be made every week - debating society, tithe campaign and, with decreasing frequency, temperance. A career in Liberal politics had increased its appeal with the defeat of Gladstone in 1885. Lloyd George had enjoyed the election campaign - speaking at Liberal meetings, heckling the Conservatives and acting as a poll ‘watcher’ on election day. He was, he had decided, a firm Liberal but not a Gladstonian.

The Grand Old Man had been the architect of his own destruction. British sovereignty over Egypt had been confirmed by the defeat of Arabi Pasha at Tel-el-Kebir - a victory which caused Lloyd George to express his pleasure at the imagined sound of imperial gunfire. But the Grand Old Man had felt a Christian duty to extend the rule of civilised law south into the Sudan. When he realised that subduing the Mahdi was beyond the power of the available forces, General Charles Gordon was sent to organise and command the withdrawal. Gordon believed it  was his duty to disobey orders and stay. He died with the garrison in Khartoum and became an instant saint and martyr. Gladstone, held responsible for his death, was doomed. Lloyd George was by instinct an imperialist - though in that, as in much else, more flexible than consistent. There is no record of him criticising the Sudanese adventure before it went wrong. It was Gladstone’s Irish policy which offended him.

Lloyd George was opposed to Home Rule, not because he thought it wrong in principle, but because Gladstone pursued it without concern for either the Liberal Party’s success or the fate of other, more desirable, policies. Worse still, Ireland enjoyed a concern that was not shown to Wales. In 1881, the Irish Land Act had guaranteed security of tenure and fair rents for tenant farmers. But there was no suggestion of similar legislation for the Welsh. Lloyd George drew a political moral from the way in which his countrymen had been treated.

The Irish, under the leadership of Charles Stewart Parnell, acted together in the interests of Ireland and when the balance of power at Westminster was held by the Home Rule Party, Irish Members were able to make demands upon the government - including for freedoms to which the Welsh had never even aspired. Although majorities had been reduced, in 1885 the Liberals won all but four seats in Wales. If the Irish could achieve so much by making their first allegiance a nation rather than a party, the Welsh should do the same. The obsession with Ireland was not the only reason why Gladstone had to go. ‘He had no programme that would draw at all. The people do not understand what entail etc means.’42 And ‘Humdrum Liberalism won’t win elections.’43


Lloyd George became - albeit temporarily - Chamberlain’s man, even though only part of his hero’s 1885 ‘Unauthorised Programme’ appealed to him. The policy of ‘three acres and a cow’ for every agricultural worker was in conflict with his wish to encourage ‘good’ landowners. He had read Henry George’s Progress and Poverty - bought with money he should have used to take out a subscription to the Law Lending Library - and come to the conclusion that ‘the appropriation of rent is nothing but aimless plunder. The great object is to get control of the land itself into the hands of those whose interests are so vitally affected by it.’44 Chamberlain’s bravura style appealed to him - particularly since the alternative to official government policy had been brazenly published while its author was still a member of the Cabinet. Party solidarity was never a virtue which David Lloyd George admired. What loyalty he possessed was to ideas. And Chamberlain was the one  successful politician in Britain who shared Lloyd George’s ideas on the iniquity of unearned wealth and was prepared to articulate them.


I want you not to accept as final or as perfect arrangements under which hundreds of thousands, many millions of your fellow countrymen are subject to untold misery with the evidence all around them of accumulated wealth and undoubted luxury . . . I believe the great evil with which we have to deal is the excessive inequality in the distribution of riches.45




It was those opinions, far more than Chamberlain’s views on Ireland, that attracted Lloyd George. But when the Home Rule schism came, he expressed such open sympathy for preserving the union that his uncle was warned, ‘D Ll G must be careful or he would be accused of being against the Party’.46 By then, he had certainly developed parliamentary ambition - and begun to work assiduously towards its achievement. Had he fought the 1886 general election he might well have declared himself to be a ‘Liberal-Unionist’, even though he despised the Irish ‘ascendancy’ who were the backbone of the Unionist cause. His Irish heroes were less concerned with creating a Dublin Parliament than with changing the pattern of land ownership.

On 12 February 1886, Michael Davitt - who had founded the Irish Land League seven years earlier - addressed a meeting in Blaenau Ffestiniog. One of the meeting’s sponsors invited David Lloyd George to join the audience. It was a daring meeting to organise and a dangerous meeting to attend. Twenty years earlier, Davitt had declared himself a supporter of the Fenian movement and his association with the violence within it had resulted in two terms of imprisonment. The men who brought Davitt to Wales wanted to create a peaceful equivalent to the Irish campaign for tenants’ rights. The idea came to very little. But the meeting was another stepping stone along Lloyd George’s path to power and fame.

Lloyd George, speaking at a Liberal Club in Criccieth a few days before Davitt’s arrival, had advocated the creation of a Welsh Land League - and, in consequence, had been described by the chairman as ‘pretty extreme’.47 Perhaps that is why, just before Davitt’s meeting at Blaenau Ffestiniog began, he was invited to repeat his Criccieth performance. At first he felt too nervous to agree - or so he said to the organisers. But he was persuaded to change his mind. There is some doubt about whether he moved a vote of thanks or made one of the  supporting speeches. Whichever part he played, his role attracted great acclaim. Never shy at recording his triumphs, he wrote in his notebook - immediately after applauding Davitt’s earnest sincerity - ‘He highly complimented me, told me that I aroused by far the most enthusiasm, that it was quite evident I touched the heart of the audience. [Because the speech was in Welsh] He could not understand me [but] he knew very well I was eloquent . . . My speech has gone like wildfire through Ffestiniog. They’re going to make me an MP.’48 From then on there was no turning back from the great ambition.




 CHAPTER 3

NOT A GENTLEMAN . . .


David Lloyd George’s experience with the two Miss Joneses taught him a bitter lesson. His heart had not been broken, but he had discovered that anything approaching a permanent commitment caused great pain and therefore, unless the object of his affection was steady and reliable, distracted him from the pursuit of success. The ‘germs of a fast life’, which had infected him in 1880, had been suppressed rather than eradicated by the time that his political ambition took hold. But he knew that his need of the moment was a woman who could provide the stability of indomitable domesticity. Although it would be wrong to say that he looked for a housekeeper, he certainly looked for a wife who would keep house without unduly troubling him. When he found a suitable candidate he pursued her with remorseless determination.

Margaret Owen - his junior by almost four years - met David Lloyd George in June 1884. It was love at first sight for neither of them. He thought her ‘a sensible girl without fuss or affectation’ which may be one reason why he did not see her again for almost a year.1 The next reference in his notebook records the grand soirée of the Criccieth Debating Society. ‘Took Maggie Owen home a short way - her mother waiting for her in some house.’2 He was soon to discover that her mother usually was.

The Owens of Mynydd Ednyfed - a farm on the brow of a hill at the north of Criccieth - met all the requirements of North Welsh respectability. They were both prosperous and pious. Richard Owen, Margaret’s father, was a deacon of the Calvinistic Methodist Church at Capel Mawr and was so well respected - for both his judgement and his  probity - that he was often asked to arbitrate between buyers and sellers of stock. Margaret, the Owens’ only child, had been educated privately at Doctor Williams’s School for Girls in Dolgellau. Most favoured among her many suitors, at least by her parents, was the Reverend John Owen MA, minister at Capel Mawr.

It was two years before Lloyd George was sure that he wanted to marry Margaret Owen. At the end of 1884 he cut out and kept an advertisement from a local newspaper. ‘Matrimony. A lady aged 21, medium height, fair, blue eyes, golden hair, considered very prepossessing and of a very affectionate nature with private income of £800 pa would like to hear from a nice gentleman wanting a loving wife.’3 We do not know if he approached Miss Tempsford of Lamb’s Conduit, London, or why a young woman with so many charms and virtues chose to advertise for a husband. By the beginning of 1886, his mind, perhaps even his heart, was set on Margaret Owen.

Throughout the winter and spring his diary entries grew more enthusiastic. ‘I am getting very fond of this girl. There is a combination of good nature, humour and affection about her . . . Never felt more acutely than tonight that I am really in deep love with girl . . . First time I used a term of endearment towards her. Feel I am becoming very fond of her.’4 The relationship progressed slowly. On 31 December 1885, he sent Margaret a visitor’s ticket to the debating society with the message that she had ‘no need to arrange for an escort home’.5 On 22 May 1886, he invited her again and renewed his offer of a ‘reliable escort after the meeting’.6 In November that year they kissed for the first time.7 They had been discussing marriage since August.

David’s sister, Mary Ellen - relieved by news of a respectable liaison - was ‘well pleased’ and said she ‘thought a lot’ of Margaret, but when David spoke to William of his ‘predicament in regard to love’, his brother said he ‘did not approve’ of what he assumed to be another amorous adventure. The secret was kept from Richard Lloyd, who had grown so anxious about his nephew’s not very late-night excursions that he began to walk the streets of Criccieth as a deterrent to what he regarded as disreputable behaviour. Gossip had it that on one evening, anxious to preserve his privacy, David hid his uncle’s boots - a story only credible on the assumption that a master cobbler owned only one pair. It is certainly true that on Sunday, 18 July 1886, David Lloyd George - aged twenty-three and a qualified solicitor - ‘jumped over wall and hid behind Turnpike cottage’ rather than allow his uncle to see that he had spent the sabbath with a girl. Not surprisingly, Margaret’s  parents had no doubt that their daughter could do better than marry a suitor who was ‘not a gentleman but a Welsh country lawyer’.

The Owens were particularly worried about what they called ‘sceptical vagaries’ - their prospective son-in-law’s habit of vacillating wildly between devout belief and agnosticism. Margaret herself was more concerned by his reputation as a ‘ladies’ man’. Their early relationship was notable for letters in which he justified his failure to keep assignations or complained that he had waited for her, as arranged, but in vain.8 She was often kept at home by her parents - forcing the couple to make secret rendezvous which Lloyd George found a humiliation. ‘I somehow feel that it is deeply unattractive to take by stealth [that] which I am honestly entitled to.’9 He was frequently prevented from honouring an appointment by the demands of his work. His notes of explanation were always more reproof than apology. ‘I do not think you would have encouraged me to desert my post until I had satisfactorily discharged my duties - would you?’10 At one moment of revealing anger and regret, he set out the basis of their relationship.


Now once and ever let us have an end to this long-standing wrangle. It comes to this. My supreme idea is to get on. To this idea I shall sacrifice everything - except, I trust, honesty. I am prepared to thrust even love itself under the wheels of my Juggernaut if it obstructs the way - that is if love is so much trumpery child’s play as your mother deems courtship to be . . . My love for you is sincere and strong. In this I never waver. But I must not forget that I have a purpose in life. And however painful the sacrifice I may have to make to attain my ambition, I must not flinch.b11




In August 1886, Lloyd George ‘pressed M to come to a point as to what I had been speaking about [proposal of marriage]’ and wrote, ‘She had, at last, admitted that her hesitation was entirely due to her not being able to trust me.’ He swore ‘by God in Heaven’ that she could and she assured him ‘if you will be as true and faithful to me as I am to you, it will be all right’.12 She was to prove a great deal more true and faithful to him than he was to her - as well as more shrewd than is sometimes supposed. Margaret’s doubts illustrate the truth of Harold Nicolson’s  assessment of Lloyd George’s character. ‘The good fairies gave him everything at his Christening, but the bad fairy said “people won’t trust you”.’13


On 6 December 1886, Lloyd George told Margaret, ‘I trust you will have something to report to me tomorrow as the result of the interview with your mother. As I have already intimated to you, it is of trivial consequence to me what your mother’s views of me might be - so long, of course, as they do not affect yours. All I wish for is a clear understanding so that we may, afterwards, see for ourselves where we stand.’14 There is little doubt that, by then, Margaret wanted to marry him and he expected to marry her. But in the early months of 1887, Lloyd George’s fidelity was again put in doubt.

Yet another Miss Jones - Annie, the sister of Liza who had earlier caused such heartache - sued John Jones of Caerdyni for breach of promise and asked David Lloyd George to represent her. John Jones was Lloyd George’s cousin. That in itself was enough to cause some surprise that the brief was accepted. But Lloyd George insisted that his relationship with Annie Jones was purely professional. In the hope of convincing Margaret of his innocence, he broke the rules of professional conduct by sending her the letters which would be used as evidence that Annie had received an offer of marriage. However, Margaret’s parents possessed information which they regarded as conclusive proof that he had a personal attachment to one of the sisters. They discovered that a visit to the plaintiff’s house - allegedly to discuss the progress of the case - had concluded with Lloyd George joining Annie and Liza in choruses of several popular songs.

Lloyd George insisted in his own defence that he was there at the invitation of Lloyd Williams, the schoolmaster whom Liza had preferred to him and who, despite that, had become his friend. His letter of explanation to Margaret was returned with a covering letter which began ‘My Dear Mr George’. It left no doubt about either her determination that he should withdraw from the case or the reason why she was so desperate for him to do so. Thanks to his reputation, everyone would suspect the worst. ‘All the old stories will be renewed again. I know there are relatives of mine at Criccieth and other people as well who will be glad to have anything more to say to my people about you, to set them against you and that will put me in an awkward position.’15  Lloyd George’s reply was robust to the point of brutality. It began with the, possibly justified, assertion that the Owens objected to his association with the Jones girls because their mother sold fish. ‘My God never  decreed that farmers and their race should be esteemed beyond the progeny of a fishmonger and, strange to say, Christ, the founder of our creed, selected the missionaries of his noble teaching from among fishmongers. ’ Her request for him to abandon the case was rejected out of hand. He would not ‘give up a fee of £50 to £100 because of gossipy, dried-up and desiccated old maids’. The final paragraph began, ‘You ask me to choose. I have made my choice, deliberately and solemnly. I must now ask you to make yours.’16


Margaret Owen was always going to choose David Lloyd George. Indeed, had it not been for parental pressure she would have chosen him earlier and with few, if any, reservations. It says much for her devotion - and her strength of character - that she withstood that pressure and remained constant, despite what the correspondence revealed about her future husband’s character. Throughout fifty years of turbulent marriage - during which the interests of Lloyd George’s career always took precedence over the needs of his family - she rarely complained. And she accepted the other women in his life - one permanent and many other casual affairs - with stoic resignation. In consequence, she represented certainty and stability in her husband’s unsettled life. When his political career seemed near to collapse or his private life was in turmoil, she was unchangeable - the recipient of the regular letters that described his triumphs and demanded that she write to him more often. She met neither his physical nor intellectual needs. But she was indispensable. Perhaps the secret of their relationship is revealed in letters written many years apart. His routine letters to his ‘good old mother’17 and his ‘round little wife’18 were written in the same affectionately patronising style.

After a few more months of mutual recrimination - during which he bought a ring which she rejected - Margaret Owen accepted him as he was. Her letters began ‘Dear David’ and ended ‘with much love’. For a time the Owens’ attention was diverted from their daughter’s future by a dispute in their chapel. Evangelistically inclined members wanted services in English to attract the attendance of immigrants from beyond Offa’s Dyke. Traditionalists combined with Nationalists to insist that Welsh chapels had a duty to protect and preserve the language. The Owens’ future son-in-law - never in favour of pandering to the English - was in sympathy with the traditionalists and suggested that the Owens transfer allegiance to the steadfastly Welsh Disciples of Christ. Perhaps common cause softened the Owens’ attitude. Sometime during 1887, Margaret began to argue with her parents, not about whether or  not she should marry David Lloyd George, but about what the date of the wedding should be and where it should be held. The Owens claimed that their only concern was their daughter’s happiness and urged delay so that, after stock was sold in the following autumn, they could give the young couple enough to buy a house. Lloyd George, who questioned their motives, insisted that he wanted nothing, but could see advantages in a brief delay. By January 1888, he felt sufficiently confident that the wedding would go ahead to tell Richard Lloyd of his intentions. ‘Told Uncle my reasons for not telling him before - he took it very well. Mam had been breaking the news to him. He said that everyone told him my little girl was a charming and sensible lassie. He told me to learn steadiness, domesticity and unselfishness etc.’19


There was one more battle to be fought before the wedding could go ahead. Richard Owen insisted that it be held in a Calvinistic Methodist chapel. Lloyd George agreed - as long as his uncle presided. Neither the bridegroom’s mother nor his brother attended the ceremony, either because of the chapel’s denomination or because, as William George wrote in old age, the plan was always for a quiet wedding. Uncle Lloyd, in his diary, reflected the subdued spirit of the day. ‘January 24th 1888. WG to Portmadoc early. DLlG and myself to Pencaenewydd, selfministering. John Owen read chapter and prayed, back per coach to Criccieth and home. May Heaven make it to Dei and his Maggie, a very bright red-letter day.’20


After a London honeymoon - Doctor Spurgeon again at the Metropolitan Tabernacle and a performance of Hamlet at the Globe - they returned to Criccieth on 8 February and, for the next three years, lived with the Owens at Mynydd Ednyfed. So began a marriage of improbable stability - David Lloyd George obdurate in his determination to achieve his ambition and Margaret almost equally stubborn in her insistence on bringing up their family in the way she chose, irrespective of her husband’s convenience. One of the least reliable biographies described the night of his first election to Parliament. When David Lloyd George returned home, elated and triumphant, on the shoulders of his cheering supporters, Margaret sent the maid to lean out of the bedroom window to tell him, ‘Hush, you’ll wake the baby.’21 The story has no provenance. But the invention reflects, or at least caricatures, the true nature of a relationship which, because it provided a perverse version of stability, became another example of David Lloyd George’s good fortune.

By the time of his marriage, Lloyd George was a solicitor with his own practice - a status which he had acquired with considerable difficulty and,  to a substantial degree, because of the help of his brother. He was in competition with Breese, Jones and Casson, and Randall Casson, in particular, felt bitter about what he regarded as gross disloyalty. William George - who returned to the Portmadoc law firm after his post-Intermediate Examination in January 1885 - feared that he would ‘have many delicate and difficult passes to go through’ before he completed his articles with a firm which his brother was said to have betrayed and would, in consequence, ‘be afraid to entrust [him] with confidential matters in case [he] might . . . use that knowledge against them’.22 David - either unaware of or untroubled by his brother’s dilemma - increased William’s anxiety by insisting that, in his spare time, he acted as his unpaid assistant. One entry in William’s diary plaintively notes, ‘David gave me a job which lasted till 2am.’23


Lloyd George’s solution to the unreasonable demands on his brother’s time was the transfer of William’s articles from Breese, Jones and Casson to himself. He represented the transfer as beneficial to both parties. ‘Am trying to induce William to come over to me - he’ll gain something in cash - a good deal in practice (he can conduct matters himself) and he would gain incomparably more in fact, knowledge of men’s self-reliance whilst, at the same time, he would help materially to build up the business, as he has a much better system than I have with working.’24 In February 1886, he was still ‘pressing William’ to join him and claiming that he had ‘more points of law to decide in a week than Breese, Jones and Casson had in a year’.25


Casson refused to sanction the transfer. So, until he qualified, William continued the unpaid work for his brother. Then, on 10 May 1887 - ten days after he was awarded first-class honours in his Final Examination and admitted to the ranks of solicitor - he joined David, who had moved out of the back room of Morvin House into offices in Criccieth High Street. The firm of Lloyd George and George which was thus created remained in business for fifty years and, until Lloyd George entered the Cabinet in 1905, supported him with a salary which was out of all proportion to the work he did on its behalf.

Lloyd George had made his first appearance in court - 13 January 1885 - on behalf of the County Court bailiff in Portmadoc. His second - defending an obviously guilty party in an assault prosecution - ended in victory because a witness gave false evidence. Work came slowly. But on 24 January, believing that if ‘he was patient things would come round’ and that ‘reasonable charging is the best way to success’, he opened a second office in Blaenau Ffestiniog.26 On the first day ‘not  a soul called to see if [he] was alive or dead’.27 Gradually the work - usually humdrum - increased. Then, in 1889, fortune presented him with the opportunity to set Welsh Liberal politics on fire.

At first it seemed to be just another poaching case - four quarrymen in front of the Caernarvon County magistrates accused of unlawful net fishing in the lower lake in Nantlle Valley. The facts of the case were not in dispute. But Lloyd George argued that the act under which they had been prosecuted related only to poaching in rivers and, since the Nantlle lower lake could not be thus defined, the magistrates had no locus in the matter. When the chairman of the bench ruled that the question of jurisdiction would have to be decided by a higher court, Lloyd George replied, ‘Yes sir, and in a perfectly just and unbiased court too.’ It was a technique which he developed as a lawyer and perfected as a politician - the personal assault upon his opponent to enliven the battle of ideas. Naturally, the chairman of the bench took offence. ‘If that remark of Mr Lloyd George’s is meant as a reflection upon any magistrate sitting on this bench, I hope he will name him. A more insulting and ungentlemanly remark to the bench I never heard during my whole experience as a magistrate.’28


Lloyd George replied that ‘a more true remark was never made in a court of law’, provoking the chairman to demand, ‘Tell me to whom you are referring?’ So Lloyd George told him. ‘I refer to you in particular. ’ A pantomime then took place. First the chairman withdrew in protest. A second magistrate asked Lloyd George to apologise and, on receiving no reply, also withdrew. So did a third. A fourth magistrate was then called from another part of the court. He made the same request and was similarly rebuffed - as was a fifth magistrate whose demand for an apology was answered by a statement to the bench.


I say this. At least two or three magistrates of this Court are bent upon securing a conviction whether there is a fair case or not. I am sorry that the Chairman has left the Court because I am in a position to prove what I have said. I shall not withdraw anything because every word I have spoken is true.29




Four magistrates then returned and, ignoring the calculated assault on the integrity of the bench, announced that ‘under the circumstances it is better if the case continues’. Lloyd George subsequently received a letter asking him to account for himself - which he certainly did. His reply asserted that the magistrates ‘were more intent on protecting the  fish in the Nantlle lakes against the inroads of the quarrymen than in doing justice’.30 The men were convicted. It seemed of little consequence - except to the men themselves. A great blow had been struck against established authority. Impertinence had triumphed over pomposity.

From then on much, if not most, of David Lloyd George’s time was spent defending tenants’ rights. The work coincided with his view that landowners often enjoyed an income to which they were not morally entitled. The poor - without necessarily endorsing his political theory - often tried to redress the balance by poaching and theft. Many of those who were caught were defended by Lloyd George with skill and enthusiasm. Using his oratorical powers to defend the people against privilege solidified his reputation as a radical. It was confirmed by a second act of benevolent fate - the request to defend the Roberts family of Llanfrothen against the charge of trespass and wilful damage with the claim that they had done no more than exercise their rights under the Osborne Morgan Act of 1880.

The act - named after Gladstone’s Attorney General and forming part of the liberalisation of Church law - allowed Nonconformists to be buried, according to the rites of their own denominations, in ground consecrated by the Church of England. However, Richard Jones, the Rector of Llanfrothen, believed that he had discovered a way to circumvent a reform which he deplored. In 1864, a Mr and Mrs Owen had given the church a piece of land to supplement its overflowing cemetery. No deeds had been exchanged, though in 1869 a new wall was built (at the cost of the parishioners) to encompass both the old churchyard and its extension within the same boundary. The year after the Osborne Morgan Act was passed, the Reverend Mr Jones suggested to Mrs Owen (by then a widow) that, since the land was legally still hers, it should be officially transferred to the ownership of the church with a deed of covenant which required all burial services performed within its curtilage to follow the form of service laid down by the Church of England prayer book and to be conducted by a priest of that denomination. Local Nonconformists protested but with no effect until, in 1888, the family of Robert Roberts, an old quarryman, decided to take direct action.

Robert Roberts’s daughter had been buried in Mrs Owen’s gift of land and her father’s last wish was to be buried by her side. Preparations for the funeral had begun when the Reverend Mr Jones received the official notice required under the Osborne Morgan Act. Quoting the  covenant, he required the grave which had been prepared to be filled in. Instead he offered the family what Lloyd George called ‘a spot bleak and sinister in which were buried the bodies of the unknown drowned that were washed up from the sea in this region of shipwrecks or of suicides or of the few Jews who die in this district’.31 The Roberts family pleaded with the rector, but he was immovable. When they consulted David Lloyd George, he told them that right was on their side. If there were no other way, they should take the law into their own hands.

On 27 April 1888, the family’s formal request for the keys to the locked churchyard was refused. That night they broke open the gate, dug a grave next to where Robert Roberts’s daughter lay and buried the old quarryman there according to the rites of his Church. The following day, the rector took out a summons in the Portmadoc County Court alleging trespass by Roberts’s son and seven other defendants. It claimed damages for the offence of ‘wrongfully entering the plaintiff’s land, digging a grave therein, burying a corpse and conducting a funeral service’.

The case was perfectly suited to Lloyd George’s temperament and reputation. The alien Church was attempting to impose its dogma on the pious Welsh people. And the dispute was over the use of land - Lloyd George’s preoccupation for much of his life. Wisely he asked for a trial by jury. It found that Mrs Owen’s land had, in effect, become part of the churchyard in 1864 and that, since the Osborne Morgan Act applied to it, the defendants were entitled to insist that Robert Roberts be buried within it according to denominational rites of his family’s choosing. Judgement was reserved for two months. When the hearing was resumed, the judge ruled - out of incompetence rather than malice - that damages and costs had been awarded against the defendant. Lloyd George - with admirable and unusual restraint - produced written evidence, including the foreman’s note, to prove that the jury had dismissed the plaintiff’s case. But the best that the judge would agree to was that the case went to appeal.

Lloyd George regarded the barrister who represented the Roberts family in the Divisional Court as ‘Very weak’. His not altogether objective letter home complained, ‘I thought he failed to put some of our most forcible points.’32 It continued, ‘Coleridge [the Lord Chief Justice] . . . insisted on knowing something more about the contention which had arisen between Mr George and the judge as to what the verdict actually was . . . The paper is not in court, I suppose.’ It was then that the usually unsung hero of Lloyd George’s climb to fame had his  moment of glory. ‘The affidavit, prepared by our Will, was handed in with the identical scrap thereto attached.’

The case was won, though Lloyd George (privately) cast doubts on his reputation as the champion of the people by confessing that he did ‘not care a button about the result’. What mattered was, ‘So far as the County Court Judge is concerned, I have triumphed.’33 By happy coincidence, on 1 January 1889 - two weeks after the victorious appeal and the public acclaim that the successful defence of the Roberts family provoked - the Caernarvon District Liberal Association met to choose a candidate to fight the next general election.

During the six years between his admission as a solicitor and his election to Parliament in 1890, it was never easy to distinguish between Lloyd George the politician and Lloyd George the lawyer. In both roles he spoke in the same flamboyant style. At a public meeting called to protest about tithes and glebe money, a curate asked the crowd, ‘Why do you listen to this little attorney? If you go to his office you’ll pay six and eightpence for him to speak a word to you.’ Lloyd George admitted to being ‘A lawyer - a little lawyer who tries to make a living with an occasional six and eightpence.’ But he added, just to remind the audience about the subject of the meeting, ‘If you don’t come to me, I shan’t ask you to pay me anything. But as for this man, whether you go to hear his sermons or not, you have to pay him just the same.’34  Initially, he believed that his political convictions would help him make his way as a lawyer. Then he realised that his work as a solicitor would assist in making him a Welsh (and therefore by necessity Liberal) Member of Parliament.

Perhaps it was Michael Davitt’s commendation that strengthened his resolve to enter the House of Commons, though, long before that date, he had thought of a political career. After he met Davitt, there were increasing attempts to make the hope a reality. By 1886, he was working hard to secure a parliamentary nomination both in the Caernarvon Boroughs, of which Criccieth was part, and in Merioneth, where friends in Harlech, supported by some of the Blaenau Ffestiniog quarrymen whose interests he had represented, pressed his claim.

The Merioneth constituency was all but spoken for by Thomas Ellis - a man who, but for his premature death, would have become a major figure in Liberal politics. Ellis - the son of a tenant farmer - spoke Welsh and could boast three uncles who had been evicted from their property in 1859 after the land reform protests. He was, however, in many ways a metropolitan figure who, after the University College in  Aberystwyth and New College, Oxford, had become secretary to the Member of Parliament for Norwich. Lloyd George had first met him at the beginning of June 1886,c and although he might have been expected to resent an ‘Anglicised’ rival for parliamentary honours, he seems to have taken an immediate liking to a man with whom he had little except Liberalism in common.35


When he discovered that Ellis hoped to contest Merioneth, he announced that he would allow his name to go forward only if, as some rumours suggested, Ellis were forced to withdraw because he could not raise enough funds to fight an election. It may be that he had heard that the Blaenau Ffestiniog quarrymen had - despite the views of the radicals in their midst - decided to support Ellis. Whatever his reason, Lloyd George not only stepped aside but supported Ellis against Morgan Lloyd, an opponent of Irish Home Rule who asked for his endorsement.

In Caernarvon, Thomas Love Jones Parry - the sitting Member on whose behalf Uncle Lloyd had persuaded his young nephew to carry a banner twenty years earlier and co-founder of the Welsh settlement in Patagonia - proposed to stand again. David Lloyd George, who was thus unlikely to fight the 1886 general election, began to convince himself that the inevitable was also desirable.


I would not be in nearly as good a position as regards pecuniary, oratorical or intellectual quality to go to Parliament now as, say, five years hence. Now I would put myself in endless pecuniary difficulties - an object of contempt in a House of Snobs. Besides, I am not yet as thoroughly established in judgement as I ought to be.36




The reference to the ‘House of Snobs’ is one of the few examples of genuine class consciousness matching Lloyd George’s class antagonism. But, although he never felt handicapped by lowly birth and breeding, he often drew attention to his origins in order to win arguments - and to assuage his disappointment in 1886.

The Tory Party and its anti-Home Rule associates won the 1886 general election with a majority of 108 over all other parties. In Wales the swing to the Conservatives was 1.9 per cent as compared with 5.7 per cent in the whole of Great Britain. It marked a reinvigoration of   Liberalism in the principality. The North Wales Liberal Federation was founded in Rhyl on 14 December 1886 and its conference adopted a programme which was certainly more radical than Whig. It included the disestablishment of the Church in Wales with the distribution of endowments among Welsh good causes, fair rents determined by land courts, long leases and recompense for tenants when they improved their rented property. A resolution calling for ‘the principle of . . . National self-government to be applied to Wales . . . for the sake of the efficiency of the Imperial parliament’ was proposed and debated, but the proceedings closed before a vote could be taken. There were mumblings about Irish Home Rule but no serious thought of rebellion against Gladstone’s policy. Affection and respect were still strong enough to maintain acquiescence for the Grand Old Man’s passion. But there were doubts about prejudicing an entire legislative programme in order to achieve one policy. Why - if so much time and moral capital could be employed meeting the demands of one Celtic race - did no one speak of meeting the needs of Cymru? Lloyd George - in half-hearted support of Home Rule All Round - wondered why Wales was so supine in defence of its own interests.

With the next general election most of a full Parliament away, and the Conservative Party enjoying a majority over the Gladstonian Liberals and the Irish Nationalists combined, Lloyd George returned to the practice of law and the promotion of Welsh causes. Both subjects were calculated to improve his political prospects. In September 1887, he was approached about putting his name forward as prospective candidate for Caernarvon District - as the Caernarvon Boroughs were properly called. His diary entry for 4 September 1887 suggests that once he felt he had a foothold in the constituency party, he took to the pursuit of the candidature with a determination which was solemn as well as serious.


Got an invitation this morning, I mean to cultivate Boroughs as, if the Unionist Government holds together another three years, I may stand a good chance of nomination as Liberal candidate. There are two or three impressions I must be careful to make in the meantime. 1st and foremost that I am a good speaker. 2ndly that I am a sound and thorough politician. 3rd that I can afford to attend to my parliamentary duties.37




William George would have been relieved to know that he proposed to attain his third objective by working at his ‘business well, so as to build  up a good practice’. In the event - glamorous cases aside - securing his financial base was left to his most faithful friend.

Perhaps it was the prospect of marriage - the wedding was then six months away - as well as a real hope of the Liberal nomination, which made Lloyd George work methodically to secure the Caernarvon candidature. Whatever the reason, he concentrated his public speaking on the two issues which most exercised Welsh Liberals - temperance and tithes. He edged away from public association with the Welsh Land League, which was still treated with suspicion by respectable Liberals, but kept a close association with Gee by helping to draft the new constitution for the Libertarian Society and by inviting him to speak in Criccieth in May 1888.38


He began to widen his circle of political friends. It was Tom Ellis, for whom he had ‘stood aside’ at Harlech, who introduced him to David R. Daniel, a journalist who, for a while, became a devoted acolyte. Daniel found Lloyd George a ‘very pleasant young man, clever at his work as a solicitor and becoming fast a power among the radicals of Lleyn. Just the man to fight the beefy parsons in these parts.’d39 In January 1888, Daniel joined with Lloyd George in the foundation of a Welsh-language newspaper, Udgorn Rhyddid (‘Trumpet of Freedom’) - which, both surprisingly and dangerously, was described in letters soliciting support as ‘altogether socialist and nationalist’.40 It came to very little and Lloyd George’s enthusiasm soon cooled.

Daniel’s importance was his ability to portray Lloyd George as more than a young firebrand with unreliable views on Home Rule for Ireland. To obtain the Caernarvon nomination he had to secure the support of the ‘more English’ northern towns - Caernarvon itself, Bangor and Conway - as well as the boroughs of Criccieth, Pwllheli, Portmadoc and Nevin in the ‘entirely Welsh’ south of the district. A letter to Daniel, dated 5 July 1888, came straight to the point. ‘You have heard that the Caernarvon Boroughs have taken up my candidature . . . spontaneous combustion at a meeting of the Pwllheli Liberal Association . . . Now you have done your part in helping me into this . . . are you prepared to help me in the drag . . .?’41 He needed a spirited letter to the Caernarvon and Denbigh Herald describing him as ‘a Welsh nationalist of the Ellis type’. Daniel duly obliged.

The Liverpool Mercury, examining the state of Liberal politics, judged   that ‘no Welsh constituency seems to have greater difficulty in finding a suitable candidate than Caernarvon Boroughs’, a constituency which was ‘apathetic in the faces of difficulty’. The solution to both problems was, in the opinion of the papers, the nomination of David Lloyd George, ‘a sound politician and able speaker and popular in the south of the parliamentary division’.42 The Bangor Liberals accepted the  Mercury’s advice - in Lloyd George’s absence on an excursion to Glasgow with his new wife. Told of his success by telegram, he wrote to Uncle Lloyd in triumph. ‘Despite all the machinations of my enemies, I shall succeed. I am now sailing with the wind and they against it.’43


Caernarvon itself and Conway had still to choose and when, in October, Caernarvon postponed its consideration of the candidates, there was a moment of depression. The delay was the work of Liberals who wanted more time to rally their forces against Lloyd George. He spent the intervening weeks wooing the undecided. William Jones, a Bangor pork butcher, received a particularly obsequious letter congratulating him on a speech that he had made at a temperance rally.44


By the date of the selection meeting - 3 January 1889 - the Llanfrothen burial case had made his candidature virtually irresistible. Clement Higgins QC withdrew from consideration leaving Professor Johnson of Trinity College, Dublin, and the Reverend Lloyd Jones of Rhyl as Lloyd George’s only competition on the day. Immediately on his arrival at the Caernarvon hall where the decision was to be made, he revealed his anxiety by complaining that a speech limited to fifteen minutes would not allow him fully to express his views. He won easily, but victory did not dim the memory of earlier anxieties. ‘Selection last thing on programme so I had to wait upstairs for 2 hours.’ However, he had an ‘excellent reception. Felt position keenly. Could not speak with much verve.’45


The next general election was still three years away. So, wisely, he wrote for advice on campaigning to Francis Scharnhorst - the organiser of the all-conquering Birmingham Liberal caucus - who, despite his close association with Joseph Chamberlain, had remained true to Gladstone and Home Rule. Scharnhorst told him to work on the register of electors by adding the names of eligible Liberals who were not included and making himself known to those who were. His legal practice was used to increase both his fame and notoriety. On 15 February 1889, the birth of his son, Richard, provided the respectability of parenthood.

February 1889 was also the month in which county council  elections - conducted under the provisions of C.T. Richie’s reforming Local Government Act - were held. Lloyd George was sufficiently well known, admired and popular to be invited to stand. He declined nomination - an indication of the lack of interest in local government which distinguished him from many Welsh radicals. But he campaigned throughout Caernarvonshire - in particular for candidates who had supported his parliamentary nomination. The result of his efforts was widespread popularity throughout the Liberal Party in the county and appointment to the Aldermanic Bench. H. C. Raikes, a Conservative Member of Parliament, said that ‘the election of a boy alderman was only paralleled by the mediaeval scandal of child cardinals’.46 The title ‘boy alderman’ stuck - much to Lloyd George’s advantage.

There was no question of his deferring to elected members of the council. At his first meeting he moved a resolution which committed the authority to petition Parliament in support of leasehold enfranchisement. It was carried by thirty-six votes to seven. He was, however, less successful in his attempts at political reorganisation. There were, in effect, two Liberal Parties in Wales. The North and the South supported different policies and were often more critical of each other than they were of the Tories. In October 1889, at a meeting of the North Wales Liberal Federation in Caernarvon, he supported a resolution - which he had inspired, but chosen not to propose - that a Welsh National League should be established. It was defeated, with Thomas Gee voting against. His brash self-confidence survived. At the Cardiff meeting of the South Wales Federation the following February, he moved a resolution supporting Home Rule for Wales.

There were Welsh constituencies - including the Caernarvon Boroughs - in which the policy would have lost votes. And Lloyd George certainly had no enthusiasm for Home Rule. But the general election was two years away and it seemed the best issue with which to unite all Welsh Liberals. Perhaps he would have continued his approach march - courting publicity by supporting controversial causes and attempting to improve the party’s organisation - into 1890. But on 19 March 1890, Edmund Swetenham QC, the Tory Member of Parliament for the Caernarvon Boroughs, collapsed and died. Margaret Lloyd George broke the news of a by-election to her husband with a deadening lack of enthusiasm.


We had planned to go to Caernarvon for the day. My husband had gone to his office in Portmadoc and I was to join him on the train  in Criccieth. It was a fine day, I remember, and I thought that we should have a really enjoyable time. When I got to the station I was handed a telegram addressed to Lloyd George and, thinking it might be for me, I opened it. All it said was ‘Swetenham died last night.’47




Her description of what followed confirms that she was certainly reluctant, probably unwilling and possibly temperamentally unable to join in her husband’s great adventure. ‘I knew what it meant. The sunshine seemed to have gone from the day . . . We decided to go to Caernarvon but we had a miserable day. The shadow of the coming election spoilt everything.’48


Lloyd George’s first task was to write an election address. His brother helped with the work - including the suggestion that it should include a call to arms which, although it embodied the candidate’s fighting spirit, would, in a modern election, be regarded as more likely to lose votes than to win them. ‘You have the opportunity of blotting out the stain which has, for the last four years, tarnished your parliamentary record.’49


The county, he then declared, was ‘sick and tired of Mr Balfour’s baton and bayonet rule in Ireland’ and longed for ‘Mr Gladstone’s noble alternative’. It promised ‘the Disestablishment and Disendowment of the English Church in Wales . . . improvement in the condition of Tenant Farmers and labourers . . . the Enfranchisement of leaseholders . . . the removal in our midst of the disastrous temptations to strong drink . . . One Man, One Vote. A Free Breakfast Table’ (which meant no import duties on wheat) and ‘Graduated Taxation’.50  A local Methodist paid Lloyd George’s election expenses, thus sparing him the indignity of asking the local party to raise the money.

The Welsh Conservative Party wrote to Gladstone asking if he endorsed so ambitious a programme and received an elegantly dismissive reply. He was not at all surprised by the candidate’s ‘sanguine anticipations’ but he would be astonished if the constituency were to return to Westminster ‘a gentleman who, whether Tory or Dissentient, would vote against the claim that Wales is now justly making’.51


According to his elder son - writing years later - the local Liberal leadership was less horrified by Lloyd George’s uninhibited radicalism than by the discovery that he had ‘fathered a child on [sic] a very charming widow in Caernarvon’, first known as ‘Mrs J’ and then identified as yet another Jones.52 Had her pregnancy become public knowledge the  result would have been guaranteed defeat for their chosen candidate and anyone who replaced him. Richard Lloyd George regarded his constantly betrayed mother as a saint and martyr and described his father’s infidelities with malevolent delight. But it is unlikely that he invented the whole story. Indeed one consequence of the indiscretion probably contributed to his anger. Richard was always short of money and received so much help in Lloyd George’s lifetime that he was disinherited. Yet because of the ‘annuity obtained for the [wronged] lady at a considerable cost’ as the guarantee of her silence, the man he called his ‘half brother . . . had most of the burdens of the world cared for even before he entered into it’.53 No other evidence supports the claim that Lloyd George fathered Mrs Jones’s baby. But many other witnesses confirm that to have done so was wholly consistent with his behaviour. Lloyd George’s daughter, Lady Olwen Carey Evans, wrote that her father ‘started having affairs with other women very soon after my parents were married’.54 Whenever they began, they were a feature of his life for the next forty years. The possibilities, though not the certainty, of other illegitimate children are documented in work from less prejudiced sources than Richard Lloyd George. Yet - barely believably - none of the affairs significantly impeded the irresistible rise to glory which began in 1890.

Like all candidates, Lloyd George had to reconcile conflicting demands from his own supporters. Cymru Fydd (‘Wales to Be’) denounced ‘screamers in Welsh politics’ who ‘scream about land laws, tithes, education and especially Welsh Home Rule’. Clearly the editor had Lloyd George in mind when he condemned ‘men of little knowledge and shallow convictions who sought principally to draw attention to themselves’. The paper’s hero was Tom Ellis - Lloyd George’s new friend. It supported many of the reforms which the ‘screamers’ demanded but believed that such ‘blessings would be attained by constant and steady effort, not screaming’. Yet the Reverend Evan Jones, pastor of the Calvinistic Methodist chapel in Caernarvon, complained that the Liberals’ standard-bearer did not shout loudly enough. He interrupted a by-election meeting with the demand that Lloyd George promise not to support Irish Home Rule until he had received a firm promise from Gladstone himself that the Welsh Church would be disestablished.

Fortunately for Lloyd George, the Conservative candidate was Squire Ellis-Nanney of Llanystumdwy, one of the distinguished guests at the church school open day who had witnessed the protest against the  imposition of Anglican observances on Nonconformist boys. He had accepted the nomination with reluctance and left most of the campaigning to visiting speakers. It was one of them, Sir John Puleston MP, who attempted to damage Lloyd George with what became a famous reference to his humble origins. ‘The intelligence, the magnificent intellect of Mr George does not confine him within the narrow limits of the small Principality of which we are so proud. His ideas are as boundless as the Empire itself.’55 The reply which it evoked was contained in the first of David Lloyd George’s great political speeches.


I see that one qualification Mr Nanney possesses . . . is that he is a man of wealth, and that the great disqualification in my case is that I am possessed of none . . . I once heard a man wildly declaiming against Mr Tom Ellis as a Parliamentary representative but, according to that man, Mr Ellis’ disqualification was that he had been brought up in a cottage. The Tories have not yet realised that the day of the cottage-bred man has at last dawned.56




Three days before the votes were cast, Lloyd George feared that ‘the Bangor people are not working half as systematically as they ought . . . I am’, he told his wife, ‘half inclined to go fishing in the Seiont whilst the count is on.’57 But on 11 April - like innumerable other candidates in marginal seats before and since - he put on a calm, as well as brave, face as he watched the ballot spread out in apparently equal numbers for him and his opponent. After a recount he won with a majority of eighteen votes. He remained the Member of Parliament for the Caernarvon Boroughs for the next fifty-five years.

A telegram to Uncle Lloyd announced that he had ‘triumphed against enormous influences’, would be ‘home by six’ and that his supporters must not hire a band ‘as rumoured to be illegal’. And he added, ‘Ask Maggie down.’58 She came, weeping ‘tears of regret for ending her hopes of a quiet untroubled life in the country’.59 In old age she claimed that in 1888, she had ‘thought [she] was marrying a Caernarvonshire lawyer’ rather than a politician.60 But by the time they met, he had no doubt where his future lay. Indeed he had warned her that her husband’s political ambition must transcend all other considerations. And so it did for the rest of his life.




 CHAPTER 4

A FAILURE IN THE HOUSE


David Lloyd George arrived at the House of Commons surrounded by all the partisan rejoicing that is afforded to by-election winners and closely followed by the denigration which Parliament heaps on young men in a hurry. He was met at Euston Station by a ‘small landau’ which belonged to Alfred Davies, a wealthy London Welshman and himself a Liberal parliamentary candidate. J. T. Roberts, Lloyd George’s election agent, travelled to London ‘for the express purpose of seeing the reception’ and, to Lloyd George’s chagrin, ‘seemed to feel that he came in, somehow, for a portion of the cheer’.1 The new Member was introduced to the Speaker by Arthur Acland (the radical MP for Rotherham) and Stuart Rendel, the Leader of the Welsh Liberals. The support of both his sponsors was to prove invaluable during the turbulent days which lay ahead, and it established the pattern of personal relationships which was to characterise his whole political life - instant and boundless devotion from some, matched by immediate and limitless hatred from others.

Wisely, he chose not to make an early maiden speech. On 16 May 1890, a month after he took his seat, he wrote to Uncle Lloyd to explain his continued reticence. ‘I shan’t speak in the House this side Whitsuntide holidays. Better not to appear too eager. Get a good opportunity and make the best of it - that’s the point.’2 He asked a question on leasehold reform on 24 April, but the good opportunity for a speech did not arise until 13 June. But, although he remained virtually silent in the Commons chamber, he was remarkably vocal outside it and - because his reputation as an orator had preceded him - was more in demand than a new and young Member had a right to expect. 

Yet he was not content. His early letters to his wife in Wales were a strange mixture of self-congratulation and self-pity. An account of a meeting on 16 May at Norwood in south London complained that the journalist who reported his speech for the Banner and Times of Wales  ‘knew in his heart of hearts that it was a success from an oratorical point of view, [but] he hasn’t the grace to say so’. Then came the defiant reassurance. ‘Your David will get on despite them.’3 The self-congratulation was the expression of genuine belief. Lloyd George knew that, most often, his speeches outside the House of Commons were received with rapture, and he described each triumph in order to rejoice in his own success, not to reassure himself that he had succeeded. But he felt neither awe nor affection for what, four years earlier, he had called the ‘House of Snobs’, and the metropolitan Members of Parliament who had heard that Lloyd George ‘had the gift of the hwyl’ felt no affection for him. They had expected ‘to see something resembling a Druid appear on the floor of the House of Commons’ and were surprised ‘to behold a slim, well-groomed young lawyer in a frock coat and with side-whiskers’4 who, far from behaving with provincial deference, openly expressed his antagonism to men whose rank and status depended on blood and birth. David Lloyd George wore his humble beginnings like a badge of honour.

It is easy to understand why the older and more respectable Liberal MPs wanted to ‘snub and sit upon’ Lloyd George.5 He had arrived at the House of Commons with a reputation for dubious loyalty and irresponsible opinions as well as fiery speeches. He had openly sympathised with Joseph Chamberlain’s opposition to Gladstone’s Irish policy and criticised the organisation of the Welsh Liberal Party in the same language in which he denounced the payment of tithes to the Established Church. The existence of two Welsh Liberal Federations - one from the North, the other from the South - had made the party ‘a kind of Punch and Judy exhibition . . . the butt of our old foe’s ridicule and not the object of his terror’.6 In any circumstances the Liberal establishment would have been offended by the provocative expression of those contentious opinions. When they were articulated by a twenty-seven-year-old solicitor who had just fought his first parliamentary election, they became intolerable. His offence was compounded by his conscious decision to be semi-detached from the Liberal leadership. The biographical note which he sent to Dodd’s Parliamentary Companion for 1890-1 was gratuitously selective. ‘Welsh Nationalist, supporting Home Rule, temperance, disestablishment and other items in the programme of the advanced Liberals.’ 

It was on those subjects that he spoke in the country. On 7 May, Lloyd George addressed a meeting of the Liberation Society in the Metropolitan Tabernacle. Henry Campbell-Bannerman - already a Liberal grandee and destined to lead the first Cabinet in which Lloyd George served - was in the chair. Lloyd George, to his disgust, was the last in a long list of speakers but, by his own account, he overcame that handicap. ‘I started very nervous and not intending to hold out more than 10 or 15 minutes but I must have spoken for ¾ of an hour. I roused the audience to such a pitch of enthusiasm that they would hardly allow me to proceed and when I left they rose to their feet and flourished their hats . . . The most profuse compliments were lavished upon my eloquence.’7 His attack on the Established Church provoked an angry letter of complaint from A. G. Edwards, Bishop of St Asaph (the episcopal seat of which was in North Wales). An even greater triumph was less than a month away.

In the Free Trade Hall in Manchester on 4 June he denounced the proposal - included in the Budget presented to Parliament on the day he took his seat - to compensate publicans when their premises were closed down for reasons of public policy. His own account of the response to his speech can be described only as ecstatic. ‘When I sat down, there came a sight which I shall never forget - the whole dense and immense audience seemed for a moment stunned but, recovering, they sprang up as one man and flung hats, handkerchiefs, sticks, hands - anything they could get hold of . . . I was overwhelmed with congratulation. ’8 The Cambrian News shared the rapture. The waving of hats and hands was described as ‘very much akin to madness’ and he was ‘overwhelmed by cries of “go on” and a voice from the gallery “we will stop with thee all night my boy . . .” It is to be regretted that Wales does not send more of these young men to represent her in Parliament.’9


Neither Lloyd George’s mellifluous voice nor his aggressive speaking style changed significantly during the twenty years in which he rose from backbencher to Prime Minister. The contents of his speeches were almost entirely destructive. Demolition of his opponents’ arguments was rarely followed by the construction of something to put in their place. There was never a suggestion of an underlying ideology or philosophical principle - both of which were alien to his nature. Because he understood the excitement that personalised assaults caused, he rarely failed to name the men he held responsible for the scandals which he exposed. Ridicule and righteous indignation came hard upon each other’s heels. But he was never the law-giver, handing down the  tablets from on high. Lloyd George and his audience were one - outsiders to a man. ‘Caernarvon District’, wrote The Times - referring not to the constituency but to its Member of Parliament - ‘has the misdeeds of the establishment much more at heart than the misdeeds of Mr Balfour.’10


Although his technique was far less effective in the House of Commons, his maiden speech, made during a debate on the Local Taxation Bill on 13 June 1890, was well received. Arthur Acland had moved the amendment which would deny publicans compensation for the closure of their premises. The new Member for the Caernarvon Boroughs revisited the subject of his Manchester triumph. Despite the convention that maiden speeches avoid controversy, he mounted an assault on the licensed trade in general and attacked Lord Randolph Churchill and Joseph Chamberlain by name. Lord Randolph had a vicarious interest in the debate. He had introduced the original bill in what his son, Winston Churchill, was to call ‘the last great speech which he made in the House of Commons’.11 The slighting reference to Chamberlain was entirely gratuitous. Lloyd George had decided that he would be David to the two Goliaths. The tactic, like the words he used, had been carefully thought out. According to his brother William, even at school he had to fight ‘the enemy when [he] was at his strongest, thus ensuring that victory, if secured, would be complete and final’.12


Randolph Churchill was described as supporting ‘at best a kind of mushroom teetotalism which grew, no-one knows why or where, and has disappeared, where no-one exactly knows’, and Chamberlain - the hope and hero of Nonconformity - was said to have ‘recently entertained a company of brewers and so strong apparently was [his] view in favour of compensation that he expressed great surprise that it should have been thought necessary to approach him on the subject’. It all led up to a carefully prepared climax. ‘The noble lord and the right honourable gentleman are political contortionists who can perform the great trick of planting their feet in one direction and setting their faces in another.’13


The following day he wrote to tell his wife that he had been ‘overwhelmed with congratulations’ and there was ‘hardly a London Liberal paper or even a provincial paper which does not say something commendatory about it’.14 On the morning of his maiden speech, he had written a letter home which did not even mention that he was about to make his parliamentary debut. While he was waiting - and, if he were  like any other House of Commons virgin, worrying - he defended himself against his wife’s complaint that a Sunday visit to Kew Gardens confirmed that he put pleasures before prayers. It leaves no doubt about why he was reluctant to go home to Wales.


There is a great deal of difference between the temptation to leave your work for the pleasure of being cramped up in a suffocating malodorous chapel listening to some superstitions I have heard a thousand times before and, on the other hand, the temptation to have a pleasant ride on the river in the fresh air with a terminus at one of the loveliest gardens in Europe.15




According to House of Commons folklore, a good maiden speech is usually followed by a flop. Lloyd George defied precedent. When he spoke a second time - on a motion to reduce Miscellaneous Advances - he was destructive, offensive to authority and totally in command. He was also determined to appeal to an audience outside Westminster. The ‘advances’ which he chose to oppose were a grant of £439 towards the cost of the installation of Prince Henry of Hanover as a Knight of the Garter and £2769 ‘equipage money’ to repay expenses incurred by the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. The speech included characteristic insults. ‘What service’, he asked, ‘has Prince Henry of Prussia ever rendered this country? He has not yet rendered any service to his own.’ The Lord Lieutenant was dismissed as ‘a man in buttons who wears silk stockings and has a coat of arms on his carriage’. The knockabout was followed by passages of substance about the plight of the poor.16 They were the mark of the class warrior, which was so clear that Queen Victoria sent Gladstone a message of complaint.

Lloyd George’s class antagonism was not a political pose. Nor was it the result of very profound views about the nature of society. It was a reflection of what he thought about himself. When he was Chancellor of the Exchequer - and might have been thought to be reconciled to membership of the establishment - he told D. R. Daniel, ‘I never had a hand stretched to me from above - but I’ve had hundreds of zealous and faithful friends, pushing me from behind.’17 He came from, and was the champion of, the deserving poor. His second House of Commons speech was made on behalf of the ‘thousands of hard-working, thrifty people [who] are living a life of hopeless, ceaseless toil’. It was because of them that he rejected the proposal ‘to spend hundreds decorating a foreign Prince and thousands in adorning a mere supernumerary’. He  spoke as a reformer, not a revolutionary. ‘I do not believe that this gorgeousness and ostentation of wealth is necessary to maintain the Constitution. On the contrary, I think it does far more to repress than to promote sentiments of loyalty.’18


On the night before his second House of Commons speech, Lloyd George - anticipating that he would be accused, at best, of discourtesy to the throne and court - wrote in his diary, ‘I may lose much influence. These MPs are so frightfully decorous and respectful. My audience is the country.’19 At the time, he almost certainly meant Wales. But his horizons were beginning to expand. The reference, in his second speech, to the government’s report on the conditions of employment in sweated industries was the first indication that he was becoming less concerned with Welsh nationhood than with the continued division of Great Britain into two nations.

Despite the success of his first two speeches, the ‘Welsh Notes’ in the  Manchester Guardian, described the Member for Caernarvon Boroughs as a ‘failure in the House and completely eclipsed by Sam Evans’, another young Welsh MP.20 L. A. Atherley-Jones (a Liberal of an older generation who sat for North West Durham) wrote in his memoirs that Lloyd George’s ‘early speeches were, with a thin thread of argument, incoherent declamations: so much so . . . that, according to what a press gallery reporter told me, they required dressing-up before they were fit for publication’.21 The criticism - some of it the expression of resentment towards a young and ‘unclubable’ upstart - hurt. A month after his election, Lloyd George asked his wife to send him a copy of the  Banner and Times of Wales, the leading Welsh-language weekly. He understood that Vincent Evans, one of its columnists, had been critical ‘in his superior fashion’. The offender had already been chastised. ‘I told him last night to his face [that] he assiduously cracked up Tom Ellis and Ellis Griffith [two other Welsh MPs] and ran down everyone else in their way.’22 That was not the way to win friends in the press gallery, but Lloyd George was too offended to care.

During the autumn of 1890, Lloyd George spoke ‘in the country’ on ten occasions. On 20 September, having travelled north to St Helens, he shared a platform with John Morley. He had become enough of a ‘figure’ to act as supporting speaker to a Liberal grandee. His speech began with a conventional attack on Arthur Balfour’s repression of Ireland. But, after condemning the English and Scottish landowners in the province, he went on to denounce ‘the same miserable minority in Wales who, because of a certain class and a certain religion, think that  they have the right to monopolize the resources of the soil and think that they have the right to monopolize the education of the country’. Carried away by his own eloquence, he ended with a peroration which was absolute gibberish. Landlords were, as a class, corrupt. ‘And more than that to set their lords and baronets to defame and revile my country in the ears of Royalty.’23 Nevertheless the audience rose to their feet and cheered.

Even if he could have enjoyed the comforts of home and family, Lloyd George would have spent his evenings addressing enraptured public meetings. But, with his wife in Wales, the delights of domesticity were not available to him. After his arrival in London he had lived in a succession of unsatisfactory lodgings and flats, beginning with rooms in Acton in west London which were lent or rented to him by Alfred Davies. After a month or two, and an experiment with life at the National Liberal Club, he leased a set of rooms in Verulam Buildings, Gray’s Inn, and wrote to Margaret what, for him, was a letter of unusual sympathy and understanding.e ‘With a porter at the gate and two housekeepers on the premises and your own chambers double-doored and windows iron bolted, you surely ought to feel secure until your husband comes home.’24 Margaret responded with a visit two weeks later. But circumstances conspired to increase her determination to remain in Wales. In August 1890, after a difficult pregnancy, she gave birth to a daughter, Mair Eluned. Throughout the summer Lloyd George’s letters home referred, time after time, to his need for Margaret to be in London. In June, he told her, ‘I can’t stand this solitude much longer.’25 In July - after asserting that ‘next year you must be up with me altogether’ - he claimed that he ‘never felt satisfied about going to any big meeting’ until he had ‘submitted his speech for her approval’.26  That was nonsense, but the bogus confession of insecurity was intended to reinforce his plea for her to join him. It was an unreasonable demand to make on a woman in the last weeks of pregnancy. And what hope there was of her making her home in London after the birth was extinguished when her father, at last able to keep the promise which he had made before her wedding, built a pair of semi-detached houses on the Portmadoc Road in Criccieth - Llys Owen for him and his wife and Bryn Awel for his daughter and son-in-law. To Margaret, the attraction of a house of her own in Wales was irresistible. So, after the summer of   1890, the relationship changed. He would never again write of ‘Maggie . . . lying on the hearth waiting for me’.27 Margaret Lloyd George became an occasional wife and a constant, if often distant, friend while her husband took his pleasures where he could.

Rich Welshmen living in the capital were more than willing to offer hospitality to a young and amusing compatriot whose name regularly appeared in the national papers. Lloyd George accepted their invitations but retained a healthy contempt for their lifestyle. He described them to Margaret in language which cannot have persuaded her that she was missing very much by living in Criccieth. ‘A young Welshman who [kept] a drapery establishment in Oxford Street’ was, together with his wife, one of the first men of substance to entertain Lloyd George. He was D. H. Evans, ‘a light-headed feather-brained fellow with some good nature and much practical shrewdness. She is purse proud and consequently contemptible. We [MPs] are fit company for a beautified draper’s wife but I despised her from the moment she talked about the Welsh Society in London being led by drapers’ assistants.’28 That was typical of the way in which Lloyd George happily bit the hand that fed him dinner. He accepted the favours, but his views remained his own.

Lloyd George’s complaint that Gladstone would never give Wales the Home Rule which he was offering to Ireland was half-hearted. He did not want a separate parliament in Cardiff or Caernarvon. His real objection to Gladstone’s obsession was the obstacle which it provided to moving forward on any of the issues which he held dear - temperance, tithes and disestablishment. He was flattered by the lobby rumours that the Grand Old Man had expressed admiration of his maiden speech and, during his early months in Parliament, awestruck by the Prime Minister’s patrician eloquence.29 But Gladstone was not a radical and Lloyd George was.

It was not Lloyd George’s habit to counterfeit respect for authority. But he was some years into his ministerial career before his true opinion of Gladstone was recorded. By then he was categoric. ‘Gladstone was always a Tory at heart. He belonged to the worst section of the middle classes - that section which thinks itself aristocratic.’30 When his friend George (by then Lord) Riddell asked him to be frank about the old hero, he replied, ‘I did not like him very much.’31 The dislike was more political than personal. But the first meeting did nothing to improve an inevitably distant relationship.

On 29 April 1890 - a little less than three weeks after the Caernarvon by-election - members of the Calvinistic Methodists of Criccieth set  out on a day excursion to Hawarden, Gladstone’s home on the Welsh-English border. Their new Member of Parliament went with them. After a tour of the gardens, a favoured few of the pilgrims - including Lloyd George - were invited into the house for conversation with the Grand Old Man himself. The new Member of Parliament (aged twenty-seven) took the opportunity to tell the Prime Minister (aged eighty-one) that he must advocate Welsh disestablishment with more vigour. Gladstone replied that the North Wales Liberal Federation would be unwise to demand that their MPs threaten to vote against Irish Home Rule until Welsh grievances were remedied. He added that many factors - including the presence of Welsh bishops in the House of Lords - complicated the position. Lloyd George, resenting the implication that - unlike Scotland - Wales was a natural and historic member of the Anglican Communion, disputed the notion with a force which annoyed his host. So Gladstone crushed his guest by asking - with no clear relevance - if he knew how many Nonconformist chapels there were in Wales in 1742. Of course, Lloyd George did not. Gladstone did. It was 162. There the argument ended.32


Throughout the summer of 1890, Lloyd George’s speeches invariably referred, in passing, to the necessity of pressing ahead with Home Rule - not because the cause was just, but in order to remove the ‘road block’ which was an obstacle to other legislation. He would not have chosen to mount ‘the fiery chariot’ in the first place and he regretted that the Liberals who remained true to Gladstone, after Joseph Chamberlain’s defection in 1886, had not tried to prevent the ‘old man in a hurry’ from riding helter-skelter to disaster. ‘While the action of the Welsh people then was noble and generous, it would have been far better for them if they had declined to support him in a course which would lead to the disruption of the party and the consequent loss of disestablishment for a long time.’33


On 17 November 1890, the cause of Irish Home Rule was dealt a crippling, some believed fatal, blow. Captain William O’Shea was granted a divorce on the grounds of his wife’s adultery with Charles Stewart Parnell, the leader of the Irish Party. Less than two years before, a Special Commission had absolved Parnell of the charge that he supported the Fenians who had murdered Lord Frederick Cavendish, the Chief Secretary for Ireland, in Phoenix Park, Dublin - a charge based on letters which were published by The Times, although that paper knew, or should have known, that they were forgeries. The vindication had added to Parnell’s hero status in Ireland. His supporters gloried in  his refusal, during the divorce hearings, to contradict even the most lurid inventions about his conduct. The allegations were made during a trial in open court which was held while the Liberal Party was meeting in Sheffield - surrounded by North of England Nonconformists, some of the most censorious people in the Victorian world.

On 25 November, while the Union of the Hearts - the alliance of assorted Irish Nationalists - was being slowly dissolved in Committee Room 15 of the House of Commons, Lloyd George felt only admiration for the soon-to-be deposed Irish leader’s composure. ‘The Irish Party is now upstairs discussing Parnell’s future. I saw him just now in the tea-room looking calm and self-possessed.’34 As Parnell lost Irish support, he also lost Lloyd George’s sympathy. Two days later his judgement was, at least by implication, censorious. ‘Everyone is preoccupied with Parnell. Well it appears that the fellow is brazening it out.’35 On 28 November, he had lost all respect for a ‘base selfish fellow’ even though, on 3 December - while the Irish Party was still agonising about its future - he was again impressed by a demeanour which was as ‘cool and defiant as ever’.36 By then, he had no doubt that the Irish leader was ‘a bad lot’ - not because he had broken the seventh commandment, but because his self-indulgence had undermined the cause which he championed.37 ‘If Parnell sticks and his party stick to him, it is generally conceded that Home Rule is done for.’38  Gladstone - the most upright of politicians, who Punch believed would ‘have been a better politician had he been a worse man’ - required Parnell’s resignation for the same reason. Twenty years later, Lloyd George told Frances Stevenson - at the beginning of their lifelong relationship - that ‘no man has the right to imperil his party and its objectives for the sake of a woman’.39 And - in an act of breathtaking insensitivity - gave her a biography of Kathleen O’Shea to prove his point.

The fall of Parnell was assumed by both Gladstone’s friends and foes to mark the end of his attempts to impose Irish Home Rule on a reluctant party and recalcitrant Parliament. That judgement underestimated the messianic determination of the octogenarian Prime Minister. But a group of young Welsh Liberals - led in fact if not form by Lloyd George - sought to fill what they believed to be the political vacuum with policies which had been overlooked for years. They would fight for Wales as the Irish Party fought for Ireland - obstructing government business until ministers met their demands. By the time the Irish Party split over the Parnell divorce, Lloyd George had already tasted the heady fruit of highly publicised rebellion. There is every indication that he enjoyed the notoriety.

The Tithe (Rent Charge Recovery) Bill had been presented to the House of Commons in 1889 and withdrawn because of lack of both time and support. It was reintroduced in February 1890 in exactly the same form. Tithes were to be made a direct charge on landlords, leaving them with the choice to collect reimbursement from tenants or meet the full cost themselves. A bill that made tithes easier to collect also increased the income which they generated. Radical Nonconformists urged Liberals to vote against it. Lloyd George could not agree. He wanted the tithe not abolished but redirected from Church incumbencies to educational and social projects.

On 5 June 1890, F. S. Stevenson, Member of Parliament for Eye, moved an official Liberal ‘instruction’ to the standing committee which was to consider the bill. Had it been carried, the committee would have been required to ‘provide for the equitable provision of tithes in accordance with the altered conditions of agriculture’. Its effect would have been a reduction in the level of tithes. But the instruction was defeated with Lloyd George and D. A. Thomas (the Member for Merthyr Tydfil) voting against its acceptance. There was a predicable howl of outrage from the Welsh Nonconformist press.

Lloyd George wrote, explaining his attitude, to the chairman of the Caernarvon District Liberal Association. He was committed ‘to a policy of nationalising the tithe [and] strongly objected to any suggestion which will result in the frittering away of this valuable national endowment. The notion that any part of the savings would be passed along to the tenants is fanciful.’40 When the complaints continued, he insisted that his policy would ‘add twenty-five percent to the value of the tithe - no mean thing by the time it is nationalised’.41 In fact, he had no idea of the reduction in revenue which the instruction would have brought about. But by voting against the party whip and justifying his rebellion with a coherent argument, he had made an early declaration of independence. When the Welsh Liberals thought of harassing their own leadership, Lloyd George was happy to set the pace.

The Tithe Bill was given a second reading in a single day of parliamentary time. It was then that Lloyd George and three other Welsh Members - Sam Evans, Tom Ellis and Wynford Philips - took over the role of the Irish Party and began the campaign of obstruction and harassment. The best and easiest way of wasting time - what guerrilla tactics in Parliament usually amount to - was to move numerous amendments when bills were discussed ‘in committee of the whole House’ and to debate them at great length. The four insurgents had no  hope, or intention, of ‘improving’ the bills, the normal purpose of amendments. Lloyd George wrote to Thomas Gee on 2 February 1891, ‘Of course we shall be defeated, but by these discussions we manage to keep the pot boiling and the Liberal Party is thereby awakened to the fact that Welsh questions are very useful - quite as useful as Irish ones - to hurl at the government.’42


The amendments usually reflected the honest convictions of the men who moved them. Lloyd George proposed that appeals against tithe valuations should be heard in the county courts - not by the Land Commissioners, whose objectivity he doubted - and that defendants in criminal proceedings which arose from the eventual act should have the right to trial by jury. Both proposals were defeated. But the voice of Wales was heard in the land, even though Liberals (no less than Tories) were infuriated by the hours of speeches which examined every issue from the perspective of the principality.

The Education Bill, introduced in June, provided the perfect opportunity for a protracted display of both Nonconformist principles and political prejudices. The Salisbury government proposed to abolish fees in both church and board schools and, at the same time, end the payment-by-results calculation of teachers’ salaries. The bill’s ostensible purpose, and its undoubted result, was the extension of free elementary education. But Liberals suspected that the real motive was the preemption of their party’s plan to abolish fees in board schools, reduce state aid to church schools and watch while denominational education became increasingly beyond the means of most families. A change of government seemed likely. In six years, twenty seats, previously held by Salisbury’s Tories, had been lost to Liberals in by-elections.

Lloyd George instinctively accepted the unworthy interpretation of the government’s motives. The entrenchment of denominational education - perhaps in schools less broad-minded than the one which he attended - would allow the Church of England to continue imposing its sectarian views on Methodist and Baptist children through teachers whose salaries would be paid by Nonconformist taxpayers. In the second reading debate he ‘urged the government to take the opportunity to give free education in a generous form, free from denominational trammels and worthy of its name’.43 His plea being ignored, he moved on to amendments which would achieve his objective. One aimed at preventing school managers from limiting the appointment of teachers to applicants of a specified denomination. Another, if passed, would have required government grants to be used  for the extension of technical education rather than the eventual reduction of fees. Both were lost.

While the guerrilla war was being waged in the House of Commons, Lloyd George continued to make speeches in the country which reflected the convictions which became the bedrock of his politics. He believed that religious instruction should be provided only outside normal school hours and he was equally convinced of the injustice of tithes to pay for the upkeep of the Church of England and its clergy. But it was poverty and the land which increasingly concerned him. He told a meeting at Bangor on 21 May 1891, ‘One out of every twenty of the population is on parish relief.’ Yet there were ‘noblemen and squires enjoying riches which they are at their wits’ end to know how to squander and commanding such amplitude of resources that they are running to waste for want of use’.44 And often - sin worse than all other sins - their wealth was unearned.


As the law stands at present, a landlord may let his land for building purposes, charge a ground rent ten times the agricultural value of that land and at the end of sixty years take possession of land, buildings and all. Yet although the local rates are being used to improve his property by drainage, gas, street improvements and in other ways, he does not contribute a penny towards the expenditure. The whole of the expenditure, so far as the land is concerned, falls on the poor householder who, after paying heavy rates and extortionate ground rents, has to surrender all the fruits of his labour to a landlord who does nothing.45




Before the end of the year, taxation of land values was to become official Liberal Party policy - one of the ragbag of promises included in what came to be called the Newcastle Programme. John Morley was one of the architects of what amounted to a manifesto. He was careful not to overstate either its intrinsic merits or the party leader’s enthusiasm for what it proposed. All he claimed was that Gladstone ‘gave his blessing to the various measures’. Loyalty prevented him from adding ‘without enthusiasm and only because the first item on the long agenda was Irish Home Rule’. The Newcastle Programme is sometimes described as the Liberal Party’s formal acceptance of a radical social programme - a switch in direction which it was said was made possible by the departure of the Marquis of Hartington and the other Whig grandees. Morley offers a more pragmatic explanation - a view which  Lloyd George endorsed and supported. ‘After five years of a pretty exclusive devotion to the Irish case, to pass by the British case and its various demands for an indefinite time longer would have been absurd.’46 The list of Newcastle Programme objectives began with Irish Home Rule. But the disestablishment of the Church in both Wales and Scotland came second. Only slightly lower in order of priority were the taxation of land values, local options for licensing laws and the abolition of ‘entails’ which restricted the terms of bequests. The catalogue continued with calls for manhood suffrage, triennial Parliaments, house-building in rural areas, the encouragement of smallholdings, the creation of district and parish councils, the payment of MPs and the introduction of an employers’ liability law. Fears that the package was insufficiently comprehensive were allayed by hints that there was more to come, possibly including a legal limitation of working hours in heavy industry and mining.

In the week which followed the National Liberal Federation meeting at Newcastle (and the adoption of the programme which took the city’s name) the Church of England’s Annual Congress convened in Rhyl. David Lloyd George regarded the choice of venue as deliberate provocation and said so. His speech was couched in the uninhibited language of class war.


The priests of this church arrogantly claim to be the spiritual successors of Peter, the plain, bluff, honest old fisherman. Why, if he could have turned up at the Church Congress held in this town the other day there is not a prelate or prebendary or dean amongst them who would not have shunned him . . . But can you, by any stretch of the imagination, picture Peter coming down to attend the Church Congress in a special train, with a man in buttons dancing about him, carrying a jewelled crosier and marching in an elaborate procession to attend the Congress?



The speech ended with the ultimate reproof. ‘The Congress ran two beer booths in its grounds.’47 A. G. Edwards, the Bishop of St Asaph, defended the Church in a speech which was more reproof than rebuttal. Lloyd George responded to the response - thus ensuring weeks of acrimonious debate.

At the height of the controversy Lloyd George became a father for the second time. Before the birth of Mair Eluned, the Criccieth law firm of Lloyd George and George had supported Betsy George, Polly  George and Richard Lloyd as well as the two brothers, Margaret Lloyd George and her infant son. After August 1890, there was another mouth to feed from the same limited earnings. Six months earlier, as he had rejoiced at his brother’s by-election victory, William Lloyd had asked himself ‘two practical questions. A. How is D to live there? B. How am I to live down here?’48 The answer was from hand to mouth. At the end of one of Margaret’s rare visits to London she had telegraphed William. ‘Dei wishes me to ask you to send him £5 by return please. He has been using some of my money. If he doesn’t get it your dear sister cannot return home on Saturday without leaving her husband quite penniless in this great city.’49 Of course, William responded. He accepted that he was ‘the breadwinner for two families’.50 But he received scant gratitude. ‘You are quite right about the practice,’ Lloyd George told his wife. ‘Will would never have worked it up. He keeps it together very well, but my name helps him materially to do so.’51  Perhaps so. But without Will there would have been no practice. Fortunately, William George was prepared to make any sacrifice to ensure his brother’s success

As William was struggling to balance the family books, his brother was trying to change the ownership of a number of Welsh newspapers. As we have seen, in 1888 he had attempted to alter the political balance of the Welsh press by founding, with D. R. Daniel, Udgorn Rhyddid. The paper survived for just a year and then went out of business. His second attempt at ownership was more securely based. The plan was to acquire control of established newspapers. And he recruited as advisers and investors men of influence and considerable wealth. Chief among them were two confusing Thomases. Both were South Wales Liberal MPs. Alfred Thomas, a man of forty and the Member for Glamorganshire East, was the president of the Baptist Union of Wales and enjoyed a private income. D. A. Thomas (also Alfred), who represented Merthyr, was a mine-owner and coal-broker. Both men were to become - for better and for worse - inextricably linked with Lloyd George’s political and financial fortunes for the next twenty years.

They were joined in the enterprise by Major Evan Rowland Jones, Liberal candidate for Carmarthen District, proprietor of Shipping World, United States Consul for South Wales and a generally dubious character whose attraction included a vicarious association with Abraham Lincoln, Lloyd George’s boyhood hero, whose portrait had hung on the Llanystumdwy cottage wall. Jones had fought with the Union Army at Gettysburg. Three of Lloyd George’s political friends - Thomas Ellis,  Sam Evans and Herbert Lewis - were asked and agreed to show their support by subscribing small sums of capital. William Abraham - the miners’ MP from the Rhondda who was known as ‘Mabon’, his Druid name - did the same. The result was the acquisition of Y Genedl Cymreig (the most popular Welsh-language newspaper) and the creation of the Welsh National Press. The company then bought the North Wales Observer and Express (for which the young Lloyd George had written his attack on Lord Salisbury) and Y Werin. The two papers joined with Thomas Gee’s Banner and Times of Wales in the demand that the Liberal leadership - in government or opposition - must pay a price for Welsh support.

For another year, Lloyd George and his friends demonstrated their determination to strike a hard parliamentary bargain. The Clergy Discipline Bill, which received a second reading on 29 April 1891, provided an ideal opportunity to illustrate the power of a destructive minority. Lloyd George’s opposition was based on what he must have known was a total misinterpretation of the bill’s purpose. It is not, he said, ‘the function of the state to attend to matters of spiritual discipline’. The bill was meant to deal with temporal indiscretions and, as such, was heartily welcomed by Gladstone, who intervened in the debate gently to correct his young Honourable friend and lead him back to the path of virtue. Lloyd George was not willing to be led.

Gladstone was so determined to see the bill through that he accepted membership of the standing committee which considered it clause by clause. Undeterred, Lloyd George and three Welsh colleagues battled on - always returning to the point that the real solution to the problem was disestablishment. The committee stage was completed only after its chairman, Henry Campbell-Bannerman (then aspiring to be no more than Speaker of the House of Commons) imposed an arbitrary limitation on the number of speeches each Member could make on individual amendments. Gladstone’s mood changed from benevolence to fury. He spoke in every debate until he realised that he was helping to prolong the proceedings. Then, according to Lloyd George, ‘He would just sit and shake his head at us when we moved an amendment and glare at us with his fierce eye.’52 Stuart Rendel, the Welsh Liberals’ leader, was near to despair as he saw his fragile coalition ‘tumbling down like a pack of cards’.53 John Morley reacted more robustly. He hoped that Lloyd George would lose his seat in the impending general election.54


The new Tory candidate for the Caernarvon Boroughs - Sir John  Puleston, or ‘Pleasant Puleston’ as he was known - was a far more formidable candidate than Ellis-Nanney had been. He was Welsh by birth, owned a house in Pwllheli and had, for years, been a patron of the National Eisteddfod. A touch of romance was added to an otherwise bland character by the fact that, like Major Jones, he had served in the Union Army during the American Civil War. Soon after his selection as Tory candidate for the Boroughs he had been appointed Constable of Caernarvon Castle, a role which provided great opportunities to entertain the local squirearchy and be reported in local newspapers. It had been Puleston who, during the by-election campaign, had made comments about Lloyd George’s pretensions and thereby prepared the way for the speech which heralded the dawn of ‘the cottage-bred men’. In preparation for the general election of 1892, Puleston put his soubriquet aside and tried to incriminate his opponent with exaggerated stories about an incident at a Mansion House dinner. Sam Ellis had refused to rise for the loyal toast. Lloyd George - a not very passionate republican - had risen but not drunk. It was enough to allow Puleston to claim that the Queen had been insulted. Lloyd George was physically attacked as he left a rally in the Penrhyn Hall in Bangor and a fireball, made out of wool and paraffin, set light to Margaret’s dress.55 At least - thanks to Gladstone’s linguistic agility - Conservative attempts to exploit his dispute with the Liberal Party’s candidate for the Caernarvon Boroughs failed. Asked to repudiate Lloyd George’s extremism, Gladstone replied that he had ‘no opinion of the conduct of Mr Lloyd George and no title to give one’ and added that had he been ‘an elector of Caernarvon Boroughs I should vote against Sir J Puleston’.56


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/royh_9780748117857_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
ROY
HATTERSLEY





OEBPS/royh_9780748117857_oeb_001_r1.jpg





