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Introduction


In the two years after October 1938 the fortunes of Winston Churchill underwent the most dramatic reversal of any politician of modern times. At the time of Munich, Churchill was dismissed as a warmonger and a has-been, and many viewed his career to that date as a catalogue of the failures of an over-ambitious adventurer. Yet twenty-four months later he was the national saviour, personifying Britain’s defiance of Hitlerism and enjoying almost unanimous public approval.


How did the British political and social elite, who had known and watched Churchill for half a century, adjust to this revolution? How did they react to the new reality of a man whom they had spent the last decade publicly discounting and privately reviling suddenly being accorded secular deification?


The subjects of this book are not Churchillians in the conventional sense of, say, Brendan Bracken or Lord Beaverbrook. They are instead meant to represent British public life during the Churchillian Era. When Lytton Strachey chose to write about General Gordon, Florence Nightingale and the others in Eminent Victorians, he did not do so for their personal connections with the Queen herself, but for the way they illustrated the Victorian Age. Similarly, my subjects are intended to throw light upon the period between 1940 and 1955, during which Churchill led the Conservative Party and, for nine years, the country.


The cleverer among them appreciated the changed circumstances early on, and came under the bough of his reputation, thus often escaping critical reappraisal. The royal family came round to Churchill – largely ungrudgingly – by Christmas 1940, and genuinely regretted his defeat in the 1945 general election. The ‘patriotic’ historian Arthur Bryant switched overnight from sustained hostility to slavering devotion. The Tory Party took far longer to appreciate what was happening than many of them cared later to admit. Lord Mountbatten paid lip-service to the man who had repeatedly and single-handedly saved his career, but was delighted when Churchill’s 1945 election defeat opened the way for the liquidation of the Empire upon which Churchill doted.


‘Charm’, said Anthony Blanche in Brideshead Revisited, ‘can be fatal to works of art.’ It can be equally fatal in politics, harmful as much to the donor as to the beneficiary. British influence waned dramatically in the middle years of this century. Instead of the innovation, industry and raw energy that had characterized the country a century earlier, Britain had come increasingly to rely upon the charm of her diplomats and politicians to draw attention away from and shore up her declining strength. It is no coincidence that my subjects were all noted for their charm. Walter Monckton’s was born of a genuine interest in others, but could be switched on like the light in a miner’s head lamp; Bryant’s was, in the words of his friend A.L. Rowse, ‘something unaccountable, extreme, marvellous’; Mountbatten inserted his like a stiletto; Queen Elizabeth’s was part of the job, but also came quite naturally. The Tory managers of post-war decline constituted probably the most congenial Cabinets of any this century. British power was slowly disappearing during the Churchillian Era, leaving, like the Cheshire Cat, only a wide smile behind.


Part of the problem lay in the tendency to believe myths created by wartime propaganda. The exigencies of war, and the necessity of keeping up domestic morale, meant that people were led to believe that Mountbatten was a successful destroyer commander, that the trade unions never damaged the wartime economy through strikes, that the peace could be won by the same collectivist methods as had supposedly won the war, and that ‘Uncle Joe’ Stalin was essentially benign. Even Churchill, who was in a position to know the truth, began to believe such Ministry of Information lines about all but the last.


The influence exerted by the idea of Commonwealth over the Eminent Churchillians is another central theme of this book. They each had their reasons for presenting it as more than merely a useful political fiction. To the House of Windsor it seemed to offer a wider raison d’être and post-imperial world role; Mountbatten leapt through every hoop Congress held up for him in order that India might join; the liberal Tories were more than willing to pay the price of immigration in order that it might serve as a fig-leaf to cover the loss of British prestige during decolonization; Bryant thought that it could provide the alternative to joining the Common Market. The psychological message it sent was that Britain was still a Great Power, long after she had ceased to be one. This in turn robbed Britain of the sense of loss, urgency and need for national regeneration which motivated the economies of Germany and Japan after 1945.


By the end of Churchill’s post-war ‘Indian Summer’ Premiership, the liberal Tories in his ministry had managed to outmanoeuvre the inattentive and ailing Prime Minister over most issues. Such was his post-1940 status, however, that they eschewed direct confrontation and allowed him to remain in office long after they all knew he should have retired. When he reneged on one of the issues most important to them – closer European integration – they still trod warily and expressed their resentments only to one another.


When Churchill returned to Downing Street in October 1951, he brought with him the small, red, ‘Action This Day’ labels he had attached to important documents during the war. They were put in the Prime Minister’s letter rack on the Cabinet table, but were never used. ‘They had faded a bit since 1945, and had gone a little pink,’ remembered his Private Secretary. They might serve as a metaphor for many of his ministers, who were tired, nostalgic and in headlong ideological retreat. A good number were wartime cronies of Churchill’s; others were largely apolitical. Tories who believed in competition, deregulation and freer markets, such as Oliver Lyttelton and Ralph Assheton, were excluded from any influence over economic policy, which continued largely upon wartime corporatist models. Monckton, having flirted with Crippsian socialism during the war, converted to a Conservatism which in most essential features was indistinguishable from Labour collectivism, and few either noticed or much cared. R.A. Butler, commenting on Monckton’s appeasement of the trade unions, said: ‘If he’d gone on, it would have been disastrous, but during my period it was extremely convenient. It didn’t do me any harm.’


Had the Conservative elite of the immediate post-war era shown half the energy and enterprise in peacetime as it had in war, it is hard to believe that Britain would have been reduced to her present stature of Italy with rockets. Physical courage on the battlefield did not translate into political courage in the debate over the post-war domestic settlement. The British ruling class – relieved, perhaps, that they had not suffered the same fate as their European counterparts – appeased the working-class movement, with ultimately disastrous consequences for Britain’s competitiveness.


‘Declinology’ is, unsurprisingly, a major historiographical discipline in today’s Britain. Some ‘revisionist’ historians blame Churchill himself for the disasters which have overtaken the nation since 1940. More mainstream ones explain British abdication and loss of will by reference to such factors as dwindling resources, gold reserves and adverse terms of trade. In this book I prefer to consider the role of those Eminent Churchillians who adapted themselves to the political reality of Churchill’s supremacy, but never truly rose to the level of events, or shared his vision of the role which the British nation could play.
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The House of Windsor and the
Politics of Appeasement


In his book The English Constitution, Walter Bagehot made the famous distinction between the ‘dignified’ and the ‘efficient’ roles of the British Monarchy. The former was concerned with pageant, ritual and the image of royalty; the latter with the sovereign’s tangible political contribution. In the reign of King George VI these roles could not have been more starkly differentiated, for while the House of Windsor excelled at carrying out the ‘dignified’ part of their duties, the forays they made into the ‘efficient’ sphere tended to display a serious dearth of political judgment. When they were launching ships, visiting bomb sites or holding investitures they were superlative; yet when they were involved in day-to-day politics, they tended to exhibit clumsiness and lack of foresight.


That is all the more extraordinary when contrasted with the deftness shown by the King’s father, George V, when dealing with the great constitutional crises of his reign. Over the Parliament Bill, over Ramsay MacDonald’s request for a dissolution in 1924 and over the formation of the National Government, the King was ably advised and displayed a sure political touch. It was only at the end of his reign, with the threat of the dictators looming, that the old King embraced an extreme pro-appeasement stance which was to percolate through his family.


Evidence for this period is necessarily elusive and piecemeal, because in the days before ‘tell all’ autobiographies – especially amongst people used to treating information on a ‘need-to-know’ basis – hard facts are difficult to come by. Royal papers are customarily subject to far longer periods of official secrecy than other documents, and are virtually the only ones for which the Hundred Year Rule still applies. The King’s diary is not open to historical research, and other papers, such as the correspondence between the royal family and the senior appeaser Samuel Hoare, have been closed to the public ‘for an indefinite period’.1


Nevertheless, George v, who had been King during the First World War, clearly took an extreme stand over appeasement. In this he was dutifully reflecting the views of the vast majority of his subjects. In 1935, during the Abyssinian crisis, when British warships were dispatched to the Mediterranean for a possible clash with Mussolini’s Italy, the King told the Foreign Secretary, Hoare: ‘I am an old man. I have been through one world war. How can I go through another? If I am to go on, you must keep us out of this one.’ Hoare recorded that the King’s ‘consuming desire [was] for some compromise that would avoid war’.2


To Lloyd George the King was more emphatic still: ‘I will not have another war. I will not. The last one was none of my doing and if there is another one and we are threatened with being brought into it, I will go to Trafalgar Square and wave a red flag myself sooner than allow this country to be brought in.’3 As for the Hoare–Laval Pact, which attempted to bring peace by rewarding Mussolini’s adventures in Abyssinia, the King instructed his Private Secretary, Lord Wigram, to write the Foreign Secretary a generous letter of support; and when Hoare was forced to resign, he expressed heartfelt sympathy.


Such pacifist sentiments were of course common to a great many people in the inter-war period. There was no real appreciation that war was inevitable until Hitler seized Prague in March 1939, and no great popular desire for war before it actually broke out in September 1939. But the King’s views, which were the same as Queen Mary’s, coincided with those of all of their children, some of whom gave them an unappetising twist. According to a conversation between the journalist Robert Bruce Lockhart and the Kaiser’s grandson, Prince Louis Ferdinand, in July 1933, the Prince of Wales ‘was quite pro-Hitler, said it was no business of ours to interfere in Germany’s internal affairs either re Jews or re anything else, and added that the Dictators were very popular these days and we might want one in England before long’.4 Bruce Lockhart believed that the Prince had been influenced by his close friends Penelope and Angela Dudley Ward, ‘both of whom are ardent Hitlerites’.5 In June 1935 the Prince of Wales had to be rebuked by his father for the warmth of his public declaration of friendship for Nazi Germany in a speech to ex-servicemen.


Edward VIII’S short reign was pitted with expressions of sympathy for the dictators. When the exiled Emperor Haile Selassie of Abyssinia arrived in London in 1936, he was treated like a bacillus by the royal family. Buckingham Palace was closed to him on the King’s instructions, and the most senior member of the royal family who would grant him an audience was the Duke of Gloucester, ‘as a purely courtesy visit and as a recognition of the hospitality shown to himself … at the time of the Emperor’s coronation’.6 After much negotiation between the Foreign Office and Buckingham Palace, the visit eventually took place on 11 June 1936 and was timed by an enterprising journalist to have lasted from 6.00 p.m. until 6.05 p.m. According to the report dictated to The Times, it was ‘of a private and informal character’.


All this was done to placate fascist Italy, which had invaded and annexed Abyssinia. When Selassie expressed the wish to reciprocate the hospitality after he had returned from his health cure in Switzerland, ‘the Duke warned this off by saying that he expected to be absent from London in the immediate future’. His aide-de-camp, Major Stamforth, agreed with the Foreign Office ‘that we should continue to “hedge” on this subject’.7 Edward VIII’s abdication removed a King of markedly pro-dictator tendencies, and Lloyd George was right when he predicted that, unlike Edward VIII, the Duke of York would cause the Establishment no trouble.


Lord Crawford recorded how, when dining in York Cottage at Sandringham in 1923, ‘after dinner, during the King’s absence, the Duke of York amused himself by kicking footstools about the parlour’.8 In May 1936 Crawford also noted how, at a Garden Society dinner, the Duke ‘was gay and quite immensely tickled by somebody saying that some plant or other was “quite hardy in Cornwall” – he kept repeating “quite hardy in Cornwall” on all occasions, relevant or the reverse for the remainder of the evening’.9 Although sporting, decent and conscientious, the Duke was ‘just a snipe from the great Windsor marshes’, according to Harold Nicolson. That, however, might have been because although the Duchess of York had enjoyed his latest book, her husband had read only one anecdote in it, and even then managed to get it wrong. Kenneth Clark’s first impression of the couple was: ‘She is not much better than the kind of person one meets at country houses, and the King somewhat worse.’


The key to the unfortunate forays George VI made into governmental affairs during his reign is not to be found in any latent political views he may have held, but merely in his lack of cunning. He himself never laid claim to outstanding academic talents. In his naval college exams at Osborne he came sixty-eighth out of sixty-eight and at Dartmouth he was placed sixty-first out of sixty-seven. Margot Asquith’s nephew John Tennant, who happily described himself as ‘intellectually a non-starter’, used to say that there had only been two people at naval college thicker than himself; the Prince of Wales and the Duke of York.10


‘Bertie’ did not want the job of King and, as his mother later told Harold Nicolson, ‘he sobbed on my shoulder for a whole hour, there upon that sofa’.11 Having bade goodbye to his brother, George VI confronted the daunting business of being King-Emperor. His naval background, language, sense of duty, love of regularity, tendency to worry and even his handwriting made the King reminiscent of his father. As second sons not expected to succeed, they both had to face world wars within a few years of accession. His decision to take George rather than Albert for his title emphasized this continuity, whilst playing down the German side of the family. But this shrewd move apart, the new King had none of that guile and ingenuity which might have sustained a man whose intellect corresponded to that of a ‘moderate and politically uninterested London clubman’.12


Edward VIII had charisma in a way his younger brother never had. He may have been shallow, but he was a natural talker and crowd-pleaser. ‘Bertie’ by contrast was a stammerer who suffered from vertigo. As a child he had had to wear splints at night to prevent his getting knock-knees. Some considered him, as Nancy Mitford put it, ‘a very dull man’.13 His shyness was so acute that as a child he once sat in a darkened room rather than ask a servant to light a lamp. His various disadvantages, which were partly the result of an overbearing father, encouraged a certain obstinacy and sometimes brought on what his family called ‘gnashes’ – tantrums which could blow up in a moment, often over some obscure point of dress or procedure.


Unlike his father’s rages, these left even his courtiers feeling sorry for him. After he had apologized for one such outburst, his equerry Peter Townsend commented: ‘There was something so pathetic about the way he said it that I felt like putting my arm around the King-Emperor and saying, “Don’t worry. It’s OK. Forget it.”’14 The King’s insecurity also explained his habit of keeping his Private Secretaries in the dark about political discussions he had had. As his official biographer, John Wheeler-Bennett, confided to a friend years later, ‘The King never recorded what was the end of his discussions and was so secretive and conceited in a way that he might have kept things to himself to give himself power and assurance: “I know something that you don’t.”’15


In 1923 the Duke had married Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, who almost alone was to carry him through the early years of his reign. A genius at public relations, whilst possessing strong Christian convictions, this hardy daughter of a Scottish earl had, in Wheeler-Bennett’s private opinion, ‘a small drop of arsenic in the centre of that marshmallow’.16She has often protested that she is not as sweet a personality as is popularly supposed, but this has invariably been put down to modesty.


‘It will be years,’ predicted Harold Nicolson to his wife Vita Sackville-West on the day of the Abdication, ‘for Albert the Good to build up a legend comparable to that of his brother.’17 However, he had reckoned without both press goodwill and the influence of wartime propaganda. Royal journalists, who today would be looking for ‘knocking copy’, were in those days happy to present a picture of the royal family as touched up as the negatives of Cecil Beaton’s photographs of the Queen, in which ‘nips and tucks’ were administered to her neck and bust. But this cannot have been the only, or even the primary, reason: half a century later the Queen Mother still stands serenely in the affections of the British nation.


No sooner was the Abdication over than the Tory MP, Henry (‘Chips’) Channon, reported: ‘The Press is trying to work up popularity for the new regime and perhaps in time it will succeed.’18 Proprietors and editors had exercised remarkable self-restraint in not publishing the news of Edward VIII’s friendship with Mrs Simpson. It was the era of deferential, ‘responsible’ journalism and editors felt it as incumbent upon themselves to support the Yorks of the 1930s as their successors have found it necessary to denigrate the Yorks of the 1990s. They considered themselves part of the Establishment, and their attachment to the mores of the Respectable Tendency – for which the Abdication was a notable victory – was later applied to foreign affairs. There they coalesced behind Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement policy with a near-unanimity and self-censorship which would today defy belief.


The new reign began with a decision which was to sour relations between the King and his brother. Instead of being treated with sympathy and generosity, the Duke of Windsor was dealt a series of humiliating blows by the Palace, which culminated in his family boycotting his wedding. ‘What had happened,’ wrote the ex-King’s lawyer, Sir Walter Monckton, to the Tory MP, Victor Cazalet, late in 1937, ‘was that all the chief Court officials … had met together and decided it was best not to go.’ When Lord Brownlow wrote to the King to ask whether he should attend the Windsors’ wedding, his letter was ignored, on Monckton’s advice, so he decided against.19


There were any number of sound legal, religious and political reasons which the royal family advanced for their treatment of the Duke and Duchess, but the fact remained that an abdication was a unique constitutional event and wounds could easily have been bound. Although the King and Queen’s every action was approved – albeit sometimes retrospectively – by the Cabinet, the politicians generally deferred to the family’s wishes. Once the Abdication was finalized, it was conveniently regarded by them as being largely a family matter.


When the news came that the Duchess of Windsor had been refused royal rank and the style ‘Her Royal Highness’, her husband expostulated: ‘I know Bertie. I know he couldn’t have written this letter on his own. Why in God’s name would they do this to me at this time!’ ‘They’ meant the Palace courtiers, and ‘they’ cloaked their vengefulness behind many different arguments. One of Edward VIII’S biographers, Lady Donaldson, has stated how ‘the best evidence suggests that the reason for withholding the title was because it was believed the Windsor marriage would not last’ – which, on Wallis Simpson’s past performance, was not impossible – ‘would there be marriage and re-marriage? More than one HRH? … Was there no limit to the possible damage to the Throne?’20 As it was, at thirty-five years it turned out to be one of the family’s longer-lasting marriages. But what also lasted was ‘the Duke’s sense of humiliation and shame at not being able to achieve a Royal title for the Duchess’ 21


Stanley Baldwin, the Prime Minister during the Abdication crisis, was concerned about the King’s decision over the Duchess’s royal rank. But, as one historian has put it, ‘George VI persisted in denying it to her and so created a wound that would never heal. He justified his decision with the argument that, since the people had not been prepared to accept her as Queen, they would resent her being given royal status of any kind.’22 In fact, ‘the people’ had not been consulted, and the roles of Queen-Empress and Royal Duchess were hardly analogous. Although the Tory activists whom MPs consulted the weekend before the Abdication felt that the King ought to abdicate, the Mass-Observation movement found a good deal more support for him amongst the nation as a whole. Writing to Victor Gazalet in June 1937 the Duchess of Windsor suggested: ‘Why not whisper to your Government to “ease up” a little on the anti-Windsor propaganda? We are really too harmless to be worth such efforts.’23 But it was not primarily the Government which was to blame.


It is hard to escape the conclusion that it was the Queen’s lively religious and moral sense, combined with the virulence of various courtiers against their former master – some of whom, such as Sir Alexander Hardinge and Sir Alan Lascelles, despised him – which led to the breakdown in relations. None of this would concern a historian of politics for a moment were it not for the grave implications of what almost took place in the summer of 1940.


In public at least, the new reign began quietly. Channon believed that the cheers which greeted the King in February 1937 seemed ‘prompted more by good nature than by any real enthusiasm’. Showing some early savoir-faire, when the new German Ambassador, Joachim von Ribbentrop, was presented at his first levee and gave the ‘Heil Hitler’ salute, the King ‘did not seem in any way surprised but was very friendly’.24 Hitler nevertheless ordered his envoy to bow when next he met the monarch.


In May 1937, the same month as King George VI was crowned, Neville Chamberlain succeeded to the Premiership. As Chancellor of the Exchequer he had handled the financial side of the Abdication, and although the papers are classified until 2037, it is clear he won the trust of the King and Queen.25 In 1935 Chamberlain had described the Duchess of York as ‘the only royalty I enjoy talking to, for though she may not be an intellectual she is always natural and moreover appears always to be thoroughly enjoying herself’.26 The King had much in common with his new Prime Minister and a bond soon grew between them. Men of duty and family, they were both intensely private individuals. Furthermore, they both wanted to regard German claims in the best possible light, feeling as they did a deep dislike of Bolshevism. George VI probably recognized in Chamberlain his own best qualities.


Chamberlain inspired a personal devotion which we find difficult to credit today. His post-war reputation, as well as the umbrella, wing-collar and corvine appearance, all conspire to make it hard to understand the admiration he could command. At a luncheon for Dominion Prime Ministers in May 1937, the King was ‘faltering’ with his ‘halting speech and resigned kindly smile, and everyone pretending that he had done it well’.27 For such a man the advent that month of a tough, friendly and supportive Prime Minister was a godsend. It was not surprising that exactly three years later the King should have gone to great lengths to protect and support Chamberlain.


Chamberlain’s appeasement policy commended itself to the royal family on a number of levels. Pessimism about their chances of survival is a characteristic of the British royal house. Edward VII introduced his son to Lord Haldane as ‘the last King of England’, and when after the war George VI learnt from Vita Sackville-West that Knole Park (her family home) was being given to the National Trust, he flung up his hands in despair and exclaimed: ‘Everything is going nowadays. Before long, I shall have to go.’28 It was also correctly considered axiomatic that another war would spell doom for the British Empire. The royal family, which had watched the stock of monarchies diminishing after European wars, had acquired highly developed antennae for survival. The Franco-Prussian War of 1870 had led to the fall of the French imperial throne. By the end of the Great War the imperial crowns of Russia, Germany and Austria-Hungary lay in the dust.


The Second World War was to destroy the thrones of Italy, Albania, Bulgaria, Romania and Yugoslavia, so it was understandable that the British royal family should have embraced appeasement. Their sensitivities were nevertheless somewhat exaggerated. Even as tens of thousands were dying for King and Country in the trenches during the First World War, George V was fretting over the possible rise of republican sentiment. This persuaded him not to grant asylum in Britain to his cousin the Tsar when he had the opportunity in 1917. It was Mountbatten who, ‘with all the authority of close kinship and apparent omniscience, gave currency to the legend’ that Lloyd George had been responsible for letting the Tsar die in Russia when he could have been brought to safety in England on a destroyer. However, no historian can quote Mountbatten as an authority; it is now clear that it was George V who, out of fear of the industrial working classes’ supposed antipathy for Tsarism, had refused the offer.29


Any lingering sympathy the royal family may have felt for their German cousins had been erased by the First World War, but King George VI had been present at the Battle of Jutland and, like his father, swore ‘never again’. The King and Queen, the Gloucesters, Kents, Queen Mary and the Duke of Windsor – the last albeit from a more extreme position – were all convinced appeasers. They all failed to make the mental leap necessary to appreciate that feeding the Nazi beast whetted its appetite, and that only a firm stance early on could have averted war. The senior anti-appeasers all had fine war records – Duff Cooper, Anthony Eden, Harold Macmillan, Winston Churchill, Roger Keyes, Louis Spears and so on – whilst National Government ministers who advocated appeasement – Baldwin, MacDonald, Chamberlain, Hoare, Sir John Simon, Sir Kingsley Wood – had not themselves seen action.


Except for Edward VIII, the royal family never expressed a word of sympathy for the Nazis and probably despised them. But neither were they noticeably concerned by the plight of the Nazis’ victims, generally considering a country’s internal political arrangements to be her own affair. (This view only ever seemed to apply to powerful countries; Czechoslovakia’s handling of her Sudeten German minority was not treated as a purely internal matter.)


In February 1939, after the King learnt that ‘a number of Jewish refugees from different countries were surreptitiously getting into Palestine’, he had his Private Secretary write to the then Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, to say that ‘he is glad to think that steps are being taken to prevent these people leaving their country of origin’, which was often Germany or Austria.30 Two days after the King’s message, the Foreign Office telegraphed the British Ambassador in Berlin to ask him to urge the German Government ‘to check the unauthorised emigration’ of Jews from the Third Reich. He was of course not to know that those who did not manage to leave their country of origin were doomed, but his letter was written some four months after the Kristallnacht outrages, when the Nazi treatment of Jews was well known.


If it was felt so necessary to prevent Jews entering Palestine, there were a number of alternative arrangements that were being actively considered that would have been better than merely asking the Nazis to tighten their security arrangements. The King’s views on Palestine were predictable: commenting on the Balfour Declaration, which in 1917 had announced British support for a Jewish national homeland, he told the diplomat, Sir Miles Lampson: ‘Old Balfour was a silly old man; and had given (or promised to others) something already belonging to someone else!’31


Posing little threat to the Empire, but a supposed one to Bolshevik Russia, Nazi Germany was not believed to be so dangerous an enemy that the royal family felt inclined to risk what they feared might be everything in directly opposing it. Certainly the Nazi maltreatment of minorities did not strike appeasers as a valid reason for taking up an aggressive stance. In the spectrum of German appeasement, with Chamberlain and the junior Foreign Office minister, ‘Rab’ Butler, very much in favour, Halifax and Eden increasingly sceptical and Churchill completely against, the House of Windsor was politically to be found staunchly behind Chamberlain.


This was further reinforced by their personal loyalties and friendships, as well as their antipathies. After becoming Home Secretary in June 1937, Samuel Hoare attended the Coronation Review, where ‘both the new King and Queen were kind enough to say that they were glad enough to have an old friend as the Minister who was most closely in touch with the court’.32 Hoare’s book on the Russian Revolution was, according to the King, ‘one of the most interesting books I have ever read’; not in itself too much of an encomium, but it shows the respect in which Hoare was held.


Another senior Chamberlainite was the Tory MP, James Stuart. Handsome and gallant, he had won the MC in the Great War. Like the Queen, he had a father who was a Scottish earl. They had known each other since childhood, and, when they grew up, their names were linked. Stuart had been equerry to the Duke of York in 1920 and has been credited with introducing the couple. A senior figure in the Whips’ Office from 1935, Stuart was involved in a violent row with Churchill over his support for the anti-appeasement Duchess of Atholl in 1938. The finishing piece in the jigsaw that makes up the royal family’s enthusiastic stance over appeasement was Winston Churchill.


Lord Randolph Churchill had fallen out with the Prince of Wales over the Lady Aylesford scandal of 1876, and relations between the royal family and his son Winston had never been close. Churchill, though a ‘vehement’ supporter of the institution of Monarchy, did not always enjoy good relations with its current incumbents.33 With his heavy Hanoverian humour, Edward VII had remarked how ‘Churchill’s initials – W.C. – are well-named’. Of his son George V, Churchill once wrote: ‘The King talked more stupidly about the Navy than I had ever heard him before. Really it is disheartening to hear this cheap and silly drivel with which he lets himself be filled up.’34 Even in this exasperated state Churchill observed the constitutional proprieties: the King had not filled himself up with the ‘drivel’; instead, his advisers are blamed. The sentiments were more than reciprocated. George V was furious when he thought that Churchill had tried to involve him in the constitutional crisis of 1911, and considered one of the happiest by-products of the formation of the National Government four years later was that Churchill was removed from the Admiralty.35


When Wheeler-Bennett was writing his biography of George VI in the mid-1950s, he told Bruce Lockhart that


his task would be lightened if and when Churchill and the Duke of Windsor were dead … first, as regards Churchill, George VI did not like (him]. He was an admirer of Chamberlain and was one hundred per cent pro-Munich. He disliked Churchill’s attitude at Munich, and doubtless Churchill’s championing of the Duke of Windsor at the time of the Abdication did not commend itself to George VI and his Queen … it is on record that he told Roosevelt that only in very exceptional circumstances could he consent to Churchill’s being made Prime Minister.36


Churchill was also unpopular with the courtiers, most of whom had known him for decades. During the First World War, after Churchill had attacked the Government’s war policy, Alan Lascelles told Lady Guendolen Osborne: ‘The Arch-Mountebank has shown himself a supreme cad in his methods many times before.’ Three days later he described him as ‘the harlequin/politician who can lay aside the King’s uniform the moment it becomes unpleasantly stiff with trench mud’.37 In their attitude both to Churchill and to appeasement in the 1930s, the royal family swam firmly in the mainstream of British opinion at the time; what is interesting is how long and how strongly they continued to paddle even after the current had changed direction. There were no rebels in the family over the appeasement policy, unless it was the Duke of Kent, whom Bruce Lockhart described in October 1937 as ‘strong in the German camp’.


When Hitler’s Foreign Minister, Baron von Neurath, a former ambassador in London, considered coming to Britain in June 1937, the King let the Foreign Office know that he was


greatly interested to hear of the forthcoming visit … it must in itself have a good effect on our relations with Germany. His Majesty says he would certainly be pleased to receive Freiherr von Neurath, whom he happens to know already, and could do so at 11.30 a.m. on Friday 25th … no doubt the actual hour could be altered.38


Late 1937 saw the Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, make determined efforts to bring America into more active opposition against Japan in the Far East and closer involvement in the darkening European scene. He hoped this could become a crucial factor in slowing both Japanese and German revanchism. The failure of this attempt is considered to be one of the great missed opportunities of the pre-war period. The King, however, sided with Chamberlain in his scepticism about American involvement. He wrote to Eden saying that he only welcomed American co-operation ‘provided that it does not lead to any measure which will drive Japan to desperation’. The King rather assumed that it would fail and ‘bring inevitable recriminations as to who has left who [sic] in the lurch’.39


Eden resigned from Chamberlain’s Government in February 1938. The King was understandably angry to hear about it first from the Sunday Express. The occasion provided the first example of the King’s practice of implying to ministers that he secrely sympathized with them, when in reality he did not. He had found the departing Foreign Secretary ‘difficult to talk to’ and, as he told one Dominion Prime Minister, ‘he had not been able to establish personal relations with Mr Eden’. Although he fully supported Chamberlain’s policy over Italian rapprochement and American involvement, he still contrived to send a radically different message to Eden himself.40


When he arrived to surrender his seals of office, Eden had what proved to be ‘the friendliest audience I had with [the King]. His Majesty said that he had sympathy with my point of view and that he did not think it would be long before he saw me again.’41 The King’s Private Secretary, Sir Alexander Hardinge, told Eden that he had read the relevant telegrams and ‘in my judgment you were right on all points’, but Hardinge’s growing opposition to appeasement was to set him at loggerheads with his master, and more especially the Queen. She ‘never liked Anthony Eden … he was too charming and weak and film-starry’.42


The King’s great-uncle, Prince Arthur, Duke of Connaught, was actually pleased when Eden resigned, regarding him as ‘a very dangerous and conceited man’.43 They all far preferred his replacement, Lord Halifax. High priest of the Respectable Tendency, Halifax was credited with ‘a safe pair of hands’. His family had long served the Crown in a personal capacity, his father having been Groom of the Bedchamber to Edward VII and his grandfather a confidant of Queen Victoria’s. George V had been helpful in securing Halifax the Viceroyalty of India in 1925 and Lady Halifax was one of the Queen’s friends and Ladies-in-Waiting. The King and Queen used to dine à quatre with the Halifaxes at their home in Eaton Square.


One of Halifax’s first actions on becoming Foreign Secretary was to dampen speculation that Hermann Goering might be invited to England. There had been talk of his being asked to shoot at Sandringham, and Lord Derby had let it be known that he was prepared to have him to stay at Knowsley Hall should the Field Marshall wish to attend the Grand National.44 Discussion about such visits occurred regularly over the next eighteen months. But at no time was it suggested that the King might not wish to shake the hand of Goering, the man responsible for the Night of the Long Knives, the Nazi massacre of June 1934. The duty of the British sovereign is to act as instrument and mouthpiece of current foreign policy, and this perforce sometimes involves them in awarding honours to men such as Romania’s Nicolae Ceauşescu or making pro-European speeches in Brussels. According to a report by Hitler’s adjutant, Fritz Wiedemann, Halifax had said in July 1939 that he ‘would like to see as the culmination of his work the Führer entering London at the side of the English King amid the acclamation of the English people’.45 It is always possible that the statement was exaggerated, but when the conversation was made public after the war, Halifax made no attempt to deny it.


In February 1938 Ribbentrop was ordered to sound out opinion as to the likely British reaction to the enforced ingestion of Austria into the Reich. After meeting the King, as well as some senior politicians and the Archbishop of Canterbury, Ribbentrop concluded correctly ‘that England will not do anything in regard to Austria’.46 Soon after the Anschluss took place, the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, Sir Alexander Cadogan, was asked to dine at Buckingham Palace. He recorded in his diary how the King was ‘rather fussed about Austria but sensible. Gloomy about French Government – against going to the League [of Nations].’47


On 16 April the Government signed an agreement with Italy, which was to come into effect in November, designed to limit Italian participation in the Spanish Civil War. In return Britain recognized Italian sovereignty over Abyssinia and made a number of other concessions to Mussolini. The agreement was bitterly criticized by the Opposition in Parliament and subjected to a vote there. But such considerations did not deter the King from sending a telegram en clair from Windsor to Halifax’s home in Hickleton, near Doncaster, which read: ‘The Queen and I wish you many happy returns on your birthday. You must be pleased that it coincides with the conclusion of the negotiations which you have conducted with such energy and skill.’48 Halifax, delighted at this support for his policy of appeasing Mussolini, replied, also using the open telegraph system, thanking them for ‘speaking so generously of my part in working for Italian agreement’.


Dining at Windsor Castle later that month, the National Liberal MP for Bristol, Robert Bernays, sat on the King’s right after the ladies had withdrawn:


There was an awful pause and I with difficulty resisted the temptation to treat the Monarch as a constituent and attempt to put him at his ease [he wrote to his sister], but all that was happening was he was struggling for the first word. When that was over there was no more trace of stammer … he talked mainly about Germany and the difficulty of making friendly contacts. He told me that when Ribbentrop came to say goodbye to him on the morning of the invasion of Austria Ribbentrop denied all knowledge of it, to which, said the King, ‘I replied that I understood that he was Foreign Minister of Germany. I thought after that it was not wise to press the matter further’.49


Despite the King’s expressed desire for ‘friendly contacts’ with the Nazi Government, Bernays came away from Windsor believing that, contrary to recent gossip, ‘the King was not a member of the Cliveden Front’. Queen Mary had been a visitor to Cliveden since 1935 and she, the King and Queen and the two Princesses visited Lady Astor’s Buckinghamshire home again in April 1939, long after well-publicized but unfounded allegations about the pro-appeasement ‘Cliveden Set’.


The royal visit to Paris in July 1938 was a public relations success and shows how expertly the King and Queen carried out Bagehot’s ‘dignified’ side of their constitutional duties. However, privately it left the French Prime Minister, Edouard Daladier, thinking that the King was ‘a moron’ and the Queen ‘an excessively ambitious young woman who would be ready to sacrifice every other country in the world so that she might remain Queen’.50 This observation may, however, say more about Daladier than it does about the Queen.


The question of ‘friendly contacts’ with Germany arose again in May 1938, after a crisis in the Sudetenland which had almost led to open hostilities. In a party which included Oliver Stanley’s wife, Lady Maureen, Lady Birkenhead and the anti-appeasement MP Ronald Cartland, Harold Nicolson discussed ‘the question of conciliating Goering’ with the Foreign Secretary. ‘Halifax says that he would be pleased with an invitation to Sandringham. Ronnie and I say that we should resent any such thing.… It would lower our dignity. Halifax is rather startled by our vehemence.’


The Duke of Windsor was meanwhile writing to ‘Dear Sam’ Hoare, to say that he continued ‘to hold the same firm conviction that Neville Chamberlain stands out pre-eminently among the world statesmen of today and that the Foreign Policy which he and his Cabinet are pursuing is the only one that has any chance of preserving Peace’.51 Over this issue it would be impossible to differentiate between the Duke of Windsor’s views and those of his younger brother, and as Munich approached the King was determined to do everything in his power to help Chamberlain – which unfortunately was to include going beyond the bounds of constitutional propriety.


The King’s offers to write to Hitler as ‘one ex-serviceman to another’ were twice turned down by the Government. They represented the first of a large number of attempts he made to write to fellow heads of state, which were either considered by the Government as unlikely to do much good or were spurned by the recipients. Chamberlain recognized the importance of keeping the King content, however, and during the Sudeten crisis he insisted that Hoare should not break his engagement to spend the weekend of 5–9 September 1938 at Balmoral. The only other guest there was the equally enthusiastic appeaser, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Cosmo Lang. Hoare recorded that ‘there were many opportunities for intimate talks that helped me to understand the reactions of the crisis on the King and Queen’. In the event of London being bombed, the royal family were to be moved to Madresfield Court in Worcestershire, Lady Maud Hoare’s family home.


Chamberlain’s ‘Plan X’ personally to visit Hitler to resolve the Czech impasse was given ‘cordial concurrence’ by the King.52 When Chamberlain returned from Berchtesgaden on 16 September, he was greeted by a letter from the King, which read:


My dear Prime Minister, I am sending this letter to meet you on your return, as I had no opportunity of telling you before you left how much I admired your courage and wisdom in going to see Hitler in person. You must have been pleased by the universal approval with which your action was received.


In fact, the Labour and Liberal Parties were undecided about the negotiations over Czechoslovakia, and a small but vocal section of the Conservative Party and of Society were aghast at the way Nazi aggression was being rewarded yet again. Sacrificing Czechoslovakia may have been necessary to save peace, but it could only be regarded as a defeat for the West. Yet the King, like so many others, allowed his relief to cloud his judgment enough to treat it like a victory. As the national figurehead it turned out to be more serious in his case than in theirs.


As it became clear that Hitler intended to increase the demands he had made at Berchtesgaden, a mood of resignation descended on London. On 28 September the King was, according to Duff Cooper, ‘envisaging the War with great equanimity’.53 But later that day the news arrived that Hitler had invited Chamberlain to Munich. Queen Mary and the Duke of Kent were watching from the Gallery of the House of Commons as the Prime Minister made the announcement, and in an extended diary entry she recorded:


It was a most dramatic and wonderful ending to the speech and the relief felt all round the House was remarkable and all the members of the Conservative and National Govt cheered wildly – I was so much moved I could not speak to any of the ladies in the Gallery, several of them, even those unknown to me, seized my hand, it was very touching…. I went to see Bertie – A most wonderful day – God be praised.54


When Chamberlain returned to Heston Aerodrome two days later the King almost went there to welcome him in person. Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur Grenfell, a cousin of Halifax’s by marriage and a neighbour, had left a note with the Foreign Secretary that morning ‘suggesting the King should go to Heston’. Cadogan talked to the Halifaxes about it, but ‘expressed doubt’. Instead, he ‘thought it better PM should go straight to Palace’. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir John Simon, coincidentally arrived at the Foreign Office at 11.00 a.m. There they agreed to settle for the lesser option of the King inviting Chamberlain to Buckingham Palace. Simon was due for an audience with the King at noon, and it was agreed with Halifax and Cadogan that he should ‘put this to his Majesty’. The King therefore sent his Lord Chamberlain to Heston with a message inviting the Prime Minister to the Palace, ‘so that I can express to you personally my most heartfelt congratulations on the success of your visit to Munich’. Meanwhile, Mrs Chamberlain was picked up and taken there too.


When six decades earlier Disraeli and Lord Salisbury had returned from the Congress of Berlin bringing real Peace with Honour (and Cyprus as well), they formally reported to Queen Victoria and then went on to Downing Street for the political side of the celebrations. On Lloyd George’s return from the Versailles Conference in 1919, King George V had gone to meet him at Victoria Station, but he had added many millions to the population of the Empire, whereas Chamberlain had merely sacrificed a small country for a set of promises from a proven liar. Nevertheless, King George VI and his Queen actually invited Mr and Mrs Chamberlain on to the balcony of Buckingham Palace, where they stood together in the rain waving to the crowds.


As a breathless journalist reported in a special two shilling Munich souvenir issue of the Illustrated London News:


London’s ovation to Mr Chamberlain … reached its climax when he drove straight from Heston Aerodrome to Buckingham Palace…. He was shown to Their Majesties’ private apartments, where his wife was already present, and received the Royal congratulations…. Presently the King and Queen with the Premier and his wife, appeared on the balcony. Mrs Chamberlain tried to remain in the background, but the King led her forward to stand beside him. The Queen was on the left next to the Premier. They stood there under the beam of the searchlight … then the King motioned Mr Chamberlain forward, and he stood alone in the front, acknowledging the acclamation.


It was the first time that a monarch had invited a commoner, let alone a politician, on to the balcony of Buckingham Palace. It was a gesture of royal approval of his policy which was as unmistakable as it was unconstitutional. Had Chamberlain called a snap general election to solidify his political success and further isolate his critics, as some of his advisers such as Sir Horace Wilson and Sir Joseph Ball were counselling, this complete public identification of the Monarch with the Prime Minister’s policy would have been a huge electoral factor in his favour.


Appeasement of the dictators had been controversial enough to have prevented Goering being invited to the Coronation. None the less, in direct contravention of the tenets of political impartiality central to a constitutional monarchy, the King, by inviting Chamberlain to wave from the balcony at Buckingham Palace, committed what one distinguished political commentator has called ‘the most unconstitutional act by a British Sovereign in the present century. Whatever the rights or wrongs of the Munich Agreement, the relevant point is that it was denounced by the official Opposition and was to be the subject of a vote in Parliament.’55


Labour did indeed divide the House over Munich, believing that Chamberlain had not obtained good enough terms for the Czechs. Churchill called the Agreement ‘the first foretaste of a bitter cup which will be proffered to us year by year’, and, finding himself unable to look in the mirror unless he did, First Lord of the Admiralty Duff Cooper resigned from the Government. So criticism of the King’s conduct is not mere pedantry. Instead of performing his Bagehotian duty of warning the Government at a crucial moment in his country’s history, King George VI completely suspended any critical judgment he may have had.


The next day the King wrote to his mother: ‘Yesterday was a great day … the PM was delighted with the result of his mission, as we all are, and he had a great ovation when he came here.’ As Christmas approached, The Times offered its readers the opportunity to buy a special Christmas card bearing the ‘exclusive souvenir photo’ of the King and Queen together with Mr and Mrs Chamberlain, waving from the balcony. Halifax also received a handwritten note on Buckingham Palace writing paper letting him


know how gratefully I recognise the untiring support which you have given the PM in his search for a peaceful solution of the recent European crisis. The responsibility resting on the Foreign Secretary at a time like this is indeed overwhelming, and the wisdom and courage with which you have borne it have earned for you the admiration and gratitude of the whole Empire.


Before returning to Balmoral on 2 October, the King issued a remarkably complacent message to the public, of the sort for which Chamberlain was later so severely criticized. ‘The time of anxiety is past,’ he told the people. ‘After the magnificent efforts of the Prime Minister in the cause of peace it is my fervent hope that a new era of friendship and prosperity may be dawning among the peoples of the world.’ For Queen Mary the opportunity of taking a crack at Churchill was too good to miss. She passed on to her son a letter she had received from the Kaiser, in which the old warlord wrote: ‘I have not the slightest doubt that Mr Chamberlain was inspired by heaven and guided by God.’ She added a postscript: ‘I am sure you feel angry as I do at people croaking as they do at the PM’s action.’ She went on to say that for once she agreed with Margot Asquith: ‘“He brought home Peace, why can’t they be grateful?”’ The King believed that ‘some day the Czechs will see that what we did was to save them for a happier fate’.56


Not all those around him were so sure. Hardinge had been sceptical about Munich and, according to the diplomat, Oliver Harvey, ‘he had a mind of his own and didn’t hesitate to state it’. When Hardinge finally resigned in July 1943 – and the debate about whether he jumped or was pushed still continues – Harvey noted in his diary that ‘he is a belated victim of Munich’. He then crossed the words out and wrote instead: ‘There has been friction for some time (beginning from Munich and NC) largely caused by the Queen who was determined to get him out … the King is fundamentally a weak character and certainly a rather stupid one. The Queen is a strong one out of a rather reactionary stable.’57 This opinion did, however, come from a man who admitted that he stood left of centre.


When Duff Cooper went to return his seals of office a few days after Munich, he was told frankly that His Majesty ‘could not agree with me, but he respected those who had the courage of their convictions’. It was a more honest statement than Eden had got, or that the War Secretary, Leslie Hore-Belisha, was to receive. A fortnight later the King was recording the notes of his meeting with Chamberlain: ‘The PM agreed with the King that the future policy must be the cultivation of friendly relations combined with intensified rearmament…. As regards reconstruction of the Cabinet on a broader basis, the Opposition might help in producing armaments, but would criticize the PM’s foreign policy as being a paradox to the rearmament programme.’58 So the King supported Chamberlain’s decision, taken in the face of advice from moderates such as Halifax, not to place the Government on a truly national basis and thus send a signal to Hitler that Britain was prepared to fight.


November 1938 saw the rejection of the King’s suggestion that he write to King Victor Emanuel III of Italy to express satisfaction that the Anglo-Italian treaty was at last in force. Considering that the Italians were flagrantly contravening its major provisions, this was clearly right. One head of state to whom he did send congratulations was Hitler on his fiftieth birthday on 20 April 1939, the exact wording of which was worked out by the Foreign Office. In June he also replied kindly to Hitler’s condolences on the loss of the submarine HMS Thetis. However, these were no more than the conventional courtesies which traditionally took place between all heads of state.


The royal visit to Canada and America in June 1939 was another public relations triumph. ‘That tour made us,’ the Queen told the Canadian Prime Minister. Mackenzie King interpreted the remark as meaning that it helped to sustain the Empire, ‘but pointing to herself, she said, “I mean us, the King and myself.” She spoke of it coming just at the right time.’59 It is an interesting insight on how insecure the royal couple still felt themselves even two years after their Coronation. The American popular magazine Scribner’s expressed what a number of Britons were privately thinking when it told its readers that ‘King George VI is a colourless, weak personality largely on probation in the public mind of Great Britain, as well of the United States.’ In a leading article which the editor of The Times, Geoffrey Dawson, felt important enough to cut out and keep in his files, Scribner’s went on to say what many Britons only confided to their diaries about the King: ‘He is of poorer royal timber than has occupied Britain’s throne in many decades. Regardless of what you think of this situation, it must be faced realistically. ’


Roosevelt certainly felt no awe for the King, and at the end of the dinner at his country house in New York State on 12 June 1939, he even tapped the King-Emperor on the knee and said, ‘Time for bed young man.’ The King responded well to this avuncular treatment, asking: ‘Why don’t my Ministers talk to me as the President did tonight? I feel exactly as though a father were giving me his most careful and wise advice.’ It was misleading advice, however; for instance, when the President assured him, ‘if he saw a U-boat he would sink her at once and wait for the consequences’, or ‘if London were bombed the USA would come in’. In fact, it took a German declaration of war after Pearl Harbor in December 1941 to force America into the European conflict, some sixteen months after the start of the Blitz on London.


Despite the importance of the subjects raised in the two long conversations, the King’s language was astonishingly naive. His report reads:


I told him how difficult it was for us to help the Balkans as there was the Mediterranean to convoy things through and they would want all they had got in a war. I explained to him Roumania’s position as to frontiers, having four to cope with. Because of the air we were only just becoming frontier conscious ourselves. In the whole of America he has none.


At the culmination of this fourth-form geography essay – Romania in fact had five frontiers and America two – Roosevelt showed why he was taking the trouble to give all this ‘wise and careful’ fatherly advice. He brought up the outlines of a plan which was later to become the highly advantageous Destroyers-for-Bases deal of September 1940.


The King was certainly taken in by the various Presidential assurances. According to one of the three correspondents travelling on the royal train, when asked whether he thought the trip would produce American support for England in the event of war, the King replied, in a charmingly breezy, Woosterish way: ‘It’s in the bag.’ This amazingly indiscreet and mistaken remark had to be censored for a decade so as not to inflame isolationism and anti-British sentiment.60


Using the traditional combination of charm and accessibility, the King and Queen captured American hearts. Time magazine noticed how ‘his standard device was to exclaim about the youth of the people he met’. Thus, when introduced to the Under-Secretary of the US Treasury, he said: ‘You look very young for such an important post!’ The Queen told New York’s Mayor, Fiorello La Guardia: ‘There is nothing nicer in the world than friendship. Friendliness is about the nicest thing in the world, isn’t it?’61 This sort of effusiveness – supported by a good deal of American media ‘hype’ about the visit – did the trick.


Once back in England the royal couple lost no time in again opposing the widening of the Government’s political base. In July 1939 a newspaper campaign began which advocated the enlistment of their bête noire, Winston Churchill, and a huge advertisement asking ‘What Price Churchill?’ appeared in the Strand. His inclusion in Chamberlain’s ministry at such a time would have sent precisely that defiant message to Germany which Britain so desperately needed to give. But Chamberlain rode out the demands, and by late July was able to crow to his sisters:


As for the Churchill episode, it has in [US Ambassador] Joe Kennedy’s picturesque phrase ‘fallen out of bed’ … even [Lord] Camrose has now dropped it in ‘The Telegraph’. I hear that Winston himself is very depressed and he certainly looked it at the dinner at Buckingham Palace on Monday. In particular he is distressed by a couple of witty articles making fun of the suggestion that he would help matters in the Cabinet.


At that dinner Chamberlain sat between the Queen and the Duchess of Kent and ‘neither of them left me in any doubt about their sentiments’.62 So, whilst sitting at the same table but presumably out of Ghurchillian earshot, the Queen and the Duchess encouraged Chamberlain not to take the anti-appeaser back into the Government. The ‘witty articles’ the Prime Minister referred to were in fact merely a pedestrian series of allegations vilifying Churchill in the magazine Truth, which was secretly controlled by Chamberlain’s friend and fishing partner, Sir Joseph Ball, of the Conservative Research Department.


In mid-August 1939 the Duke of Connaught was lunching with Wheeler-Bennett. When he learnt that the writer was about to visit the Kaiser, he leapt up. It was less than a month away from the outbreak of war, but nevertheless the King’s cousin


went without hesitation for a certain drawer and began to burrow in it like a terrier at a rabbit hole. Masonic orders, foreign orders and other relics of his past were thrown over his shoulder and then at last he found what he had sought … a blue velvet gold-enamelled baton which he shook … triumphantly saying … ‘I may be an old man, but you tell my nephew William that I am still proud of being a Prussian Field Marshal.’


In the prevailing political circumstances Wheeler-Bennett diplomatically forgot to pass on the message.63


In late August the King offered to write ‘a friendly message direct to the Emperor of Japan’. This was ruled out for fear of the near-inevitable rebuttal. What he felt such messages could really achieve in the face of the terrible logic of Japan’s close friendship with Germany and Italy, let alone the inevitable antagonism between British and Japanese interests in the Far East, is hard to fathom. But the King was ever the optimist. Sir Miles Lampson recorded in his diary that, after the Nazi-Soviet Pact later that month, which made war inevitable by securing Hitler’s eastern flank, ‘His Majesty thought that there would almost certainly be peace and that this time Hitler’s bluff had been called’.64 When it was clear that the exact opposite was the case, the King said: ‘It was utterly damnable that that villain Hitler had upset everything.’ In his endearing P.G. Wodehouse style, he did not have World Peace in mind, but that week’s grouse shooting.


The outbreak of war on 3 September 1939 was not about to change the Palace’s attitude towards the Windsors. When the Duke returned to England from France, there was no state or family representative to welcome him at Portsmouth; and when he was cheered in the streets, the news caused consternation at the Palace. In mid-September 1939 the War Secretary, Leslie Hore-Belisha, recorded in his diary that


the King sent for me at 11 a.m. He was in a distressed state. He thought that if the Duchess went to [visit military headquarters around the country] she might be given a hostile reception. He did not want the Duke to go to the [headquarters] in England. He seemed very disturbed and walked up and down the room. He said the Duke had never had any discipline in his life.


The King was probably not worried that lack of hospitality would be shown to the Windsors, but the problem was smoothed over by Hore-Belisha’s suggestion that the Duke should go to France as a liaison officer. Once there, however, the vendetta continued, with the Duke of Gloucester changing his mind about which units his brother could inspect. He eventually informed the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), Sir Edmund Ironside, that he should not be allowed to visit any lesser formation than General Headquarters. This decision came directly from the King, who ‘presumes … that he … not be allowed to go drifting about at his pleasure among the Units of the Expeditionary force’.65


When Cadogan visited Buckingham Palace on 9 September 1939, it was just after the American Ambassador, Joseph Kennedy, had been talking to the King about the ‘loss of prestige of the British Empire in the changed circumstances in which we live since the last war’. We do not know whether or not the Ambassador advanced his private opinion that the Allies would lose the war. ‘Buck House to see the King’, recorded Cadogan that evening; ‘called in about 6.10 and stayed till 6.50. He rather depressed – and a little defaitiste – result, I think, of a talk with Joe K who sees everything from the angle of his own investments.’66 Putting the word into French makes it no less extraordinary that within a week of the outbreak of war, the senior official at the Foreign Office could find the King-Emperor to be defeatist about British war prospects.


Perhaps on Cadogan’s advice the King wrote a letter to Kennedy the next day, to set the record straight about what was said. It would have been highly embarrassing, even dangerous, if anything ‘defaitiste’ had been reported back to Washington. But even in that letter he effectively admitted that ‘England would be broke at the end of this war’. It asked whether, if the Ambassador thought America would be broke too, ‘is it not possible for you to put this fact before the American press?’ How he thought this might have increased the likelihood of closer American involvement is hard to imagine.


The King went on: ‘England, my country, owing to its geographical position in the world is part of Europe.’ He added that ‘Japan has been very rude to both our nations in the last few months but with her preponderance of naval, military and air armaments in that sphere even she has not dared to molest either of us, as she realizes the prestige we both hold in the world.’ He concluded: ‘We stand on the threshold of we know not what. Misery and suffering of war we know. But what of the future? The British Empire’s mind is made up. I leave it at that.’67 Wheeler-Bennett called this opinion ‘simple and courageous’, commending the King’s ‘capacity for honest and simple reasoning’. A further display of the King’s simplicity came on 24 September, when he confided to his diary: ‘After three weeks of war many strange things have taken place. It is an amazing puzzle.’ A couple of days previously he had written one of his ‘friendship’ letters to King Boris of Bulgaria, which, unlike earlier ones, actually did get sent. It did nothing to affect Bulgarian policy, which was to stay as neutral as possible before finally joining the Axis.


In October 1939 the King suggested to Chamberlain that he should have an audience with the Opposition and trades union leaders to try to persuade them to be less critical of the Government. Chamberlain readily agreed to the idea and on 24 October, on the eve of a debate on policy towards India, the King spoke to Attlee. Chamberlain told His Majesty that the Leader of the Opposition had emerged in ‘a chastened mood’.


In mid-November 1939 the Queen sent Lord Halifax a copy of Hitler’s Mein Kampf, advising him not to read it, ‘or you might go mad and that would be a great pity. Even a skip through gives one a good idea of his mentality, ignorance and obvious sincerity.’68


January 1940 saw the King again showing his readiness to take his prerogative to the limit when he actively conspired to bring down the War Secretary, Leslie Hore-Belisha. Tactless, ambitious and insensitive though he might have been, Hore-Belisha, as Neville Chamberlain put it after his fall, also ‘did more for the Army than anyone since [the great reforming War Secretary Lord] Haldane’.69 Senior army officers unanimously disliked the dynamic Jewish War Secretary, whose restless energy and reforming zeal threatened their domination of the War Office. Furthermore, as Hore-Belisha was later to complain, they resented his appointment because he was ‘a Jew and an ordinary person not of their own caste’.70 One army marching song, before Hore-Belisha had it banned in October 1939, went as follows:


Onward Christian Soldiers,
You have nought to fear,
Israel Hore-Belisha
Will lead you from the rear.
Clothed by Monty Burton,
Fed on Lyons pies,
Die for Jewish freedom
As a Briton always dies.71


George V had involved himself closely in army politics during the First World War, both by defending Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig and by colluding with Haig to bring down Sir John French as Commander-in-Chief. The royal family had long tended to interpret their constitutional duties broadly when it came to the armed forces; Queen Victoria insisted that every military appointment over the rank of colonel was submitted to her before it was made. But, as well as their traditionally close relations with the armed forces, the royal family may have had a personal reason for antipathy towards Hore-Belisha. This had nothing to do with anti-Semitism – since the reign of Queen Victoria, and certainly that of Edward VII, the royal family had been refreshingly free of that virus – but with the fact that Hore-Belisha had been one of the few Cabinet ministers to support Edward VIII during the Abdication crisis. He was certainly the first to visit the Duke of Windsor afterwards. Telling the military historian, Basil Liddell Hart, ‘I don’t believe in deserting friends’, and without consulting his Cabinet colleagues, Hore-Belisha had called on the Duke and Duchess of Windsor at the Hotel Meurice in Paris in September 1937. According to the Duke’s official biography, ‘the contact with official London was immensely important to the Duke’.72


A key figure in the Generals’ Plot to remove Hore-Belisha was ‘Boy’ Munster. The fifth Earl of Munster had been Chamberlain’s Paymaster-General and, from January until September 1939, was Hore-Belisha’s Under-Secretary at the War Office. It was felt that a Tory grandee was needed in the post to ‘balance’ the pushy Liberal Nationalist, and Munster had succeeded Lord Strathcona, who had found that he could not get on with his boss. By June 1939 the Chief of Staff to the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), General Henry Pownall, was recording in his diary: ‘Trouble is boiling up in the W.O. [War Office] between H-B and Munster; the latter reckons he is not properly treated and gets no work – in fact is generally ignored. If Munster cuts up on top of Strathcona … H-B will have the greatest difficulty laughing it off.’73


General Ironside, the CIGS from the outbreak of war, was a former aide-de-camp general to George VI from 1937 until his appointment as Governor and Commander-in-Chief in Gibraltar the next year. He retained close contacts with the Monarch. In late June 1939, after a meeting with Hore-Belisha, Ironside wrote in his diary: ‘How have we got into this state of affairs? I have to go to see the King tomorrow. What shall I tell him?’74 One may be certain that he was not complimentary about his Secretary of State. The campaign to remove the War Secretary had been rumbling on since the summer of 1938, but shifted into top gear in October 1939 after a row between Ironside and Hore-Belisha over the issuing of orders. The next month it came to a head over a dispute over pill-boxes. On 19 November, after returning from a tour of the Front, Hore-Belisha had told Ironside that he was ‘disappointed’ that there was no model pill-box and alleged that Lord Gort, the Commander-in-Chief of the BEF in France, ‘hadn’t used all the sappers we had sent him’.


John Standish Surtees Prendergast Vereker, sixth Viscount Gort, was not considered very intelligent, but neither was he a man Hore-Belisha ought to have crossed unless he felt himself on strong political ground. He had won the Victoria Cross serving with the Grenadier Guards in 1918 and enjoyed enormous prestige in the country. Ironside warned Hore-Belisha ‘that he must be careful how he dealt with his Commander-in-Chief. He was put in by the King and must not be monkeyed about.’ Earlier that month the King had, in an audience with Samuel Hoare, been ‘critical about Army’ – which, as the discussion had been about policies rather than administration, may be taken as implied criticism of Hore-Belisha rather than of the soldiers.75


Three days after Ironside’s warning, Hore-Belisha wrote to Gort saying, ‘I really think that the pill-boxes should spring up everywhere’, and told him that Eden and the Dominion representatives who had recently toured the Front had ‘commented on their absence’. The French Commander-in-Chief, General Gamelin, had told Hore-Belisha that one could be built in three days if working to a pattern.76 The army was already on the counter-attack. The same day Pownall recorded how he ‘went to see Hardinge at B.P. … I discussed with him pretty frankly the virtues and failings of Hore-Belisha at the WO [War Office], on CIGS and various other generals. It’s awkward to be asked questions of this kind but if one is I reckon one has to tell the truth, the King at least must not be deceived.’ The implication was clearly that the King had instructed Hardinge to speak to Pownall about Hore-Belisha. Hardinge, who had also served alongside Gort in the Grenadiers during the First World War and had been a major before entering royal service, could be relied upon to take the army’s side against the politicians.


Hore-Belisha then told the army’s Engineer-in Chief, Major-General Ridley Pakenham-Walsh, that at a recent War Cabinet the Prime Minister had ‘expressed himself … as very perturbed at the reported weakness of the British section of the line’.77 This roundabout verbal communication, which Hore-Belisha wished Pakenham-Walsh to pass on to Gort – who had been arguing that it took three weeks rather than three days to construct a pill-box – was a serious error, especially in an institution which sets store by correct lines of communication. Passing on messages through a third party in this way was considered sharp practice by the Army High Command. Despite his public school and Oxford background, First World War mention in despatches and membership of White’s, Hore-Belisha was never one of them.


Flying to France to inspect the pill-box situation, Ironside ‘found all GHQ in a devil of a rage’ over Pakenham-Walsh’s message. The CIGS sided with Gort and the next day Pownall recorded of Hore-Belisha: ‘I pray to heaven this may be the last of him. I am doing my best to make it so.’ Back from France, Ironside had a row with Hore-Belisha: ‘We both got a bit heated about it,’ he wrote in his diary.78 The King then asked Chamberlain to see Ironside and, according to the Prime Minister’s diary, ‘although he said no more, something in his manner indicated that he had a reason for this suggestion’.


Chamberlain told Hore-Belisha of the King’s remark and when he saw Ironside he was surprised that ‘his report turned out to be entirely about pill-boxes … he was definitely critical of the Secretary of State’.79 The King had thus been instrumental in ensuring that army discontent with Hore-Belisha got to the ears of the Prime Minister. This was nothing out of his constitutional duty to be consulted, to encourage and to warn – which in themselves of course had no statutory authority in law – but the King had enthusiastically fallen in with the Army’s need to put independent pressure on the Prime Minister. Ironically, one of the criticisms the Army Command were making was that Hore-Belisha sent messages to the Commander-in-Chief outside proper channels of communication, when that was precisely what they were doing themselves.


On 4 December the King arrived in France to visit the BEF and was swiftly made privy to the High Command’s complaints. From Hoare’s earlier comments it is likely that he was a willing listener. The Duke of Gloucester was the Chief Liaison Officer at GHQ. He ‘bitterly resented Mr Hore-Belisha’s strictures’ and it was he who was showing his brother around the Front.80 At a lunch party at the Restaurant Galbert in Amiens there were present, as well as the King and his brother: Gort, Ironside, Hardinge, Munster (who had become ADC to Gort on leaving the Government), the Adjutant-General and the Quartermaster-General. The next day Pownall confided to his diary:


… both the King and Hardinge are under no illusions about Hore-Belisha and realised that he must go. We did not fail to keep them fully informed of all the details of H-B’s recent disgraceful behaviour and there’s no doubt we have the Palace on our side against him. The King, when I sat next to him at dinner, went so far as to ask me who, in my view, should replace H-B at the War Office. I told him [the Colonial Secretary] Malcolm MacDonald and he seemed rather to like the idea.81


The political decision, not only to dismiss the War Secretary but also who should replace him, was therefore being bandied about by a cabal of soldiers and courtiers, encouraged by the Monarch.


As soon as he got back to London the King saw Chamberlain. According to the Prime Minister’s diary: ‘He told me, and Alec Hardinge also more clearly told me, that things between [Belisha] and Gort were very unhappy.’ Under Palace pressure, Chamberlain agreed to visit the BEF himself. On 14 December the King wrote a private letter to Gort, a copy of which exists in Munster’s papers. It told the Commander-in-Chief how much he had enjoyed his visit, and ‘from what I did see I was able to tell the Prime Minister on Tuesday that there was no reason for him to be worried about the work you were doing. I am so glad that he is going to visit you on Friday, and I hope very much that you will be frank with him about what has happened.’82 The King was thus encouraging the Commander-in-Chief to criticise Hore-Belisha to the Prime Minister.


The King then directly contradicted his War Secretary’s assertion by saying, ‘I know that the War Cabinet has never criticised either yourself as Commander-in-Chief or the BEF and that Ironside came to see you on his own initiative.’ He thought ‘that my visit came just at the right moment’.83 Cadogan was mystified the next day when, whilst having a cigarette with the King after presenting a Venezuelan diplomat, His Majesty ‘indulged in some rather disparaging reflections on Hore-Belisha, but I can’t quite make out why’.


When Chamberlain arrived in France soon afterwards, he found criticism of Hore-Belisha rampant. Yet on his return he told the King that he would not be replacing him, and saw the War Secretary himself soon afterwards to express confidence in him. The King wrote regretfully to the Duke of Gloucester on 3 January to say: ‘I don’t think he means to make a change at the W.O.’ As a letter from Field Marshal Sir Archibald Montgomery-Massingberd put it to Munster ten days later, ‘I think it would be better not to put my views on the late happenings at the W.O. on paper! They are rather violent. Poor old Army, why should it be given an S of S like that?’


Something happened between 20 December and the New Year to make Chamberlain change his mind about Hore-Belisha. On 1 January 1940 Halifax told Cadogan, after a conversation with the Prime Minister, that ‘H-B must be got out of W.O. and will be offered the Ministry of Information’. Cadogan thought that this was ‘blinding – and exquisitely funny’, but on reflection he ‘came to the conclusion that Jew control of our propaganda would be major disaster’. Chamberlain rated Hore-Belisha, for all his personal defects, very highly indeed as a War Secretary, but nevertheless told him that ‘incompatibility of temper’ made his resignation necessary.84 Hoare’s contemporary notes of the affair contain the line ‘Rumours Palace’, which may give an indication as to what helped change Chamberlain’s mind.


When Hore-Belisha resigned on 5 January, his post was taken by Oliver Stanley, the son of the seventeenth Earl of Derby and grandson of the seventh Duke of Manchester. Despite his father’s unpopularity at the War Office during the First World War, Stanley was far more congenial to the Army High Command and the Palace than Hore-Belisha. Ironside noted his ‘feeling of intense relief on the whole.… It will be much better to get on with him.’ Congratulating Munster on his victory over Hore-Belisha, Hardinge wrote from Windsor Castle: ‘I understand that they like [Stanley] very much at the WO, he is no doubt helped by the character of his predecessor!’85


George VI’s official biographer claims that ‘the King was as much surprised as anyone’ when he heard of Hore-Belisha’s departure.86 This seems highly unlikely, considering the efforts to which he had gone to secure his removal. Suspicions about his involvement were widespread. Leo Amery noted on the day of Hore-Belisha’s departure: ‘rumours of intervention even by the Duke of Gloucester and the King’. The Queen seems to have had little direct involvement in the affair beyond telling her brother, who repeated it to the Tory MP, Harry Crookshank, an amusing story about Hore-Belisha’s architectural solecisms. After being shown around Windsor Castle, Hore-Belisha had said to the Queen that ‘he now realised how much we owed to Queen Victoria for building it’.87


Chamberlain wrote to the King on 8 January to say that Hore-Belisha had gone because ‘there existed a strong prejudice against him for which I do not hold him altogether blameless’. There had been no policy difference between Hore-Belisha and the Cabinet, but press speculation and Society gossip were intense. As usual Chips Channon had his ear closest to the ground and noted on the same day:


London is agog with Belisha tales … as it has now leaked out that the King himself insisted on Leslie’s resignation…. Ever since the Abdication, the Court minions have been intriguing his downfall … all this will do the Monarchy harm, as they should not interfere or dabble in politics…. George VI is not George V, and Alec Hardinge is certainly not [George V’s Private Secretary] Lord Stamfordham.


(The King’s father had been more robust in accepting personal responsibility for his actions. When Stafford Cripps had attacked ‘Buckingham Palace influence’ in a speech, and later denied that he meant George V himself, the King asked Eden: ‘What does he mean by saying that Buckingham Palace is not me? Who else is there I should like to know? Does he mean the footmen?’)


When Hore-Belisha arrived to return his seals of office, the King attempted to distance himself from any hint of personal involvement in the affair. ‘This is a sad moment’, he said as he was handed the red box. ‘Not at all, Sir,’ answered Hore-Belisha politely. ‘It has been a privilege to serve you and I have tried to do what I could for the Army.’ ‘You have indeed, and how quickly you have done it. No man could have done more.’ In the rest of the thirty-minute interview Hore-Belisha recorded how: ‘H.M. expressed his regret at my departure and his last words were: “I hope very much, and I have no doubt that I shall be handing you back seals again.”’88 When Hore-Belisha asked him about his trip to France, the King ‘pulled himself up and said: “My goodness, I meant to see you immediately on my return.”’ This would have been sound constitutional practice, but of course he had actually been intriguing against Hore-Belisha at the time.


‘I sent you a message,’ claimed the King, ‘but was told that you could not come, as you had a meeting.’ This most transparent of excuses was duly noted by Hore-Belisha, along with its follow-up: ‘He said he had been meaning to see me since, but he had had so many engagements and it had gone out of his head.’ Hore-Belisha, who had heard the rumours and had been told by Chamberlain that the King had asked him to see Ironside over the pill-box controversy, could hardly question His Majesty’s veracity and merely answered: ‘I was very surprised at this. I told him that I had received no message from him after his return from France but did not know how it could have happened but I did not receive it.’89 The King was relieved after the interview was over and wrote in his diary: ‘Luckily he was pleasant and there was no need to open up the question of his resignation. ’


After Hore-Belisha’s resignation speech, Channon thought that he ‘must now know who are the architects of his downfall, and he made two clever digs which could be taken by the uninitiated to be slurs on the Prime Minister, but which now seem to be sad, sly allusions to the Sovereign’. Hore-Belisha had said: ‘I am reluctant to believe that any of the high officers with whom I have been associated would have been so unfaithful to the code, which imbues the whole Army, as to make any representations irregularly, or that, if he had done so, it would have been countenanced’ – which might have been one of the ‘sad, sly allusions’ to the King’s involvement.


Beaverbrook felt no such reticence; at a dinner with the Tory MPs Samuel Hoare, Alan Lennox-Boyd and Sir Terence O’Connor, the press magnate quoted the line from Hamlet: ‘There’s such divinity doth hedge a King’, leaving Channon to reiterate that ‘the Monarchy by interfering has cheapened itself though it has certainly won the round’.90 As a result of the plot against him, Hore-Belisha is not today remembered as the tough-minded War Secretary who attempted to modernize the army and get it ready for combat in 1940, but instead as the man who installed yellow beacons next to pedestrian crossings.


February 1940 found the King agreeing with the Information Minister, Sir John Reith, that ‘we ought to have some sort of the efficiency of dictatorship states’, probably without surmising whom the egotistical tyrant doubtless had in mind as dictator. In his first interview with the new head of MI6, Stewart Menzies, instead of discussing the worrying ‘Venlo’ incident, in which the Germans had kidnapped two top Intelligence agents, ‘the King showed interest only in the health of the old Kaiser’. In March he managed to mystify Halifax when ‘describing the Maundy ceremonies in Westminster Abbey, quite seriously he asked me if I knew what they were, and I, thinking there was some more subtle answer than the obvious, let him continue, which he did by saying, “of course they were the pensioners”. I have been wondering ever since what he meant.’


Concerned that Chamberlain’s Government was still too narrowly based, Hardinge wrote to ‘Boy’ Munster: ‘I do wish that we had a really national Government…. I think it a great weakness, even though the Trade Unions and Labour leaders are on the whole being very helpful.’91 Meanwhile, the Queen was concerned with the religious side of the war and its effect upon morals. Sitting on her left at dinner at Buckingham Palace on 4 March, Reith was delighted by the way she ‘agreed emphatically with me that the Christian ethic should be the basis of post-war policy’. She thought the King might make a pronouncement about it: ‘He believes it, you know.’92 Less happy was her reaction to her children’s enthusiasm for the RAF’s bombing of military targets in Germany. She told Halifax, ‘as a strange commentary upon the demoralising effect of modern warfare and modern science’, that her daughters had even said to her, ‘Isn’t it grand about Sylt?’, the German naval base which had been successfully attacked the night before. ‘Very good, of course, for them to be pleased,’ was the grown-ups’ reaction, ‘but it seemed somehow odd when children welcomed bomb-dropping.’93
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