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  Foreword




  It is now twenty years since Alistair Horne’s biography of Harold Macmillan was published. It was widely acclaimed and its author, a noted historian, congratulated on a

  comprehensive and eminently readable account of the life of one of the foremost statesmen of the twentieth century. He had the opportunity to talk to Harold Macmillan at Birchgrove on many

  occasions and gained invaluable insight into a long and distinguished political life.




  There is another compelling reason why the reissue of this book is to be welcomed. Macmillan died twenty-two years ago and there are many to whom he is a completely unknown figure; much that has

  been written about him in recent years has been superficial and trivial. His bravery in the First World War and the wounds he suffered, which left him in constant pain for the rest of his life, are

  brushed aside. His time as MP for Stockton is overlooked, yet it was during that period that his social and political conscience was formed. He saw at first-hand the miseries of the 1930s, the

  massive unemployment and the real hardships and depravation that his constituents and all in that part of England suffered. He was determined to do something about it and his book, The Middle

  Way, resulted – a book for which he was regarded by the more right-wing members of his party as a dangerous radical. I remember many years later when he was prime minister, Sir William

  Hayley then Editor of The Times, wrote a leading article accusing him of having corrupted the British people with prosperity. Macmillan was bitterly hurt and said, ‘I went into

  politics to improve the standards of life of my fellow countrymen; what they do with it is their affair’, and, he added rather optimistically, ‘anyway that’s the bishop’s

  business’. Time and time again, the only mention of him as a politician is the grouse-moor image, apparently a frivolous and undemocratic past time.




  He first became known to the man in the street for his work in Algeria and Italy during the Second World War. He had the opportunity, which later on stood him in good stead, to get to know such

  men as General Eisenhower and General de Gaulle who with him subsequently played such an important part in post-war politics.




  As a consequence of his success in that position, he became an indispensable figure in any Conservative government. His achievement of getting 300,000 houses built in one year, a rash promise at

  the Conservative Conference in Blackpool and which almost everybody thought impossible, enhanced his growing reputation. As Minister of Defence, he quickly realized the need in the post-war period

  for a Secretary of State for Defence, to whom the three service departments the ministry oversaw, should be answerable. The three service ministers at that time, though not in the Cabinet, were of

  Cabinet rank and had direct access to the prime minister. This inevitably, led to an untenable situation. The Minister of Defence and the service ministers would meet together, agree on a proposal

  and return to their several departments. The ministers were then told by their chiefs of staff and permanent secretaries that what they had decided was quite out of the question. A Cabinet meeting

  was therefore called and a great deal of time wasted in fruitless discussion. It is due to Macmillan that this important and overdue reform took place and a Department of Defence created.




  He was a reformer too in his next appointments as Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and Chancellor of the Exchequer. He showed in a fairly short time what an outstanding political figure he

  was. After Suez and the resignation of Anthony Eden, he became prime minister and shortly afterwards decided to go on a tour of New Zealand and Australia. This was a bold decision in the aftermath

  of the Suez debacle and there was deep unease in the Conservative Party ranks, together with the resignation of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Peter Thorneycroft. But it proved to be a great

  success and did much for his confidence and morale. In Australia, where I was High Commissioner, he received a warm welcome. He was the first British prime minister ever to have visited that

  country. He was surprised and pleased at the crowds that greeted him. The Australian authorities had not been so certain about his reception and scheduled his aircraft to arrive in Melbourne at

  what was then known as the ‘five o’clock swill’; in those days, all the pubs in the country closed at six o’clock and did not re-open. Consequently as the offices closed,

  the pubs were filled to overflowing. The road from the airport to the centre of the city was lined with cheering drinkers, schooners in hand.




  The visit, coming as it did, in the aftermath of Suez, was particularly important. The Menzies government was split, the prime minister a supporter of Eden and the Minister of External Affairs,

  Dick Casey deeply opposed. There was, too, much speculation as to whether the Conservative government and Macmillan himself would survive. Macmillan’s calm and reassuring presence dispelled

  those misgivings. He was confident, forthright and clearly enjoying the visit. The reports from Australia did a great deal to enhance his reputation at home. On only one occasion did he seem at a

  loss. Visiting Taronga Park Zoo in Sydney, he was handed a koala bear, and with a look of distaste on his face he quickly handed it to Lady Dorothy muttering, ‘It’s hot.’ The

  visit was a resounding success and gave him confidence on his return to Britain and for the problems which lay ahead. In the wake of Suez and the turmoil in the Conservative Party, it was a measure

  of his dominance and the regard for what he had achieved that the election of 1959 was won by so large a margin. Those were the days of ‘Super Mac’ and, for a time, everything went

  extraordinarily well – the ‘They Never Had It So Good’ days.




  The economy prospered and, for the first time since the end of the war, people felt that they were getting better and the days of austerity and rationing were past. Negotiations about entry into

  the Common Market, conducted by Ted Heath, were progressing favourably. Macmillan had forged a relationship with President Kennedy and as a result, had secured the future of the British nuclear

  deterrent. The prospects were rosy, but as is usually the case, after a successful year, one or two things began to go wrong.




  General de Gaulle vetoed British membership of the Common Market, a cause dear to Macmillan’s heart and at that time, widely supported in the country. He was bitter and upset at the

  collapse of one of the principal aims of his government. The Profumo affair, which he found distasteful, proved another setback to the standing of the government. It caused him much anxiety, not

  least because he had accepted the resignation of the wholly innocent and persecuted Tam Galbraith during the Vassal spy case in the Admiralty. The ‘night of the long knives’, where

  Macmillan abruptly dismissed six Cabinet members, followed soon after. It was an attempt to give a failing and increasingly unpopular government a new look. It was a great mistake and an unusual

  error of judgement on his part.




  Then, just before the Party Conference in Blackpool, he fell ill, an illness which, at that time, he thought fatal. The aftermath must have been sad and difficult and after his recovery, he felt

  that he could have continued as prime minister. Whether that would have been possible or desirable is immaterial, since it did not happen.




  He wrote some volumes of autobiography. After the completion of the first volume he and his grandson embarked in the liner Canberra on a world tour to publicize his book. His arrival in

  Sydney coincided with a visit to Paris by U Thant, the Secretary General of the United Nations, to settle the Vietnam War. At his press conference the journalists were keen to discuss the Paris

  Conference but Macmillan wished to discuss his book. There was no meeting of minds. Finally an exasperated journalist said, ‘Mr Macmillan, do you not realise that U Thant is going to Paris

  tomorrow morning to settle the war in Vietnam?’ After a long pause, Macmillan looked up and said wearily, ‘How very good of him.’ The journalists didn’t laugh, but of

  course, they didn’t know their Macmillan. His election as Chancellor of Oxford gave him the greatest pleasure as indeed it did to those at the university. He had a golden glow about him and

  his after-dinner speeches reflected his love of the classics and history, always mixed with the wit and humour which made him such an exceptional man.




  He was, in old age in particular, a great actor, his style and timing impeccable. He always gave a performance greatly enjoyed by his audience and not least, I think, by Macmillan himself. Those

  of us who were lucky enough to dine with him at Birchgrove and in our own houses marvelled at his erudition, how widely read he was, how deeply he had thought of the domestic and global problems

  which faced us and, of course, what marvellous company he was. I hope that the reprint of this book will revive the reputation of a man who was one of the great prime ministers of the twentieth

  century.




  

    Lord Carrington, 2008
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  Note for 1990 Papermac edition




  One of the pains of writing contemporary biography is that the ground is constantly shifting beneath one’s feet. Perceptions change more swiftly than they do with the

  settled dead. Fresh material comes in from the Public Record Office (PRO), under the Thirty-Year Rule. There are new publications; kind friends, reviewers and correspondents write in with comments

  that often require an addendum, an amplification or a correction. Important events take place, with implications unforeseen at the time the biography was written; in the case of Macmillan,

  Volume I, there was the Aldington v. Tolstoy libel case, with its record-setting damages of £1.5 million and production of new material of vital importance to Harold Macmillan’s

  reputation. Friendships, declared Samuel Johnson, should be kept ‘in constant repair’. So too, perhaps, with contemporary biography, which, even after a passage of less than two years,

  can well do with being taken off the shelf and dusted off.




  Therefore I offer this updated edition of Macmillan, 1894–1956, unashamedly, and with grateful thanks to all those who took the trouble to bring various points to my attention over

  the past two years.




  Alistair Horne




  Turville, March 1990










  Preface




  Boswell claimed (though it could possibly be said he was pleading a special case) that ‘nobody can write the life of a man, but those who have eaten and drunk and lived

  in social intercourse with him’. Or, in the similar advice of that great chronicler of contemporary America, Tom Wolfe, writers ‘should spend days if not weeks with their

  subject’. Although I had been a Macmillan author for almost twenty years, apart from the sporadic encounters of writer and publisher, it was not until the late summer of 1979 that I first got

  to know Harold Macmillan, then a spry eighty-five. To my considerable surprise, I had been invited to be his official biographer. At first I declined. I had never attempted a biography before

  – certainly not of a living subject – and, flattering a proposition though it was, I was distinctly uneasy about my qualifications. Finally it was agreed that I should go down to

  Macmillan’s Sussex home, Birch Grove, so that subject and biographer could ‘look at each other’. As we walked round and round the garden, lovingly laid out by his redoubtable

  American mother, Nellie Macmillan, and improved by Dorothy, his wife, I began to realise that he was just about as diffident as I was. I recall making some flip remark about my knowing all too

  little about British party politics, and not even being sure that I was a very good Tory. He replied, ‘Nor was I, dear boy!’ The ice was broken; we went into the house, and there began

  ten of the most rewarding (though demanding) years of my life.




  The terms were generous. All his copious papers and his own remarkable store of recollections were put at my disposal. The only major limitation was that nothing should appear in his lifetime

  – a condition designed to rid us both of inhibitions. The relationship was a curious one. Few biographers of eminent contemporary figures have the enviable good fortune to have access to the

  memory of their victim during his lifetime. But it also had its disadvantages: in the sheer weight of material amassed, the checking and cross-checking involved, and – not least – the

  resistance to falling totally under the spell of one of the most fascinating political figures of the twentieth century, not known as the ‘old magician’ for nothing. We would work often

  three days at a stretch at Birch Grove (which usually exhausted me more than the octogenarian Macmillan), recording on tape the career of ‘this strange, very buttoned-up person’, as he

  liked to describe himself, trying to probe into the many corners left uncovered, or unexplained, by his own voluminous (but impersonal) six-volume memoirs.




  As we wandered round the shrubberies and borders of Birch Grove that first day, I remembered his commenting, ‘I think gardens should be divided, so you can’t see everything at

  once.’ Later I came to recognise the unspoken parallel. Despite the showman exterior, acquired over the years of public life, he was by nature private and deeply reluctant to talk about

  anything bordering on the personal. Reviewing the first volume of Macmillan’s memoirs, Winds of Change, his long-time admirer, Randolph Churchill, admitted, ‘I have known him

  upwards of thirty years and I have found it very difficult to get him to talk about himself’; while (reviewing the same volume). a Labour adversary, David Marquand MP, asked rhetorically:

  ‘Why does he shield behind so much armour plating? . . . what is he trying to hide? The obvious answer is, himself. . . .’ To me, Harold Macmillan once confessed that the aim of his

  memoirs had been ‘to keep myself out of it’. I told him he had done a good job; thus my hardest task was always to drag him out of his own corner, to winkle the ever-wily politician out

  of his protective shell. After one particularly arduous session (I think it was over Suez), he jokingly introduced me to neighbours as ‘a cross between Boswell and Torquemada!’




  Born in 1894, into a strongly Victorian background, Macmillan was brought up to eschew and distrust his own feelings. Yet, with him, emotion never lay very far beneath the surface; on that first

  day at Birch Grove, I remember his voice breaking and eyes filling with tears as he read to me a desperate memorandum (framed in the ‘Muniments Room’) that Churchill had written in the

  darkest days of 1940, exhorting ministers not to lose heart. But, as I came to appreciate, the emotional romantic and the stern pragmatist were but two facets of the same highly complex

  personality. To the widow of John Wyndham, his aide-de-camp and close friend for many years, he was Proteus – the figure of Greek mythology capable of constantly changing his guise in

  bewildering fashion: ‘One moment you had a salmon in your hand, the next it was a horse.’ Few men could have been more constituted of paradoxes than Harold Macmillan; it was what gave

  him his charm (and mischief) as a brilliant conversationalist, and made him an enticing (but elusive) subject for a biographer. Every thought was followed by an afterthought, or two. What looked

  like white turned out to be black. He was a tease, he loved to épater les bourgeois with the remark that he did not really mean – or, perhaps, half-meant. Once when I

  remonstrated with him over what appeared to be excessive flippancy in the wrong context, he riposted: ‘It’s very important not to have a rigid distinction between what’s flippant

  and what is serious.’ It was, I thought at the time, something of a key to his whole style of government, as well as to his engagingly complex personality.




  In conversation, his comment on famous contemporaries was always marvellously vivid, often acid, but almost always coming down on the side of charity. When I asked him why he kept out of his

  published memoirs (greatly to their loss, and in marked contrast with later political diarists such as Richard Crossman) the more barbed remarks of his unpublished diaries, he replied that such

  remarks made in the irritation of the moment never represented a considered view. (He added, typically, as an afterthought: ‘Also, I wasn’t a publisher for nothing; libel’s

  expensive!’) But, equally, it seemed to reflect a fundamental kindliness. When he talked, there would be lots of mischief, some penetrating insights, occasional anger, but never enduring

  malice – which was quite alien to his character. I never heard him express rancour (except, possibly, when discussing the lords of the media); not even towards de Gaulle, the man whom he had

  saved time and again during the war from the combined wrath of Churchill and Roosevelt, yet who – twenty years later – so bitterly injured him through vetoing Britain’s entry into

  the EEC.




  When the news of my commission to write the official biography was first publicised in February 1979, I sidelined with an exclamation mark one report which wrote that it was ‘expected to

  need five years of work’. I reckoned three, at a maximum. In fact it took exactly ten – more than three years longer than Macmillan was Prime Minister. If I cannot regret the time

  spent, I do grieve the series of personal tragedies, and painful losses, that leadened its passage. Serena Booker, a brilliant young woman and close family friend who had worked as a tireless and

  indispensable researcher (as well as great morale-booster) for four years, was brutally murdered while on holiday in Thailand in 1982, in the middle of her work. Venetia Pollock, another brilliant

  woman, quite simply the best editor in the business and also a life-long friend, was stricken with cancer halfway through the labour of editing a long and complicated manuscript. The deprivation of

  her encouragement, and enthusiasm, was all but irreparable. Finally, Andrew Harding, to whom the dedication of this book had long been promised, who shared some aspects of the subject’s life

  – Eton, Oxford, wartime Grenadier Guards – and whose inestimable support over three decades made this (and many other past books) possible for the author, died tragically after a

  courageous struggle against illness, and just before I was able to tell him that his book was finally ready to appear.




  This first volume takes Harold Macmillan only through the first sixty-two years of his life; from birth through his childhood and family background of the Scottish crofter and his powerful

  American mother; Oxford and his five wounds in the trenches of Flanders; his start as a publisher and entry into politics, the long wilderness years of the 1920s and 1930s, and the near break-up of

  his marriage to the Duke of Devonshire’s daughter; the Second World War, and fulfilment at last as Churchill’s envoy in North Africa, and his first encounter with American leaders;

  followed by the frustrations of six years in opposition in Clement Attlee’s post-war Britain, with Macmillan playing the role of a leading architect to the Conservative revival. The

  Party’s return to power in 1951 saw him as a senior Cabinet minister in all the important posts of first Churchill’s, then Eden’s short-lived government. The volume culminates

  with the Suez débâcle of 1956 – which was to bring Macmillan, at an age when most men are thinking of retirement, to No. 10 Downing Street.




  Volume II covers the seven years of his premiership, and the unexpectedly eventful two and a half decades of his life that remained after his precipitate resignation in 1963.




  The web of any biography must be composed of a multiplicity of strands. For Macmillan, there was an embarras de richesses. Apart from the voluminous tapes I recorded more or less formally

  in the library at Birch Grove (and over which I can only express gratitude for the subject’s extraordinary patience at my prodding and probing), there was a file, marvellously rich – of

  what I chose to call ‘Table Talk’: conversation on an infinite range of subjects during meals, walking round the garden, or chatting late into the night over a bottle of whisky, times

  when the great conversationalist was at his best, when his imagination soared and when a tape recorder would have been intrusive. Trying to emulate Boswell, I jotted down this ‘Table

  Talk’ as soon as I could afterwards, while the memory was still fresh. As with the Macmillan diaries, both these sets of source material had of course to be checked, wherever possible,

  against known facts.




  When Harold Macmillan went to the front in 1915, he kept a detailed diary in the form of letters to his mother. Having read many such journals in the course of writing about the two world wars,

  to me the quality of these unadorned writings is outstanding. After 1918, he stopped keeping a regular diary, concentrating his literary inclinations on publishing and earnest political tracts

  – except when he made a special trip, as to Stalin’s Russia in the 1930s or beleaguered Finland in 1940. He resumed his diaries, this time in the form of letters to his wife, Dorothy,

  when sent to the Mediterranean as Churchill’s Resident Minister in 1942. Published virtually in toto in 1984, they received justifiable acclaim as a remarkable record of men and events

  – together, perhaps, with some surprise that they could have been penned by the same author of those six rather stodgy and over-length volumes of memoirs. In 1945, Macmillan once again put

  away his pen until 1950, when the Conservatives at last looked like returning to power. For the next thirteen years he kept a diary faithfully, writing in spidery long-hand (made arduous by a

  German bullet through his hand in 1915) every night in the small hours after work. The entries totalled some 2000 typewritten pages, which was no mean achievement in itself, and constituted both a

  boon and a labour to a biographer. Arthur Ponsonby, son and biographer of the great Victorian courtier, Sir Henry, once observed that diaries were ‘better than novels, more accurate than

  histories, and even at times more dramatic than plays’. This could be said of the 1950–63 Macmillan diaries; still unpublished, they are if anything less restrained, more outspoken,

  acrid and occasionally savage than the published War Diaries, composed as these were under the eye of the wartime censors. His comments on bêtes noirs like Diefenbaker of

  Canada, or Chancellor Adenauer of West Germany – sometimes even of John F. Kennedy (for whom he had great esteem and personal affection) – are blistering.




  Macmillan himself always warned that his diaries should be treated with caution; that, written in the heat of the moment, they were not always factually accurate; nor fair, in that they gave

  vent to passing piques, which Macmillan would often modify or expunge the following day. But they did represent both the mood and the colour of the times, and what Macmillan himself was thinking at

  the time, without the influence of self-justifying hindsight. To me, they were also revealing of the man in a way which he perhaps may never have intended. Certainly they provide an invaluable

  chronicle of his times, and (though heretofore made available exclusively to his biographer) doubtless will be published in extenso in the fulness of time.




  From 1957 onwards, sparked by the example of Churchill and systematised by his publisher’s mind, Macmillan began organising his archives with the clear intent of writing his memoirs one

  day. When he left office nearly seven years later, it was alleged that (to the considerable embarrassment of the Cabinet Secretary) he had taken with him more copies of classified official

  documents than any of his predecessors. Whatever the truth (and the Macmillan memoirs were meticulously submitted for public scrutiny), a precedent was set for politicians of both parties.

  Published by the house of Macmillan, it would hardly have been human if the memoirs did not reflect some self-justification or judicious editing of the underlying material (such as the unpublished

  diaries); nevertheless, they represent essential background material for any life of Macmillan. To some extent the later volumes have also obviously been overtaken by official material released

  under the thirty-year rule; I have endeavoured scrupulously to avoid recourse to any British government documents not thus available from the Public Record Office or in the United States under the

  Freedom of Information Act. Each January there was also the rich crop of new PRO releases to be drawn upon; though I was conscious of the caution by the late Herbert Butterfield: ‘The

  tendency, when new material appears, is to build it into what one already believes about the subject. The true scholar tears down the whole structure of his own belief, and starts again.’

  More labour for the contemporary biographer.




  In addition to Macmillan’s own recollections, there was no shortage of writings by others about his times; or of autobiographies by his eminent contemporaries. All of these I used; but of

  greater value still was the ability to have direct recourse to the memories of many then still alive. I was particularly fortunate in being granted lengthy interviews with four out of five of the

  Prime Ministers who succeeded Macmillan; Edward Heath alone remained inaccessible. Innumerable people, both in Britain and America alike, gave most freely of their time, recollections and advice. I

  may have overlooked many to whom I am beholden; if so, I beg their forgiveness, but I must particularly mention the following: Mrs Dean Acheson; Lord Aldington; Robert Amory; Terence Benton;

  Christopher Booker; Lord Boothby; Robert Bowie; Lord Brimelow; Brigadier Britten; Lord Bullock; Lord Butler; Lord Carrington; William Clark; Sir John Colville; Lord Colyton; Lord Callaghan; Lady

  Diana Cooper; Brigadier Anthony Cowgill; Quentin Crewe; Sir William Deakin; the Dowager Duchess of Devonshire; the Duke of Devonshire; Ambassador C. Douglas Dillon; Piers Dixon; Avery Dulles; Miss

  Eleanor Lansing Dulles; Lord Eden; Pamela, Lady Egremont; Penelope Fitzgerald; the Rt Hon. Hugh Fraser MP; Lord and Lady Gage; Lord Gladwyn; W. Averell Harriman; Lord Head; Lord Home of the Hirsel;

  Lady Lorna Howard; Sir David Hunt; Robert Knight; Richard Lamb; Julian Lambart; Lady Marie Lathbury; Lord Longford; Professor Roger Louis; Sir Fitzroy Maclean; William Macomber; Sir Peter Marshall;

  Ambassador John J. McCloy; Nigel Nicolson; Sir Anthony Nutting; Robert Rhodes James MP; Lord Richardson; Anthony Sampson; Sir David Scott; Lord Sherfield (Roger Makins); Lord Shinwell; Lord C. P.

  Snow; Lord Soames; Lady Soames; the Rt Hon. Mrs Margaret Thatcher MP; Lord Thomas of Swynnerton; Lady Anne Tree; Lord Trend; Professor D. C. Watt; Sir Dick White; Frank Whitehead; Lord Wilson of

  Rievaulx; Sir Philip de Zulueta.




  No biographer of a living subject could have received greater help, and friendship, from the immediate family, and I am especially grateful for their patience and open-mindedness to Lady

  Catherine Amery; the Rt Hon. Julian Amery MP; Lady Carol Faber; Julian Faber; Katharine, Lady Macmillan of Ovenden; the late Maurice Macmillan (Viscount Macmillan of Ovenden); Alexander Macmillan

  (Earl of Stockton).




  To Alexander Stockton, my warm appreciation is due as publisher as well as grandson of Harold Macmillan.




  I am particularly indebted to Macmillan Publishers for permission to quote from the Macmillan memoirs, war diaries, etc., and to the Macmillan Trustees for the privileged access, given to me

  solely, to the Harold Macmillan Archives, including his unpublished diaries of 1950–63.




  In the United States, I owe a vast debt of gratitude to the Woodrow Wilson Center of Washington DC, which, by generously granting me a fellowship in 1980–1, enabled me to carry out

  valuable research on the Eisenhower (and, later, Kennedy) years. In this I was most ably assisted by Neil M. Robinson, appointed as my researcher by the Center. I am additionally beholden to the

  Dwight D. Eisenhower Library in Abilene, Kansas, and the John Foster Dulles (Mudd) Library of Princeton, New Jersey, whose archives were readily made available to me.




  In the immediate publishing entourage, I feel I owe more special debts of gratitude than on any previous book, and in proportion to the ten years that this work has taken: to my old editor, Alan

  Maclean, who first initiated the idea that I should be commissioned to write the official life, and who, alas, did not remain to complete the work of editing (my fault, not his, for taking so

  long); to Ann Wilson, who – an exacting perfectionist – finally took over this arduous labour after Venetia Pollock had, tragically, been forced to abandon it; to Nicky Byam Shaw, my

  longest surviving friend at court at Macmillan Publishers, for his enthusiasm and good sense at the worst moments; to Philippa Harrison of Macmillan and to Christine Pevitt of Viking Penguin for

  invaluable support in the latter stages; to Michael Sissons of A. D. Peters, always a constant tower of support and encouragement; to Gill Graham for her able help with the bibliography; and,

  lastly but emphatically, to Helen Whitten, who over the past five years assumed the work of researcher and most of the seemingly endless task of retyping two long volumes.




  Sir Philip Goodhart, Conservative Member of Parliament for Beckenham, to which he was elected shortly after Harold Macmillan came to power in 1957, and which had once been part of Harold

  Macmillan’s own constituency of Bromley, read the manuscript with a penetrating eye for the solecisms that a political innocent might perpetrate; to him I am eminently grateful. He made many

  admirable suggestions. Any remaining errors of fact or judgement are peculiarly my own.




  Finally, I owe a debt of a different kind to my wife, Sheelin, who knows what it all cost, but whose encouragement never flagged.




  Alistair Horne




  Turville, August 1988










  Part I




  A Long Apprenticeship
1894–1939












  Chapter One




  The Ripening Peach 1894–1914




  . . . I owe everything all through my life to my mother’s devotion and support. . . .




  (HM, Winds of Change;)




  The world was a ripe peach and we were eating it.




  (Osbert Sitwell, on England before the 1914-18 War)










  King Edward VII Hospital, London 1963




  At the private nursing home in Beaumont Street, W1, called King Edward VII’s Hospital for Officers but known more familiarly as Sister Agnes, the morning of Friday, 18

  October 1963, began on a note of some excitement. Her Majesty the Queen was due at 11 a.m. to visit her ailing Prime Minister, Mr Harold Macmillan. Nurses and cleaners bustled and primped, fussed

  and dusted; private secretaries and detectives arrayed themselves to keep the press at bay. The anticipated event would establish precedent, as no reigning monarch had ever before come to visit a

  prime minister in hospital; but even without precedent, it would have been no ordinary visit. The circumstances were anything but ordinary, indeed it might be said that Harold Macmillan was no

  ordinary prime minister.




  Ten days previously, Macmillan had been expected to announce his intention of leading the Tories into battle at the forthcoming General Election. Instead he had been stricken by an unexpected,

  and agonising, inflammation of the prostate, which had had to be removed. In the debilitating aftermath of the operation, Macmillan had decided that, at sixty-nine, he could not now continue. So

  the Party caucuses, cabals and conspiracies had come to Beaumont Street to discuss his successor. High Tory dignitaries had trooped in steady procession, one by one, through the tiny hospital

  bedroom, each giving his opinion. Always deeply imbued with a sense of historical precedent and determined to have the transition of power formally and properly documented, the sick man had drafted

  a lengthy letter of resignation for the Queen, which his Private Secretary, Tim Bligh, had handed in at Buckingham Palace at 9.30 a.m.




  As 11 a.m. approached, Macmillan, with his acute sense of protocol, insisted on replacing his pyjama top with a white silk shirt for the occasion, but as a sartorial compromise he pulled over it

  one of his customary well-worn brown pullovers. He was then wheeled down to the hospital boardroom to await the Queen. ‘The poor man had to have a bottle in bed

  with him,’ recorded his personal physician, Sir John Richardson, ‘a bell by his side and Sister was outside the door in case he needed help while the Queen was there. He took all this,

  as everything else, with supreme detachment and dignity. He was very pale and tense and indeed unhappy. . . .’1




  When the Queen arrived, accompanied by her Private Secretary, Sir Michael Adeane, she was led into the boardroom and remained there alone with the Prime Minister. Macmillan recalled in his

  diary: ‘She seemed moved; so was I. She referred to the very long time I had served her – nearly seven years – and how sorry she had been to get my letter of

  resignation.’2 It was a scene that remained etched in Macmillan’s memory, and years later he recalled the ensuing

  dialogue:




  

    

      

        She said, very kindly, ‘What are you going to do?’ And I said, ‘Well I am afraid I can’t go on.’ And she was very upset. . . . Then said,

        ‘Have you any advice to give me?’ And I said ‘Ma’am, do you wish me to give any advice?’ And she said ‘Yes I do’. . . . So then I said ‘Well,

        since you ask for it, Ma’am, I have, with the help of Mr Bligh, prepared it all, and here it is.’ And I just handed her over my manuscript . . . then I read it to her, I

        think.3


      


    


  




  He went on to explain how he had wanted the memorandum to be in the Queen’s archives, ‘as a full justification of any action she might take on my

  advice’.4 The Queen agreed with his recommendation that Lord Home was the most likely choice to gain general support, and then

  thanked him. ‘We chatted a bit more and then she went away.’5




  It was, as Macmillan liked to reminisce with detached amusement in later years, ‘an extraordinary resignation. . . . the bed covers were down, and concealed underneath the bed was a pail,

  with a tube full of bile coming out of me. I made my resignation to the Queen of England for an hour, in great discomfort.’6 The

  incongruity of the scene was enhanced by the fact that, in their haste, the distraught staff at No. 10 had only been able to provide the most outsize white envelope, many times too big, in which to

  house the historic document. This the Queen handed to the short and portly Michael Adeane, which, Macmillan’s whimsical eye noted as the door to the boardroom

  opened, ‘made him look like the Frog Footman’.7




  So ended Harold Macmillan’s premiership.




  The Family Heritage




  In the 1960s one fact every schoolchild knew about Macmillan, next to his being author of the remark ‘you’ve-never-had-it-so-good’, was that he was the

  grandson of a Scottish crofter and became the son-in-law of an English duke. (Strictly speaking, it was his great-grandfather who was the crofter, but pride in his origins caused Macmillan

  habitually to skip a generation.) Daniel, his grandfather, was born the tenth of twelve crofter’s children in 1813, amid the clangour of the Napoleonic Wars, little news of which, however,

  probably reached the bleak northern tip of the island of Arran where the family croft, called The Cock, was situated. Daniel’s own grandfather, Malcolm, had been an elder of the Established

  Church of Scotland and a successful farmer, but in his son Duncan’s day, The Cock had not prospered. Life for the twelve children was extremely spartan. Four died early – probably from

  tuberculosis, of which Daniel himself was incurably stricken before he was twenty. Despite their grim poverty, every spare penny seems to have been spent on education, and Daniel, trudging two and

  a half miles each day to the tiny local school, somehow achieved a remarkable command of English. In 1824, a year after his father’s death and aged only eleven, he left Arran to be bound

  apprentice to a bookseller in Irvine on the Ayrshire mainland, for the princely wage of IS 6d a week. Seven years later he moved to Glasgow, and thence – like many

  ambitious young Scots of the age – to England where, after years of setbacks and repeated ill-health, he and his brother Alexander borrowed £750 with which to set up a bookshop in

  Cambridge.




  In 1843, the brothers established Macmillan and Co., publishers, producing as their first book The Philosophy of Training by A. R. Craig. Dealing with the ‘improvement of the

  wealthier classes’, it was not exactly a title designed to set the Thames on fire, but very much established the high moral tone the house was to pursue henceforth. A strict Calvinist in his

  early life, Daniel felt that Mammon was evil and ‘requires to be watched and kept under’. He seems to have driven his small staff like Scrooge: 7 a.m. to 8

  p.m. for £60 a year. Despite the ravages of tuberculosis, he was equally exacting of himself, often getting up for work at 3.30 a.m. However, as he grew older Daniel mellowed and finally fell

  under the influence of Cardinal Newman, whose Anglo-Catholicism came as a blinding ray of light to him. ‘You will see that he is no old woman, and that his notions about God are as sublime as

  anything you have ever read,’ he wrote.8




  In 1857, consumption carried off Daniel Macmillan, aged just forty-four and only seven years after his marriage to Frances Orridge, daughter of a Cambridge chemist. He left behind four children,

  including Harold’s father, Maurice, to be brought up in a large house in the middle-class suburb of Upper Tooting by his brother Alexander and his wife, Caroline, and later his second wife, a

  lady of Italian descent, Emma Pignatel. (It perhaps says something about Harold’s attitude toward primogeniture, and the female sex as a whole, that he barely mentions the wives of either

  Daniel or Alexander in his memoirs.) Alexander lived on till 1896 and under him the house of Macmillan flourished and expanded. The career of these remarkable brothers was a typical Victorian

  success story, with all its stern precepts and morality. Their forceful portraits dominated Harold and his brothers’ childhood home; just as, translated in subsequent times, they used to

  daunt young authors creeping along the corridors of Macmillan’s to ask for an advance.




  Although Harold never knew Daniel, the crofter-cum-publisher grandfather who died nearly forty years before he was born, to him Daniel seemed ‘almost a living person; for we were brought

  up as children upon the story of his struggles and achievement’.9 In early childhood Harold read and re-read Thomas

  Hughes’s biographical sketch of his grandfather; one passage in particular appealed to him, a eulogy to self-reliance contained in a letter which Daniel, at twenty, had written to an elder

  brother censorious of his excessive ambition: ‘I do not feel bound to follow in the footsteps of any of my relations. I am here to act for myself. No one of them can stand in my stead in any

  very important matter. The most important things must be done by myself – alone.’10 This was to become a creed for

  Harold: ‘I was determined somehow to follow in his footsteps by my own will and effort. Whether this was in the field of art, literature or commerce, I did not know for

  sure.’11




  Maurice, Harold’s father, was only four when his father died. He was named after one of his godfathers, Frederick Denison Maurice, then an influential writer of

  the Christian Socialist movement (more jocularly known as ‘muscular Christianity’); his other godfather was Charles Kingsley, author of The Water Babies, and also published by

  Macmillan’s. With the accent in the family constantly on self-improvement through education, and aided by growing prosperity, Maurice was sent to Uppingham, an old grammar school then being

  turned into a classic Victorian public school by Edward Thring. From there he went, with a scholarship, to Christ’s College, Cambridge, where he got a first in classics. Instead of setting

  immediately to work in the firm under his uncle Alexander, he spent the next six years as a classics master at St Paul’s School in London. A reserved and scholarly man, at the age of thirty

  he went to Paris where he met, and fell in love with, an American music and art student, Helen Artie Tarleton Belles. Three years younger than Maurice, Nellie – as she was known – was a

  small, dark-haired woman whose determined features reflected her strong personality. The most incongruous act of Maurice Macmillan’s life was almost certainly his marriage to this forceful

  American woman. Harold, for one, was always baffled as to precisely how they had met and fallen in love. But Maurice and Nellie settled down to conventional married life in London, at 52 Cadogan

  Place, which remained the family home for fifty years.




  Nellie Belles was born in 1856 in the small prairie town of Spencer, Indiana. She was one of three children; her mother had Scottish blood, and her father was a doctor from Kentucky, who

  supported the North during the Civil War. From conversations in the Belles household, Nellie grew up steeped in the stories of that war. At nineteen a competent singer, she had married a musician

  called Hill who died six months later; she was never heard to mention his name again. She then persuaded her father to let her go to Paris, where she studied music and sculpture, and gave some

  concerts at the Madeleine. Her Paris life evidently left a strong mark on Nellie, who would often require her sons to speak French ‘downstairs’. She hired French nursery-maids, who, in

  the best Nancy Mitford tradition, were cordially detested by the English nanny, Mrs Last. (But the French he learned in the nursery, claimed Harold, ‘came in very useful when conversing with

  de Gaulle in later life!’)12




  In Indiana Nellie had been raised in the Methodist Church, and all her life she retained the unassailable Protestant principles of mid-America of that date. When it

  came to the Church of Rome, these amounted to rooted prejudices; in the words of Harold, ‘The most powerful criticism she could make of any argument was that it was

  “Jesuitical”.’ Her nonconformist upbringing did not, however, deflect Nellie from being an ardent hostess. Making up for the social shortcomings of an excessively shy husband, she

  enjoyed entertaining and loved to give dinner parties both in London and later in the Macmillans’ home in Sussex. She invited in particular those engaged in literature and politics, and

  colleagues from such philanthropic bodies as the Women’s Liberal Unionist Association and the Working Ladies’ Guild filed through the house. But Nellie was, as Harold admitted, somewhat

  puritanical and one is left with the impression of evenings chez Macmillan that were probably yet more formal and stilted than was the norm even of that era.




  A Victorian Childhood




  Harold Macmillan was born at Cadogan Place on 10 February 1894, in the heyday of the Victorian world. He was the third child and third son; Dan, his brilliant eldest brother,

  was eight years older than him and Arthur four years older. Though only three at the time, he claimed to recall vividly the Diamond Jubilee procession of 1897, led by the majestic Captain Ames, at

  6 foot 8 inches the tallest man in the British Army – though just conceivably his infant memory may have been conditioned by reading Philip Guedalla’s colourful account many years

  later.13 He remembered too the solemnity, the muffled bands and the black crepe of the old Queen’s funeral four years later;

  he recollected the exhilaration on the news of the relief of Mafeking; he cheered the ‘gallant little Japs’ in their brilliant performance against the Russian behemoth in the Straits of

  Tsushima, and – aged twelve at the historic General Election of 1906 – he supported the Liberal, Campbell Bannerman, probably, he thought in retrospect, because the general opinion in

  the family was for the Conservative, Balfour.




  More personally he remembered the clop and jingle of the horse-drawn trams and, from his night nursery in Cadogan Place, the noise of the hammer and anvil from a blacksmith’s shop in the

  mews below. Occasionally, ‘to our huge gratification’, there would be heard the oompahs of a German band outside, but where other families enjoyed that new

  contraption, ‘with the dog listening to the trumpet-like mechanism through which the sound poured magically from the mysterious box’, even the gramophone was disapproved of as

  ‘rather frivolous’ in the Macmillan household.14




  By comparison even with other late-Victorian upbringings, Harold’s was an austere one, with little joy or fun to it. He was, he says, ‘always anxious lest I might do something wrong

  or commit some solecism’.15 His father, Harold recalled as being kind, considerate and generous – not stern, but at the

  same time taciturn and very controlled: ‘Mother would say “Don’t do that, that would upset your father” – though you knew it never would.’ Maurice had given up

  smoking at Cambridge, and alcohol at thirty-five, until, at eighty, he was recommended port by his doctors. Possibly there may have been a threat of a drink problem, such as was to plague later

  generations of Macmillans (though Harold always staunchly claimed that it was inherited purely through the Cavendish line): Maurice himself explained to his sons that it ‘might weaken the

  self-control which he regarded as the essential quality in every man’. It was perhaps an indication of the family atmosphere in which the Macmillan sons were raised.




  Maurice regarded the English as being ‘rather snobbish, compared with the essential nobility of the Scots’, yet transferred his spiritual allegiances to the Church of England.

  Influenced by Darwin and Thring, he might, thought Harold, even have been called an agnostic, going to church largely from duty. Nevertheless, each day the family went through a Victorian ritual of

  father reciting aloud the evening prayer, followed by readings from Sir Walter Scott (Harold’s favourite was Guy Mannering), Tennyson or Shakespeare. A conscientious man of highest

  Christian principles, Maurice seems to have been something of a workaholic, spending long hours in the office – possibly also to escape from a domineering wife. Shy and retiring, he had few

  intimate friends – a deficiency Harold himself would share in the course of his own life. But Maurice’s small circle did range, eclectically, from the High Tory Lord Robert Cecil to

  John Morley, the Liberal-Radical, while Arthur Balfour also came to Nellie’s salon.




  Reading between the lines of Harold’s filial loyalty in his memoirs, it sounds as if Maurice was also a faintly dull man, certainly when compared with his

  father Daniel. Though he had never known his grandfather, Harold admitted that ‘he must have been much more amusing than my father!’16 Maurice was seldom known to express an opinion, except on issues of real importance – when ‘his will would prevail’. Otherwise, Harold records

  revealingly in his memoirs, he ‘left the management of his house and everything to do with the garden or our small estate to my mother. In such matters I never heard him express in our

  presence any opinion, except to approve of what she proposed.’




  Harold described his mother as having an:




  

    

      

        unusually strong character. She had high standards and demanded equally high performances from all about her. She had great ambitions, not for herself but for her

        children. This was sometimes embarrassing both to my father and us. But I can truthfully say that I owe everything all through my life to my mother’s devotion and support. . . .


      


    


  




  Others of the family who remembered this American matriarch were less flattering, regarding her as something of a fiend, so tough and powerful as to inhibit all three sons,

  making them repressed and withdrawn, with the result that, in later life, they all found it difficult to have normal relations with their contemporaries, their own children – and women.




  As a child Harold hardly saw his retiring father and took refuge from his forbidding mother and the exacting standards she imposed behind the green baize door, in the bosom of the fiercely

  patriotic Nanny Last. What affection he found at home seems to have come from Nanny Last; for him she was ‘the true centre of life and the only secure world’. With his brothers so much

  older than him, it must have been a lonely and solitary existence. Occasionally a compliant cook would allow him to sneak out of the back door to the shops. Otherwise his recollections focused on

  walking with Nanny Last to see the rabbits in the Dell of Hyde Park. Returning, he would always retain a picture of the fish lying on their marble slab outside Mr Vigo’s, the

  fishmonger’s shop in Sloane Street, where ‘Mr Vigo himself, an immense figure in a blue and white apron, armed with a gigantic skewer for splitting great dripping blocks of ice, used to

  dominate the scene. . . .’17 There was the regular visit to the great pantomime in Drury Lane, while a trip to

  Kew by horse-bus was a great treat, and an excursion by train even more so. Occasionally the children would be despatched, with Nanny, to the seaside – to

  ‘lodgings with horse-hair sofas and Landseer prints’.18 The family did not travel abroad; nor was there any personal

  contact with Nellie’s American relatives.




  Nellie’s thrusting ambition for her three sons impelled them firmly forward. Once, when Harold’s own children were very young at Birch Grove – the country home in Sussex bought

  by Nellie after her marriage – she admonished them: ‘Don’t kick that door. This house is going to belong to the Prime Minister of England one of these days.’19 It was her ambition that got Harold to Eton, following Dan, and to Balliol, and into the smart Grenadier Guards; set him on the course to

  marrying a duke’s daughter, and pointed his footsteps towards a political career; and indeed fanned his ambition all through his life. ‘You will win through in the end,’ his

  mother would assure Harold at difficult moments, and she would always be there when things went wrong; to purge the friends she considered undesirable, nurse him after he returned badly wounded

  from the Somme and pick up the pieces when his marriage threatened to founder.




  ‘No-one who has not experienced it,’ wrote Harold, ‘can realise the determination of an American mother defending her children.’ Being so much the youngest, Harold came

  more under the protective cloak than his two brothers – and there was, inevitably, the reverse side of the relationship. Nellie ‘tried to enter into every aspect of her children’s

  life; she wished to know our friends, our amusements, and almost our daily doings.’ In her pursuit of the ‘highest standards of work and behaviour’, Nellie made the future

  Chancellor of the Exchequer particularly suffer from mental arithmetic: ‘She meant to be kind, but was very concerned over my inability to make the appropriate calculations accurately and

  rapidly.’ Harold found her ‘maddening on small things, but a rock on bigger things’;20 even six years after her

  death, when he himself had nearly died in an air crash in Algiers, his first words on coming round were: ‘Tell my mother I’m alive and well.’21 Still later, as Prime Minister, he confided to a friend: T admired her, but never really liked her. . . . She dominated me, and she still dominates

  me.’22




  With his extremely demanding mother and taciturn, withdrawn father, childhood for Harold must have been far from happy, yet – as in a letter to his long-term confidante Ava Waverley in

  1962, he always affected to feel himself ‘lucky in my memories’, recalling the charm of ‘. . . Mother’s black and white straw hats (like a

  clergyman) and mutton-chop sleeves and Father’s sovereign case, full of gold sovereigns – re-filled daily and carried about at the end of a heavy gold watch-chain. . .

  .’23




  Before he was seven, Harold went to Mr Gladstone’s day-school, round the corner from Cadogan Place. Gladstone specialised in the classics and was closely connected with

  Summer Fields preparatory school in Oxford, where Dan had already passed through with high distinction to Eton. Once or twice a week an extremely reluctant Harold would also be

  ‘paraded’ to Mr Macpherson’s Gymnasium and Dancing Academy nearby. He swiftly displayed a marked lack of prowess and enthusiasm for swinging Indian clubs; or, indeed, for any form

  of athletics. ‘How I hated the clubs,’ he reminisced to Ava Waverley sixty years later: ‘which I always dropped – and the dreadful wooden bars, up which I climbed slower

  than any other boy. (They were all so agile and so confident – I so unconfident and so shy.) And above all, how I hated the ropes, up which I could not make any progress at all. . .

  .’24 Particularly, and most revealingly, it brought back to him ‘my perpetual terror of becoming in any way conspicuous

  . . .’.




  This extreme dislike of doing things in public, hardly the ideal talent for a future politician, pursued him right through his youth and into his early days in the army, and to some extent he

  found himself having to fight against intrinsic shyness throughout his life. A second psychological handicap identified in those early years was a cyclical proneness to despondency, known among

  Scots as the ‘Black Dog’. As a child, he says he found the world generally a hostile and faintly alarming place: ‘I was oppressed by some kind of mysterious power which would be

  sure to get me in the end. One felt that something unpleasant was more likely to happen than anything pleasant.’ The Black Dog was to ambush him from dark corners for the rest of his days,

  and the favourite technique which he eventually developed for coping with the onset of its symptoms was to retreat into himself, accompanied by a Jane Austen novel, sometimes for two or three days

  at a time.




  The third problem he had to overcome was his highly strung nature. It was a constant struggle to discipline, and even repress, his immediate emotions. The image of unflappability for which he

  became so well known was achieved over many years and was far from being an instinctive characteristic. ‘I always felt’, he once told the author,

  ‘that one must maintain great control, but it is very exhausting keeping it to yourself. I wasn’t really “unflappable”, I just had to keep it down.’




  Harold may have been made doubly conscious of the need for self-control because his brother Arthur suffered from occasional epileptic fits. Dan, the idolised eldest brother, was packed off to

  boarding school when Harold was only one; but Arthur, because of the threat of epilepsy, never went away to school. Arthur was not, however, much company for Harold at home; his passionate interest

  was music, perhaps inherited from Nellie, while Harold admitted to being ‘wholly unmusical’, and, although they were fond of each other in a brotherly way, they quarrelled incessantly

  and never became close in later life.




  Harold was expected to follow in Dan’s footsteps, and in 1903 at the age of nine he was sent to Summer Fields, on the outskirts of Oxford, one of England’s sterner boarding

  preparatory schools. In those days, Harold recalled, ‘lachrymose farewells’ were considered to be bad form, so his ‘debut was simple and dignified’. Instead of being driven

  to the school by his parents like modern children, ‘One of my father’s clerks took me to Paddington in a four-wheeler with my trunk and my play-box (where, oh where, are all those

  play-boxes now?), bought me a ticket and handed me over to a junior master who was conducting a number of boys to the same destination. . . .’25 That first night, after a high-tea of bread and milk, the pale, unhappy little boy wept copiously and to the very last days of his life he recalled being comforted by an

  older boy, with the words ‘don’t cry – your situation is bad, but not desperate.’26 Between

  Gladstone’s and Summer Fields, he recalled making one single friend – a boy called Gwynn (‘I do not remember his Christian name. We stuck to surnames in those days’).




  Photographs from Summer Fields, and later Eton too, reveal a good-looking boy with a sensitive, full mouth, and a wistful face with a hint of steel in the eyes. He appeared to be clever and

  bookish, reading widely from G. A. Henty and Conan Doyle to Dickens and Walter Scott. At ten he was already learning the subtle complexities of hendiadys and oxymorons out of a little grammar book

  of Dan’s – which he cherished all his life. But a Summer Fields report to his subsequent house master at Eton described him as ‘very bright but

  idle’.27 A group picture from 1905 shows him as the central figure in the school play, cast – curiously enough –

  as Prime Minister (‘though the wig looks more like a Lord Chancellor’s’, was his comment); otherwise the only other stage role the future ‘actor-manager’ could ever

  remember playing in his youth was in a crowd scene in Coriolanus.




  It was from Summer Fields that Harold first discovered Oxford. In those days, he later recalled, the city had only three industries: marmalade, printing and the University. Once a term, and only

  once, parents made ‘a somewhat formal visit’ to take out their boys. ‘There was nowhere to go; there was nothing to go in; there was nothing to do. So we visited Oxford. . .

  .’ Travelling in a rumbling horse-tram, ‘my mother correctly but not showily dressed, my father always in a tail-coat and top hat’, they alighted at the Randolph Hotel where they

  lunched – ‘alone and almost in silence’, with a special treat of a glass of ginger-beer. After this cheerful lunch, with several hours still to be filled in, they explored the

  colleges of the University. Too shy to have any contact with the deities that dwelt inside, Maurice limited his conducted tours to externals. ‘Few boys, between nine and twelve,’

  declared its future Chancellor, ‘can have known so well at least the exterior of the University.’ Seen from a distance, to young Harold its denizens ‘seemed to be so old; so odd;

  with such white hair, and such myopic eyes. It was by the spectacle of these no doubt wise and learned, but queer looking, men that I was deeply impressed.’ With their caps and gowns and

  semi-clerical costume, he was also struck by ‘what a great part religion must play in their lives’.28




  Harold left Summer Fields for Eton in 1906, having won the Third Scholarship; but the achievement was somewhat diminished by the knowledge that Dan had won the First eight years previously.

  Although he revered Dan and they were to remain lifelong friends, he always suffered from an acute and somewhat resentful sense of inferiority; it was Dan’s school-books and Dan’s

  outgrown clothes that were handed on to him, and it was Dan who, as a brilliant classical scholar, always seemed one rung above him. After Eton, Dan entered Balliol as the Senior Classical Scholar

  of his year; Harold gained only an exhibition. Dan graduated with a distinguished First Class degree; Harold says, modestly, he only scraped a First ‘with some difficulty’ in

  preliminary ‘Mods’ exams; until, as he put it, he was ‘sent down by the Kaiser’ in 1914. Though in early photographs as a young man Dan looked

  like a Bertie Wooster, he was evidently something of a rake, his escapades with women (in sharp contrast to Harold) causing the family considerable pain. To the outsider, what amounted to

  Harold’s almost hero-worship of Dan all through his life seems not entirely warranted; a brilliant academic mind, a competent publisher and a pillar of the Garrick Club were about the sum of

  Daniel’s achievements.




  At Eton, Harold seems to have found few close companions; he was never happy there (though in later life he came to put a brave face on it), and recalled particularly having been plagued with

  the dread Black Dog. His few lasting friends there, however, included Julian (‘Leggy’) Lambart (subsequently Vice-Provost of Eton), Harry Willink (later Minister of Health under

  Churchill, and Master of Magdalene College, Cambridge), and Harry Crookshank, who was to remain one of Harold’s very few intimate cronies in his later, political life. Over seventy years

  later, Leggy Lambart recalled Harold as having shown no particular interest in politics. He thought it was probably from Eton that his passion for the English classics stemmed, but otherwise

  ‘I don’t think he had any idea of what he wanted to do.’29




  Lambart says that he never detected any outstanding sense of humour in Harold, but he was ‘devoted’ to him, and ‘shattered’ when he left prematurely. For, after an

  undistinguished three years, Harold never finished Eton. He seems to have suffered from poor health and in his first half contracted pneumonia, from which he only just survived. Three years later

  some form of heart trouble was evidently diagnosed, and in 1909 he returned home as a semi-invalid. At various times subsequently the inevitable rumours have arisen that he had had to leave Eton

  for the ‘usual reasons’; though at Eton at that time ‘inordinate affection’ might hardly have been deemed worthy of expulsion. Lambart remembered his having indeed been very

  ill, but no hard evidence has ever been produced to back any suggestion of homosexual leanings; certainly nothing beyond what might have been deemed acceptable in an English public schoolboy of the

  period. And, if there were any such proclivities, given Harold’s fastidious nature they would almost certainly have been confined to the emotional and intellectual rather than the physical

  realm. For a mother like Nellie, Harold’s illness and unhappiness would have been enough.




  Nellie’s reaction, characteristically, seems to have been that Eton had failed her son, rather than the reverse; on the other hand, as the subsequent

  correspondence with Ronald Knox seems to suggest, there must have been some slight shadow over his departure. In later life, Harold’s attitude to Eton was distinctly ambivalent; he wore the

  Old Etonian tie with addiction (it sometimes seemed to be one of the very few he owned), but he never showed any willingness to revisit the school and it is even uncertain whether he ever went

  there when his own son, Maurice, was at Eton. It was all very different to the genuineness of his feelings about Balliol College, Oxford. But the really important fact about his leaving Eton was

  that it necessitated his having a series of tutors, to prepare him for the Oxford scholarship examination. Among them was Ronnie Knox, a friend and Eton contemporary of Dan’s, who would

  become a most profound influence on Harold, but also the source of the first moral crisis in his life – and one of the greatest.




  Ronnie Knox




  The choice of tutor fell first on Ronnie’s older brother Dilwyn, also a brilliant classical scholar, and later a code-breaker of genius. But Dilly was found to be austere

  and uncongenial, and after a few weeks the relationship foundered. Ronnie, who took his place, was already, at twenty-two, considered one of the most talented young men of his generation, and at

  Oxford had been at the centre of a group of outstanding undergraduates. A debater of great wit, he had been President of the Union and might well have had a distinguished political career had not

  the Church posed a prior claim. Indeed, many years after Ronnie’s death, Harold Macmillan once speculated – half seriously – on how, if the quirks of history had been only

  slightly altered, Ronnie might have become Prime Minister and he, Harold, Monsignor Macmillan. Moving himself steadily along the road to full conversion to the Catholic faith, Ronnie was then an

  ardent Anglo-Catholic, and pressed hard to inject his friends with religious enthusiasm. An immediate sympathy sprang up between tutor and pupil; for Harold, it was the first flowering of an

  intimate friendship. Speaking of Ronnie Knox, Macmillan in his eighties said:




  

    

      

        he was a little bit like Newman . . . he represented the nineteenth century; he was tone deaf, couldn’t recognise ‘God Save the

        Queen’, but had an extraordinary sense of language. He could write Latin like Ovid. He loved games – chess, acrostics, and would play St Paul’s travels like

        ‘Monopoly’ – ‘Go to Damascus, do not pass Go!’ . . . His French style of very incisive thinking was all new to me, and as a boy I found it very attractive. . . .

        He had no real sense of beauty, or comfort, but a great simplicity. . . . He was sweet and he influenced me because he was a saint . . . the only man I have ever known who really was a saint

        . . . and if you live with a saint, it’s quite an experience, especially a humorous saint . . . and he did have a marvellous sense of humour.30


      


    


  




  On his side, Ronnie apparently felt that his seventeen-year-old charge was in need of spiritual assistance as well as conventional education, and so he began to explain the hopes and beliefs of

  the Anglo-Catholics. At Harold’s own request, he took him off to an Anglo-Catholic mass. Writing to a friend in October 1910 who had enquired whether he was making Harold a Catholic, Ronnie

  replied, ‘I’m not making him anything yet, but biding my time. I trust I may be sent some opportunity.’31




  Knox reckoned, however, without the forceful intervention of Nellie Macmillan, with her staunchly Protestant prejudices. A red-blooded American matriarch with innate suspicions about English

  public-school habits, she was probably apprehensive lest the emotional tenor of the relationship might take an unhealthy direction; she also sensed the possible consequences of Knox’s

  spiritual assistance, and she issued an ultimatum. ‘Could you pray for me?’ Ronnie wrote to his sister, Winnie, towards the end of October 1910. ‘I’ve got a most

  heart-rending and nerve-racking dispute going on with Mrs Macmillan, not about money this time, but about things 7000 times more important. Don’t tell anyone. . . .’32 On 4 November he was writing:




  

    

      

        She [Mrs Macmillan] (having made certain discoveries) wanted me to promise not to mention anything connected with religion in private conversation to her son. Of course I

        refused. . . . So I left yesterday; they may want me to come back, but I can’t do it under any promises whatsoever. The only thing which complicates the

        situation is that I’m by now extremely (and not quite unreturnedly) fond of the boy. . . .33


      


    


  




  Preceding this, Ronnie Knox had penned a letter, several pages long and charged with emotion, to Nellie Macmillan, in which he stated that he could not accept the terms of never speaking to

  Harold on religious matters: ‘because thought is free, and I think talk must be free if proper intimacy is to exist. May I give an example? When I first came here I thought that (for obvious

  reasons) it would be better if I didn’t – whether in public or tête-à-tête – mention anything connected with Eton in Harold’s presence.’ (Here seems

  to be a hint at some sort of cloud surrounding Harold’s departure from Eton – or at least considerable unhappiness.) Knox continued: ‘After about a week, I realised that it

  didn’t matter, and if I hadn’t realised that I should hardly know Harold as well as I do. I couldn’t have kept it up, and I feel that I couldn’t keep up a reticence

  about my view of the Church. . . .’




  Invoking his moral conviction that ‘all the grace God has given me, is not mine to sell or barter; it must not be squandered at my own pleasure,’ he went on, ‘. . . I

  needn’t – perhaps I can’t – explain to you how much mere pleasure it gives me being with Harold but if I bought that pleasure at the price of my own freedom of speech, I

  should consider it a Judas bargain. . . .’ Knox then listed five reasons for not wanting to give up the job, putting ‘For Harold’s sake first’ and finally, and rather

  pathetically: ‘what am I to do when I go away, and how explain my abandonment?’ Although he wished to continue to teach Harold, he thought that to live in the same house would not

  ‘be quite tolerable’ to him, ‘having, if you will excuse my saying so, no-one with whom to discuss my most vital views, at a time when they are particularly effervescent . .

  .’. He ended by proposing that he live in London and come down to tutor at Birch Grove daily, hoping Mrs Macmillan could ‘trust me not to devote hours meant for work to anything in the

  nature of propagandism’.34




  This verbose, emotional letter, slightly peevish and morally accusative in tone, yet clearly the product of a twenty-two-year-old in a state of deep distress, hardly recommended itself to Nellie

  Macmillan, who had the impertinent young tutor shipped off on the first train. Evidence of the speed of his departure comes in a coolly formal valedictory note of 10 November, written on

  black-rimmed paper from 4 Eaton Place, in which Knox wrote ‘. . . I need not say how sorry I am that no arrangement could be found,’ and ended by asking for

  his bicycle to be forwarded to Oxford: ‘they would pay at that end; my washing too, if it isn’t ready before Saturday. I am sorry to trouble you. . . .’35




  The episode was to have a profound effect on both young men. Knox’s biographer, Evelyn Waugh, claims that it ‘affected Ronald so painfully that seven years later he set it down as

  one of his formative experiences’.36 Knox confessed that it had been the only period ‘when I ever experienced before

  1915 an attack of what Anglicans call “Roman fever” . . . indeed it was hinted to me at the time [by Mrs Macmillan] . . . that I would have done better to be an out-and-out Roman

  Catholic. . . .’37 Reflecting on the episode, Macmillan considered that his mother had ‘probably said to Ronnie very

  firmly – “go the whole way”’, thus materially influencing him in his eventual decision to ‘pope’.38




  To understand Nellie Macmillan’s stern line with Ronnie Knox, it is worth recalling that her son Arthur, already very much under the influence of Knox, became a high Anglo-Catholic –

  to Nellie’s lasting dismay. Equally, one leading factor must undoubtedly have been her awareness that in the England of 1910 conversion to Roman Catholicism would present an effective

  obstacle to preferment to senior office under the Crown in either law or politics; and, indeed, for the ‘suitable’ marriage she desired for all her sons.




  Oxford




  The lonely adolescent, devastated by the hastened departure of his first close friend, withdrew back into his solitary world, mitigated only by voracious reading – though

  he never complained of it. Another tutor replaced Knox, but Macmillan never mentioned his name. There can have been little affinity there, but at least he helped prepare him well scholastically for

  Oxford. The Birch Grove drama of 1910 proved, however, to be by no means the end of the affair. In the autumn of the following year, Harold went up to Balliol to sit the scholarship exam. The first

  printed paper terrified him:




  

    

      

        It seems to have no meaning at all. . . . What is it? Latin? or Greek? It might be Hebrew. . . . You glance around at your competitors. What

        clever faces! What intellectual brows! What application! They have all begun to write from the very first minute – apparently with easy confidence. Good heavens! Ten minutes have passed

        – they are running well down the course. You are still at the starting gate. I still have nightmares about examinations. . . .

39

      


    


  




  All through his life he would remember that sensation when he came to give a major speech. Nevertheless, ‘a sort of consolation prize’, the Williams Classical

  Exhibition, was awarded him. ‘I had not triumphed – but I had not altogether failed.’ Dan, however, had won the top classical scholarship to Balliol; ‘I jogged along behind;

  but, still, I jogged.’




  The following autumn, 1912, Harold Macmillan went up to Balliol. Ronnie Knox was then Anglican Chaplain at Trinity College; Dan, Harold’s rival, had moved on into Macmillan’s.

  Suddenly, for the first time in his life, the sun seemed to burst through the clouds in a blaze of golden glory. His rooms in the front quad were lofty, cold and inconvenient – ‘but my

  own’. To him Oxford represented, at last, escape from ‘a home where the discipline was severe and a mother’s love almost too restraining’, he remarked, with moderation, in

  his memoirs. ‘It was an intoxicating feeling to be on one’s own, in a society of countless friends, old and new.’ He also soon discovered the delights of alcohol, unknown at

  home.




  Looking back with nostalgia on those early Oxford days, he remembered Talleyrand’s remark that anyone who had not known France before the Revolution had never known ‘la douceur de

  vivre’. The Oxford of Zuleika Dobson was indeed a sparkling place. ‘There is nothing in England,’ claimed Max Beerbohm in 1911, ‘to be matched with what lurks in the

  vapours of these meadows, and in the shadows of these spires – that mysterious, ineluctible spirit of Oxford. Oxford! The very sight of the word printed, or sound of it spoken, is fraught for

  me with most actual magic.’40 At the heart of it lay Balliol, still iridescent in the wake of the great Jowett, whose

  undergraduates were frequently thought to appear superior, self-satisfied and intellectually arrogant, with what Asquith described as ‘a tranquil consciousness of effortless

  superiority’. It was a rather incestuous little world, where ‘the sun rose over Wadham and set over Worcester’, where friendships and conversation

  (especially on religious matters) were conducted in a hot-house atmosphere verging on the precious.




  In his first months at Oxford, Macmillan remained painfully shy; a Balliol group photograph of 1913 shows him seated in the back row, outside edge (a position where he was, characteristically,

  also to be found at meetings of the great in the Second World War). Yet he seems swiftly to have emulated the ‘Balliol manner’ with enthusiasm, being described by one of his

  contemporaries as ‘tall, willowy, languid’.41 With a considerable effort of will, hinting at the ruthless determination

  of later years, he threw himself into almost every possible activity that the University offered; ‘I was indeed almost an addict of societies.’42 His political endeavours verged on the promiscuous; simultaneously he was a member of the Canning (a Tory club), the Russell (Whig or Liberal) and the Fabian Society

  (socialist). ‘In those happy days all was grist to my voracious mill,’ he confessed some sixty years later; ‘things were much less rigid than now.’43 But Disraeli had already begun to exert a profound influence on him. At an early date he began to attend the Union, supporting such issues as

  women’s suffrage, but cautiously waiting six months before delivering his own maiden speech. The President of the Union then was Walter Monckton, who was to serve with him in government many

  years later.




  Macmillan was elected Secretary of the Union in November 1913, then elected unopposed (something almost unprecedented) to be Junior Treasurer in March 1914, and – but for the war –

  would almost certainly have become President. He regarded the Union as a ‘good rag’, and recalled laughingly in retrospect that the motions were ‘mostly old-fashioned, about

  Charles the First!’ Lloyd George coming to speak in 1913 was the most memorable event: ‘It was as if a Cleon or a Danton had suddenly invaded our quiet academic groves.’ Then with

  long raven-black hair, Lloyd George gave a wonderful performance – ‘the rapid changes from grave to gay – from slow to quick – now menacing, now seductive’ –

  made a profound impression on the young apprentice orator. At the Union he claimed he generally supported the Liberal government, ‘especially in its more radical efforts’. One of the

  first motions he supported, presaging the later radical, was ‘That this House approves the main principles of socialism’, and in his maiden speech (February 1913) he caused a stir by

  condemning the public-school system – doubtless influenced by his own less than satisfactory experiences at Eton. Isis, the University magazine, rated it

  ‘brilliant’. A polished mandarin style was the vogue of the Union at the time, and Macmillan was in fact mildly criticised for being too slick, for delivering prepared speeches, and for

  a lack of debating skill. Considering that his display of histrionics on the floor of the Union added to his subsequent reputation as the ‘actor-manager’, it is perhaps surprising that

  one of the activities he did not undertake at Oxford (or at Eton) was the stage.




  In contrast to Eton and his home life, Macmillan made many good and lasting friends at Oxford. There was Walter Monckton, Victor Mallet (later Ambassador to Italy 1947–53), A. P. Herbert,

  ‘Bobbety’ Cranborne (the future Lord Salisbury), Vincent Massey (the future Governor-General of Canada), Humphrey Sumner (afterwards Warden of All Souls and his most intimate friend

  – next to Ronnie Knox), Gilbert Talbot and Guy Lawrence. Ahead of him, Dan’s contemporaries, were the ‘giants’ of pre-1914 mythology, the Asquiths, Grenfells and

  Shaw-Stewarts. All of them had been educated for what Frances Cornford described as ‘the long littleness of life’ expected by the British upper classes in the early twentieth century,

  and which so few of them were to live to experience. Among the younger Balliol dons Macmillan’s favourite was F. F. (‘Sligger’) Urquhart, who happened to be a Roman Catholic, in

  fact the first Catholic don at Oxford since the Reformation. This new influence in Harold’s life would hardly have been likely to please Nellie, but he was now to some extent at least beyond

  her reach. Urquhart showed Macmillan ‘kindness which I could never repay but I can never forget’,44 and he kept up the

  friendship until Urquhart’s death between the wars.




  In the summer of 1913 Macmillan and Walter Monckton were invited by Urquhart on a reading party to his chalet above St Gervais in the French Haute Savoie. It was for Harold a double thrill; he

  had never been abroad before, except as a boy at Eton on a Hellenic cruise, and then surrounded by schoolmasters and archaeologists; to see Greece was wonderful, but ‘there was not much

  change of atmosphere’. It was a school afloat. Now visiting Urquhart also meant two exciting days and nights in Paris on the way, lodging at the modest and quaintly named Hôtel du

  Portugal et de l’Univers, then awaking on an overnight train amid the romantic scenery of the Alps. Spent working and reading aloud, plus ‘even a little

  modest climbing’ for the essentially unathletic Harold, it was a halcyon summer holiday. In Aubrey Herbert’s day, the inspired Sligger’s summer reading parties managed to gain

  four Firsts for the eight Balliol men present, and they undoubtedly gave Macmillan an invaluable academic leg-up.




  Of the other congenial dons at Balliol there was A. D. Lindsay, later to become Master, whom Macmillan would support in the famous post-Munich by-election of twenty-five years later against the

  official Tory candidate, a young barrister called Quintin Hogg – an act that nearly led to expulsion from the Carlton Club. Oxford then was, of course, a world without women; but Macmillan

  recalls how he ‘revelled’ in these happy friendships.




  The closest of all, however, was – still – with Ronnie Knox.




  In 1912 Knox had taken up his new post as Chaplain at Trinity, and had already formed his own ‘court’ when Macmillan arrived. If anything their relationship now

  moved on to an even more intense and emotional plane. Towards the end of the war, Knox himself wrote of his Oxford ‘circle’:




  

    

      

        . . . I have never met conversation so brilliant – with the brilliance of humour, not of wit. The circle is broken now by distance and by death: . . . it was among

        these that I first began to make proselytes. At the time of which I am speaking, two of them already had adopted what I heard (and shuddered to hear) described as ‘Ronnie Knox’s

        religion’ [i.e. at that moment, Anglo-Catholicism]. . . .


      


    


  




  He went on to designate them ‘B’ and ‘C’ – Guy Lawrence and Macmillan: ‘The intimacy I formed with them, combined with their adhesion to my

  religious views, did much at the time to make me feel comfortable in my then position; and was to do much later, in God’s Providence, to make me feel uncomfortable and to quit

  it.’45




  At Oxford then, talk – in a rather fervid key – about religion and ‘poping’ was all the rage. ‘One has to remember,’ Harold Macmillan once reminisced,




  

    

      

        how different the mood of the day was, how little there was to argue about, because everybody agreed on general principles of morality, unlike now . . . for instance, all

        well brought up girls were virgins; so one of the great arguments was on religion. Perhaps they were rather scholastic arguments – possibly in rather a

        narrow context – and the Protestantism of the public school life I was brought up in all seemed rather arid . . . our arguments were curiously unrelated to life, partly romantic. . .

        .46


      


    


  




  Citing a conversation with him at the time, Knox recorded that ‘C’ (Macmillan) had agreed with ‘B’ (Lawrence) that the Anglican situation had become impossible; ‘he

  did not, however, urge the same view on me. . . .’47 From this and the ensuing passage, it sounds as if Macmillan was making

  the running, but in fact a series of (hitherto unpublished) letters from Knox to Macmillan48 imply that it was Knox, already well

  down the road to Rome himself, who was applying constant pressure to his would-be ‘proselyte’. They also indicate the very close degree of intimacy and affection between the two

  friends. On 6 April 1913, Knox was writing:




  

    

      

        Harold my dear




        I am so glad you are being happy about the Faith. You see, it often seems too good to be true, so that when I haven’t heard from you about it for some time at Oxford, I am always

        wondering whether you haven’t forgotten it all again. I know it’s very horrid of me even to feel like that – of course I don’t ever really THINK like that – but the people one has prayed about are disappointing. . . . I do think you ought to be thinking about one further step, and that is to say Confession. . .

        .


      


    


  




  In late July, he concluded what he described as ‘a very dull letter’: ‘it wouldn’t even matter if you lost it. Except when I mention that I love you very much, Yours most

  affly, Ronnie.’ Two weeks later, on 14 August, he wrote:




  

    

      

        Dearest Harold




        I was pained to notice a certain – what shall I call it? – lightheartedness in your reference to our sister church on the continent which has (alas!) fallen into such grievous

        error. The rapidity with which their services are recited is – I am profoundly convinced – not the least among the many causes which had lost them their hold over the consciences

        of the masses. . . .


      


    


  




  A pleading letter from Knox on 17 April the following year suggests, inter alia, that – despite the golden age that Oxford genuinely was for Macmillan

  – there were times even at Balliol when the deadly Black Dog got the better of him:




  

    

      

        Harold dearest




        . . . You can’t think how much more ambitious I am for you than I ever was for myself, and how much I pray that it will put your nerves right and make you less despondent about

        Oxford. Jesus wanted you so badly and sought you so carefully, that I am sure he will preserve you for his service . . . please come to Oxford as soon as you possibly can. You have no

        need to set an artificial value on yourself by all these dramatic exits and entrances.




        Your always loving Ronnie Knox.


      


    


  




  People reading the Ronnie Knox letters in this nasty-minded age would have little difficulty in persuading themselves that, from the exceedingly affectionate – indeed, precious –

  language employed, Knox and Macmillan were in the middle of a whole-hearted homosexual affair. Penelope Fitzgerald, Knox’s niece and perhaps his most sensitive biographer, considered that

  there was a homosexual element in all the relationships within the ‘circle’ – ‘though not necessarily between Harold and Ronnie’.49 As she points out, however, this kind of language was not all that unusual between young men of that age at Balliol then. The Grenfells and Patrick

  Shaw-Stewart habitually addressed each other as ‘Dst’ – short for Dearest.




  There was to be one last, significant exchange in that summer of 1914, after Macmillan, responding to Knox’s pleas, had returned to Oxford for the Trinity term. Knox had plans to take a

  weekend house in Gloucestershire, and to hold reading parties there. Macmillan was invited, but opted out – evidently on the grounds of his mother’s disapproval. ‘Why should C

  give any reason for his whereabouts?’ Guy Lawrence wrote in pique: ‘It’s all silly nonsense this truckling to the old-fashioned ignorance of his parents and hanging on to his

  mother’s apron strings. I should like 5 minutes conversation with her on the point.’50 In the event, none of the Circle

  was to go, and it proved the beginning of the end of the triangular relationship between Knox and his two ‘proselytes’.




  Punting, bathing, sitting in the quad, dining and arguing with his friends, debating in the Union and dancing at Commemoration Balls, Macmillan reckoned that golden

  Trinity term of 1914 to have been the best of all. At the end of it, he passed his ‘Mods’ triumphantly with a First and could thus look forward to a further two glorious years before

  taking ‘Greats’. There was another beckoning invitation from Sligger Urquhart to return to the Savoyard chalet – for the first week in August. He even had his books –

  Herodotus and Plato – already packed to go. Like so many who knew that fateful summer, Macmillan remembered a ‘cloudless atmosphere with soft, voluptuous breezes and a Mediterranean

  sky’.51 ‘The world was a ripe peach and we were eating it,’ observed Macmillan’s contemporary, Osbert

  Sitwell.52 On 28 June, Macmillan recalled attending a grand ball in one of London’s great houses, and waltzing the night away

  to Mr Cassani’s string band as one detachable stiff collar after another wilted and was replaced in the cloakroom. As he put on his last collar and emerged into the dawn, he heard a paper-boy

  raucously shouting: ‘Murder of Archduke’. To him it had no more significance than it had to any of his fellow guests. But just as Eton had been truncated by the unforeseen, so it meant

  the end of Balliol and Oxford for Macmillan.




  In old age he looked back on this high-point in his life ‘with nostalgic regret but with deep gratitude’. Apart from the friendships made, the self-confidence gained, the struggle

  towards a spiritual resolution, the grounding in rhetoric at the Union, and a First in ‘Mods’, what had he gained from the education Oxford had to offer in those two short years?

  Writing in The Times two years after his resignation from office, he recalled the words with which his Professor of Moral Philosophy, J. A. Smith, had opened a lecture course in 1914:

  ‘Nothing that you will learn in the course of your studies will be of the slightest possible use to you in after life – save only this – that if you work hard and diligently you

  should be able to detect when a man is talking rot, and that, in my view, is the main, if not the sole, purpose of education.’53




  Arguably this would prove to be Ballio’s greatest gift to Harold Macmillan. Yet, at the same time, if his mother had effectually removed from him his one great friend, so the oncoming

  avalanche now swept away his golden age of happiness at Oxford.












  Chapter Two




  Captain Macmillan 1914–1918




  . . . of all the war, I think the most interesting (and humbling too) experience is the knowledge one gets of the poorer classes.




  (HM, 27 August 1915)




  The act of death in battle is noble and glorious. But the physical appearance and actual symptoms of death are, in these terrible circumstances, revolting only and

  horrid.




  (HM, 13 September 1916)










  When the war came, excited crowds in Paris chanted ‘á Berlin! In England young men of Harold Macmillan’s age rushed to the

  colours, so as not to miss a war that was likely to be all over by Christmas. Not quite twenty-one, Macmillan, to his intense frustration, had been operated on for appendicitis just a few days

  before the outbreak of war. In those days it was a fairly serious operation, requiring lengthy convalescence, and it was not until the autumn that he managed to enter the King’s Royal Rifle

  Corps. Wearing glasses (which later proved awkward under a gas mask) he feared rejection, but ‘fortunately the pressure of men going through was very great, and made the medical officers

  correspondingly lenient.’ He was quickly commissioned and found himself a second lieutenant in a training battalion at Southend-on-Sea. The training seemed to bear little relevance to what

  was going on across the Channel; Macmillan resented the endless parade-ground drill much as he had reacted to swinging Indian clubs in Macpherson’s gymnasium as a child, and the evenings were

  taken up by studying textbooks, relieved only by the discovery of such nuggets as ‘Officers of Field Rank on entering Balloons are not expected to wear spurs.’ Frustration swiftly

  returned.




  The forceful Nellie came to the rescue, getting him transferred to the far more chic Grenadier Guards, which some of his Oxford friends had already joined and which had already distinguished

  itself during the famous retreat from Mons in the first days of the war. In his memoirs, he writes with a curiously wry defensiveness of this use of ‘pull’: ‘It was privilege of

  the worst kind – and so it was. It was truly shocking. But, after all, was it so very reprehensible? The only privilege I, and many others like me, sought was that of getting ourselves killed

  or wounded as soon as possible.’




  There followed more training of the mixture as before, at Chelsea Barracks, with Macmillan actually reporting for duty from the family home at Cadogan Place. Then, in July 1915, he was

  transferred to a newly formed active battalion, the 4th Grenadiers, at Marlow. Except for an occasional field exercise life remained ‘really like a perpetual

  garden-party. Glorious weather; lots of friends from London; plenty of visits to London.’ Although the war had not ended by Christmas, it still seemed remote and unreal. A photograph of the

  battalion officers taken just before their departure for Flanders shows Macmillan and a decidedly unmilitary-looking Osbert Sitwell standing next to each other. Macmillan had already begun to sport

  the military moustache which was henceforth to dominate his features. Osbert (according to his nephew Reresby) was later ordered by his Colonel to improve his aspect by growing one, to which he

  replied, ‘What colour, sir?’1




  On 15 August 1915, the battalion left for France. Before they sailed, however, there was one last crucial drama to be played out. When Guy Lawrence and Macmillan joined up, Ronnie Knox had

  remained at Oxford on the grounds that ‘the profession of arms was forbidden to the clergy’.2 Urged on by the war and by

  the possibility of death, all three had more or less agreed to be converted to Roman Catholicism and it is clear from their letters that now Lawrence and Macmillan were pushing Knox. Lawrence was

  the first to take the plunge, writing to Knox on 28 May 1915: ‘I know I am happy and I only long for you to be happy with me. Come and be happy. “C” will, I think, follow very

  soon. . . . You’ve been and still are my best friend, Ron: there is no shadow between you and me.’3




  On 22 July, Knox wrote to his friend Ted Shuttleworth: ‘I didn’t pay any attention to the thing . . . until Guy Lawrence and “C” took the line they did.

  It wasn’t simply my two best converts doing it – or rather preparing to do it, for “C” hasn’t been received yet; it was more that when they consulted me, I suddenly

  found that I wanted them to go. . . .’4 But the very next day Macmillan was himself penning a letter that was to come,

  evidently, as a total surprise and a bitter disappointment to Knox:




  

    

      

        Dearest Ron




        I’m going to be rather odd. I’m not going to ‘Pope’ until after the war (if I’m alive).




        1) My people. Not at all a good reason, which weighs. . . . [There follow several illegible words, in themselves indicative of how agitated Macmillan’s thoughts were at the time of

        writing this letter.]




        2) My whole brain is in a whirl. I don’t think God will mind. I mean, I’ve felt at last after a lot of thought and prayers, that it would be wrong

        to go now. Because I can’t think things calmly now. And I think somehow now that, with my mind as it is, it would be almost a sacrilege. If I get thro’, I’ll go away from

        home & you & everything & try & find God’s guidance. But I believe now that I may have to relearn everything. About now, I think I can’t go to Mass at R.C.

        performances & say my prayers & that be all. . . . I felt a kind of inspiration that was right – lately. . . .5


      


    


  




  With her powerful Protestant prejudices and unrelenting pressure on Harold ever since the beginning of the Ronnie Knox ‘affair’, Nellie had won the final round. Harold would never

  ‘pope’ now. He would have to ‘relearn everything’ away from his friends. Two years later, in September 1917, Knox joined Lawrence in the Roman Catholic Church. In A

  Spiritual Aeneid Knox writes of being ‘overwhelmed with the feeling of liberty’, and finding a ‘harbourage’. He ended his Aeneid with the interesting prediction

  that, after the war, ‘men will look for guidance to the two institutions which override the boundaries of country – International Socialism and the Catholic Church.’6 At various times in his life Harold Macmillan, too, would come close to sympathy with both these assumptions.




  On his being received into the Church, Knox received a rather sad and self-doubting letter from Macmillan, then recuperating from serious wounds received on the Somme:




  

    

      

        My dearest Ronnie




        It seems that, for the moment at least, the end of a journey has been reached. Reached, that is, by you and Guy, while I am still lagging, timid, cowardly and faint. I feel sure that you

        are right. I hope God will bless you & that you will be very happy. I am certain you’ll be happier than you have been for years.




        From a personal point of view, though, it’s rather sad. 3 years ago we were a happy party, & all agreeing & ready to continue together. I feel horribly now like a deserter .

        . . my dear, it is so sad. . . . Honestly, I don’t believe it’s all been useless. There is left in me at any rate a memory; an experience never forgotten & still as vivid, or,

        I hope, a turn of mind, which but for you I should never have had, remains to me – ‘for information and necessary action’ – if God

        wills.




        Goodbye my dearest Ron. . . .7


      


    


  




  In August 1918, less than a year after Knox’s conversion and before the Armistice, Guy Lawrence was killed. It was a shattering blow to Macmillan and particularly to Ronnie, who wrote to

  Sligger Urquhart: ‘There must be bits of one’s heart which can’t carry a strong current of emotion and simply fuse (like an electric light).’8 Guy’s death marked the physical end of the inner circle of three, but in fact the ‘parting of the ways’ (Macmillan’s words) had really

  come with his letter of repudiation of July 1915. Although for the rest of his life Macmillan would always describe Ronnie Knox as ‘his dearest friend’ and say that ‘he was one of

  those rare friends of youth whom you don’t see very often, but you can always take up again where you left off, at once,’ the old intimacy was never restored. He wrote to him from the

  trenches, and Knox came to see Harold in hospital, recovering from wounds towards the end of the war; ‘but we never had any close conversations – it was all so exposed in the

  war.’9 Knox himself remained bitterly disappointed at Macmillan’s ‘repudiation’. They would never again talk

  about religion – ‘that was all over, in 1915,’ said Macmillan10 – and it is doubtful to what extent, if at

  all, Macmillan felt himself able to seek solace from Knox during his own marital crisis in the 1930s, at a time when most men would have particularly welcomed the shoulder of a close friend. Thus,

  perhaps, all through his life from 1915 onwards, Macmillan was to lack the friend ‘that sticketh closer than a brother’ to whom one tells all, confides all, from whom consolation is

  sought.




  Yet he never forgot his old friend and tutor, who became a monsignor and the most influential Catholic propagandist of his generation. When Macmillan was Prime Minister, in 1957, there was a

  poignant valedictory scene. Knox was dying of cancer and, on his last visit to London, Macmillan had invited him especially to stay at No. 10, arranging for him to have a last (and hopeless) second

  opinion. Afterwards he had taken him personally to put him on the train to Paddington, to go to Mells, where he died a few weeks later. Macmillan remarked, ‘perhaps without thinking, “I

  hope you will have a good journey.” He replied, “It will be a very long one.” To which I said “But Ronnie, you are very well prepared for

  it.” These were the last words we spoke together.’11 It particularly gratified Knox that the stationmaster raised his

  hat twice to him as the train pulled out.




  Macmillan always remained extremely reticent about his friendship with Knox and about how close he had come to conversion, but although he never ‘poped’ he remained to the end a

  dedicated Anglo-Catholic, a church-going believer who took the New Testament with him to the trenches, and – as Prime Minister – showed more interest in Church matters and appointments

  than perhaps any other incumbent since Gladstone. Religion, tinted with a certain fatalism, was to become ‘the strong thing in my life’, he once said, explaining his personal creed:




  

    

      

        whatever your views happen to be about practical theology, I don’t think a nation can live without religion. . . . if you don’t pray every night, and if you

        don’t believe in God, and if you don’t think you can serve God eventually, you can’t solve all these problems and you can’t even survive them. . . . When you give up

        religion, you give up any kind of idealism. . . .12


      


    


  




  Flanders




  In France, during 1915, Macmillan would need all the strength of his religious convictions. During the Channel crossing he had been amazed by a sumptuous lunch provided for the

  officers by a wealthy company commander, a genial and portly gourmet called Captain ‘Jummie’ Morrison; it was presided over by Charles, the maître d’hôtel of

  the Ritz and a posse of waiters all imported for the journey by the generous Jummie. Marching through Le Havre the next day, the battalion drew from French bystanders admiring comments of

  ‘Assurément, ils feront bien peur aux Bodies!’ – which Second Lieutenant Macmillan relayed with suitable pride in his first letter home to his mother on 17 August. He was

  to write to Nellie almost daily from the front, and little to anyone else except Knox. ‘. . . I am very comfortable,’ he added, ‘and want nothing except 1) The Ring and the

  Book 2) That John’s and Pegg will send my trousers. . . .’13




  Three weeks later he was reporting that his ‘library’ already consisted of ‘. . . The Bible – The Imitation of Christ – The Confessions

  of St Augustine – the Iliad – Theocritus – Horace. Odes and Epodes – Poet’s Walk – Henry IV – Twelfth Night – The Winter’s Tale – The

  Poems of Emily Bronte – Maxim Gorky’s “Les Vagabonds” – The Shaving of Shagpat (Meredith) – Lalage’s Lovers (G. Birmingham) – The Ring and the Book

  – Ruskin’s Sesame and Lilies and Crown of Wild Olive.’ It was quite an unusual collection of reading matter for a twenty-one-year-old Grenadier ensign on his way to the front; no

  less unusual perhaps was the philosophical note on which Macmillan continued:




  

    

      

        . . . I have a friend who was said to have read the Iliad ‘to make him fierce’. I confess that I prefer to do so to keep myself civilised. For the more I live

        in these warlike surroundings, the more thankful I am for all the traditions of the classic culture compared to these which journalists would have us call ‘the realities of life’

        and are little but the extravagant visions of a fleeting nightmare, lacking true value or permanency.14


      


    


  




  Close to the front he was billeted on a château which he described with a keen eye for entertaining detail:




  

    

      

        a delightfully musical comedy sort of affair, in the most baronial of styles, with spires and stucco, and all the rest. The owner is a wine merchant . . . and a most

        amusing old wife, who is perpetually trying to explain that it is only she who is really bourgeois, while Leon (the husband) is very comme il faut.




        They are really most kind and delightful people. The daughter plays the piano very well, and Monsieur Bélanger sings with a vast basso voice, rich with the liquor of 60 years. A

        length of black beard – curiously curled – and the most extravagant taste in waistcoats – can you picture my home life a little?


      


    


  




  He appended the menu for one night’s dinner, derived ‘partly from the Govt, “rations”, partly from the country, and partly from Fortnum and Mason . .

  .’; it comprised eight courses, rounded off with cigars. ‘Such are – at present – the hardships of active service. . . .’15




  Apart from eating, he had to train a group of thirty ‘bombers’ (though Macmillan wrote constantly complaining that no real bombs were yet available), and to censor the

  Guardsmen’s letters home. This latter duty he found laborious, but at the same time appealing in that it afforded him an insight into the lives of his men, the

  English working class, a breed with whom he had never previously come into contact. It was an insight to which he reacted with a mixture of humour, affection and sensitivity. He wrote to his

  mother:




  

    

      

        They have big hearts, these soldiers, and it is a very pathetic task to have to read all their letters home. Some of the older men, with wives and families who write every

        day, have in their style a wonderful simplicity which is almost great literature. . . . And then there comes occasionally a grim sentence or two, which reveals in a flash a sordid family

        drama. ‘Mother, are you going ever to write to me. I have written ten times and had no answer. Are you on the drink again, that Uncle George write me the children are in a shocking

        state?’16


      


    


  




  Earlier in the same letter, Macmillan recorded how happy the ‘great experience’ was making him. It was ‘psychologically so interesting as to fill one’s thoughts. A

  company has just passed my house, back from a long route march, singing wonderfully the dear soldier songs, with willy words and willy tunes, but which somehow seem, sung by their great childish

  voices, from the depth of their very lovable hearts, the most delicate music and the most sublime poetry.’




  He had had little chance to meet people outside his own family and friends at school and at Oxford. Most of his friends’ fathers were academics, writers or members of the clergy, so about

  the only contact he had had with the working classes had been restricted to gardeners and domestic servants. Now he rather envied the Guardsmen their easy camaraderie with each other. Apart from

  sympathy with their plight, he formed at this time a genuine interest in the life of the English working man which was to run through all his political life: it was to become a two-way bond. In the

  regular ‘surgery’ he was to hold as a young MP at Stockton, he would find association with his humbler constituents one of the most rewarding aspects of the job, ‘not so very

  different from the relations between a company officer and his men’.




  Macmillan’s first major confrontation with the enemy took place on 27 September 1915 when the hitherto unblooded 4th Grenadiers were plunged

  into the epicentre of the battle of Loos. Moving up to the line, Macmillan remembered being addressed by the Corps Commander, who assured them, ‘Behind you, gentlemen, in your companies and

  battalions, will be your Brigadier; behind him your Divisional Commander, and behind you all – I shall be there.’ At that point Macmillan heard a fellow officer comment in a loud stage

  whisper, ‘Yes, and a long way behind too!’,17 expressing a scepticism about the qualities of First World War commanders

  which Macmillan was soon to share in full.




  Like so many of the disastrous Allied offensives, Loos began with bright hope. The Highland Division, fighting brilliantly, pushed through Loos and on up to Hill 70 – but only with

  terrible losses. They then came up against an unexpected second German line. That evening, noted Macmillan:




  

    

      

        A stream of motor-ambulances kept passing us, back from the firing line. Some of the wounded were very cheerful. One fellow I saw sitting up, nursing gleefully a German

        officer’s helmet. ‘They’re running!’ he shouted. The wildest rumours were afloat. . . . But our men were much encouraged, and we stood on that road from

        3.30–9.30 and sang almost ceaselessly, ‘Rag-time’ – and music-hall ditties, sentimental love-songs – anything and everything. It was really rather

        wonderful.18


      


    


  




  The next morning they were still waiting; as it transpired later, to allow the cavalry to pass and exploit the supposed breakthrough. But the cavalry’s moment never arrived, and later that

  day things took a sharp turn for the worse, when the 4th Grenadiers found themselves thrown into the heart of the fighting. The Commanding Officer was gassed, his Second-in-Command and Adjutant

  killed, and in the ensuing confusion the battalion somehow became split in two. Macmillan and his platoon attached themselves to the half whose command had devolved upon the good-living Jummie

  Morrison. In default of any orders, Jummie attached himself to the neighbouring Guards Brigade. This was broken up by heavy German machine-gun fire, and Jummie’s force suddenly found itself

  isolated, with no one on its right or left. Orders were received to ‘crawl back and dig in a little further back on the Hulloch Road’, wrote Macmillan in his memoirs: ‘but since

  Jummie could not crawl (he was proud and corpulent), I did not see that I could very well do so either. I therefore walked about, trying to look as self-possessed as

  possible, under a heavy fire.’




  Returning from the front line, Lieutenant Ludlow, the battalion Quartermaster, relayed to Macmillan’s old Eton crony, Charlie Britten, this eye-witness account which he passed on to

  regimental archives:




  

    

      

        The Artillery Commander, when Harold arrived at Loos, was almost demented because there were no Infantry between his guns and the enemy. Regardless of shot and shell,

        Harold, aged 21, walked up and down the road in full view of the enemy, holding the General by the arm and saying his men would be there in a few minutes and all would be well.19


      


    


  




  Having already been slightly wounded in the head, Macmillan was shot through his right hand towards the end of the battle and was evacuated to hospital. It was not a serious wound, but it was

  extremely painful, and he never fully recovered the strength of that hand, which accounts for the spidery handwriting of later age as well as for the limp handshake of which critics occasionally

  made jest. Writing to his mother from hospital, he affected to have been ‘only shaken – “more frightened than hurt”. But it has been rather awful – most of our

  officers are hit. . . . The Guards Division has won undying glory. . . .’20 Altogether the British lost nearly 60,000 men at

  Loos – for an advance of a mile or so.




  In the aftermath of Loos and right up to the Somme, according to Britten, in the 4th Grenadiers any conspicuous act of courage ‘was rated by the Guardsmen as being “nearly as brave

  as Mr Macmillan ”’.21 What is interesting about this baptism of fire, apart from Macmillan’s own reticence in

  writing about it, as well as a first recorded display of unflappability, is that he received neither official commendation nor decoration for conduct rather more distinguished than that for which

  many another officer received the Military Cross in the First World War. Britten, who thought the oversight ‘deplorable’, explained it on the grounds that the Commanding Officer had

  been gassed, and possibly shell-shocked, and therefore no citation had ever been made.




  Leaving hospital shortly before Christmas, Macmillan was sent back to London where he munted King’s Guard for several months. Dan had

  meanwhile joined the army, only to be discharged as unfit; while Arthur, because of the threat of epilepsy, had also been rejected for active service. Away from home, Harold found ‘the

  quarters comfortable, and the day spent on guard by no means disagreeable’. Women guests were allowed at luncheon, and the food was excellent. But, like many officers returning from the

  front, he felt out of place and ill at ease in London, chafing to return to Flanders. In April 1916, he was back there, transferred to the 2nd Grenadiers, and this time in the blood-sodden Ypres

  salient, distracting himself by reading Richardson’s Pamela, which, he reported to his mother, was ‘vastly entertaining in its mild and uneventful way . . . a contrast to

  everything going on around’.22




  Some of his letters to his mother almost exult in the joys and dangers of battle while others contain rich imagery and romance with more than a dash of the histrionic that he would come to use

  with a mastery that steadily increased with age. He seemed particularly aware of the underlying horrors of what war actually meant when it burst upon a peaceful bourgeois world, a theme that was to

  haunt him and influence his thinking in critical moments ever after. In a letter of 13 May 1916 he describes the machinations of war, ending on a note of patriotic idealism:




  

    

      

        Perhaps the most extraordinary thing about a modern battlefield is the desolation and emptiness of it all. . . . One cannot emphasise this point too much. Nothing is to be

        seen of war or soldiers – only the split and shattered trees and the burst of an occasional shell reveal anything of the truth. One can look for miles and see no human being. But in

        those miles of country lurk (like moles or rats, it seems) thousands, even hundreds of thousands of men, planning against each other perpetually some new device of death. Never showing

        themselves, they launch at each other bullet, bomb, aerial torpedo, and shell. And somewhere too (on the German side we know of their existence opposite us) are the little cylinders of gas,

        waiting only for the moment to spit forth their nauseous and destroying fumes. And yet the landscape shows nothing of all this – nothing but a few shattered trees and 3 or 4 thin lines

        of earth and sandbags; these and the ruins of towns and villages are the only signs of war anywhere visible. The glamour of red coats – the martial tunes of fife and drum –

        aides-de-camp scurrying hither and thither on splendid chargers – lances glittering and swords flashing – how different the old wars must have been.

        The thrill of battle comes now only once or twice in a twelvemonth. We need not so much the gallantry of our fathers; we need (and in our army at any rate I think you will find it) that

        indomitable and patient determination which has saved England over and over again. If any one at home thinks or talks of peace, you can truthfully say that the army is weary enough of war but

        prepared to fight for another 50 years if necessary, until the final object is attained.




        I don’t know why I write such solemn stuff. But the daily newspapers are so full of nonsense about our ‘exhaustion’ and people at home seem to be so bent on petty

        personal quarrels, that the great issues (one feels) are becoming obscured and forgotten. Many of us could never stand the strain and endure the horrors which we see every day, if we did not

        feel that this was more than a War – a Crusade. I never see a man killed but think of him as a martyr. All the men (tho’ they could not express it in words) have the same

        conviction – that our cause is right and certain in the end to triumph. And because of this unexpressed and almost unconscious faith, our allied armies have a superiority in morale

        which will be (some day) the deciding factor. . . .


      


    


  




  He then went on to mention a memorandum circulated by the French on the lessons of Verdun, where – under Pétain – the French army had for months been putting up an inspiring

  defence in what was the most appalling battle of the war, if not of all history. Macmillan was deeply impressed by Pétain’s claim that ‘. . . “The superiority of mind over

  matter, of the spiritual over the physical” (queer language to use for an official document from a general!) “is indisputable and decisive”.’ He ended by quoting the famous

  Verdun maxim: ‘“. . . Qu’aucun pouce de terrain ne droit être volontairement abandonné . . . le sacrifice de chacun étant la condition même de la

  victoire. [HM’s italics]” I have copied these words into my Field Pocket Book. They are very fine. . . .’23




  Despite the all-dominating actuality of war, Macmillan managed to keep an alert eye on what was happening elsewhere. He expressed sympathy for the embattled government of Asquith, whose advanced

  Liberal principles of social reform he admired. Of the ‘Easter Week’ rebellion which had just broken out, he wrote, on 30 April: ‘the scenes in Dublin

  seem to be very much like those in Paris during the Commune. The real trouble is that the Sinn Fein movement is, as well as disloyal, largely anti-clerical. Therefore one of the strongest powers

  over them is largely diminished or hampered in its operation.’24 (Things had not changed much by the 1980s.) For the first

  time, on 26 May, Winston Churchill, fallen from grace as First Lord of the Admiralty after the Dardanelles, is also mentioned with favour in Macmillan’s letters: ‘Colonel Winston

  Churchill’s speech the other day has met with a good deal of favourable comment out here. I think he makes some very good points. The very high proportion of non-combatant to combatant forces

  might be reduced without much difficulty.’25 All these, and other, letters might be deemed to show an unusual interest in

  politics for a Guards subaltern.




  The deadly summer of 1916 began – with Macmillan asking to be sent ‘4 pairs of thinnest (white silk) pants’, and requesting more books (Aeschylus and Walter Scott), while

  rejecting with kindly mirth the ‘ear-protectors’ sent by a well-meaning father: ‘you exaggerate in your minds the horrors of war! The noise is not really bad enough to make them

  necessary.’26 On 29 June, the eve of the Battle of the Somme, he notes almost in the same breath how he was ‘going on

  with Shakespeare’s Comedies’ (which he found ‘amusing’ and ‘delightful’), and yet mourning ‘with sorrow that another great Oxford friend of mine, Pat

  Hardinge, has been killed’.27 One after another his Balliol friends were falling; Gilbert Talbot, son of the Bishop of

  Winchester and President of the Oxford Union, had been killed at Hooge in July 1915. His death particularly affected Macmillan, as did that of Ivo Charteris, a contemporary in the regiment.




  When Kitchener’s ‘New Armies’ went over the top on the Somme on 1 July, Macmillan’s battalion was still at Ypres, resting out of the line, but he wrote

  on 3 July criticising the press for having ‘exaggerated our success and our intentions’.28 On the first he was correct,

  but not the second; for Jof Tre and Haig had launched this biggest ‘push’ yet mounted by the Allies with the clear intent of breaking the Germans’ line, and rolling them back out

  of France. Again, though far removed from the actual scene, he shows a certain awareness of strategic realities: ‘the secret was very badly kept, and I feel sure

  the Germans knew quite well just when and where we were going to start. I don’t believe they knew that the French were going to attack too – hence the French success, which has been so

  much greater than ours. . . .’29




  In his letters to Nellie, occasionally the over-mothered little boy would emerge, as when he dwelled at great length on the pain and discomfort of a wasp sting in the trenches, which had swollen

  up his face. It was in curious contrast to his stoicism in the face of serious wounds; at the same time it revealed a certain tendency to hypochondria, over small ailments, that would be with him

  all his life. While the Somme raged, Macmillan continued to entertain his mother with cheerful descriptions of the various kind of dug-outs he had inhabited, which differed




  

    

      

        as between the Carlton or the Ritz, and some little pot-house in the East End. A dug-out may be a palatial building, or large iron tubing inside, and rows of sandbags on

        top. Here you can stand up without discomfort. You have a table and chairs, and camp beds. You entertain your friends. You dine at your ease, and sip port and puff at your cigar for all the

        world as if you were at some rich city banquet. Of such dug-outs is the Kingdom of Heaven. . . .




        But a dug-out in the trenches is a very different affair – It’s like nothing but a coffin, is damp, musty, unsafe, cramped – 5ft long – 4ft broad – 3ft high.

        It can only be entered by a gymnastic feat of some skill. To get out of it is well-nigh impossible. . . . It is an evil thing, a poor thing, but (unluckily) mine own and (for the shelter and

        comfort that with all its failings it contrives to afford me) I love it!30


      


    


  




  Ten days after this letter, Macmillan was wounded for the third time. Out in no-man’s land after midnight his patrol was spotted by an enemy bombing post:




  

    

      

        They challenged us, but we cd. not see them to shoot, and of course they were entrenched while we were in the open. So I motioned to my men to lie quite still in the long

        grass. Then they began throwing bombs at us at random. The first, unluckily, hit me in the face and back and stunned me for the moment. . . . A lot of flares were fired, and when each flare

        went up, we flopped down in the grass and waited till it had died down. . . . it was not till I got back in the trench that I found I was also hit just above the

        left temple, close to the eye. The pair of spectacles which I was wearing must have been blown off by the force of the explosion, for I never saw them again. Very luckily they were not

        smashed and driven into my eye. . . . I thought of you all at home in the second that the bomb exploded in my face. The Doctor told me that I asked for my Mother when I woke up this morning.

        And now I think of you all, dear ones at home, and feel so grateful that God has protected me once more.31


      


    


  




  In his memoirs Macmillan writes simply that, the morning after, he was suffering from severe concussion and ‘had the worst “hang-over” that I can ever remember’, so that

  his corporal was called on to report what had happened after the grenade had exploded: ‘“Well, sir,” he replied, ‘I saw the German trying to run away. So I ’it

  ’im, and ’is ’elmet came off. Then I ’it ’im again and the back of ’is ’ead came off.”’




  For this action Macmillan received a second wound stripe – which he greatly prized – and a commendation from the Brigadier for ‘the most useful information’ brought in by

  his patrol, which made him smile, because he did not ‘recall that we brought back any special information’. Macmillan refused to be evacuated again to hospital in England, and at the

  end of July he moved with his battalion to near Beaumont-Hamel. Noting how much more attractive the Somme country was than Flanders, and the gorgeous summer sunshine, his immediate reaction was

  that it was ‘not the weather for killing people’.32 Having finished the Waverley novels, he spent August reading

  Boswell’s Life of Johnson, which he found ‘a wonderful book – quite excellent for this life. One can pick it up and dip into it anywhere, for a few

  minutes.’33 Poor Nellie Macmillan, obviously worried sick after her son’s latest wound, proposed sending him a steel

  waistcoat, to which he replied politely: ‘A steel waistcoat is no good at all. It is far too heavy, and is more likely to do harm than good. It will not keep out anything except

  shrapnel. A bullet wound it makes far worse.’34 Macmillan, who all his life was possessed by a deep sense of fatalism, said

  years afterwards that he ‘always got the feeling that I shouldn’t be killed, I don’t know why – absolutely sure of it.’ Soldiers had a ‘curious feeling’

  about it. He recalled one young officer friend who, just before going over the top ‘came along and cried a little – we were only boys and he behaved very

  bravely – and he knew he’d be killed, and he was.’35




  The Somme: A Severe Wound




  Macmillan was just about due to go on leave when Haig renewed the useless battering on the Somme, this time with hopes for finally achieving that elusive breakthrough pinned on

  a bizarre new, and untried, invention called the ‘tank’. On 13 September, Macmillan wrote to his mother: ‘The flies are again a terrible plague, and the stench from the dead

  bodies which lie in heaps around is awful. . . .’36 Several days later she received the letter that all mothers dreaded,

  signed by the chaplain, Neville Talbot, who, by coincidence, had also been Macmillan’s chaplain at Balliol, and brother of his friend Gilbert, killed the previous year. Reporting Harold

  seriously wounded, Talbot wrote: ‘he has two wounds, one in the left buttock and the other in the right leg below the knee. There is nothing broken, and no danger. He has had a trying time

  but is full of courage.’37 It was a letter designed to console and allay fears; the main wound was in fact rather more serious

  than Talbot implied.




  The 2nd Grenadiers had been thrown in at dawn on 15 September against a machine-gun stronghold, manned by Bavarians, at Ginchy and close to the famous Delville Wood, right in the centre of the

  Somme front. It involved a long advance of two miles through terrain flanked by German machine-gunners, whom the novel ‘tanks’ were supposed to deal with. But, thrown in prematurely by

  Haig, these either broke down or proved ineffective; Macmillan recalled seeing one of ‘these strange objects’ bogged down in a huge shell hole. Thus the Germans were able to shoot

  directly down the ranks of advancing Guardsmen, and they shot well. In Macmillan’s account to his mother of what he saw of that day:




  

    

      

        the German artillery barrage was very heavy, but we got through the worst of it after the first half-hour. I was wounded slightly in the right knee. I bound up the wound

        at the first halt, and was able to go on. . . . About 8.20 we halted again. We found that we were being held up on the left by Germans in about 500 yards of

        uncleared trench. We attempted to bomb and rush down the trench. I was taking a party across to the left with a Lewis gun, to try and get in to the trench, when I was wounded by a bullet in

        the left thigh [apparently at close range]. It was a severe wound, and I was quite helpless. I dropped into a shell-hole, shouted to Sgt. Robinson to take command of my party and go on with

        the attack. Sgt. Sambil helped me tie up the wound. I had no water, as the bullet had previously gone thro’ my water bottle. . . .38


      


    


  




  He lay in the shell-hole all morning, while the tide of battle flowed back and forth around him – lying ‘doggo’ and pretending to be dead when any Germans came near, lest they

  be tempted to ‘despatch’ him. Though realising that he had been seriously wounded, he was surprised to discover that – unlike the far less dangerous wound through his hand at Loos

  – ‘which was excruciatingly painful, this body blow knocked me out but did not hurt’. Remembering that he had in his pocket a copy of Aeschylus’s Prometheus (in

  Greek), which Nellie had sent him, he fell to reading it intermittently: ‘It was a play I knew well, and seemed not inappropriate to my position.’




  By about 1 p.m., the Germans began shelling their former line, which reassured Macmillan that it was now safely in the hands of friends: ‘My hole was twice blown in on the top of me by

  shells exploding a few yards off. I was beginning now to feel the strain of waiting. I took ½ grain morphia, and succeeded in sleeping till 3.30 p.m. . . .’39 About half an hour later, he was found by fellow Grenadiers. ‘Company Sergeant-Major Norton, a splendid man, I can see him now . . . bottom of

  shell-hole, sloped rifle: “Thank you, sir, for leave to carry you away,” as if he’d been on a parade ground! . .40




  Owing to Macmillan’s dazed state of shock, what followed is garbled, but – by any account – it must have represented a remarkable triumph of mind over matter. He seems first to

  have been taken into the captured enemy trench, where the battalion doctor gave him first aid to his wounds and the Commanding Officer, ‘Crawley’ de Crespigny, told him, ‘Well, I

  think you’d better be off.’ So he and another officer, ‘Dog’ Ritchie, who had been wounded in the arm only, were taken off on two stretchers under cover of darkness. The

  Field Ambulance was said to be in Ginchy, but the stretcher bearers did not know the way, and when they eventually reached Ginchy it was being heavily shelled and they

  could not find the Ambulance. At this point, the two wounded officers conferred and decided not to risk the lives of four able-bodied Guardsmen any further, so they told the bearers to go back to

  the battalion and they would make what progress they could. In the darkness and confusion of the shelling, Macmillan and Ritchie became separated; then, says Macmillan, for the first time that grim

  day fear set in. He tried to explain years later:




  

    

      

        bravery is not really vanity, but a kind of concealed pride, because everybody is watching you. Then I was safe, but alone, and absolutely terrified because there was no

        need to show off any more, no need to pretend . . . there was nobody for whom you were responsible, not even the stretcher bearers. Then I was very frightened. . . . I do remember the sudden

        feeling – you went through a whole battle for two days . . . suddenly there was nobody there . . . you could cry if you wanted to. . . .41


      


    


  




  Somehow – he never quite knew how he made it, as his right knee ‘was stiff and unusable – and painful’ – he managed to drag himself in the dark out of Ginchy and

  the enemy shelling, and rolled into a ditch. Later (he was unable to remember just how many hours passed) he was picked up by a transport officer of the Sherwood Foresters, who had him put in a

  horse ambulance cart and taken down further to the proper dressing station. He recalled nothing more until he came to in a French hospital in Abbeville and thence back to ‘some distant

  hospital’ in England. From there he wrote encouragingly to his mother on 27 September that the doctor had found no fracture; attributing ‘this good fortune entirely to the bullet having

  passed through the water bottle. If it had not done so, the wound would have been dangerous, and very likely fatal. Such are the mysterious ways of Providence, for which I have to be very

  thankful.’42




  The surgeons nevertheless decided that it would be too risky to attempt to remove the bullet fragments from Macmillan’s pelvis; they were to be a source of recurrent pain throughout his

  life, as well as the cause of the shuffling walk that – like the limp handshake – would provide material for satire when he was Prime Minister. Because of the length of time it had

  taken to get him to proper medical care, combined with the primitiveness and lack of modern drugs in First World War hospitals, the wound closed up before being drained

  of all infection. Abscesses formed inside, poisoning his whole system.




  Had it not been for the redoubtable Nellie’s prompt intervention, Macmillan might well have been just one more entry ‘died of wounds’. Immediately on his return to England she

  removed him from the hands of the army butchers and into a private hospital in Belgrave Square, just round the corner from the family house. There was trouble with the War Office, but the

  ‘unlucky general’ interviewed by Nellie soon collapsed. Macmillan would always reckon that ‘My life was saved by my mother’s action.’ For the next two years he had to

  submit to anaesthetic (then of a particularly nauseous variety) each time dressings were changed, as well as a series of disagreeable operations carried out for the removal of fragments of metal

  and bone. He came to live with pain.




  Watching from hospital the long-drawn-out battles of 1917, his youthful enthusiasm gradually turned to disillusion; ‘they oppressed me with their futility.’ More and more friends

  died; only a few weeks before the Armistice, the war claimed Guy Lawrence, ‘B’, the third of the Knox triangle. It was not until about that time that Macmillan himself was finally

  discharged from hospital – on crutches and still with a tube in the wound, which did not completely heal until the beginning of 1920.




  Thus the war ended for Macmillan, undecorated and on crutches, yet alive. Still ill and exhausted, he watched the London crowds on Armistice Day with a fellow Grenadier, who

  had to bundle him into a passing car, in a state of near collapse. He was depressed at being removed from the festive rejoicing that followed the Armistice – and much more so at the loss of

  so many friends. He brooded about the war; when that courageous old Whig grandee, Lord Lansdowne, had published his famous letter in November 1917 pleading for an attempt to seek a negotiated

  peace, Macmillan like many of his fellow soldiers viewed his intervention with distaste, but later he came to respect this initiative taken by the man who was to become his grandfather-in-law.




  Those long months of pain and discomfort in hospital provided a time for reflection and contemplation that were to prove of fundamental importance to Harold Macmillan; something equivalent

  to what young de Gaulle, also wounded in 1916, was experiencing in a German prisoner-of-war camp. When he was strong enough, he ‘struggled through Dante’s

  “Inferno” and “Purgatorio” (Italian on one side of the page, English on the other) . . .’43 teaching

  himself Italian on the way. He moved on to Gibbon and Disraeli, thought deeply about the ‘two Englands’, and about the war leadership, feeling sorry for Asquith ousted by Lloyd George,

  but glad for the new drive at the top introduced by the fiery Welshman. He also thought intensely about the shape of the post-war world, and particularly the unpromising future of the young

  working-class soldiers he had come to know and love in the trenches.




  The camaraderie of the front line, not least his delight in the discovery of the ‘other ranks’ and their lives; his admiration for things well done – which he had first noted

  at the Battle of Loos – imbued him with a lasting respect and affection for the Brigade of Guards. To him it constituted ‘the only tolerable form of soldiering, because they always had

  a view that if anything was done, it must be done as well as possible. . . . I think it created in me a view of perfection, which I didn’t have before. . . .’ (He added, musingly:

  ‘perhaps it was also a reason I was drawn to the Anglo-Catholics, because all that was beautifully done. . . .’)44 It

  all made a ‘good working rule for civilian life’. At the same time, the slaughters of the Somme and Passchendaele left him with considerable scepticism about the abilities of those in

  charge which he would bear in mind twenty-five years later: ‘The Second War was fought by great generals from their caravans. The First War was conducted by men of lesser quality from their

  châteaux.’ Like many of his generation, he would never either quite overcome his distrust and dislike of Germans, or of anybody who supported them. Later on this was to influence his

  opposition to Munich, to those found wearing coal-scuttle helmets, be they German, ‘White Russian’ or Yugoslav Ustashi or Ukrainian, and to Dr Konrad Adenauer. Returning from

  Adenauer’s funeral in April 1967, he remarked: ‘The Guard of Honour, all those coal-scuttle helmets . . . they haven’t changed!’45




  If the Great War developed in him personally an innate stoicism, it also endowed him with a sturdy respect for courage in others. With this, too, went a certain contempt for what –

  resorting to a French 1914–18 usage – he called embusqués, those ‘gentlemen of England now abed’ who (not necessarily through any seeking of theirs) had missed

  the war. When it came to ‘picking sides’ in later life, it was the warriors – the Alexanders, the Lytteltons, Crookshanks, Eisenhowers and Kennedys

  – to whom he leaned instinctively as his friends, allies and idols, and he would be led into uncharacteristically harsh judgements on those who had not fought, such as Butler, Gaitskell and

  Foster Dulles, and perhaps, who knows, it may even have played some part in the turning away from Ronnie Knox. This happy breed that had suffered together in battle was indeed, and inevitably, set

  apart from other men.




  It was particularly the memory of all those friends who had died which gave him, he says, almost a sense of guilt about surviving and, in turn, ‘an obligation to make some decent use of

  the life that had been spared to us’. The question was, at what? Returning to finish his degree at Oxford was clearly out. He explained many years later: I did not go back to Oxford after the

  war. It was not just that I was still a cripple. There were plenty of cripples. But I could not face it. To me it was a city of ghosts. Of our eight scholars and exhibitioners who came up in 1912,

  Humphrey Sumner and I alone were alive. It was too much.’46 With his beautiful, happy world of pre-1914 Oxford, something had

  died in him too.












  Chapter Three




  Marriage and Publishing 1918–1924




  Perhaps there will be storms of wind and rain and high waves may threaten us sometimes, but we’ll always sail on together bravely, won’t we?




  (HM to Dorothy Cavendish, 20 April 1920)




  My brother and I depend very much upon what our grandfather did. I hope our successors will live by what we are doing now. A publishing house is a long-term business. It

  doesn’t live from hand to mouth.




  (HM to George Moore, 1931)










  Despite the pain and disability caused by his wounds, let alone the uncertain future of the post-war world, when peace came Macmillan, aged

  twenty-five, looked forward to it as an attractive, exciting prospect. Like Winston Churchill, he felt this fourth great victory in four successive centuries left Britain in a splendid position

  – or so it then seemed. On the personal level, he was more fortunate than so many of his fellow veterans in having a job waiting for him in the family firm. For the immediate future, however,

  he decided to see something of the world; he wanted to be ‘away from England, to be away from home, to be on my own’. His first choice was India, where he was invited to go as an ADC to

  the Governor of Bombay. But the doctors vetoed this. Once again his mother stepped in. She heard that the Duke of Devonshire, then Governor-General of Canada, was looking for a young ADC and,

  through her long-standing friendship with the Duke’s mother, Lady Edward Cavendish, Macmillan was offered the job. This involved staying on an extra year, as a captain, in the Grenadiers.




  He reached Ottawa at the end of March 1919. For anyone with an eye for politics, it was an extraordinarily interesting period to be in Canada. After all the blood shed by the Canadians in

  Flanders, there were strong feelings that Canada had earned her right to a greater say in her own destiny. In 1919, Canada’s Grand Old Man, Sir Wilfrid Laurier, the Liberal French Canadian

  who had done so much to cement the country together, died murmuring ‘C’est fini.’ Sir Robert Borden, the Conservative Prime Minister who had staunchly aligned Canada with Britain

  throughout the war and had introduced the unpopular measure of conscription, broke down physically in 1919, after demanding separate representation at the Peace Conference. His successor, Arthur

  Meighen, struggled nobly against nationwide unrest, both rural and urban.




  Above him presided the Governor-General, who, in those days, was far from being a ceremonial cipher; representing both the Crown and the Prime Minister, he was the sole means of communication

  between the two governments, and thus wielded great power. Victor, the ninth Duke of Devonshire, had been MP for West Derbyshire from 1891 to 1908. He had served under

  Balfour as Financial Secretary to the Treasury, and had joined Asquith’s coalition government as Civil Lord of the Admiralty in 1915. By background he was a born Whig, once remarking to

  Macmillan during a bad drive on the grouse moor: ‘these damned grouse; they won’t fly straight – like a lot of Tories!’1 A man with a walrus moustache and heavy-lidded eyes that gave him a deceptively lugubrious appearance, he was dignified, simple, wise and considerate, characteristics to

  which Macmillan instinctively responded. The Duke for his part was obviously gratified to have with him an ADC with whom he could intelligently discuss politics – and who was happy to stay up

  chatting till 3 a.m. Always an owl, Macmillan listened avidly to the political gossip at Government House, and attended parliamentary debates whenever he could.




  A strong mutual respect and liking sprang up between the Governor-General and the serious-minded young captain. (If anything, Macmillan may have appeared too serious at the time;

  according to the Duke’s grandson, Andrew Devonshire, when visiting Canada as Macmillan’s own Minister for Commonwealth Relations in the 1960s, older Canadians remembered him as

  ‘rather pompous, and when they went on skating parties they hoped he wouldn’t be there, on duty!’)2 Once again,

  contemporary photographs show him generally standing awkwardly on the outer fringe of every group, looking in. Nevertheless, it was a cheerful entourage; Macmillan remembered it as being like a

  ‘permanent house-party’,3 and claimed in his memoirs that these ten months in Canada were among the happiest in his life.

  One other very good reason for this was that suddenly, and for the first and last time in his life, he found himself in love – with the boss’s daughter – and within only weeks of

  his arrival.




  Lady Dorothy Cavendish had come to Canada with her father three years earlier and was not quite twenty when she met Harold Macmillan. She had had little formal schooling, and had spent most of

  her early, probably rather dull life on the vast Devonshire estate of Lismore in Ireland, or travelling between the even more imposing family houses of Chatsworth, Holker Hall and Hardwick in

  England, keeping out of reach of a reserved and authoritarian mother, Evie Devonshire. Her childhood activities had centred on ponies and hunting, with little time for reading, but she had been

  raised in an atmosphere steeped in politics. Her elder brother Eddy had been Mayor of Brixton, was a member of the British delegation at the Paris Peace Conference and

  had just married a Cecil, a powerful clan that had been in the business of politics since Elizabethan days. The two families were in fact doubly interlinked, in that Eddy’s brother-in-law,

  ‘Bobbety’ Cranborne, the future fifth Marquess of Salisbury, also married a Cavendish. Dorothy’s grandfather was the fifth Marquess of Lansdowne, known in the family as

  ‘Daddy Clan’, the former Foreign Secretary who had spent fifty years in public service and been author of the controversial ‘Lansdowne Letter’ of 1917 calling for peace

  negotiations.




  Dorothy had inherited a Cavendish characteristic of being neither clever nor intellectual, but shrewd; in later years Macmillan would freely admit that she was a much better, instinctive judge

  of character than he ever was, with an unerring knack of spotting what, or who, was a fake. To look at, the young Dorothy was striking rather than beautiful, although a painting of her by Philip de

  Lazlo, probably somewhat romanticised, shows a sensual mouth and an almost Mediterranean sultriness. In her lack of dress sense she was also every inch a Cavendish. Together with the equally grand

  Buccleuch clan, the Cavendishes were then nicknamed the ‘Grub Club’; both families were so aristocratic, so rich, that there was no need for an outward display of wealth and the women

  particularly were wonderfully oblivious of what was fashionable.




  Sir David Scott, who remembered Dorothy as a child at Chatsworth, retained the image of a very distinct and determined character: ‘She was exceptionally friendly . . . thoroughly natural,

  and sweet, and always gave the impression that she felt fit, on top of the world. . . . She was also very courageous – I remember her telling off her governess.’4 There was no streak of the Black Dog here – a fact that undoubtedly was to have a healthy, complementary influence on Macmillan as the

  years went by. Like many others who knew her at various times in her life, David Scott also recalled her engaging humility. She was delightfully free of any kind of snobbery; as a niece remarked:

  ‘she just simply didn’t know what the word meant. She would just as soon talk to grave-diggers as politicians, and would be really interested in details like how they dealt with frost

  in the ground. She did fly into terrible rages, she was essentially the peasant, she had a gut reaction to everything.’5




  This earthiness, noted by many who knew her, again contrasted with, or counterpointed, the cerebral Harold, and her uncontrived ‘common touch’ was to

  prove a golden asset. She had a keen sense of humour, especially when it came to spotting human foibles, but probably her most striking characteristic was her natural warmth, combined with an

  ability to charm. ‘Wherever she was, even if there were difficulties,’ Macmillan himself recalled towards the end of his life, ‘she always had a desire to make everybody

  happy,’6 a view that was reinforced by one of her children’s contemporaries: ‘Whenever she was expected to stay, you

  knew there was going to be fun – she lit up the room.’7




  This, then, was the young woman who captured Macmillan’s imagination in Ottawa in March 1919. On Easter Sunday he was writing to her, ‘Dear Lady Dorothy’,

  describing with dry humour a visit to New York (‘an odd mixture of noise and vulgarity’) and then (patently set on making a date) turning to golf, at which ‘. . . I am told that

  you are the great player of the family, and so I am anxiously awaiting the opportunity to be defeated by you.’8 By June it was

  ‘Dear Dorothy’, telling of a trip to Niagara with the President of Brazil (‘I hope to be presented with “The Sacred Order of the Brazilian

  Nutcracker”!’).9 During a trip to Jasper National Park, amid the wonderful scenery of the Rockies, he knew his

  ‘affections were returned’, though it seems that Dorothy took some months longer to make up her mind about marriage. From New York again, at the end of December, he was writing

  ‘My darling Dorothy’, and diverting her with anecdotes about English residents there, remarking ‘Everybody is always doing something but nothing ever happens!’10 (Interestingly, although he made much of visiting his mother’s home-town in Indiana while in office many years later, there is nothing

  to indicate that he ever went there while in Canada. By this time, however, both his maternal uncle and aunt had died and there were no close relatives to follow up.)




  On 27 December, Macmillan was writing home ecstatically:




  

    

      

        My dearest mother,




        It’s ‘yes’. Boxing Day 1919. No one is to know yet, so don’t tell anyone except Arthur. I have heaps to write to you about her, but I can’t now because

        I’m too tired. I am the happiest man there has ever been in the world. . . .




        Your Harold.11


      


    


  




  And, a few days later:




  

    

      

        . . . I promised her to write to you about her. And I also promised to tell you all her faults! So I’ll tell you what she thinks her faults, first.




        She is very young and very modest and so a little bit frightened of married life. She thinks she will never be able to keep house and look after me, and that she will cry

        when the cook gives notice. She is a little frightened that you will think her ‘incompetent’ or ‘silly’, so you will have to be very very kind to her. . . . but of

        course you will love her enormously, and we will manage somehow to run a house. . . . the qualities, I needn’t really tell you. The kindest heart and the dearest, truthfullest, purest

        and most unspoilt mind. . . . She is superbly beautiful too – at least I think so. She is more different to look at than anyone I have ever seen . . . she is, oh, I can’t say what

        she is but . . . I love her so much I can hardly know what to do or say or think. . . . I feel so happy I don’t know what to say to you. I am so grateful to you both for the way you

        have looked after and helped me all my life, and made this great happiness of mine possible. . . .12


      


    


  




  On 6 January 1920, Dorothy (though not much of a letter-writer) was herself writing to her future mother-in-law, echoing her fiancé:




  

    

      

        . . . I am so wonderfully happy – nobody can know how much, at being engaged to Harold. I didn’t think there could be anyone like he is in the world, and I do

        love him – it’s no good trying to write how much because it is impossible – I wish that I felt that I could make a better wife for him. I’m a perfectly useless person.

        We shall be a pretty comic couple, but I am sure that you will help sometimes. . . . I can’t in the least write what I want to – I just wanted to tell you how wonderfully happy we

        are and how adorable Harold is to me. I dread to think what will happen if he goes on spoiling me a quarter as much as he does now!13


      


    


  




  Nellie Macmillan, with all the American mother’s fierce ambitions for her son, could hardly have wished for a more aspiring match, and there were cynics – both then and later –

  who alleged that she had engineered his appointment to Ottawa in the first place in order that the two might meet. But there was equally no doubt, from the tone of his

  letters both before and after the marriage, that this was a true love match – at least on his side. His previous knowledge of women, as he would often confess, had been almost nil. He had had

  no sisters; Oxford was very monastic: ‘there were women in colleges, but one never saw them’;14 and then came the war,

  so that his contacts had been limited to the odd dancing partner – and his mother. He admitted to being frightened by women, and rarely made them feel at ease in his company – except,

  curiously, in his old age. But out of his letters to Dorothy – especially coming from someone whose whole upbringing had trained him to eschew all display of private emotion (although

  probably he was less inhibited in writing than in speech) – there emerges an almost conventional picture of a highly romantic young man passionately in love. ‘My darling,’ he

  wrote on the eve of their wedding:




  

    

      

        I must write the last letter which I shall write before you become my wife. But not, dearest Dorothy, the last love letter you will get from me. For, Dorothy, I shall

        always be your lover. . . . Perhaps there will be storms of wind and rain and high waves may threaten us sometimes, but we’ll always sail on together bravely, won’t we? . . . My

        own darling – I have been sitting thinking of it all. Don’t forget it ever, will you? Don’t forget the jolly view from the mountain tops, in the dust and heat of the plains.

        But let us climb all our lives through plains first, and then the lower slopes, and pray to God that we may reach the summit together at the end.




        Your devoted Harold15


      


    


  




  What exactly it was that drew Dorothy to the earnest crofter’s great-grandson, the ambitious middle-class publisher’s son, with his shy, somewhat stilted manners, his Groucho

  moustache and the shuffling walk that was a legacy of his war wounds, is less clear. There was the glamour of the wounded hero – but, in 1919, this was sadly not uncommon. When asked the

  question, one of Macmillan’s fellow ADGs, Lord Sefton, remarked ‘God knows! Perhaps it was to escape the problems of home, a very tough mother. . . .’16 As fearsome women, Evie and Nellie seem to have been well matched. A considerable snob, ‘Evie Duchess’ had apparently set her heart on Dorothy marrying Walter, the future Duke of Buccleuch; but doubtless Harold’s romance was assisted by Victor Devonshire’s Cavendish lack of

  snobbery, as well as his own soft spot for his ADC. With one daughter already married to a brewer, Cobbold, the Duke is said to have remarked gruffly: ‘Well, books is better than beer.’

  To members of the Macmillan family, however, there was no doubt that – whether or not she had been driven into an early marriage – Dorothy was truly in love with Harold, at least

  in those first years.




  When the wedding took place, on 21 April 1920, the bride’s side of St Margaret’s, Westminster, was packed with what Macmillan called ‘swells’ – members of the

  Devonshire, Cecil and Lansdowne clans, as well as Queen Alexandra and the future King George VI. Not to be upstaged, Nellie packed the right-hand side of the aisle with eminent Macmillan authors,

  including ‘half a dozen OMs’. The most distinguished literary giant present was Thomas Hardy, who was making his final visit to the London he so disliked. Afterwards a glittering

  reception was held at Lansdowne House, almost the last function to be held there before it passed into the hands of Gordon Selfridge, of department store fame.




  Into Publishing




  With marriage, Macmillan’s Canadian venture of just ten months came to an end. The couple bought a house on the corner of Chester Square, between Victoria and Pimlico,

  then considered to be modest but respectable, and within walking distance of Macmillan’s parents. He recalled that Dickens had once described Cadogan Place, in Nicholas Nickleby, as

  ‘the one slight bond that joins two extremes; it is the connecting link between the aristocratic pavements of Belgrave Square and the barbarism of Chelsea.’ The same, he felt, could

  have been said about Chester Square in the 1920s. They lived there for the next sixteen years, bringing up all four children there, while Harold settled down to a life as a junior partner in

  Macmillan’s. Here he was joined by Dan, the revered older brother and classical scholar, who, after being invalided out of the army, had worked with distinction in Paris during the drafting

  of the Treaty of Versailles. Arthur had taken himself off to practise law.




  The House of Macmillan was still very much a family firm, run on the same Victorian principles established by Grandfather Daniel and Great-uncle Alexander eighty

  years previously. Head of it was Sir Frederick Macmillan, the eldest of Daniel’s sons, and the other senior partners were Harold’s father Maurice and his first cousin George, son of

  Alexander. The juniors were George’s son Will, and now Daniel and Harold. Under the management of the first generation, the business had expanded successfully and solidly, although annual

  turnover by the early 1920s was probably no more than £6o,ooo-£8o,ooo per annum. It had a good, soundly conservative list, based on improving the public mind, coupled with a strong line

  in theological works. Under the direction of Maurice, Macmillan’s moved vigorously into educational publishing and set up branches in Canada and India, Alexander having already launched

  Macmillan’s in New York. The partners took a paternalistic interest in their authors, often above and beyond the call of publishing, which was greatly valued by many of them, such as Lewis

  Carroll. But their Scottish thrift was not always appreciated. Mrs Humphry Ward, for one, felt underpaid and left.




  The Macmillan readers, once headed by Lord Morley, the distinguished radical survivor of Gladstone’s Cabinet, set high – sometimes harsh – standards, which were not always

  proved right. Back in 1868, an unknown twenty-eight-year-old submitted a manuscript entitled The Poor Man and the Lady which Morley damned as having ‘a certain rawness of absurdity

  that is very displeasing’. Alexander had added, ‘Your pictures of character among Londoners, and especially the upper classes . . . are wholly dark,’ but ended on a more kindly

  and encouraging note: ‘If this is your first book, I think you should go on. May I ask if it is, and – you are not a lady, so perhaps you will forgive this question – are you

  young?’ Young Thomas Hardy did ‘go on’; was rejected a second time; but on his fourth try was accepted with The Woodlanders and was published by Macmillan’s for the

  rest of his life.17




  Even more searing was the reader’s report on W. B. Yeats: ‘I shall be sorry to think that works so unreal, unhuman and insincere would be found to have any permanent value. . . . I

  am relieved to find the critics shrink from saying that Mr Yeats will ever be a popular author. I should really at last despair of mankind, if he could be. . . .’18 Nevertheless, Yeats, too, persisted. On the other hand, Lorna Doone was lost ‘by an accident’, and four overtures by George

  Bernard Shaw were rejected. Although Morley commented, ‘The writer, if he is still young, is a man to keep one’s eye upon,’ Shaw failed to pass the

  ultimate test. Of Shaw’s second submission, The Irrational Knot, the Macmillan reader wrote, ‘There is too much of adultery and the like matters.’19




  A certain Calvinist morality undoubtedly continued to influence decisions. Hardy’s Tess of the D‘Urbervilles was rejected by Macmillan’s Magazine because of its

  ‘improper explicitness’, and H. G. Wells’s Ann Veronica was declined by Frederick Macmillan on similar grounds. The relationship with Wells generally was a stormy one;

  apart from objecting to their prudishness, Wells – in common with the views held by many authors about their publishers before and since – felt that Macmillan’s did not sell him

  hard enough. In 1907, after only 180 copies of Kipps had been sold, Wells actually transferred it to Nelson’s for a 7d edition – where, within three months, it had sold 43,000,

  which, as Wells remarked, ‘isn’t bad for a book left for dead’. Wells wrote to Macmillan’s, in terms that were probably not unfair and might have been used by any author to

  any publisher at any time: ‘I like your firm in many ways. I don’t think you advertise well. . . . I don’t think you have any idea what could be done for me (but that you will of

  course ascribe to the vanity of Authors). But on the other hand you are solid and sound and sane.’20 Macmillan’s finally

  lost Wells when (in 1915) they refused to pay what he wanted for Mr Britling Sees It Through. On the other hand the partners were capable of spontaneous acts of generosity, such as when

  Frederick Macmillan tore up a contract for the outright purchase of a book by a schoolmaster called J. R. Green, because it was unexpectedly successful, and substituted it with a royalty agreement

  that was far more profitable to the author.




  In company with other publishers of the time, the senior Macmillans did not believe in publicity, nor in the power of the reviewer to create sales; if a book was good, it would sell itself.

  Frederick rated highly the importance of the ‘traveller’, and felt that any sales manager who drove his staff to ‘push’ a particular book beyond their judgement was

  mistaken. He himself had been a traveller; in fact, having worked in the firm from the age of fourteen, as the boy who swept the floor in the morning and put up the blinds at night (he was to

  celebrate his seventieth anniversary in harness shortly before he died in 1936), there was no aspect of publishing he had not experienced. His nephew remembered one

  among many sound bits of publishing advice he passed on: ‘Don’t ever have a printing works, because you have always got to find books to keep it busy.’ Other houses rejected this

  principle, and went bankrupt. Frederick’s greatest contribution, however – to authors and publishers alike – was his dogged fight, drawn out over two decades, for the Net Book

  Agreement. During the 1890s book prices had plummeted, slashed by the new reprint libraries; a new novel that had stuck at 10s 6d for fifty years fell to 2s 6d, or even to 6d for a paper edition.

  Frederick counter-attacked by publishing Macmillan books at ‘net prices’, and any bookseller who sold them at less had his account closed. Gradually other publishers followed the

  Macmillan lead, resulting in conclusion of the Net Book Agreement of 1899, which probably saved the book trade from disaster.




  The hard-working Maurice had developed little other life outside Macmillan’s, except for his club where he repaired to read the evening newspapers; Nellie was allegedly too thrifty to buy

  them but Maurice never complained, preferring rather to use it as an excuse for escape. At Macmillan’s it was he who kept the firm’s finances on the ground, whereas George, the

  theological editor, spent most of his time in the Athenaeum, hobnobbing with bishops. Both he and his son, Will Macmillan, seem to have been something of nonentities, and their branch of the family

  was in fact bought out by Daniel and Harold in the 1930s. In contrast Uncle Fred hunted passionately, arrived at the office in a Rolls from Devonshire Place and was enormously sociable; Harold

  remembered him coming to work until he was in his eighties.




  These three senior partners met every morning, when Uncle Fred read out the letters addressed to the firm and each of them expressed their view on how to deal with particular affairs. Then,

  Harold recalled, ‘we met at lunch, and naturally my brother and I, and the other, young Will, just sat round and listened. Then they had a glass of madeira and were fed on cake; then we all

  went off. To miss luncheon was permissible, but rather frowned on.’21 It was all very Victorian, but Harold Macmillan found it

  agreeable; on the other hand, with the three old gentlemen so firmly in control, there was little for the next generation to do. He started elbowing a little room at the top for himself by

  investigating the production end of the business, which he found rather inefficient, and tried to rationalise it by changing paper sizes, so that the same quantity could be used to print more books. Over the next five or six years he gradually took over more of the general books from his uncle, together with some of the top Macmillan authors.




  As a breed, authors – and especially venerable ones – are notoriously touchy about being ‘handed on’ to a younger editor; thus it was a great tribute to Harold that he

  was able to gain the trust of such notables as Hardy (then regarded as probably the world’s greatest living imaginative writer), Kipling, Frazer, Yeats, Hugh Walpole and – among the

  younger acquisitions – Sean O’Casey and Charles Morgan. He enjoyed his visits to Hardy in Dorset, and remembered him as having ‘cheeks like a very battered countryman; pink and

  wrinkled, rather like a Cox’s Pippin’.22 But he always thought Hardy ‘a very bad stylist – self-educated

  – [he] occasionally would produce classical quotes, as if he had just’ discovered them; but his great talent was total sincerity. That’s what made people read him.’

  Hardy had, he felt, ‘a Greek sense of Fate’ which Macmillan admitted to sharing. ‘But he had a much gloomier view of the world than I do.’23 Kipling he regarded with even more sympathy when it came to the dread Mrs Kipling, and, as he said many years later, he thought him a better stylist:




  

    

      

        polishing his short stories to perfection . . . but such an unhappy life. . . . he was broken after the war by his only son’s death [killed with the Irish Guards];

        he didn’t recover. . . . then his dreadful wife [he shuddered at the memory] locked him up in the house to write, from dawn till dusk. He used to escape to the Beefsteak, pretending to

        his wife that he was going to see the banker. At the Beefsteak, he would draw out the most boring member to find something he wanted in a character. The perfect journalist. He is wrongly

        considered as an Imperialist – his warning of where it would all lead is in Recessional. It’s such a joy that he is now coming back. . . .24


      


    


  




  Then there was the harshly rebuffed, very Irish, Yeats, who when he first came to deal with Frederick wore ‘sombre clothes, wide black hat, eye glasses on a broad black ribbon and an air

  of blank, unexpected melancholy’. But on being transferred to Harold, Yeats achieved a remarkable metamorphosis; Irish tweed had replaced the black suit, he wore a coloured shirt, ‘his

  tie flowing through a fine ring’. He used to drop in, unannounced, ‘just to chat’, and Macmillan remembered thinking his appearance of the poet and

  dreamer ‘somewhat dramatised’; but ‘he was also a practical man, and by no means despised the mundane problems of publishing.’25




  Of all the authors in the early days, Sean O’Casey was the one with whom Harold considered he was the closest. He and the Irishman who proclaimed himself a Communist and atheist could

  hardly have been more different; yet, as well as deeming him ‘our greatest playwright’, he bracketed O’Casey in his memoirs with Ronnie Knox as being ‘saintly’, which

  was high praise indeed. Later, O’Casey’s widow remained one of his few lifelong women friends. But, although he formed an obvious affection for ‘his’ uthors and their human

  foibles, he remarked rather revealingly that, with the exception of O’Casey, ‘I didn’t make friends with them.’26 Perhaps it was because, as he himself said of Kipling, ‘he did not unbutton himself




  His brother and senior, Dan, was a nervous and shy man who did not find business relations easy, so that Harold was relied on to deploy his latent charm in handling authors. In the course of

  time he widened his niche in the firm by bringing in his own new authors, such as Lewis Namier, whom he had known at Oxford and whom he admired for being ‘the first historian to look at the

  facts, instead of just reading what other historians had written before him’. Namier in turn brought along ‘a clever young man’ called John Wheeler-Bennett whom Macmillan liked

  immensely, and admired for being an amateur who showed academic historians how to write. But it was contemporary economists who interested him most. In 1919, the firm’s outstanding book had

  been The Economic Consequences of the Peace, by John Maynard Keynes, one of Dan’s closest friends, and a contemporary at Eton. Keynes’s theories were greatly to influence Harold

  the politician, while Harold the publisher was to devote much of his energy to recruiting other modern economists such as G. D. H. Cole, Paul Einzig, Colin Clark and Lionel Robbins.




  Meanwhile, Harold’s own taste in books was developing: ‘I don’t like books about action,’ he once told C. P. Snow. ‘I like books about what’s going on in

  people’s minds.’27 In all matters of choosing authors, Macmillan seemed instinctively to turn for advice to his mother,

  rather than to his young wife. Nellie had for years operated a literary salon of note – graced, among others, by Henry James; she used her role as a school

  visitor (perhaps fairly ruthlessly) to proselytise for Macmillan’s educational side; and she had a good nose for a bestseller. In the 1930s, it was she who (with her upbringing in the

  aftermath of the American Civil War) leaped on Gone With the Wind while reading it in proof, virtually grabbing it out of the hands of a rival publisher, Collins, and it was probably her

  judgement that persuaded Harold to quadruple the (modest) print number initially proposed.




  For Macmillan those early years as a publishing apprentice were also a time of married bliss. ‘We were young; we were happy; everything smiled on us,’ he wrote in

  his memoirs. Under pressure from Nellie, Dorothy moved out of London during August 1920 to spend much of her time at Birch Grove, where her mother-in-law had arranged a set of rooms for them on the

  top, ‘nursery’, floor. Left alone in Chester Square, and with little distraction, Harold wrote to her almost every day, in terms even more warmly demonstrative than during their

  engagement.




  

    

      

        12th August 1920




        . . . I am the happiest man in the world, ‘cos I’ve got the world’s best wife! . . . by the time you get this, it will be Friday, the world’s best

        and most adorable day and then you will come and meet me, won’t you, on the road, and walk across the forest with me. . . .


      


    


  




  He continued, revealing a little the pressure and distraction of work already: ‘do you mind very much if I don’t come till the later train? . . . Only I do hate so

  much not doing everything you tell me to do!’28




  After that weekend, he wrote, from Macmillan’s: ‘My darling one . . . my darling child, goodbye. I love you now about a million times more than last week – always more and

  more, and you get lovelier all the time. Your own devoted husband, Harold.’29




  The following March, he was writing in the same vein:




  

    

      

        . . . I love you and want you so much. And I want you to be happier and happier every day and have everything in the world that you want. I will try to give you everything

        I can; that isn’t much, because I’ve nothing much to give you, my child, except a most devoted husband’s love.30


      


    


  




  That year, 1921, their first child and only son, Maurice, was born, and two years later came Carol. She would be followed in 1926 by Catherine and finally, in 1930, by the third daughter, Sarah.

  Dorothy doted on small children and although there was the customary nanny to look after them she probably devoted more attention to them than was usual for mothers of that class and time; it was

  only as they grew older that she tended to lose interest. Harold himself, like his own father, remained a distant figure to his children; his publishing work and later his political career meant

  that he saw little of them and, when he did, there was the barrier of his emotional reserve. At first, however, their family life seemed set fair. Harold fretted about Dorothy being bored at Birch

  Grove with only Nellie for company, but in their initial contentment there is no suggestion that this worried Dorothy. As time went on, as the bride grew into a mature woman, it cannot, however,

  have always been easy – to put it at its mildest – to live, unfenced-off, in the same house as her strong-willed mother-in-law. To Dorothy, it must have come to seem like exchanging one

  parental tyrant for another. The seeds of future problems had been sown by the domestic arrangement, which was to continue without much change for sixteen years.




  Life at the vast palace at Chatsworth in Derbyshire, where they would generally spend Christmas, equally cannot have been easy for Harold. Although he writes of these Christmases with glowing

  nostalgia in one of the more colourful descriptive passages of his memoirs, he also notes tellingly: ‘The sons-in-law, of course, soon learnt the desirability of sending their families by the

  early train, and ensuring sufficient important business in London to make it necessary for them to follow later and more comfortably.’ There were seven Devonshire sons and daughters, all

  married and – in the course of time – producing twenty-eight children; one year, regarded by Lady Dorothy ‘as the peak of felicity’, there were fourteen children under four

  in the nursery. Together with the attendant nannies, nursery maids, lady’s maids and valets, the Devonshire clan added up to some sixty souls; add the other guests and their attendants, plus

  the servants of the household, and the number gathered under the vast roof must have been about 150 people. Macmillan always relished Lloyd George’s famous remark

  that ‘fully equipped Dukes cost as much to keep up as two Dreadnoughts – they were just as great a terror and they lasted longer.’ The children delighted in this exciting world,

  where they were pampered by the servants. As each family arrived, in a never varying ritual, they would be formally received at the top of the great stairs by Granny Evie, the austere mother from

  whom Dorothy had sought to escape in marrying Harold. Incapable of feeling the cold and oblivious to her surroundings, Evie presided over houses where water left in wash basins froze overnight and

  the nurseries were uncarpeted. This physical frost apparently also extended to her relationships with children; Dorothy inherited her own great fund of natural warmth from her father, who was

  devoted to his offspring.




  Macmillan remembered the snowy Christmases, accompanied by skating and tobogganing, with keenest pleasure – ‘the beauty of the great trees in the garden and park, and the house

  shining with a strangely golden glow in the rays of the low winter sun’. He also relished the space the huge house provided to escape (especially from the argumentative Cecils), and to read.

  Although Andrew, the present Duke of Devonshire, considered that Macmillan had a great feeling for Chatsworth and a genuine love for it, these memories must have been partly glossed with the rosy

  tint of time. His early affection for the old Duke had grown into a genuine love on both sides, with Harold becoming the favourite among all the sons-in-law. He would still stay up with him till

  three or four in the morning, discussing politics and humouring the Duke’s strong Whig sensibilities. However, in his later years, the Duke suffered a stroke which changed his whole

  personality. Although he and Macmillan remained deeply attached to each other, from being one of the most jovial of men, he became gruff, unapproachable, even morose. The old Duke’s tragic

  affliction, which rendered him at times almost demented, cast a sombre shadow over life at Chatsworth.




  Whereas the post-Second World War generation of Cavendishes recalled with joy how Macmillan induced ‘great life’ into an otherwise rather dull and serious scene by his acting and

  spirited playing of ‘The Game’ (his favourite performance was to don a loud check jacket and impersonate a bookie), in the 1920s and 1930s he seems often to have appeared out of place.

  He was bored by the great Devonshire passion, horse-racing, and in turn he bored them by pontificating. The Cecil clan patronised him and made little bones about

  regarding the publisher as being ‘in trade’, and socially rather bourgeois; at the same time, politically, they became suspicious of his radical views and what they regarded as his

  opportunism. His powerful Cecil brother-in-law by marriage, ‘Bobbety’ Cranborne, the future fifth Marquess whom Macmillan would cheerfully allow to resign from his first Cabinet,

  apparently neither liked nor trusted Harold.




  A more raffish brother-in-law, James Stuart – outstandingly good-looking, successful with women and capable of being crushingly rude (Macmillan regarded him, in his capacity as Chief Whip

  to Churchill from 1942 to 1945, as ‘the only man I think I have ever known who rather frightened Churchill)31 teased Harold

  unmercifully, although, later, in politics he was to become one of his closest friends. At Chatsworth, Stuart would mock him about the Christmas presents he gave, because they were always so

  carefully chosen as to be ‘just right’ – perhaps a shade too much so. Harold did, however, learn to become an excellent shot on the Devonshires’ moors, a pleasure that was

  important to him until, at the age of eighty-four, his eyesight had deteriorated to the point where he could no longer see the birds. But his dress on the grouse moor sometimes drew amused comment;

  Lord Home recollected him as being the only person he ever knew who wore spats. Harold seems to have cultivated egregiously unmodish clothes, perhaps in emulation of the young Disraeli, or maybe to

  redress his lack of confidence in the Chatsworth world. Staying there in the late 1930s, Lord Longford remembered Macmillan being still ‘a rather sad figure – rather isolated in these

  circles’; while his own son, Maurice, went so far as to suggest that those Chatsworth days must have been ‘absolute hell’ for his father.32




  Into Politics




  Meanwhile the influence of his political father-in-law, his insight into Canadian politics, his thinking and reading during the months in hospital, had all combined –

  fanned by the pressing ambition of Nellie, and despite his having a perfectly good job as a publisher: in 1923, at the general election of December that year, Harold decided to try to stand for

  Parliament. From the days of hope and euphoria of 1919, the political scene in Britain had changed with brutal swiftness. Throughout 1920 the post-war boom was at its

  height, but by that winter slump and unemployment were already reaching out their ugly fingers. On 25 August 1921, by which time the number of unemployed had risen to the alarming figure of two

  million, Macmillan was writing to Dorothy:




  

    

      

        I go to a meeting of the Employers’ Federation at 11 a.m. tomorrow and we have to decide whether to hold out or not. I hope we shall not give way, as the last bonus

        of 5/- was given ‘to meet the rise of 15 points in the cost of living’ and as the cost of living has now fallen by 50 points, it doesn’t seem unreasonable to ask for a 5/-

        reduction in wages.33


      


    


  




  The ‘honours’ scandals at home, Ireland, the cost of the Treaty of Versailles, and the threat of a new war with Turkey abroad added to the government’s

  unpopularity. At the famous Carlton Club meeting of 19 October 1922, the Conservative leaders sounded the death-knell to the great wartime coalition, and an election was called the following month.

  Lloyd George found himself a prime minister without a party, and although he contemptuously dismissed the platform of ‘Tranquillity’ proclaimed by his Conservative opponent, Bonar Law,

  as ‘not a policy, but a yawn!’, he misinterpreted the mood of the country. Bonar Law won, and at fifty-nine the Welsh wizard lost power, never to regain it.




  Macmillan watched the election of 1922, in which some of his friends had already been involved, with growing excitement. Within seven months, however, cancer had forced Bonar Law to resign, and

  a new election was called. Macmillan was somewhat torn by whether to range himself with the Tories or alongside his long-time idol, Lloyd George. Was he Conservative or Liberal – or even

  Radical? But it looked as if the Liberal sun had set. It was thus as a Tory candidate that Macmillan offered himself for the general election of December 1923. Diffidently he went to Conservative

  Central Office and asked for the chance to gain experience by contesting a tough seat. He was told: ‘We’ve got the very thing for you . . . Stockton-on-Tees . . . you can’t

  possibly win it.’ The Conservatives in Stockton must have reckoned themselves fortunate to find such a suitable candidate asking for their nomination. At that time a Conservative candidate

  who stood for a constituency without a strong local party association was generally expected to finance the campaign out of his own pocket and the cost – about

  £200-£300 – was enough to ensure that there were comparatively few people who wanted to fight hopeless seats such as Stockton. That Macmillan could readily afford this sum is

  indicative of how prosperous the publishing house had become.




  Discovering the north-eastern shipbuilding area of Stockton, depressed as it was and by nature a Liberal-Radical seat, was exhilarating to the young candidate still in his twenties. For all his

  theoretical contact with politics, it was his first ‘rough and tumble of the market place’. In Stockton he inherited an ‘uneducated, illiterate Cockney agent’, but Macmillan

  was soon recognising his loyalty, and it was a measure of the flair he was to show years later in office for selecting the right man for the job that he resisted pressures to sack him. Together

  they went on to fight five elections, and Macmillan claimed that he ‘never had a better friend’.




  Dorothy, though still nursing Carol, plunged herself with typical gusto into the election campaign within days of its starting. Under the dowdy pudding-basin hat of the times, the Duke’s

  daughter appeared on election posters throughout Stockton, plain and earnest, calling upon constituents: ‘May I appeal to YOU to VOTE for my

  Husband. I know that he will serve YOU faithfully and carry out all he has promised to do.’ Macmillan was amused to note that all his electoral meetings seemed to be

  arranged in a Stockton infants’ school, ‘whether by malignance or stupidity’; and he always remembered the spectacle of his stout north-country supporters ‘trying to squeeze

  into those puny forms’. One of his most devoted Party-workers told him the blunt home truth: ‘You are no speaker, but you’re a good lad,’ yet he was not discountenanced.




  When election night arrived, Macmillan came within 73 votes of winning the seat, against both a Liberal and a Labour candidate. Dorothy, he claimed mischievously many years later,

  ‘achieved great fame and notoriety by going to sleep during the count, which was thought to show a great type of Cavendish phlegm and selfcontrol!’34 The close result was considered a success, and Captain Macmillan remained on the books at Stockton. He did not have to wait long. The Parliament of

  1923–4 was one of the shortest, and most dramatic, in British history. Ramsay MacDonald, heading a new political constellation, a Labour government, but in a weak minority position, lasted

  less than a year. In October 1924 the third general election in two years took place. This time Baldwin came in on a Conservative landslide of 419 seats to 151 Labour

  and only 40 Liberals – the Liberal collapse heralding the two-party system which was to remain largely unchanged throughout Macmillan’s career. At Stockton, thirty-year-old Harold

  Macmillan won by over 3000 votes, and for him a new life began.












  Chapter Four




  The Great Divide 1924–1931




  The memory of massive unemployment began to haunt me then and for many years to come.




  (HM, recalling Stockton in the 1920s)




  I have often since found that when a line of action is said to be supported ‘by all responsible men9 it is nearly always dangerous or foolish. . .

  .




  (HM, on restoring the Gold Standard, 1925)










  Stricken with massive unemployment, Stockton in the 1920s was one of the most depressed – and depressing – areas of Britain. In the

  early days of the industrial revolution Stockton had been a boom town, port for the flourishing Durham coal mines and home of the world’s first railway. Later in the nineteenth century, the

  shipbuilding industry had given Stockton’s prosperity an additional boost, while the demands of the First World War had filled the shipyards. Then came the post-war slump. The yards closed

  and rotted away, and the river warehouses fell into decay. When Macmillan first stood for the constituency in 1923, national unemployment figures were already 2.1 million; by 1931 they had reached

  the 2.7 million mark, and there was no welfare state, no adequate dole or social security system to fall back on. In Stockton itself during this period, Macmillan assessed the unemployment rate to

  average between 25 and 30 per cent, although at one point nearly half the male population was out of work.




  Macmillan’s knowledge of industry was confined to printing and publishing. He had never set foot inside the vast ironworks, shipyards or heavy engineering plants that formed the heart of

  Tees-side. He soon found, however, that one of the most rewarding aspects of the job lay in dealings with his constituents; the plight of the many disabled, and unemployed, ex-servicemen

  particularly touched his heart, and he admired the wry optimism with which the grimmest street in the worst slum always seemed to be called ‘Paradise Row’. But much as Macmillan might

  have liked to claim the ‘common touch’ and to have established close personal links, shyness and diffidence inhibited him. The awkwardness that he often felt, and showed, when he came

  into contact with people was especially marked in his early political career. He took refuge behind a mask of distant formality; he appeared the aesthete; he had no natural gift as a public speaker

  and showed little sign of the exceptional skill that he would later develop. What came out at Stockton was the voice of the Oxford Union: it did not fit, and Macmillan

  knew it. One constituent, Miss Amy Cooke, remembered in her eighties, half a century later, how speaking ‘really took it out of him; he was very shy, but then when you got to know him there

  was enormous charm and warmth – he couldn’t be anything but sincere.’1 Qualms about public speaking would remain

  with him all through his political life and even as Prime Minister the preparation of a major speech would make him physically sick.




  Macmillan at this time was far from unflappable and later admitted that he had never liked the rougher side of politics, adding revealingly that when he had to face ‘heckling and

  din’, he would say to himself: “‘My mother would know how to do this, or she would approve of my doing it”, and that would make it much easier.’2 Far more than his mother, however, Macmillan’s greatest asset at Stockton was his wife. Over fifty years later local people who remembered

  Dorothy Macmillan as the young MP’s wife all spoke warmly of her social gifts. ‘He was very halting as a speaker, almost had a stammer – it was she who brought him out.’

  ‘Oh, she was wonderful – knew everybody’s face – she really made it for him.’ ‘She was very much loved. There was really no one like her. I would say she was the

  greater part of his success here.’3 Macmillan himself, revisiting Stockton in 1979, graciously paid tribute to ‘my dear

  wife, who was so much more responsible than I for winning the hearts, if not the votes, of Stockton’.4




  Dorothy was undoubtedly helped by the political background in which she had been raised, but it was her genuine interest in people’s lives that endeared her to her husband’s

  constituents. ‘She treated the people at Stockton rather as she did the tenants at Chatsworth,’ said Macmillan, ‘talking to them completely naturally – because she was a

  child of nature – and people are very quick to see what is genuine or fake.’5 In her knack for remembering people’s

  faces and their problems (something Macmillan was never so good at), she had something of the extraordinary facility of the Queen Mother. Many people indeed considered that Macmillan might well not

  have held troubled Stockton but for Dorothy. She never let the constituency, or him, down; she was always there when needed, whatever the other complications of her life.




  For all his diffident manner and uninspiring public speeches, there was no question about the emotions which Stockton’s plight induced in Macmillan. They were to be a prime conditioning

  factor in his domestic political thinking throughout the rest of his career. In one of the more moving passages of his memoirs, he describes how, by 1931:




  

    

      

        Many men, and indeed whole families, had been without work and wages for long periods, with corresponding difficulties and hardships. Their clothes were worn out; their

        furniture in disrepair; their savings gone; their homes dilapidated. Weekly sums of money, drawn from whatever source, which might have been adequate for a man out of work for a few weeks,

        were cruelly insufficient for men involved in what had become almost permanent unemployment. This, of course, especially affected the older men, who found it more difficult to move to more

        hopeful areas or to adapt themselves to new skills.




        I shall never forget those despairing faces, as the men tramped up and down the High Street in Stockton or gathered round the Five Lamps in Thornaby [one of the more affluent middle-class

        districts]. Nor can any tribute be too great to the loyal, unflinching courage of the wives and mothers, who somehow continued, often on a bare pittance, to provide for husband and children

        and keep a decent home in being.


      


    


  




  One of the few bright spots was the establishment of a new chemical industry – soon to be known as ICI – across the River Tees at Billingham. But what, in practical terms, could a

  young, newly elected backbencher do about Stockton’s plight? He organised the purchase of a derelict shipyard and turned it into a training centre and club for the unemployed, financing it

  partly, it seems, out of his own pocket. He tried to get the old people out of the slums, to have charabanc party trips – ‘some of them had never moved out since their grandfathers had

  left the farms on the Yorkshire Dales and come in as puddlers or steelmen’.6 But these actions were but nibbles on the fringe.

  What was needed was an imaginative, and radical, policy to deal with the problem of unemployment and poverty on a national scale. It was the quest for such a policy that canalised Macmillan’s

  energies and kept him in the House of Commons, or locked away in his study, for long hours during his first apprenticeship years as an MP; while abroad, it seemed at the time, ‘we felt

  reasonably secure.’




  On 30 April 1925, Macmillan made his maiden speech in the House, during the debate on the government’s Budget, lending what The Times

  described as ‘indubious and provocative acceptance’ to Chancellor of the Exchequer Winston Churchill’s more ‘social’ proposals, such as those on old-age pension and

  tax remissions, and roundly assailing the socialist ex-Chancellor, Philip Snowden, for his niggardly criticisms. (Macmillan would later remark pungently how little sympathy he had ‘with those

  who, writing from pleasant suburban retreats or comfortable editorial chairs, dilate upon the disciplinary values of pre-war conditioning. It was my fate to live with the problems of heavy

  unemployment for fifteen years.’) Making this first speech was, Macmillan recalled, as alarming as any experience ‘except for “going over the top” in war’. He

  discovered the seating of the House to be ‘so arranged that when you stand up to speak, the bench in front of you seems to catch you just below the knee and gives you the impression that you

  are about to fall headlong over’. On re-reading his maiden speech four decades later, Macmillan found it ‘more controversial than convention normally expects or allows’; to the

  lay reader it also seems ponderous for a young MP. But it was well applauded and brought Macmillan a certain notoriety.




  He now began to write articles on rating reform, housing and slum clearance; one such, dated September 1925, contained his slogan for 1951: ‘Housing is not a question of Conservatism or

  Socialism. It is a question of humanity.’ In Westminster he never missed an opportunity to bring pressure on the government to deal with the unemployment and poverty problem. ‘It was

  not popular. Some of the north-country members supported me of course, but most Tories did not sit for depressed areas – not many won seats in them – although some of them supported

  me.’7




  At the start of his parliamentary career, he had a high regard, even affection, for the Conservative Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin – then at the peak of his very considerable powers. He

  felt that Baldwin’s great electoral triumph of 1924 was due to his reputation for decency and fair-mindedness, which had won the support of working men and women throughout the country. He

  looked on Baldwin as something of a Disraeli, bent on bridging the ‘Two Nations’ and committed to do something about unemployment and industrial reform; his

  heart was in the right place. Yet, early on, Macmillan began to be troubled by Baldwin’s ambiguousness on tariff reform. To safeguard depressed British industry, Macmillan believed that some

  degree of protectionism was essential. Baldwin had declared before the 1924 election that he could not tackle unemployment until he was relieved of the pledge against protection by the former

  Conservative Prime Minister Bonar Law, but a year later Macmillan was disillusioned to find that he was proceeding ‘to bind on himself the same or very similar shackles as his

  predecessor’.




  In 1926 the coal dispute broke out, leading to the nine-day General Strike in May. Working conditions in the mining industry, a legacy of the Victorian era, had deteriorated further with the

  general depression and an attempt by mine owners to cut wages and extend working hours to meet the financial crisis was bitterly resisted. A government enquiry under Sir Herbert Samuel was set up,

  which reported in March, but the dispute remained unresolved and the TUC finally called for a nationwide strike in support of the miners’ case. The dispute – Macmillan concluded in

  retrospect – could, and should, have been avoided ‘if the owners had unequivocally accepted and if the Government had undertaken to give immediate effect to the recommendations of the

  Samuel Commission as to the reorganisation of the industry. . . . But Conservative opinion was not yet prepared for so drastic an interference of the State with industry.’ Here, clearly,

  Macmillan was already somewhat out of sympathy with Conservative opinion.




  In one of his earliest letters to Winston Churchill, he wrote from Stockton on 10 April of the ‘appalling conditions in this area’, adding how ‘the patience and endurance of

  the workers as a whole is really remarkable. Certainly adversity brings out greater virtues than prosperity in all classes, but particularly so among the working people.’8 During the General Strike the North-east had remained reasonably calm but he was left with a sense of ‘sorrow and shame that there should

  be strife on such a scale between two sections of our own people. War is bad enough; anything like civil war is a thousand times worse.’ If unemployment on Tees-side affected him deeply, the

  shock of the General Strike was also to leave its mark when he came to deal with the trades unions himself, several decades later.




  He would always consider that Baldwin alone, remaining calm and moderate throughout the crisis, had saved the country from disaster; yet, noting how strangely moods

  of energy and lethargy alternated in the Prime Minister, he reckoned that the General Strike had left him exhausted. Slowly disenchantment with the Baldwin government set in. In 1927 Macmillan

  supported its Trades Disputes Act, which was designed to prevent another general strike. But he did so with misgiving that its powers might be too repressive, and thought that it should be

  ‘accompanied by a progressive programme of social reform and industrial reorganisation carried out in a constructive spirit’. During the second reading of the Bill, in May 1927, he

  warned the House that if it was ‘to be the prelude to a general swing to the right, if it means the beginning of reactionary policy, then I am bound to admit it means the beginning of the end

  of this party of which I have the honour to be a member, and it means also the end of all the members of the moderate party opposite. It means that the parties . . . are captured by the

  extremists.’9 Tough talk for a new young backbencher. The following year Macmillan, with seven others, voted against his party

  over a bill designed to revise the Poor Laws, on grounds of its lack of humanity: ‘It was the first time I had done so. It was to prove during the next ten years by no means the last.’

  On this occasion, however, Macmillan succeeded in winning the small concession sought by him and his fellow rebels.




  Like so many other Members, Macmillan had initially found the House of Commons and its atmosphere remarkably like going back to school. The ministers and leaders of the Opposition sitting on the

  front benches reminded him of ‘the top boys of the sixth form’. From among these gods, the new boy sought a super-hero, and found one outside his own party in the shape of Lloyd George.

  He remembered the powerful impact the Welshman had made on him the first time he had seen him in action at the Oxford Union; he liked his radicalism, and especially his concern about unemployment.

  He was also enthralled by his artistry in the House:




  

    

      

        I can see him now: the wonderful head, the great mane of white hair (turned from raven black to pure white during the few years of the war); the expressive features,

        changing rapidly from fierce anger to that enchanting smile, not confined to the mouth, but spreading to his cheeks and eyes; above all, the beautiful hands, an actor’s or an

        artist’s hands, by the smallest movement of which he could make you see the picture he was trying to paint.


      


    


  




  On one occasion in the early years, when Macmillan anticipated the worst after launching a rash dart at him, Lloyd George totally disarmed him by

  saying: ‘I saw very well what you were doing the other day. You were trying to disguise your revolt against your Tory front bench by a side-attack on me. It is an old trick and I have done it

  many times. But you are a born rebel.’




  A friendship sprang up between them, and the former Prime Minister gave the new boy hints about speaking in the House; hints that were badly needed, for Macmillan’s performance at

  Westminster was as lacklustre as it was in the homelier surroundings of Stockton. In 1927, James Johnston, a Yorkshire Post journalist, wrote prophetically of him: ‘He is one of the

  few promising men whom this Parliament has produced. He has the affinity with the spirit of the age and understanding of Parliamentary ways which guarantee success in the political life of the

  future. Some day he will be one of the guiding forces of the Conservative Party. . . .’ But he also remarked: ‘He is an enthusiast who does not enthuse. There is no declamation in his

  speeches, no skilful manipulation of voice, no display of studied gesture.’10




  Lloyd George showed him how to vary the pace and the pitch, and he also taught him ‘to use his arms; not wrists, not hands, not ineffective posturing, but the whole of the arms and

  shoulders, even the back in a total integration of body into words’.11 As Macmillan himself recalled, after one speech Lloyd

  George offered him the shrewd critical advice:




  

    

      

        You made an essay, which was a very good essay, in an economic journal. You made about 25 points, all leading on to one another – that’s not the way to speak.

        You want to make one point, if you are a back-bencher; two if you are a Minister; possibly three if you are Prime Minister, but better still two. . . . The art of speaking is to leave on the

        audience a clear picture of what it is you want. Not to write an essay about it.12


      


    


  




  While struggling to master the art of oratory, Macmillan was also busy compiling a booklet called Industry and the State which, published in the spring of 1927, came to be regarded

  ‘as a manifesto of the progressive wing of our party’. Among other radical ideas, it proposed that collective bargaining should be given statutory authority; and the extension of joint

  industrial councils with increased powers, and of trade boards. Macmillan’s fellow authors were three other young MPs, Bob Boothby, Oliver Stanley and John Loder;

  together they formed the nucleus of a Tory progressive group later to be nicknamed the YMCA. This marked the beginning of an important and longlasting political alliance with Boothby. To his

  surprise, Macmillan received a congratulatory note from Neville Chamberlain, then Minister of Health, saying that although he could not agree with everything put forward he thought the booklet

  would be ‘stimulating’ to members of the Party. (Nevertheless, he never addressed Macmillan again during the rest of that Parliament.)




  Sitting ten feet away across the gangway, a new Labour MP was shortly to have similar thoughts: ‘When he began to talk about public utilities,’ remarked Emanuel Shinwell, I began to

  show interest; I thought, that’s curious for a Tory. Some of his ideas were rather half-baked . . . but interesting. He was not a true Socialist, it was sort of Fabian stuff . . . but he was

  compassionate – one of his great attributes.’13 Macmillan’s own side of the House soon began to hold

  similar views to Shinwell’s; he was ‘suspected of being pink by that extraordinary right-wing of the party’, remarked his future colleague, Rab Butler.14




  Through Bob Boothby, Macmillan began to enjoy Churchill’s company. Boothby claimed Macmillan was his ‘closest political friend’ in the 1920s: ‘He was certainly the

  bravest of us, the only one who resigned the Party Whip,’ he told the author.15 At the age of twenty-six, Boothby had become

  Churchill’s Parliamentary Private Secretary in 1926 and for the next thirteen years he remained extremely close to him, often speaking to the great man with a bluntness few (and certainly not

  the young Macmillan) would hazard. In October 1926, Boothby had written to Churchill a typically outspoken letter, explaining why the coal miners believed the government had let them down, and

  damning it as ‘a government of reaction’.16




  For any young MP, Churchill’s company in those days must have been extraordinarily stimulating. He was, recalled Macmillan, ‘unique, wayward, exciting, a man with a peculiar glamour

  of his own, that brought a sense of colour into our rather drab political life’. He had, so it seemed, lived several men’s lives already: journalist, Liberal, First Lord of the

  Admiralty, soldier, historian, now Tory Chancellor of the Exchequer – and what more might there be to come? His circle of friends, wrote Macmillan,




  

    

      

        would sit round, sometimes late into the night, smoking, drinking and arguing, and of course listening. . . . It was the first time that I had

        come across this kind of method of conducting political talk. . . . To sit and talk to Churchill was like young men at Oxford arguing with dons or even professors – and plenty of drink

        and cigars provided. To be sent for to Neville Chamberlain’s room was more like an interview with the headmaster.


      


    


  




  All these activities in the House kept Macmillan extremely busy, but he had developed a consummate skill in dichotomising his two professional lives. Dennis White, who worked in

  Macmillan’s from 1926 onwards, remembered how Harold Macmillan would come in every morning from nine-thirty till one, and do a full day’s work as a publisher, before going off to the

  House.17 This concentration left all too little time for Dorothy and the children.




  In 1926, the year their third child, Catherine, was born, the Macmillan home at Birch Grove was rebuilt by Nellie into an imposing mansion, a great neo-Georgian barrack of a

  house, one of only two or three such major works of residential construction undertaken during the depression; its cornerstone was laid by five-year-old Maurice. Much of the house seemed to be

  kitchens and servants’ quarters, and in these vast back areas the old-fashioned bells, still extant at the end of Harold’s life, told their story of a matriarch-dominated household:

  ‘Mrs Macmillan’ (Nellie); ‘Mr Arthur’ (brother); ‘Mr Harold’; ‘Lady Dorothy’s sitting room’; ‘Master Maurice, day nursery’. Through

  his distinguished marriage, Harold had established himself as Nellie’s clear favourite, on whom all her ambitions now centred. She was down on Dan’s wife, Betty, who was considered

  ‘Welsh and unsuitable’, while the gentle, religious and intelligent Arthur, already in disfavour for his Anglo-Catholicism, in her eyes had also married beneath him; his wife Peggy was

  the peace-maker of the family. Ruthlessly, the two older brothers were ruled out of their birthright to Birch Grove, Nellie persuading the compliant Maurice to leave it entirely to Harold and

  Dorothy – with the proviso, disastrous as it turned out, that she be allowed to stay in the house until her death. Throughout his life, Harold apparently suffered a repressed sense of shame

  at the way his brothers had been treated, and constantly tried to make amends.




  As designed by Nellie, the house was impossible to divide – with the consequence that mother-in-law was perpetually on top of the young couple. For a born

  gardener like Dorothy, brought up in the great terraces of Capability Brown’s Chatsworth, conflict in the garden at Birch Grove must have proved at least as grievous. Her mother-in-law

  planted bedding-out begonias, in a very municipal way, which contrived to flower only when Dorothy was in residence, while Dorothy planted bulbs that flowered chiefly when Nellie was there. It

  seems to have been a strange horticultural feud. All Harold and Dorothy’s children united in disliking their American grandmother; Carol, the eldest daughter, remembered as a child finding

  her mother sticking pins into an effigy of Nellie.18




  It cannot have been a particularly happy environment for the children, perhaps least of all for Maurice, who also suffered from Dorothy’s quite explicit preference for girls. He revered

  his father, but – because they saw so little of each other – both found it difficult to put out an affectionate hand to the other. ‘He could be embarrassing when he tried to show

  affection,’ Maurice once remarked; ‘he couldn’t cope with personal problems, his own, or mine. There was always a distance between us.’19 Harold also erred, thought C. P. Snow, by being ‘constantly under the impression that Maurice could do anything, perhaps asked too much of

  him’.20 For much of Maurice’s life, the pressures, the expectations were to prove too great. He, in his turn, would

  serve in the wartime army, go into politics and make a dynastic marriage by marrying the Hon. Katharine Ormsby-Gore, daughter of Lord Harlech and related back to Dorothy’s family through a

  Salisbury grandfather. Carol would marry a wartime Welsh Guardsman and member of a famous Lloyds broker family, Julian Faber; and Catherine, by marrying Julian Amerv, MP and son of

  Churchill’s close associate Leo, would create yet another political dynastic link within the Macmillan clan. Sarah, the youngest, would remain rather the outsider, and was to die at a

  tragically early age.




  The conversion of Birch Grove may have marked a turning point in Harold and Dorothy’s marriage, without Harold in his political and publishing preoccupations being aware of how

  Nellie’s potent influence and constant presence could undermine his marital relationship. He never ceased to recognise that out of Nellie’s iron will and driving ambition was forged his

  political future, and, whatever the later personal cost, he made his mark during these first years in Parliament in the mid-1920s.




  Macmillan himself regarded the publication of Industry and the State as the most productive period of his thinking, but perhaps a more significant contribution at this

  time was on derating, to alleviate the weight of taxation on industry by reducing the rates levied by local authorities. He noted wryly that it was ‘not a popular line either in the party or

  generally throughout the country’, especially in the more prosperous areas; it was however vigorously supported by Boothby, Stanley and Loder. Macmillan’s view was that British industry

  could never be reanimated (nor unemployment reversed) while laden with unfair burdens. Hence it should be relieved of paying rates to local authorities. He laid particular emphasis on the so-called

  ‘devastated areas’ such as Tees-side, where the burden was most disparate and the rates ‘bore no relation to profit, but were a very heavy charge upon costs’. Eventually he

  broached his scheme to Winston Churchill, who was taken by it and gradually adopted it as his own idea.




  In the spring of 1927, Churchill proposed that factories and farms should be relieved of £30 million in rates, half the cost of which should come from economies in government spending.

  That December he took Macmillan completely into his confidence, and Macmillan responded with nine pages of notes – which formed the basis for a powerful Churchillian memorandum to the

  Cabinet. On 1 January 1928, Macmillan followed it up with a twenty-page letter to Churchill from Chatsworth. ‘Christmas, with its accompaniment of large numbers of children to be amused and

  vast quantities of pheasants to be shot, is not conducive to serious thought,’ he began diffidently; then went on to remark appreciatively how ‘you have always been most kind to those

  of us who are ordinarily classed merely as troublesome young men. . . .’ The language was ponderously learned and contrived; he wondered whether ‘the rescue of the industrialist

  Andromeda from the clutches of the socialist dragon will have an excellent effect on the character of the dragon’.21 It was

  not quite Churchill’s style, but the solid arguments put forward, and the way in which points were advanced to meet a likely counter-attack by the Minister of Health, Neville Chamberlain,

  clearly impressed him and four days later he wrote the young backbencher a flatteringly grateful letter:




  

    

      

        It is always pleasant to find someone whose mind grasps the essentials and proportions of a large plan. I made you party to it because I was

        sure you would enrich its preliminary discussion, and also because – though you may have forgotten it – a chance remark of yours about the rating system, made more than two years

        ago, first implanted in my mind the seed of what may become a considerable event. . . .22


      


    


  




  On 15 January Churchill told him that he considered his statement so lucid and well balanced that he had sent it to the Prime Minister. Baldwin was ‘extremely complimentary’;

  Chamberlain, apprehensive about the electorate, was rather less so. He belittled the scheme as ‘characteristic of Winston in its ingenuity, audacity and vagueness’,23 and later in the year he wrote acidly of its actual progenitor: ‘On the backbenches Harold Macmillan speaks often and well. [Few, except

  so arid an orator as Neville Chamberlain, can have shared this last sentiment at the time.] He is patronised by the Chancellor, I think, through the influence of R. Boothby who is the

  Chancellor’s PPS and a friend of Macmillan. But both of them are rather mistrusted by the rank and file. . . .’24




  On 14 March, Macmillan wrote another, five-page, memorandum in support of Churchill after he and Boothby had spent a morning at the Treasury. It ended: ‘if this plan goes awry, we shall

  see the eventual and perhaps early dissolution of the Party. If it goes right, it will put new life into the Party. It will provide constructive policy other than Protection. . . . It will

  consolidate the moderate vote. . . .’25




  In the following February, the massive Derating Bill passed on its third reading, although the inevitable compromises had whittled it down. It was a major achievement, and a personal triumph for

  Macmillan, who reflected that its main principles have ‘stood the test of time and experience’. A month later, Macmillan had a new memorandum in the post to Churchill, this time

  proposing Budget cuts together with a whole new set of vigorous policies designed to appeal to the voters at the forthcoming election. He urged that modernisation and research were the key to

  industrial revival, rather than tariffs and protection, and proposed the slogan ‘Modernisation at Home, Markets Abroad’. Churchill responded by discussing with Macmillan some of the

  economic policies that would be unveiled in his forthcoming Budget. Macmillan wrote back with enthusiasm, talking excitedly about ‘The Vision Splendid’ and

  ‘The Grand Policy’ – a phrase that would ring an echo, though in different contexts, four decades later.




  The whole derating saga reveals how progressive was Macmillan’s thinking at the time. It was also, historically, a factor in exacerbating the already tetchy relations between Chamberlain

  and Churchill – and thus between the Minister of Health and the Chancellor’s young allies. But its importance lay above all in the personal link which it established between Macmillan

  and Churchill, a link that would never be broken and would eventually bring Macmillan to supreme office, as Churchill’s natural heir. Macmillan recalls in his memoirs how excited he was to be

  taken into Churchill’s confidence at that time, and admitted that ‘it was the making of my political life, in a sense.’26




  The Year of the Great Crash




  Nineteen-twenty-nine was a year of disaster throughout the world; it was also one of the most wretched in Harold Macmillan’s life. On 8 February, he wrote prophetically

  to Dorothy: ‘perhaps you were right about politics but we shall probably not have to travel backwards and forwards to Stockton much longer.’ On 30 May, Baldwin went to the country on

  the feeble slogan of ‘Safety First’. His government’s record of achievement was not a bad one but the country did not think it good enough: once again Ramsay MacDonald became head

  of a Labour government dependent on Liberal support. At Stockton, wrote Macmillan in 1975 with the dispassion of time, ‘My unhappy constituents did not want “safety” – which

  meant hanging about the streets or haunting the factories in despair. Safety meant the dole. They wanted work. So they very properly voted me out, and I had to confess, in my heart, that I could

  not blame them.’27




  But that was not how he felt at the time. Hugh Dalton, successfully elected for Labour in another Durham seat, recalled seeing Macmillan, as the train to London moved out, standing at a window

  ‘with tears streaming down his cheeks’ bravely calling for three cheers for Baldwin.28 For once emotion had broken

  through habitual stern reserve.




  His self-control was, however, far more severely tested that year when he realised that his wife had fallen irrevocably in love with Robert Boothby, and he with her.

  Six years younger than Harold, one of his closest friends and vital political allies, Boothby possessed a strikingly attractive personality: he was moreover considered the coming man.

  Brilliant, a remarkable speaker, eccentric, ahead of his time, many saw him as a potential prime minister. The antithesis of his friend, Harold Macmillan, he affected total self-assurance; quoting

  a journalist who had praised him as being ‘always ahead of his time, and always right’, Boothby declared, ‘From this conclusion I cannot dissent.’29 Extremely good-looking, he dressed with careless raffishness, in complete contrast to Macmillan with his unstylish clothes, gold-rimmed glasses, unappealing

  bushy moustache and toothily diffident half-smile. (Indeed in some of the photographs of those days Harold looks more like one of Lenin’s early collaborators than a duke’s son-in-law).

  Boothby on the other hand dashed about in an open, two-seater Bentley and was socially at ease wherever he went, be it to Hatfield, Chartwell or Chatsworth. He would lean back in his chair,

  casually relaxed, and talk about his passion for jazz, for the music of Gershwin, and his addiction for Hemingway.




  Boothby would proclaim ‘my religion is humour’ and demonstrate this with uninhibited zeal which often went too far. Interviewing Hitler in the 1930s, he was asked – with

  reference to the Polish corridor – how he would have felt had Germany won the war and driven a corridor between England and Scotland. ‘You forget, Herr Hitler,’ Boothby replied,

  ‘that I come from Scotland. We should have been delighted.’30 Hitler had not smiled, and indeed his sallies were by no

  means enjoyed by all, but Dorothy Macmillan clearly found them to her liking and he no doubt found a natural foil in her.




  Attractive to both sexes, Boothby on his own admission enjoyed being ‘chased all over the place’ by homosexuals in Nazi Germany. Endowed with the worldly allure of a rising star, he

  had a strong streak of the bounder in him as well as an element of irresponsibility. He admired – and obviously envied – Lloyd George’s remarkable private life and his ability to

  get away with ‘two wives, two homes and two families’.31 Boothby’s engaging capriciousness, however, had a

  self-destructive factor built into it. ‘I don’t think you will ever get high office . . . because I don’t think you really want it,’ he was told, perceptively, by a great

  political hostess of the time, Mrs Ronnie Greville.32 Others too recognised flaws: Shinwell felt he

  preferred love to life, Anthony Head considered he had absolutely no principles, and eventually even his champion Churchill became worried by the defects in his character.




  At a house party at Bowood, the Marquess of Lansdowne’s Wiltshire seat, to which both Dorothy and Boothby had been invited, an incident took place which, Boothby was to claim, cemented his

  attraction in her eyes during the early phases of the romance. In the course of a silly game, Lady Henry Bentinck, who was described as a ‘sheep disguised as a shepherdess’, lost her

  glasses and the party broke up with a certain amount of hilarity at Lady Henry’s expense. A few days later Dorothy received a packet containing a pair of broken glasses, accompanied by an

  invitation to lunch. Boothby had stepped on the glasses, and then concealed the deed.




  It is not hard to imagine the appeal for Dorothy of Boothby, in comparison with Macmillan. One was a dashingly handsome bounder, the other worthy and almost dowdily prosaic. Boothby appeared

  destined for stardom – not so Macmillan; and the Cavendishes were traditionally drawn to success, in whatever field. Cavendish women also had a reputation for being highly sexed, and it seems

  that Macmillan – like Churchill – attached little importance to the physical aspects of love. There may well have been something cloying in Harold’s love; from the letters of

  those early days there emerges occasionally a sense of devotion bordering on the dutiful, suggesting that he may have at times treated Dorothy as a surrogate mother-figure. And there was of course

  the added marital hazard of cohabiting with a formidably strong-willed mother-in-law: indeed Dorothy’s own daughter-in-law thought that ‘It must have been like a strait-jacket.’

  Bob Boothby took her away from all that, amused her and probably made her feel truly herself for the first time.33 Boothby’s

  explanation was that ‘ . . . Harold couldn’t express emotions, that was the fault of it all. . . . he didn’t give her what she needed, he was so involved in politics, all the

  time. . . . she was bored stiff in the 1920s by political meetings. . . .’34




  The attraction that Dorothy Macmillan held for Boothby, apart from her obvious charm, is perhaps partly that she gave him self-confidence; ostensibly full of bounce, Boothby was insecure in his

  social origins. Moreover, she could give the politician on the make the entrée to other doors vital to his ambitions, just as she had for her husband. But

  whatever the underlying reasons, the attraction was genuine and intense. If Boothby’s earthy, reckless sense of humour struck a chord in Dorothy, it was because she too had a touch of the

  daredevil; she once took part in a mock ‘burglary’, equipped with masks and toy pistols, of the house of a pompous royal equerry.35




  The relationship, in one form or another, was to continue until Dorothy’s death in 1966, and its impact on Boothby’s life was total. ‘Even now, when the telephone rings,’

  he admitted in old age, ‘I still expect to hear her voice saying “It’s me” – that was how she always spoke on the telephone. . . .’36 In his memoirs he declared that the years 1925–35 were ones of ‘sheer enjoyment’ for him; yet he also developed a habit of referring,

  privately, to what had happened in 1929 as ‘the Great Crash’. It was ‘a real tragedy, but we couldn’t avoid it. . . . it was on the scale of Wagner, George Sand, if you like

  Parnell. . . .’ In old age, telling all, he claimed on the one hand that ‘it wasn’t an affair in the modern sense. It was a romantic friendship in the true Victorian

  tradition’;37 while on the other hand his ex post facto view of the dominating love of his life also contained a

  curious blend of romanticism and self-pity that sometimes verged on the unchivalrous, and of exhibitionist vulgarity. To him Dorothy was ‘a very powerful woman’:




  

    

      

        she drove me, and also Harold in a different way. . . . I think she was always interested in power. . . . She never suffered a pang of remorse, or she never showed it,

        anyway – absolutely none about me or Harold. . . . She was certainly not the sweet, simple, good, quiet lady – how little people knew! . . . Several times I got engaged, once in

        Venice, but Dorothy came all the way from Chatsworth to pursue me there. . . . she was absolutely unafraid of anything. . . . She broke off my engagement, and stopped me twice more from

        getting married. . . . she was relentless, there was a streak of cruelty in her, I have to admit, and very selfish. But we were absolutely fixed upon each other. . . .38


      


    


  




  In fact, Boothby, in 1935, married Diana Cavendish, a cousin of Dorothy Macmillan. But the marriage lasted only two years and he did not marry again until 1967, a year after

  Dorothy’s death.




  If the years that followed 1929 were ‘sheer enjoyment’ for Bob Boothby, they must have been unadulterated hell for Macmillan. The electorate had deprived

  him of his seat in the Commons; Boothby had taken away his wife. His early letters to Dorothy leave one in no doubt of the depth of his affection for her – and he remained very much in love

  with her. An intensely proud and private man, he was now grievously wounded both in pride and in privacy. For it was simply not in Dorothy’s nature to weave a tissue of lies, let alone to

  hide anything. Through letters left around, telephone calls made fortissimo with doors ajar, the Macmillan children learned about the affair in their teens. ‘What he minded

  most,’ in his son Maurice’s opinion, ‘was being dishonoured.’39 Though people talked less (when he heard of

  the affair, King George V was said to have ordered ‘Keep it quiet’),40 and gossip columnists were both less efficient

  and less unprincipled in the 1930s, everybody in the small world of society soon came to know about the Dorothy-Boothby relationship. Respect for Harold Macmillan and awareness of his misery

  probably helped staunch this knowledge from seeping out to a wider public. But knowing that ‘everybody’ knew, while trying to keep up pretences, could only have exacerbated the pain for

  Macmillan. Characteristically he was inhibited from pouring out his soul to anyone, probably including his oldest and dearest friend Ronnie Knox. The sole exception seems to have been his mother.

  The wound festered inside him.




  At an early stage in the affair he seriously considered starting divorce proceedings; on the other hand, he seems to have lived in dread of Dorothy’s leaving him for Boothby, and there was

  a moment when that seemed a distinct possibility. In the strictest conjugal sense, the marriage was finished, with Dorothy Macmillan recorded as declaring on more than one occasion, ‘I am

  faithful to Bob’. When Sarah was born in 1930, it was generally accepted that Boothby, not Macmillan, was the father. Eventually Macmillan dropped ideas of divorce, and endeavoured to achieve

  a modus vivendi. Here it is impossible not to see the influence of Nellie Macmillan, aware as she would have been of the consequences that divorce, in the 1930s, might have had on her

  son’s political future. During one of the rare – and demonstrably painful – occasions that he ever discussed his marriage, he said:




  

    

      

        . . . I never loved anyone but her – never had a woman friend, or even knew anyone. On her side, there were transient things – unimportant. What counts are the fundamentals. . . . I had everything from her, owed everything to her. . . . She filled my life; I thought in everything I did of her . . . she

        was devoted to me. . . . We were very close; I told her I’d never, let her go – it would have been disastrous . . . a hopeless fellow. And what’s physical love? She wanted

        everything. She had it. In middle age, things pass; I said jokingly, ‘Now you’ve had everything, husband, children, home, a lover, what more?’ In the way women do, she said

        it was my fault. . . but what’s physical love compared to things you share, interests, children? . . . But it took a lot out of me, physically. . . .41


      


    


  




  Somehow, Dorothy Macmillan managed a double life, being in daily contact with Boothby, travelling at home and abroad with him whenever possible, yet at the same time running a household for her

  husband and – most important – never once letting him down when needed at Stockton or at the hustings. In return, Macmillan always treated Boothby in public with the utmost civility.

  Indeed, it was he who as Prime Minister bestowed a peerage on Boothby; though when Boothby wrote asking for it (with similar insensitivity, he had also evidently expected a Cabinet post),

  Macmillan’s faithful Private Secretary, John Wyndham, pocketed the letter for several days out of concern for the hurt it might inflict. Macmillan’s reaction was, ‘of course he

  must have it.’42 Nevertheless, the ‘arrangement’ of the 1930s concealed a world of heartbreak for Harold

  Macmillan. ‘He had a sad lonely life really,’ remarked his sister-in-law ‘Moucher’, Dowager Duchess of Devonshire. He was an old-fashioned man, she felt, who would have

  liked to have come home to his wife at five o’clock each evening, but she wasn’t there. ‘If your wife is a great anxiety to you, it is pretty grim.’43 In his diary for 29 November 1930, Harold Nicolson recalled a dismal house party at Cliveden which included Boothby and the Macmillans:

  ‘Great sofas in vast cathedrals. Little groups of people wishing they were alone. . . . After dinner, in order to enliven the party, Lady Astor dons a Victorian hat arid false teeth. It does

  not enliven the party.’44




  As the years passed, life went on at Birch Grove, but with a certain separateness and lack of warmth, Harold reading at one end of the house, Dorothy and the children playing games at the other

  end. Gradually, as both grew older, and the physical side of the passion between Dorothy and Boothby ran its course, a new relaxed attachment, affection – and,

  indeed, devotion – grew up between the Macmillans, cemented during the premiership years. In Harold Macmillan’s own words, ‘In doing what was difficult, I had my reward in the

  end.’45 Or, as Dorothy’s nephew, Andrew Devonshire, remarked, ‘I think their life was one of the greatest

  arguments against divorce.’46




  Many of those, like Pamela Egremont, who knew Macmillan well over long periods of his career believe that he might never have emerged as Prime Minister but for ‘the grit in the

  oyster’ provided by the Boothby tragedy, which gave him that extra thrust to get to the top. His long-time colleague, and rival, Rab Butler, considered that Macmillan ‘did suffer

  greatly, it did depress him, but he would never admit it; the extraordinary thing about Harold was that he had such moral strength. . . . Boothby did have a depressing effect, but not on his

  moral character, which was so strong . . . but perhaps it did enhance his character.’47




  Macmillan himself admitted that ‘all this personal trouble then did strengthen my character’.48 The dignity and

  selflessness with which Macmillan comported himself throughout must – in the long run – have aided his public advancement, at the expense of Boothby, once considered the more brilliant

  but whose judgement was being increasingly exposed to doubt. Yet in some ways the anguish of the 1930s probably gave Macmillan a cynicism about life which had not existed before, and which was to

  manifest itself much later. It also created certain blind spots that would – for instance – bear grave consequences during the Profumo case which, three decades later, would mark the

  beginning of the end of his public life.




  While Macmillan was trying to save his marriage, he also needed to revive his parliamentary career. In the immediate aftermath of the 1929 general election it was by no means

  clear that Stockton could easily be won back. It seemed sensible to look for a new seat. Within weeks he received an overture from the Hitchin Conservative Association to stand for their

  constituency. The sitting member, Major Guy Kindersley, wanted to retire and it was agreed in December 1929 that a by-election should take place in the following spring.




  Notionally, Hitchin was a safe seat in the comfortable and relatively affluent Home Counties which would involve Macmillan in far less travelling and absence from

  London. In view of the recurring pain of his war wounds and more particularly on account of the gnawing anxiety about his marriage, this must have been a serious personal consideration in weighing

  up the offer. In theory, he had been promised the support of Lord Beaverbrook – then threatening to split the Tory Party on the issue of Empire Free Trade. But Beaverbrook’s support was

  ever an unpredictable asset, and there was a danger that he might suddenly put up an ‘Empire Free Trader’ for the seat; there were also disturbing noises from the National

  Farmers’ Union (whose President was a constituent), added to which there was a Liberal threat to back the socialists over the tariff issue. So the seat was much less safe than it looked even

  before Kindersley began to wobble over his decision to resign.




  But there was more to it than that, and it hinged significantly on Macmillan’s whole political credo. On 27 May 1930, The Times published a letter by Macmillan commending Sir Oswald

  Mosley for sticking to his election pledges to reduce unemployment, and for resigning as a junior minister in Ramsay MacDonald’s government. Macmillan had then gone on to criticise the

  Conservative government. Two days later he received a telegram from Beaverbrook, with the assurance ‘IF I CAN SUPPORT YOU IN ANY DIRECTION AT THIS MOMENT PLEASE LET ME

  KNOW’; but this coincided with an acidly prefectorial note from Kindersley, still firmly in the saddle: ‘Don’t do it again or I may find myself compelled however

  reluctantly to fight Hitchin again, which would be a bore. . . .’49




  When the Hitchin Conservatives had first made their approach to Macmillan, they were well aware that he stood on the radical wing of the Party, but his views were still perceived to be

  compatible with mainstream Conservative policy. The sharp tone of Macmillan’s letter now suggested that their potential candidate was drifting out of the mainstream altogether, and the

  Hitchin Conservatives began to have second thoughts. In September, after he had been attacked in the right-wing Patriot for being a free-trader and for threatening to vote against Baldwin,

  Macmillan wrote a twelve-page letter of self-justification to the Association Chairman, Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Charles Heaton-Ellis, couched in coolly ponderous terms. Refusing to yield an inch on

  the ‘radicalism’ that was so upsetting the right-wingers of Hitchin, Macmillan declared: ‘. . . I shall be deterred neither by the frontal onslaught of acknowledged

  enemies nor by the less reputable attacks of nominal allies. . . .’50 By February 1931 Kindersley

  had changed his mind and informed Macmillan that he was now definitely not going to stand down. The flirtation with Hitchin ended frigidly, with Kindersley writing no longer ‘My dear

  Harold’, but simply ‘Dear Macmillan’.




  Meanwhile Ramsay MacDonald’s economic problems made it probable that Stockton could be regained at the next general election. Stockton had, however, adopted a new Conservative candidate,

  Leonard Ropner. Fortunately, the popularity which Harold and Dorothy had gained during his past five years there now came to his assistance. Some of the letters received after his 1929 defeat,

  notably from working-class constituents, attest to the affection in which he was held. One spoke of the pleasure of ‘working with one of the greatest ladies in the country and one of the

  finest gentlemen’; many expressed appreciation for his having found them a job. ‘Don’t be too downhearted,’ wrote another (on 12 June 1929): ‘I am certain there is a

  great future for you, men of your Character, sincerity of Duty, Honour and Straightforwardness can ill be spared. It is men of your type that are required to carry out those great ideals of Lord

  Beaconsfield, therefore as an humble deciple [sic] myself, I say Go Forward, more determined than ever, and I hope I shall live to see the day that you get the Reword [sic] that you

  deserve, and your great ambition Realised. . . . “God bless you Both.” ’51




  In March 1931, Macmillan received an appeal signed by many of his former supporters in Stockton urging him to return. Clearly under some pressure, Leonard Ropner did the gentlemanly thing and

  – pleading ‘family bereavement and ill health’ – withdrew his candidature. Macmillan accepted Stockton’s ‘all-is-forgiven’ invitation conditionally:




  

    

      

        . . . I cannot now bind myself to stand for Stockton for more than one election. . . . My reasons for this are personal. I do not yet know whether I shall be able, in

        several years time, to stand the strain that will be involved, and I might find it necessary, for business and other reasons, to seek a constituency nearer London. . . . I am not quite so

        vigorous as I was. Neither my wife nor I, with the various claims upon our time, could do quite as much travelling up and down between London and Stockton as we used to do.


      


    


  




  He ended: ‘You know how fond of Stockton my wife and I are, and how proud of our connection with it. . . . I expect that many people will

  think me rather foolish to give up one of the safest seats in England; but I really do love the North, and we shall be very happy to be amongst you again.’52 In fact, of course, the option of Hitchin was no longer open to him anyway.




  Thus ended Macmillan’s Hitchin flirtation. On the one hand a constituency nearer London might possibly have helped his marriage; on the other hand, the probability was even greater that

  his political career would have advanced no further. He would never have been happy in a rich, middle-class constituency in the 1930s. At ‘dear old Stockton’, as he called it in later

  life, he was both known and established, and – however precarious his tenure there – it provided him with the ideal platform from which to shout out for industrial reform. The lure of

  another safe seat (Finchley) in the South returned, briefly, at the 1935 election, but he decided he could not desert Stockton, and he was to remain there until the 1945 débâcle.




  Macmillan’s defence of Mosley in what Rab Butler described as a ‘long magisterial letter’ to The Times had wider repercussions. Macmillan had suggested

  ironically that Mosley had ‘broken the rules of the political game’ by saying what he meant and meaning what he said, and then went on to declare that if the rules were not changed

  ‘many of us will feel that it is hardly worth while bothering to play at all.’ Apart from outraging Hitchin, this provoked an acid reply, signed by Butler and three other Tory MPs:

  ‘When a player starts complaining that “it’s hardly worth bothering to play” the game at all, it is usually the player and not the game who is at fault. It is then usually

  advisable for the player to seek a new field for his recreation, and a pastime more suited to his talents.’53 The letter

  marked the first salvo fired between Butler and Macmillan, who were to be both rivals and colleagues for the rest of their political lives. Baldwin also attacked Macmillan obliquely in a speech

  about people who ‘hunted with packs other than their own’,54 and Macmillan now came close to accepting Butler’s

  caustic advice.




  After his resignation from office in disgust at the government’s reneging on its electoral promises, Mosley had been expelled from the Labour Party altogether, and early in 1931 he had

  founded his New Party, with proposals for a planned economy that particularly appealed to Macmillan and his parliamentary friends. His New Party would soon move towards

  Fascism, and Mosley would become the fallen angel of the 1930s, but in 1931, aged only thirty-five, he was still widely regarded as the golden boy of British politics. He and Macmillan became very

  close. This provoked a stinging letter from a new correspondent, Margot Oxford (widow of ex-Prime Minister Asquith), all about team-work, straightness and fair play:




  

    

      

        You cd. all do a fresh deal now with Baldwin if you wd get together and if you sway towards Mosley, Winston or any other false God you do no good at all in politics and

        the X bench [crossbench] mind is sterile. Tom [Mosley] has played the fool to a degree I never thought possible as he is very clever – but not quite as remarkable as he thinks he is.

        Come and see me. . . .55


      


    


  




  Five days later brought another lecture from Lady Oxford, warning of the evils of ‘groups outside the existing parties’:




  

    

      

        if they were to succeed we would be like France; clerical, anticlerical, agricultural and anti ditto, centre, left-centre, right, half right, etc. all very

        boring; I shd avoid Winston, he has no political insight or glimmer of gratitude or loyalty. Try and get together all the young ones. Men who coin phrases to cover their changing

        convictions are no good – I have seen too many of them in politics.56


      


    


  




  Over the next two months Macmillan’s political antennae began to quiver, and he was having second thoughts about Mosley. Meeting him on the train to Oxford, Harold Nicolson, who had been

  one of the first to join Mosley’s New Party, noted in his diary for 30 May 1931 how Macmillan took ‘the usual young Tory view that his heart is entirely with the New Party but that he

  feels he can help us better by remaining in the Conservative ranks. . . . He anticipates the present Government being in power for another two years, followed by a Tory administration lasting some

  three years. He feels that five years from now, the New Party will have its great opportunity.’57




  Fascism, however, would soon derail Mosley, and within a matter of months the much-vaunted New Party proved itself a broken reed, with policies irrelevant to the problems for which it had been

  founded. Such is the peril for those who found new political parties in Britain. Macmillan said of Mosley in retrospect: ‘A certain arrogance and impatience

  brought an end to his parliamentary career. When he later took refuge in an extra-parliamentary movement, and tried to bring Fascism into England, he was doomed. . . .’ And ‘Great

  talents and great strengths of character were thrown away in vain. Had he waited, he might have been supreme. He struck too soon, and fell for ever. In politics, as in many other things, the

  essence of the game is “timing”.’58




  One net gain of the flirtation with Mosley was to bring Macmillan a new collaborator in the shape of Allan Young, a young ex-Marxist from the Clyde who had been Secretary of the New Party and

  had contributed many of the best ideas in its manifesto. Together with another ex-Marxist, John Strachey (later to become a minister in the 1945 Attlee government), Young left the New Party in

  disgust at its slide towards Fascism, and teamed up with Macmillan as his economic adviser. A more important consequence of the Mosley interlude, however, was that it afforded Macmillan an

  invaluable lesson in patience, as well as in the folly of seeking remedies outside the existing party framework. Not for the last time, impatience and audacity carried him to the brink of the

  abyss, while a certain prudence caused him to draw back before it was too late.












  Chapter Five




  The Wilderness Years 1931–1939




  It is very difficult for those whose memories do not go back to the twenties and thirties to have any conception of the virulence with which the role of the State in a

  modern economy was contested.




  (HM, Winds of Change)




  Let us either settle with Germany now, or coerce her now. But don’t let us purchase an uncertain peace at a terrible price to be paid later.




  (HM, the Star, 20 March 1936)










  In 1931 Macmillan suffered a collapse. A recurrence of troubles from his wartime wounds – coupled with a deliberately vague diagnosis of

  ‘neurasthenia’ – provided a smoke-screen for what in fact seemed to have been a full-scale nervous breakdown. The exact details were kept extremely quiet within the family,

  through the efforts of Nellie. One of the few to have an inkling of just how desperate Macmillan was over Boothby was Lord David Cecil, the younger brother of Bobbety Cranborne, who recalled him

  once banging his head against the wall of a railway compartment in sheer despair. Inhibited as he always was about baring his soul to others, the extent of Macmillan’s anguish was also

  revealed when he confided to a woman friend, ‘I just can’t go on’; this was reinforced years later when the old family nanny hinted darkly to one of the Macmillan children of a

  suicide attempt.1




  To recover, he was sent by Nellie for several months to a sanatorium at Neu Wittelsbach, near Munich. On 16 September, he was able to reassure her that the doctor had found ‘no

  organic disease, only nervous prostration’. Five days later there followed a letter saying that Dr Lampe ‘thinks I have only just avoided a complete breakdown. . . . I think if I can

  have this cure and get properly rested I can face my other troubles. Perhaps it won’t be so long as seems now probable. One never knows. . . .’ The next week he was complaining of

  ‘rather a battered feeling . . . the same kind of experience after Loos or after the Somme. But I was younger then, and had (I suppose) more resilience. . . .’ Revealing his anxiety,

  and that he was not in touch with his wife’s movements, he asked his mother whether Dorothy had been to Birch Grove. His thoughts then turned abruptly to the British political scene. There

  was growing talk of an imminent general election to replace Ramsay MacDonald’s flagging National Government; ‘if there is an election,’ continued Macmillan in his letter to

  Nellie, ‘I think I shall make an effort to come home. I want to get into the H of C, because I think it wd make my life much easier. The doctor seems rather

  uncertain as to whether I ought to risk the effort. . . .’2




  Nevertheless, with the kind of phenomenal display of will-power that had characterised his survival on the Somme fifteen years earlier, and despite the misgivings of his German doctors, he was

  back at Stockton the following month, fighting for re-election. The effort was worth it; loyally supported by Dorothy, his majority over Labour rose from a hoped-for 3000 or 4000 to just over

  11,000. In one of the greatest landslides in British history, the Conservatives came back with 473 seats, supported by a further 81 miscellaneous allies. But for all Macmillan’s satisfaction,

  personal and professional, at getting back into politics, it is clear from a letter of 5 November 1931 to his constituency Chairman, Ernest Appleton, that his recovery was far from complete.

  Macmillan thanked him for his help in the election,




  

    

      

        not only with political work, but (which I most especially appreciated) you have taken so much trouble in so many ways to spare me and make this easier and more

        comfortable for me. . . . as I expected I am suffering from a bit of reaction and my leg is getting rather bad again. But I do hope to get better gradually. I should not attempt to do

        anything in Stockton or in parliament until I am fit. . . .3


      


    


  




  Yet convalescence soon took the form of plunging himself with almost frenetic energy into political activities. It was not until 1933 that he allowed himself anything resembling a proper

  holiday. He then travelled on a boat to Dalmatia and Greece, taking with him twelve-year-old Maurice. Having been such a distant parent, this voyage of mutual discovery between father and son

  proved to be a pleasure to both. Many years later, Maurice recalled realising ‘for the first time how vulnerable he was, as opposed to being remote, and also the immensely important role

  played by my grandmother’.4 In a letter to Nellie, Harold himself wrote with touchingly warm affection and praise for Maurice as

  a travelling companion, and remarked how greatly he himself was benefiting from the cruise: ‘it makes me feel young to be back in the classical atmosphere. . . . my “middle age”

  troubles seem far behind, and I seem to be back in those happy years of pre-war Oxford.’5 Yet, on his return, inevitably the

  domestic strains continued. Birthday-greetings telegrams to his parents during the years 1933–4 bear the revealing signature ‘Harold. Maurice.

  Carol.’ Dorothy’s name was conspicuously absent.




  A First Visit to Russia




  In September 1932 Macmillan made a five-week trip to Russia with his new friend and collaborator, Allan Young. While it formed part of the programme of physical recovery after

  his breakdown, he also went out of curiosity to visit a country where ‘planning’ was a holy word. Visitors to the infant Soviet Union in those days, such as Bernard Shaw and Nancy

  Astor, travelled ‘more with the purpose of talking than of listening’, observed Macmillan; it was all taken too earnestly, or not earnestly enough. Macmillan himself, once again keeping

  a journal in the form of letters to his mother, combined the serious with the sardonic. He and Young travelled mostly second class, and sometimes ‘hard’, in hopes of having a

  ‘better chance of seeing ordinary people’. Travelling out on a small steamer, the SS Cooperazia, his first impressions would not be unfamiliar to tourists to the Soviet Union

  half a century later; the taps produced no hot water, and the itinerary was subject to frequent change. He noted, with respect, how much of the hardest work on board ship was done by female

  sailors, and was amused by its holy-of-holies, called the Lenin Room, which struck him as a parody of the chapel of a French chateau; he found the revolutionary rituals held there ‘all very

  queer, but they seem to take it very seriously.’ At Hamburg he was distressed to see vast quantities of German steel being taken on board, because ‘Germany is giving Russia the longer

  credits which we refuse,’ credits that were in fact being financed out of British loans, instead of orders coming to poor Stockton.




  In Leningrad he was taken to see the Anti-Religious Museum situated in the old Cathedral of St Isaac (still a top tourist attraction). He found it ‘one of the queerest exhibitions I have

  ever seen’, and asked Nellie to try to ‘imagine H. G. Wells using The Golden Bough to produce a popular skit on religion suited to the intelligence of the junior classes of an

  English elementary school. . . .’ At Tsarskoe Selo (now Pushkin) Palace, he was delighted to come across a picture of his father-in-law, in his ducal Coronation robes, bearing the

  inscription, ‘Typical Boyar of the old regime in Capitalist countries, living on the exploitation of the working classes’. In Moscow the Intourist guide

  pressed a reluctant Macmillan (to whom prison reform was never to be a matter of high interest) to visit what was obviously a show prison, for worst offenders. The inmates, he was told, could come

  and go as much as they liked, and were allowed a week’s holiday a year; apparently only two had ever failed to return. Macmillan noted sardonically that perhaps it did not speak very

  favourably for conditions outside the prison compared with those inside it. Later he came closer to the truths of Gulag on meeting a young engineer returning from Siberia, who had seen forced

  labour camps for kulaks from Astrakhan whose treatment was so bad that their only hope rested on a Japanese invasion of Russia.




  From Moscow, Macmillan and Young floated down the Volga, via Nizhni-Novgorod, to the great new industrial city of Stalingrad. On the boat he found a ‘crusading’ enthusiasm for the

  new system, which was to be repeated in their subsequent visits to factories at Kharkov in the relatively prosperous Ukraine, where the atmosphere reminded him of an American city during a boom.

  Back in Moscow, Macmillan busied himself in discussions with trade commissars as well as doing some private business for Macmillan’s with the state publishing house. He affected pleasure at

  learning that the system had ‘no literary agents to bother about’, and admiration that Stalin’s last book had had an advance print order for 3½ million copies. The Russian

  sense of humour commended itself greatly to Macmillan. Among the contemporary jokes he brought back to England was one about a self-important man who pushed himself to the head of a long queue

  outside a shop, shouting ‘Out of the way, I have a permit not to stand in the queue,’ to which the crowd replied, ‘You silly fool. This is the queue of people who have a permit

  not to stand in the queue!’ It was an anecdote he would enjoy making use of when at the Ministry of Supply during the war.




  Macmillan returned from the trip with a strong affection for what he had seen of the ordinary Russian, plus an enduring interest in the idiosyncrasies of the Soviet system. He admired the

  nation’s stoicism in the face of grinding privation, but reckoned that its main fault lay in the fact that, although having barely emerged from feudalism, it was now trying to pass to state

  capitalism without going through the development which the industrial revolution had brought about in most Western countries. He had also seen enough of the

  inefficiencies of Stalinism to help him recognise some of the problems created by central economic planning. Leaving Russia for the West was, he often used to remark, like passing into

  Alice’s looking-glass world where everything was the opposite to what one expects. Who were the lunatics? Those inside, or those outside?




  Macmillan the Pamphleteer




  By the end of 1931, the world recession seemed to have reached its ugly trough. In Britain unemployment had soared to the 2.7 million mark; exports had sunk to £461

  million, compared with £839 million two years previously. America’s own grave sickness at home, accompanied by the suspension of foreign lending abroad, had had a disastrous effect on

  world recovery. Macmillan, a staunch supporter of the gold standard, was deeply critical of the new President, Franklin D. Roosevelt, elected for the first term in November 1932, in his refusal to

  help restore the international monetary system through fixed currencies that would be attached to the price of gold. Macmillan felt that there was an impelling need for international, rather than

  national, action in establishing exchange rates.




  The terrible winter of 1932/3 saw the unemployment rate reach 27 per cent on Teesside. The shipyards at Stockton were collapsing through empty order books – and ‘lack of effective

  organisation to win and hold what markets might become available’. A sad letter of May 1932, written reluctantly by his old Stockton friend and supporter Billy Ellis, tells of the

  impossibility of maintaining four children on £2 a week: ‘we all need footwear, underwear and top clothes, as we have not been able to renew the same as they have worn out. . . . You

  will appreciate I think why I was not at the Thornaby dinner. I could not afford 2/6. . . . I am forced to tell you the true position and seek your aid, as I would not let anyone else know. . .

  .’6 Macmillan sent Ellis a cheque for £5, and received a touchingly grateful acknowledgement. In December of the same year

  the Mayor of Stockton was reporting to him that the Medical Officer of Health had examined one set of schoolchildren in Stockton and found 80 per cent of them suffering from under-nourishment.

  A month later he was informed of one family who had 20 shillings a week to provide food for eight adults.




  For Macmillan, now, more than ever before, unemployment was the overriding preoccupation. From the backbenches he watched in mounting frustration the government’s piecemeal efforts to cope

  with its causes; he and his allies began to conclude gloomily that ‘the disease was more deep-rooted’ than they had previously imagined, and that ‘the structure of capitalist

  society in its old form had broken down, not only in Britain.’ Some radical new thinking was required.




  Over the next six years Macmillan began to express his ideas in a series of tracts, pamphlets and books, culminating in 1938 with The Middle Way, which epitomised his

  whole philosophy. Much of the leg-work, and brain-power, was provided by Allan Young. But the endeavours of both were heavily tinted with the principles of the Macmillan house economist, John

  Maynard Keynes, on deficit budgeting, spending one’s way out of recession (i.e. inflation), and the pursuit of a middle course between egalitarian socialism and a collapsing

  laissez-faire capitalism. Keynes’s belief in the need for centralised planning of the economy Macmillan adopted with increasing zeal. His first effort was a sixteen-page pamphlet

  called The State and Industry (not to be confused with his earlier pamphlet, Industry and the State) which he circulated privately in March 1932. Two months later he produced a

  longer, more ambitious document, The Next Step. This recommended, inter alia, reflation to 1928 price levels through a policy of cheap money for industrial borrowers, and the creation

  of a broadly based Investment and Development Board designed to direct investment into the most beneficial channels. These first pamphlets evoked an enthusiastic response from Keynes, coupled with

  the criticism ‘you are not nearly bold enough. . . .’7




  Over the course of that year Macmillan continued to air his views in the leading national and provincial journals. ‘Slowly but surely,’ he claimed, ‘planning (once a dirty

  word) was becoming respectable.’ In a debate of March 1933, he urged as a remedy to deflation the immediate lifting of restrictions upon public expenditure, and stressed that housing must

  come first. In view of the realm where Macmillan was first to make his name in Churchill’s post-war ministry, this was an interesting priority to be selected. In December 1933 he published the first book under his sole authorship, called Reconstruction: A Plea for a National Policy, which pursued in greater detail the case for planning made in

  his earlier tracts. He admitted that some of his proposals bore points of similarity with the Soviet system and with Mussolini’s corporate state, but he stressed that the idea of planning was

  neither Fascist nor Communist, and ended by warning that, if capitalism did not reform itself, these two ‘movements of revolution which rest upon passion’ would overthrow reason. Sent a

  copy, Baldwin (with little evident enthusiasm) promised to ‘read it carefully’. The socialist New Statesman praised Reconstruction as a ‘bold and thoughtful scheme

  of national economic planning’; but The Economist thought it ‘an oddly half-baked book’.




  Inside the House Macmillan continued to be critical of the government’s half-hearted efforts to combat unemployment: ‘Mr Disraeli once said that he saw before him a bench of extinct

  volcanoes. I would not be so rude but there are a few disused slag heaps which might well be tidied up.’8 Of the project to send

  four commissioners to ‘investigate conditions in the depressed areas’, he remarked acidly: I am glad that there has been on this occasion a visit from Whitehall to the Passchendaele of

  Durham and South Wales.’9




  In March 1935 fourteen MPs joined him in publication of a booklet called Planning for Employment, and a movement was formed called the Next Five Years. Its leader was a born rebel, Lord

  Allen of Hurtwood, a man of great moral courage who had begun life as a conscientious objector and extreme left-wing socialist and who, in the great split in the Labour Party of 1931, had thrown in

  his lot with Ramsay MacDonald. Macmillan regarded him as ‘one of the most remarkable men whom I have known and one of the most attractive’. Under his leadership, it was hoped to lay

  down a blueprint for a New Deal for Britain, which was set out in a booklet called The Next Five Years. Macmillan played a leading role in developing its economic themes, extending those

  that he had put forward previously. Looking back on it forty years later, Macmillan remarked:




  

    

      

        At the time it seemed to lean rather more to the Left than to the Right, especially with regard to the proposals for an increase in public or semi-public control of

        utilities such as transport, gas and electricity. Today, however, it would seem to be rather Right-Wing; so far have we travelled in these years. But what were

        more novel were the policies for industrial organisation including the participation of labour. . . .


      


    


  




  The New Statesman welcomed the book for its ‘socialist’ line, but – significantly – its editor G. D. H. Cole, though impressed, found it

  ‘too democratic for the Conservatives and too unsocialistic for Labour’.




  With the approach of the 1935 general election, however, the work of the Next Five Years group became ‘somewhat confused’ because of Lloyd George’s effort to recapture the

  centre of the political stage with his New Deal, a programme that bore embarrassing resemblance to that set out in The Next Five Years booklet. The troubles also seem to have stemmed from

  Macmillan’s susceptibility to the Welsh wizard’s spell, coupled with a return of thoughts about forming a new Centre Party. In his memoirs, Macmillan brushes aside talk about the Centre

  Party, but that there was something of this sort in the air is suggested in an interview he gave to the Star on 25 June 1936, as part of a series the paper was running on the prospects of a

  British popular front (currently much in vogue in France). Of the Conservative establishment, he wrote damningly (together with perhaps a jab at his beer-business brother-in-law) that ‘A

  party dominated by second-class brewers and company promoters – a Casino Capitalism – is not likely to represent anybody but itself.’ The remark characterised the contempt he was

  beginning to feel for the Tory Party; but he was equally critical of Labour: ‘after ten years of no imagination, no drive, all we are left with is men like Attlee and Lansbury who are quite

  incompetent to govern an Empire.’ Macmillan came out in favour of a new constellation, headed by Labour’s Herbert Morrison (who was, at least until the 1945 Labour government, to be a

  hero of his), a Labour Party stripped of its left, ‘a fusion of all that is best in the Left and Right and . . . a Left Centre rather than a Right Centre’.10 This sounds like a social-democrat party much ahead of its time. The Star interview was followed by two rather dampening letters, from Lloyd George

  and from another Welshman, Aneurin Bevan.




  At the November 1935 general election (Macmillan’s fifth in twelve years), Lord Allen, the one-time left-winger, had been Macmillan’s most effective supporting speaker at Stockton,

  and had paid him a generous compliment: ‘He could have earned the ordinary plaudits of his party. He could have gained a career, honour and comfort; instead he

  has insisted in making an independent contribution. . . . He has shown courage, persistency, and, above all, gentleness in the way of expressing his opinions which is beginning to win the hearts of

  the people all over the country.’ Macmillan, who had fought the campaign largely on the Next Five Years theme, won by a majority of 4000 over his (female) Labour opponent; the Liberal lost

  his deposit. Baldwin, heading a National Government, came to power with a majority of 249, although Labour gained 154 seats compared with 52 in 1931. By the following year, in a debate on the

  depressed areas of 7 May, Macmillan was expressing impatience at the ‘little headway’ achieved by the Next Five Years group; it made him feel ‘rather sad and old’. When the

  group set up a journal, the New Outlook, he immediately wanted to use it for politically effective propaganda, rather than for airing academic views, as envisaged by Lord Allen. Macmillan

  swiftly brought it under his control, so much so that, by June 1936, Allen was complaining wearily: ‘I am compelled now to see that much of the trouble during the last 2½ months has

  been due to one man, Mr Macmillan, functioning on every committee and attempting the guidance of practically all our activities.’11




  Macmillan in his memoirs admitted, ‘I have no doubt that he was right and that I was impatient,’ but in the meantime a new factor had arisen to divide the two men – Hitler.

  Like many other men of good will, Allen, a gentle soul, had gone to see the Führer and had come away with hopes that he could be tamed by appeasement. By 1938, Macmillan and Allen had drifted

  apart. The New Outlook had collapsed after about a year’s existence and the Next Five Years group wound itself up in November 1937. To some the episode seemed to suggest for the first

  time a new toughness in Macmillan, not previously detected in his political technique.




  The Middle Way




  Restless as ever, and still aided by Allan Young, Macmillan now set to work on a full-scale book which was to incorporate all his thinking on economics over the past decade. It

  was published in June 1938 under the not very inspiring title The Middle Way. Many years after his retirement, when asked if he had re-read it recently, he

  replied, ‘No – it’s unreadable, I should think!’12 This was not just excessive modesty; containing a wealth

  of detail on such riveting matters as milk distribution, it was remarkably stodgy and made no concessions to readability – despite the author’s experience as a publisher! Yet it was an

  important, and – for its time – in many ways a revolutionary document. His main contention was that society should be reorganised ‘in such a way as to bring the economic system

  under conscious direction and control, and that the increased production should be directed towards raising the standard of living and security of all the people’.13 It was this notion of ‘levelling-up’ rather than down which chiefly distinguished his arguments from those of contemporary socialism, and,

  indeed, was a tenet to which he would passionately adhere throughout his premiership. He strongly rejected the socialist view that held it necessary to reduce the incomes of one class in order to

  increase the incomes of another.




  As might have been expected, the nub of his argument harked back to his persistent quest for the still deficient ‘comprehensive scheme of national planning’. Quoting a statistic that

  nearly 30 per cent of the British population lived below the hunger level, Macmillan urged the introduction of a minimum wage, as ‘a measure of social justice, lifting up to a tolerable human

  standard the unfortunate families now living in conditions that are a disgrace to the community’. It would also provide a ‘stabilising factor’ in the economy. Macmillan

  recommended trades union participation in setting progressive rises to this minimum wage, which to begin with he based on figures that would seem unbelievable half a century later, even allowing

  for inflation: 53 shillings per week for a man with a wife and three children. He followed up with short-term proposals for dealing with the 1.5 million unemployed. Earlier that same year, he had

  observed in the House with the biting irony for which he was becoming recognised: ‘Unemployment is not in itself a harmful thing. When it is unemployment of the upper classes it is called

  leisure. The real problem is that of not having enough money.’14 As well as adhering faithfully to the doctrines of Keynes

  (as, indeed, did most of The Middle Way), these proposals also mirrored Roosevelt’s public works schemes: ‘A great deal of useful work might be accomplished in the improvement of

  amenities, the tidying, cleaning, and beautifying of localities, or in the carrying out of a number of socially useful tasks that would otherwise have been neglected.’15




  Some of the more revolutionary notions of The Middle Way included the nationalisation of the coal mines (where the miners were still enduring

  ‘conditions of poverty that are shameful’) and an extension of public control over the energy-producing utilities in general. A National Nutrition Board, which should ‘regard

  itself as an expression of the organised consumers’ needs’, would handle the distribution of dairy products, bread, flour, sugar and potatoes, and would run National Bakeries, producing

  a standard loaf.




  There was the far-reaching proposal to replace the Stock Exchange by a new National Investment Board, to ‘eliminate the speculative evils . . .’ but ‘preserve a reasonable

  liquidity of investment. It should be possible to do so without allowing an important financial institution to become a casino.’16 This, coming from the man who as Prime Minister would introduce the lottery of Premium Bonds is worth noting. Macmillan, however, did not endorse Labour’s intent to

  nationalise the banks, nor Labour’s plans for assuming ‘a measure of public control’ over land, transport and finance. This offended his entrepreneurial philosophies, inherited

  from his hard-headed crofter ancestry. On the other hand, he was eager for trades union participation in his proposed planning bodies. Thus, under his planned economy, there would be room for both

  state and private enterprise.




  The same kind of flexible approach was applied to the problem of balancing Britain’s foreign trade, which he believed could no longer be solved ‘by the simple device of clapping on a

  tariff’. He also considered it ‘economic lunacy to go on producing particular goods at high-production costs at home when the balance of advantage has clearly shifted to another country

  which is anxious to sell them to us at the cheaper price. . . .’17 (Many years later, when considering the problems of British

  Leyland threatened by Japanese competition, this was a basic wisdom to which Macmillan would frequently return.) Often quoting Keynes, he urged that there had to be a close nexus between foreign

  trade policy and that of the domestic economy: ‘if we plan the one, we plan the other.’18




  In pressing his pursuit of a middle way between what he described in his memoirs as the opposing evils of ‘the intolerable restriction of a totalitarian State and the unfettered abuse of

  freedom under the old liberalism’, Macmillan concluded with an eloquent plea that all classes must share in his new ‘dynamic of social change’, and the new prosperity which he

  hoped it would create:




  

    

      

        if the poor are to do the driving, and the rich stubbornly to resist, if, at this critical moment, we hesitate to be guided by the British

        tradition of peaceful change, then we shall move stage by stage towards the embitterment of class antagonism and the decay and destruction of our democratic institutions. . . . Without

        tolerance there is no freedom. In the absence of freedom, every form of cultural progress is stultified, distorted, and destroyed. . . .19


      


    


  




  Among his contemporaries, The Middle Way certainly caused more of a stir than anything Macmillan had produced previously. The Tory back (and front) benches growled distrustfully, though

  to young Tories then at Oxford, like Hugh Fraser and Edward Heath, The Middle Way provided a message full of hope. In the New Statesman Macmillan once again received an accolade from

  G. D. H. Cole, while still further to the left, Ellen Wilkinson, Labour Member for stricken Jarrow, then known as Red Ellen for her fiery extremism, sent her congratulations. Even the loyal

  Macmillan nanny was heard to exclaim, ‘Mr Harold is a dangerous Pink.’20 Macmillan himself came to regard The Middle

  Way as his political testament. Certainly, it foreshadowed many of the courses of action that he would pursue both as Chancellor and as Prime Minister, behind which there would remain the

  influence of those good Keynesian principles of eschewing deflation at any cost. But if Macmillan’s Conservative colleagues in the 1930s had actually read the whole of his book they would

  undoubtedly have shared nanny’s views. It is difficult to imagine that the author of The Middle Way could have stood as, an orthodox Conservative candidate if a general election had

  been held in 1939 or 1940. His Party career may well have been saved by the onset of the war. Meanwhile, before there was any prospect of The Middle Way proposals being tested in practice,

  rearmament in face of the threat of Hitler, however half-hearted, was bringing its own unattended end to Britain’s depression.




  Macmillan and Churchill: The Threat Outside




  During the early 1930s Macmillan and Churchill had drifted apart, first of all over India. Churchill, the dedicated paladin of Empire, the romantic imperialist, was bitterly

  opposed to any policy that might lead to Indian self-government. He went as far in his views as to remark that Gandhi should be ‘bound hand and foot at the gates

  of Delhi and trampled on by an enormous elephant ridden by the Viceroy’.21 In January 1931 he resigned from Baldwin’s

  Shadow Cabinet in protest at its promise of support for the portended India Bill. Macmillan considered that, on this issue, Churchill diverged from the mainstream of Conservative opinion, and,

  although Churchill was able to gain the backing of nearly 100 Tory MPs, Macmillan was not one of them. In his memoirs, Macmillan quotes one sentence from a speech in December 1934 by Baldwin

  advocating India’s evolution towards self-government, the words of which were to leave a deep – indeed historic – impression upon him: ‘There is a wind of nationalism and

  freedom blowing round the world and blowing as strongly in Asia as anywhere in the world.’




  Churchill would not hold office until called back at the beginning of the Second World War, and – at a time when his genius was most needed by the country – the effectiveness of his

  pleas for rearmament and resistance to Hitler was impaired because of doubts about the soundness of his judgement in the light of his India policy. As far as it concerned their relations, Macmillan

  remarked, ‘I didn’t want to quarrel with him so I rather dropped out of his circle.’22




  A second factor that helped to keep Macmillan out of the Churchill circle was the presence of Bob Boothby, now at the peak of his intimacy with Churchill. Also, much as Macmillan was drawn by

  Churchill’s personality, it seems to have been a one-way attraction in those early days. Possibly, like many of his other parliamentary contemporaries, Churchill found Macmillan too earnest;

  he was not ‘fun’, something that was so important to Churchill, especially in those unrelievedly sombre years out of office. Macmillan, too, differed with Churchill over the abdication

  crisis of 1936. The latter was romantically loyal towards Edward VIII, whereas Macmillan believed, as he revealed in a letter to Baldwin, that ‘you are dealing with eternal verities here from

  which no deviation is possible without disaster. . . . The slightest weakness now would be a shattering blow to the whole basis of Christian morality, already grievously injured during recent

  years.’23




  But as the 1930s progressed Churchill and Macmillan were gradually drawn together again in common cause against rising dictators abroad: together they felt in honour bound to attack a complacent

  and appeasing Tory government. However, it was initially Anthony Eden, rather than Churchill, who provided Macmillan with a rallying point on foreign affairs, and made

  him forsake his interest in the domestic scene.




  Appointed Under-Secretary of State at the Foreign Office in 1931, under Sir John Simon, and later Sir Samuel Hoare, Anthony Eden made the most spectacular rise in politics of any young man

  entering Parliament just after the First World War. Universally popular and dedicated to his work on collective security at the League of Nations, Eden drew the strong support of Macmillan and his

  Next Five Years group. In 1935, the year of Mussolini’s invasion of Abyssinia, Macmillan delivered a speech in the North, calling for the need to face ‘the new barbarism’ which he

  saw entering the world, and for the British to ‘be prepared to fight for a collective system if we want peace’. December of that year saw the conclusion of the shabby and shady

  Hoare–Laval Pact, wherein the British Foreign Secretary was bamboozled into a deal which removed the teeth from any League sanctions against Mussolini, allowed Italy a free hand in Abyssinia,

  and virtually signed the death warrant of the League. The Times of 18 December published a letter from Macmillan which ended on an acidly prophetic note: ‘. . . I have never attended

  the funeral of a murdered man; but I take it that at such a ceremony some distinction is made between the mourners and the assassins.’




  Macmillan found himself – once again – at odds with a government which, by its irresolution, had sacrificed the principle of collective security, while, at the same time, by its

  superficially hostile noises towards Italy, it had only succeeded in pushing that country into the arms of Hitler. He deeply sympathised with Eden who, in the absence of his boss (in the middle of

  the crisis Hoare had inconveniently chosen to break his nose skating) had to defend a policy for which he held scant respect against hot questioning in the House. Macmillan was delighted when, a

  few days later, the broken-nosed and humiliated Hoare was forced to resign, and was succeeded by thirty-nine-year-old Eden.




  At about this time Macmillan seems to have moved back into Churchill’s orbit. He recalled:




  

    

      

        . . . I met him somewhere and he said ‘You haven’t been to see me lately’. So I came back and sat hours drinking with him. There was a row of people,

        Brendan [Bracken] and Co. . . . Then after that, he would come over for lunch and I would go over there [to Birch Grove and Chartwell] and tell him when

        something was going to happen, or he would hold forth about it. . . . 1936, when the Germans reoccupied the Rhineland, that was the great moment. It was then that Churchill said to me,

        ‘Well it’s now inevitable, and we shan’t win.’24


      


    


  




  Opposing the Dictators




  Hitler’s marching back into the Rhineland, demilitarised under the post-1918 peace treaties, marked a turning point in Macmillan’s outlook on foreign affairs and

  also a first mild rift with the policies of his friend Eden, who considered that public opinion in neither Belgium nor France would support action against the Germans returning to ‘their own

  back garden’. Churchill, with reason, regarded March 1936, rather than Munich in 1938, as the moment when the cause of stopping Hitler was lost. Macmillan wrote a forceful and far-sighted

  article in the Star of 20 March 1936: ‘We have an uneasy conscience about Germany. We are not happy about the Treaty of Versailles. . . . We remember what we refused to Liberal Germany

  and have been forced to allow to Totalitarian Germany. We remember the humiliations of Stresemann and Brüning; and we wonder how far we have been responsible for the triumph of Hitler.’

  For these concessions, wrongly timed, Macmillan unequivocally blamed Baldwin and MacDonald – ‘Just as they shirked the social and economic problems. . . .’, they had, he continued

  on a prophetic note, ‘elevated inactivity into a principle and feebleness into a virtue. . . . There will be no war now. But unless a settlement is made now . . . there will be war in 1940 or

  1941. . . . Let us either settle with Germany now, or coerce her now. But don’t let us purchase an uncertain peace at a terrible price to be paid later.’




  Among the letters that this article provoked was one from Maurice’s former prep-school headmaster, Tom Pellatt writing from the Bath Club:




  

    

      

        My dear Harold




        I know you will forgive me calling you by your Christian name. . . . I MUST be able to say to myself ‘I called by his Christian name this man, WHO IS NOW PRIME MINISTER. . . . Yes – YOU WILL SOMEDAY be Prime Minister. . . . You are a very VERY brilliant man. I NEVER flatter.25


      


    


  




  The last sentence of the Star article contained the nub of Macmillan’s reproaches against Britain’s handling of the dictators in the second half of the 1930s. Over Abyssinian

  sanctions, there had been two clear options: to resist Mussolini resolutely, and bring him down; or to be conciliatory, at the expense of Abyssinia, with the aim of keeping Italy out of the Nazi

  camp. But in attempting to pursue a pusillanimous course between the two, Britain had lost on both.




  When the final instalment in the Hoare–Laval traduction of Abyssinia occurred, Lloyd George, in what Churchill once described as one of the greatest parliamentary performances of all time,

  lashed Baldwin and Chamberlain for permitting the torch of their election pledges in support of collective security to become ‘dimmed’: ‘Tonight it is quenched – with a

  hiss; a hiss that will be re-echoed throughout the whole world. . . . Tonight we have had the cowardly surrender, and there [pointing to the Treasury bench] are the cowards. . .

  .’26 After the Foreign Affairs debate on 23 June 1936, Macmillan and one other Tory MP, Vyvyan Adams, not merely abstained but

  voted against the government, and the following week Macmillan resigned the Whip. This was – and is – a backbencher’s ultimate protest against his party’s policies.

  Henceforth he was as committed as Churchill to pursuing the twin chimera of opposing the dictators and of rearmament. Although Macmillan supported the rearmament programme primarily on grounds of

  national interest, there was also – as he admitted years later – a more parochial dimension to his thinking: ‘it might give us some work in the north-east!’27 In a Britain befuddled by appeasement, the road was a lonely one. Of all the Baldwin–Chamberlain rearmament team the only one who

  impressed Macmillan was the Minister for Air, Philip Cunliffe-Lister. Against all odds he did much to lay the foundations for Britain’s wartime air expansion, including production of the

  Spitfire – and was then forced to resign in despair at Chamberlain’s policies in the summer of 1938.




  On top of all the political demands on Macmillan’s life, in the late 1930s a series of family bereavements imposed their own additional burdens. In March 1936, his father

  died, a few weeks short of eighty-three, and having continued to work at Macmillan’s until he had become all but blind. Only a few weeks earlier, George, son of

  Alexander and also one of the three partners of the second generation, had died. Finally, that June, Frederick Macmillan died, aged eighty-four. The removal of all three senior partners within four

  months suddenly devolved great responsibility and extra work upon Harold and Daniel. Over the next three years – and indeed through the war – Daniel, whom Harold gratefully regarded as

  ‘a protecting and loving friend’ as well as older brother, was happy to bear the brunt so that Harold could devote most of his energy to politics. Nevertheless, Harold somehow managed

  to find enough time to continue to be a serious, thrustful and hard-bargaining publisher. Rache Lovat Dickson, who joined the company as assistant editor about that time, recalled how at first he

  found Harold Macmillan rather remote and absent-minded, but: ‘. . . I was to learn that he was much more of a publisher than I had suspected, and that beneath that bland appearance of a

  typical young Conservative politician of the ’30s, he hid an extremely keen and incisive brain. . . .’ What equally impressed Lovat Dickson was Macmillan’s decision to publish a

  book by Arthur Bryant, in favour of Munich, which struck him as being ‘against all this strange man was doing; burning up his energy, hardly stopping to eat or rest, while he travelled the

  country and spoke out against the Munich settlement. . . .’ Macmillan explained: ‘ “We are publishers, not policemen. Everybody should be free to say what they like.”

  ’28




  In 1937 there was a much greater blow when Harold’s beloved mother Nellie died, aged eighty-one. She had never quite recovered from her husband’s death eighteen months earlier:

  ‘Even her indomitable courage was quenched. She had almost lost the will to live,’ wrote Macmillan. In her last years, Nellie, ‘ambitious for my success’, had become sadly

  confused by Harold’s apparent isolation in the political wilderness. But – as always – she had backed him to the hilt, and her death was a grievous loss to him; ‘it deprived

  me of a rock-like, unshakeable support’. Given the dominant role that his mother had played throughout his life, this was almost an understatement. Her death left him peculiarly alone, and

  vulnerable, in his personal life. He and Dorothy now moved permanently to Birch Grove, which they henceforth had completely to themselves and their children, and which to some extent must have made

  their life together easier. By the end of the 1930s, the worst of the pain over his wife’s liaison had probably been drawn away. Despite Boothby’s constant

  entreaties, Dorothy had agreed never to leave Harold. Boothby, in despair, had married in 1935 Diana Cavendish, a cousin of Dorothy’s; it was a brief marriage and he returned to his grande

  passion. Harold, acceptant but often miserably unhappy, found a welcome distraction in ‘burning up his energy’ in a life dedicated to politics, and with what was left absorbed by

  publishing.




  From Abyssinia and the Rhineland, the way led inexorably to the Anschluss of Austria in March 1938, and on to Munich that September, a via dolorosa well travelled

  by subsequent historians. Baldwin, whom Macmillan rated the most powerful Prime Minister since Walpole and who succeeded in reuniting the nation, but failed to give it strength, had retired;

  Chamberlain came. Charitable often to the point of blandness in his memoirs, about the best thing Macmillan could find to say about the new Prime Minister was: ‘If he had none of

  Baldwin’s lethargy, he had little of Baldwin’s imagination. Baldwin had always been uncertain of himself; Chamberlain was only too sure that he was right on every question. . . . Had

  Chamberlain retired or died in 1937, he would have gone down to history as a great social reformer and a great administrator.’ He added some years later, ‘I didn’t like

  Chamberlain – he was a nice man, but I thought he was very, very middle class and very, very narrow in view.’29




  However, Macmillan now rejoined the Party faithful in the belief that Chamberlain would provide a more robust policy than his predecessor. But if Macmillan in general supported

  Chamberlain’s endeavours on the domestic front, he soon found himself opposed totally to his foreign policy. On 20 February 1938, he and the anti-appeasers were profoundly shocked by the

  sudden and unexpected resignation of Eden; Churchill, wrote Macmillan, ‘was almost in despair over the catastrophe’. Simultaneously came the resignation of Eden’s Under-Secretary,

  Lord Cranborne – Macmillan’s kinsman by marriage. Encouraged by Churchill, Macmillan and some twenty Tory MPs abstained in the ensuing debate; apart from Churchill and his lieutenants,

  Brendan Bracken and Boothby, the abstainers included such names as Harold Nicolson, General Louis Spears, Anthony Crossley and Ronnie Cartland. This group, Macmillan said, were regarded as

  ‘habitual suspects’ by the Whips, but this time they were supported by ‘respectable figures’ like Sir Joseph Nail (a rather right-wing

  industrialist), Leonard Ropner, Robin Turton, Dick Briscoe, Paul Emrys-Evans and Hamilton Kerr. (The last-named, later MP for Cambridge, became one of the leading Tory protagonists of

  Macmillan-for-Premier in the early post-war era, and later his PPS.) Altogether the twenty dissidents represented the hard core forming the anti-appeasement lobby. Eden was succeeded by Lord

  Halifax, whom Macmillan respected for his strong religious convictions, but thought too gentlemanly to face Hitler, lacking ‘the strength to succeed where Eden failed’; as a result the

  foreign policy was Chamberlain’s.




  With Eden’s resignation, events began to accelerate. On 11 March 1938, Hitler moved into Austria. Looking ahead with ‘sombre expectancy’ to the next blow, Macmillan wrote in

  the Northern Echo on 18 March, warning of Hitler’s designs on Czechoslovakia and calling for the inclusion of Churchill in a new national government as a demonstration to the world

  that Britain meant business. He admitted that he was of two minds whether Britain should make an invasion of Czechoslovakia a casus belli, but urged, ‘if we mean to do so we had better

  say so now, that is if we mean to join with Russia and France; and not when it has happened.’ This was very much in line with his theme, all along, that whatever Britain did decide it was

  essential she should make her intentions totally clear in advance. With his sense of history this was where, he felt, Sir Edward Grey had failed so badly in 1914.




  The first of Chamberlain’s three flights to Germany had impressed Macmillan; it was after all courageous of a statesman, rising seventy, to undertake what was in those days no easy

  journey. However, after Chamberlain’s second meeting with Hitler, at Bad Godesberg, Macmillan was one of seven Tory MPs (including Boothby and General Spears) to sign a petition to Halifax

  urging that no further pressure be put on the Czechs to accept Hitler’s terms. Yet on the eve of Chamberlain’s third departure for Munich in September, Macmillan had the honesty to

  remember standing up in the House and sharing the general emotion, and the country’s natural sense of relief. But ‘then I saw one man silent and seated – his head sunk on his

  shoulders, his whole demeanour depicting something between anger and despair. It was Churchill.’ Immediately after Munich, nevertheless, he remembered thinking: ‘My son would stay at

  school and go to Oxford in the autumn. . . .’




  When the degrading terms of Munich became known, there was much talk that younger members of the Cabinet – Walter Elliot, Oliver Stanley, Malcolm MacDonald

  – would resign; in which case, Macmillan considered, the government would surely have been brought down. In fact, only one man, Duff Cooper, First Lord of the Admiralty, resigned – with

  words that marked his finest hour: ‘. . . I have ruined, perhaps, my political career. But that is a little matter; I have retained something which is to me of great value – I can still

  walk about the world with my head erect.’30 According to his wife, Diana Cooper, when she telephoned the news to Churchill,

  ‘His voice was broken with emotion. I could hear him cry.’31 Macmillan, congratulating Duff Cooper, called his

  resignation speech ‘the finest thing I’ve heard since I’ve been in the House; the deep sincerity gripped even those members who disagreed with your argument. I can assure you that

  it has heartened a great many of us more than you know.’32




  Duff Cooper now joined the Tory dissenters. After Munich their numbers reached some thirty, divided between Churchill’s group – nicknamed the Old Guard – and Eden’s, who

  were known as the Glamour Boys. Macmillan says he attached himself to the latter, ‘but also kept in close contact with Churchill and acted in a sense as a link between the two bodies’.

  Working behind the scenes, out of the limelight, Macmillan seems to have played a key role in attempting to create a cross-party front against Chamberlain and appeasement; his

  ‘left-wing’ domestic policies gave him, alone among the Tory dissidents, the credentials to hold out a hand to the Labour leaders. Accordingly, at nearly midnight on 3 October, the day

  after Duff Cooper’s resignation, Macmillan, with Churchill’s blessing, sought out Dr Hugh Dalton, an Old Etonian Labour MP. He told Dalton that ‘loyal’ Tories were pressing

  for a general election, in which they hoped that Chamberlain, as the Saviour of Peace, would sweep the country. Any Tories who opposed the government in the forthcoming debate on Munich would be

  ‘marked down for destruction’ and would find ‘official’ Tory candidates run against them at the election. Despite this threat, Macmillan was anxious to co-ordinate a hostile

  amendment with Labour, and – beyond that – to try to arrive at a united anti-appeasement policy. He suggested that Attlee and Dalton should meet Churchill the next day, and late that

  same night he took Dalton round to Brendan Bracken’s house in North Street, where the doctor ‘found Churchill, Eden, J. P. L. Thomas, Bracken and some others’.33




  Three days later, following the post-Munich debate in which the dissident Tories abstained, the far-left Labour MP Stafford Cripps visited Dalton ‘and urged

  that we should make common cause with the anti-Chamberlain Tories’. Cripps and the wily doctor, however, also saw more parochial advantages to be gained from the Munich crisis. Although the

  Labour Party was unable to gain power by itself, ‘to split the Tory Party would be real big politics’.34 The Tory

  dissidents may well have sensed this, and have taken fright. Dalton recorded that he saw Macmillan again,




  

    

      

        and told him that Attlee, Morrison and I would probably be willing to meet three or four of them. He was pleased at this, but said there was some difficulty within their

        group. Eden and some others were very moderate and wanted ‘national unity’ with everybody, while Churchill and Duff Cooper were out for Chamberlain’s blood and inclined to

        join with anyone else to get it. . . . Now that the threat of an early General Election had receded, the moderate Tories, I thought, would probably draw back into their shells. . .

        .35


      


    


  




  The following week Dalton had a third meeting with Macmillan, and noted that the Tory dissidents still seemed divided on tactics: ‘Macmillan himself would like to see a “1931 in

  reverse” . . . an influential breakaway from the Conservative Party and a union of Labour with Tory dissentients to form a new “National Government”.’ Macmillan yet again

  was toying with the notion of a new ‘Middle Way’ coalition party, this time to meet an external threat. To Dalton he proposed four lines of joint attack on Chamberlain’s policy

  towards Hitler. But, says Dalton, ‘even this modest programme evaporated. Macmillan sounded Duff Cooper, who would not come without Eden, and Eden would not come at all. Churchill was quite

  willing to come, but in view of the refusal of the others, we on our side thought it best to call a halt. . . .’36 So once

  again Macmillan was frustrated, and (though he said nothing of it in his memoirs) registered private doubts about Eden’s reliability as an ally.




  In the critical post-Munich debate, Chamberlain was more robust than expected and received wide support on both sides of the House. There would be no general election over Munich.

  Chamberlain’s position in the country, Macmillan noted, ‘was overwhelmingly strong’; at the same time he recalled Munich dividing it, even within

  families, with unparalleled bitterness. On Guy Fawkes Day, 1938, at Birch Grove the Macmillans dressed their guy in a frock coat, black Homburg hat and rolled umbrella. Some relatives staying were

  much offended. The scene was heightened by the presence of some forty Czech refugees, a number of them Jews, to whom the Macmillans and neighbours had provided shelter. Given the emotions generated

  by Munich, it is a testimony to Macmillan’s magnanimity that his memoirs contain so conspicuously little rancour towards Chamberlain. He made due allowance for the debilitating influence of

  Britain’s haunting memories of the horrors of 1914–18. Yet, he wrote that he felt at the time, ‘we ought to have fought at Munich’; and in later life nothing was to alter

  that conviction.




  As the slide to war accelerated, Macmillan remained one of the foremost dissenters to keep up pressure on the government. At a by-election at Oxford, he outraged many

  colleagues by supporting an Independent candidate, Dr A. D. Lindsay, the Master of Balliol, on an anti-appeasement ticket against the official candidate, a brilliant young lawyer called Quintin

  Hogg. By the quirks of fate, one of Macmillan’s more enthusiastic undergraduate backers was a Balliol organ scholar, Edward Heath; while, in 1963, Macmillan’s two favourites for his own

  succession were to be first Hogg, and second another appeaser – Alec Douglas-Home. Hogg got in at Oxford, though with a nearly halved majority, while Macmillan was threatened with withdrawal

  of the Whip, the prospect of an official Tory candidate being put up against him at Stockton at the next election, and – fate worse than death – ejection from the Carlton Club. None

  transpired.




  Next he produced a pamphlet, entitled The Price of Peace, in which he urged again that Britain should make her position to Hitler totally unambiguous (though he reckoned Poland would now

  probably ‘adjust herself to German designs), and rearm with renewed vigour. He had already called for National Service (though it was his government that would eventually abolish it in 1960)

  and he spoke up for an ‘alliance of peace-loving powers’ headed by Britain, France and the USSR, combined with an effort to gain US support. In February 1939, he followed up this tract

  with another, Economic Aspects of Defence, in which he was helped by a Macmillan author, economist Dr Paul Einzig, and the Hungarian-born Thomas Balogh, who was

  to become chief economic adviser in the 1960s to Macmillan’s rival, Harold Wilson. Facing the probability of war squarely, he pressed for a translation to rearmament of the industrial

  efficiency principles he had propounded the previous year in The Middle Way; strategic materials, such as pig-iron, should be stockpiled and a Ministry of Supply should urgently be created.

  Little could he have foreseen that this last would furnish him with his first government post. In June, four months later, Chamberlain belatedly acquiesced and the Ministry Macmillan had clamoured

  for was duly set up.




  By the end of March 1939, Chamberlain had thrown British policy into reverse by issuing his guarantee to Poland; ‘demented pledges, that cannot be redeemed. . . .’ was how Lloyd

  George rated them, in default of any Soviet commitment. Macmillan agreed; and so did Hitler. On the 29th, Macmillan joined with Churchill, Eden and Duff Cooper in a motion calling for the formation

  of a national government. The following week, he was lunching at Chartwell when Mussolini invaded Albania, on Good Friday. He recalled vividly his first glimpse of Churchill springing into

  action:




  

    

      

        Maps were brought out; secretaries were marshalled; telephones began to ring. ‘Where was the British fleet?’ That was the most urgent question. That

        considerable staff which, even as a private individual, Churchill always maintained to support his tremendous literary and political effort was at once brought into play. It turned out that

        the British fleet was scattered throughout the Mediterranean. . . .


      


    


  




  Deeply impressed, Macmillan continued: ‘I shall always have a picture of that spring day and the sense of power and energy, the great flow of action, which came from

  Churchill, although he then held no public office. He alone seemed to be in command, when everyone else was dazed and hesitating.’ Four days later, Harold Nicolson found Macmillan

  ‘enraged’ that Chamberlain should be remaining in power, and at the same time fulminating against Eden and his followers for being ‘too soft and gentlemanlike’ in their

  attitude to Chamberlain.37




  In May, Chamberlain half-heartedly began talks with the Russians in an eleventh-hour attempt to bring them into the kind of firm alliance that Macmillan – and

  Churchill – had been urging. Then, on 22 August, came the bombshell of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Using words that he would repeat in a different context a generation later, Lord Cranborne

  wrote to Macmillan on 30 August declaring that the Pact ‘would go down to history as one of the classical examples of being too clever by half’. Indeed, noted Macmillan,

  ‘clever’ though it seemed, ‘in the end, Germany paid a frightful forfeit.’ It did, however, make war in 1939 just a matter of timetables. On 1 September, Hitler’s

  Panzers crossed the Polish frontier. Two days later the sirens sounded in London.
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  Chapter Six




  ‘Winston Is Back!’ 1939–1942




  I began now to think of war not as young men think of it, with the natural buoyancy of youth, but with the realism of middle age. . . .




  (HM, The Blast of War)




  That Macmillan would in time reach the top I had privately considered possible during the war when he was my parliamentary secretary at the Ministry of Supply.




  (Herbert Morrison, An Autobiography)










  In late August 1939, Macmillan was on a short sailing holiday in the Channel with a parliamentary colleague, Wyndham Portal. Putting ashore at

  Poole Harbour on the 23rd, they read in the papers news of the Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact. Macmillan at once realised that this meant ‘either another easy victory for Hitler or war

  under the worst possible conditions, with Russia neutral, Czechoslovakia already overwhelmed, and France and Britain powerless to bring any effective aid to Poland, whose independence they had

  guaranteed’.1 The latter prospect was what he had most dreaded ever since Munich, and before. He immediately set off for London,

  to witness days of confusion in the Commons. At dawn on Friday, 1 September, Hitler’s Panzers invaded Poland. After a two-day wait which agonised and infuriated Churchill and his supporters,

  Neville Chamberlain finally declared war. His dispirited broadcast was heard by Macmillan at a gathering in Ronald Tree’s house in Queen Anne’s Gate; he and the other members of the

  Eden Group present then walked over to Parliament as the air-raid sirens announced the first false alarm of the war. Leaving the brief session in the Commons that Sunday morning, Macmillan recalled

  a sense not of fear but of awe, intermingled with guilt: ‘We few survivors of the First War seemed to have failed in our duty and to have betrayed our fallen friends. How strange it all was

  – the repetition of 1914 but without the glamour!’ His first thought was for eighteen-year-old Maurice, up at Balliol, as he himself had been twenty-five years earlier: he would go to

  the war, but would he come back?




  On the Sunday afternoon following Chamberlain’s declaration of war, Churchill was invited to take over the Admiralty, which sent a historic signal out to the Fleet, ‘WINSTON IS BACK’; but as the glum months of the ‘Phoney War’ dragged on, it was evident that – under Neville Chamberlain – there were going to be no jobs

  for the Churchill supporters and opponents of Munich. Macmillan felt both ill-used and useless. He tried to get back into his old regiment, the Grenadiers, ‘but they didn’t want me . .

  . sick and old’.2 With some bitterness, he thought that perhaps the best he could do would be to

  offer his services to drive an ambulance for the Cuckfield Rural District Council.




  For Macmillan personally, the immediate future seemed to hold depressingly little. Having put so much of himself, his energy and intellect into politics – to the extent of bringing about

  at least in part the breakdown of his marriage – what did he have to show for it? He was now forty-five, had served fifteen years on the backbenches and, unlike his fellow dissidents, Eden

  and Duff Cooper, had never once held office. He would describe himself in his memoirs as having, through his economic tracts in the 1930s, become ‘in a minor way, something of a national

  figure’;3 but so far as the wider public was concerned, the accent should indeed have been on the word ‘minor’. His

  name appears surprisingly seldom in any of the accounts of these times by contemporaries. Harold Wilson thought that Macmillan’s attachment to the Whig tradition might well have led him to

  cross the floor of the House – as Churchill had done twice ‘had he not looked across that great divide at the Parliamentary Labour Party of those days, and decided there was nowhere to

  cross to . . .’.4 It was also harder for him to forget that, much as in ideological and human terms he might sympathise with the

  Teesside unemployed, he was himself, both by inheritance and marriage, a man of wealth and privilege. He was speaking with more than a touch of truth when, in 1938, he teased Frank Pakenham, later

  Lord Longford, who was trying to woo him for Labour: ‘When I consider the prospect of associating with your wild young men of the Left, I have to remember that I am a very rich

  man!’5 Macmillan would never be able to accept egalitarian socialism.




  Thus by the outbreak of war Macmillan did not seem a likely candidate for office, and had few followers. He himself admitted many years later that at the time it did indeed rankle that

  ‘men who – without conceit – were clearly inferior to me in ability or brains, were continually promoted. It was a little painful, but I accepted it . . .’; on the other

  hand, with the philosophic detachment of old age, he recognised the benevolent hand of fate: ‘of course, if I had accepted a post under Chamberlain, I would almost certainly have disappeared

  without trace.’6




  In his first wartime contributions from the backbenches, Macmillan returned to his early love – a planned economy. He was shocked by the

  inept complacency of the Chamberlain government, and the painfully slow pace of mobilisation – especially in the realm of munitions supply, and despite the mystifying fact that there

  continued to be a large reserve of unemployed labour. During the first important debate on economic warfare held on 18 October 1939, he rose to criticise the ‘almost complete statistical

  blackout’ which, on top of the physical blackout every night, had closed in on the House. He savaged John Simon, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, for having made ‘a very characteristic

  speech. . . . I do not think I have ever listened in so long a time to so little being said,’ and then went on:




  

    

      

        It has been long recognised that if it came to war, war would be totalitarian, and we now learn in actual practice the full significance of that phrase. It means that the

        total energy of the nation has to be organised and directed to secure the maximum results and, therefore, that every error of policy or administration, even on the remote fringes of economic

        activity, will be paid for by a prolongation of the struggle and the consequent sacrifices of additional lives. . . .


      


    


  




  He stressed the urgent need for a strategically planned economy. The newly formed Ministry of Supply (which he had called for repeatedly in pre-war years) was doing its best,

  but it had started too late. And he ended an intervention that could have been little palatable to Chamberlain with the warning: ‘We “muddled through” the last war, and in doing

  so, we needlessly sacrificed hundreds of thousands of young lives – among them those gallant, heroic leaders of men whose loss has been sadly missed from our councils these last 20 years. . .

  . We cannot – we dare not – “muddle through” again.’7




  Speaking to his constituents at about this time, he warned them of the dangers ahead, forecasting that Germany would inevitably attack Holland and Belgium. On 17 January 1940, he was exhorting

  the House not to swallow government propaganda and delude itself that Germany was in a desperate economic plight: ‘They have made very long, careful and exact preparations during the years in

  which we have been living in a fool’s paradise, making barely any preparations for war. . . .’8 On 1 February he was

  pleading for a War Cabinet that would operate as ‘a corporate body’ under a strong personality, and making reference to Churchill and the battle he had

  waged ‘alone for ten years’.9 On 8 February, he was hammering home to the House once again that ‘The purpose of

  economic planning is just the same whether in peace or in war. It is ultimately to utilise to the full the human and material resources of the nation. In peace it is butter, and in war it is guns

  and butter.’10
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