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THIS BOOK IS ABOUT some of the people I have encountered during a long life in journalism and politics, and I have put it together in the belief that they have something to tell us. But in order to understand them it is important to place them in the context of their times rather than judge them by contemporary standards, so it helps to remember those times.


Even the bizarre Imelda Marcos becomes easier to fathom if you remember the cold war and those years when the United States of America and the Soviet Union eyed each other darkly across the Pacific Ocean. The air and naval bases which the Americans rented from the Philippines seemed of such importance to them as to justify indulging the whims of the corrupt President Ferdinand Marcos and his extravagant wife.


We may wonder how on earth someone like Oswald Mosley came to loom so large in our national life. To understand it, you have to recall the state we were in during the years of the Great Depression 1929–32 and the mood that this engendered. Foolish travellers assured us that the Soviet Union was doing well under Communism; Mussolini and his Fascists were putting Italy back on her feet; Germany was about to hail Hitler. Here our staple industries were crumbling, our exports declining, our unemployment close to the three million mark from a smaller workforce than today’s. Not just capitalism but parliamentary government itself seemed to be faltering. Who could deliver us? That was part of Mosley’s appeal.


But I have also chosen four leading political figures of the last century who, in my opinion, have received less than their due. All four were great public servants yet are vaguely remembered by many to have been flawed. Ramsay MacDonald, Labour’s first Prime Minister, has gone down in history in the minds of many Labour loyalists as a man who betrayed his party. Stanley Baldwin, a great Conservative Prime Minister, is unfairly remembered as a man who, by putting electoral considerations first, failed to rearm his country soon enough against Hitler. The label of failure has also been pinned onto Anthony Eden and Rab Butler, whom I first knew in their early days of promise and later served with in different administrations: Eden because of the Suez fiasco, Butler because he twice missed reaching the top of the greasy pole. By any reckoning all four were serious players in the political life of this country; to see them as failures and losers is absurd.


Helen Suzman of South Africa and the late Lilo Milchsack are here because I see them as patriots. By setting up what became known as the Königswinter conferences on the Rhine soon after the Second World War, Milchsack did much to encourage in this country a better understanding of Germany’s post-war, post-Hitler difficulties. Suzman, for some years a solitary member of the Liberal Opposition to South Africa’s Nationalists, did her bit in bringing apartheid to an end and so helped to make her country acceptable to the modern world.


I came to know Field Marshal Montgomery after the war, when the only platoon commander in my rifle company to survive the battle for Europe, Andrew Burnaby Atkins (MC and bar), became his aide-de-camp. Where Monty stands among the great generals of history, it is not for me to say, but he gave us a welcome victory at Alamein at a crucial point in the war. He was lively in conversation. So was Mary Whitehouse, who was not half as stuffy as her enemies made out. She dealt with those who insulted her with humour and immense bravery.


Malcolm Muggeridge became a friend after we both returned from the war to work for the Daily Telegraph. For someone resettling his life after five years of war, he was a good counsellor, though incurably pessimistic; Malcolm believed rather too earnestly in the Fall of Man. I thought of him fondly in 2003 when his daughter Sally arranged a lunch at the Garrick to mark the centenary of his birth. Speaking of Malcolm, Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O’Connor mentioned his attempted suicide on the coast of Mozambique during a fit of wartime depression. His spiritual faith, the Archbishop told us, had saved him. Malcolm had set out to drown himself, but after walking a long way out the water was only up to his knees and he thought better of it and returned. ‘So it was part spiritual, part tidal …’ I replied to the Archbishop, and hoped Malcolm would enjoy the joke.


Edmund Hillary, in 1953 the first man to climb Everest, and Roger Bannister, who ran the mile in under four minutes a year later, rank by contrast to Muggeridge as optimists of my time. Both refused to accept that there was any real obstacle to climbing higher or running faster than man had ever climbed a mountain or run a mile before. Exceptionally strong legs and lungs helped them along, but it was their cast of mind that got them there. They embody man’s unending quest for the almost unattainable.


Is there anything fresh to say about Diana, Princess of Wales? I think there is if you remember the abdication of King Edward VIII, and compare how quietly the news media covered that event and how roughly they reported Diana half a century later. Royalty without deference has become an exacting occupation.


I am strongly in favour of Private Eye – it did, after all, make me famous with Denis Thatcher’s spoof letters to Bill. But one is enough. The magazine’s success has attracted imitators. An overdose of cynical comment has brought politics into contempt. As Roger Bannister recalls from his days at Oxford in 1946, ‘politics was regarded as possibly the finest career … demanding intelligence, ability and a willingness to take risks.’ No longer. And in this mood of disenchantment we have come to doubt whether those who served us in the past have much to impart. I differ. Whether they got it right or wrong, they serve as guideposts. That is what makes them worth writing about.




Stanley Baldwin
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WINSTON CHURCHILL DENOUNCED STANLEY Baldwin in The Gathering Storm, first volume of his account of the Second World War, by reminding us of what Baldwin had told the House of Commons in November 1936. Accused by Churchill of neglecting this country’s defences, Baldwin had replied with what he admitted was ‘appalling frankness’ that he could think of nothing more likely to lose him the 1935 general election than seeking a mandate to rearm. ‘This was indeed appalling frankness,’ thundered Churchill in his account of the war. ‘It carried naked truth about his motives into indecency. That a Prime Minister should avow that he had not done his duty in regard to national safety because he was afraid of losing an election was an incident without parallel in our Parliamentary history.’


That sounds damning unless you remember, as I do, what political feeling was like in Great Britain in the years 1931–5. There was not a cat in hell’s chance of persuading this country to enter an arms race with Germany. Churchill, as an independent Member of Parliament receiving reliable information about German rearmament, had every right to sound the alarm, but had he been in Baldwin’s shoes at No. 10 and sought a mandate to match Germany’s illicit air, naval and military build-up, he would certainly have lost the 1935 election. What then? Would a Labour government, vehemently opposed to ‘great armaments’, have met the challenge? ‘Labour will support no great armaments,’ the party’s leading figures were declaring.


As Baldwin observed in his controversial speech, ‘there was probably a stronger pacifist feeling running through this country than at any time since the war’. In June 1935 we had the Peace Ballot, organized by Lord David Cecil, in which 11.5 million votes were cast in favour of adherence to the League of Nations’ policy of collective security and ten million for a reduction in armaments. At its conference in 1932 the Labour party had declared its unqualified hostility to the arming of any country in any circumstances and there had been an extraordinary by-election at East Fulham in 1933, where I spent a day or two as a reporter for the Morning Post. The Labour candidate John Wilmot made disarmament the main issue of the campaign; his opponent Alderman Waldron, who pleaded for the maintenance of British defence, was denounced as a warmonger. George Lansbury, the Labour party leader, sent a message to the constituency: ‘I would close every recruiting station, disband the Army and disarm the Air Force. I would abolish the whole dreadful equipment of war and say to the world: “Do your worst.”’ When polling day came a Conservative majority of 14,000 was been turned into a Labour one of almost 5,000. After a war in which nine million soldiers, sailors and airmen had been killed and five million civilians had perished, another war with Germany was widely regarded as unthinkable. Furthermore, though Germany was rearming, Hitler in 1935 did not appear to pose the immediate threat to world peace that he posed just before Munich in 1938.


To all of which the reasonable man might say that Baldwin should still have acted in the best interests of his country, defied public feeling and improved our defences. But this is what Baldwin had tried to do a decade earlier – and failed. In 1923, not long after taking office as Prime Minister, he had decided it was imperative for this country to defend itself against foreign imports by raising tariffs. High taxation had increased the cost of production, the foreigner was underselling us in our own home market and unemployment was rising. Bonar Law, Baldwin’s predecessor, had a year earlier promised electors there would be no fiscal changes, so the only course open to Baldwin to secure what he considered the best interests of this country was to call an election on the issue of protection. He did so and lost office, though not for long. By 1924 an inexperienced Labour government had fallen over its own feet and the Conservatives had returned to office. But the protection against cheap imports that Baldwin wanted was not introduced until 1932 when unemployment exceeded two million.


So Churchill’s condemnation of Baldwin, which has tarnished his reputation ever since, needs to be weighed. What also should be weighed is the question posed by G. M. Young, 

who was invited by Baldwin to write his biography. ‘We are proud, and rightly proud,’ Young wrote in his preface, ‘of our unity in 1939 and in the terrible years that followed. Are we sure that without Baldwin that unity could have been achieved, and maintained?’ That is my theme.



[image: ]




Baldwin came from what might be called manufacturing gentry; he was an ironmaster’s son brought up within sight of the Worcestershire hills. He was not therefore entirely the countryman he sometimes affected to be, but he drew strength from the English countryside. Educated at Hawtrey’s preparatory school, Harrow and Cambridge, where he scored a third, he showed little early promise but, after a spell with the family business, entered politics and upon the death of his father Alfred Baldwin inherited the safe seat of Bewdley. Entering the Commons at the age of forty-one in 1908 and speaking only five times in his first six years, he seemed set for a humdrum political career, so much so that he considered quitting Parliament altogether and returning to the family business, which was flourishing on wartime contracts.


Bonar Law, Chancellor of the Exchequer, then made Baldwin his parliamentary private secretary and in June 1917 appointed him financial secretary to the Treasury, a post often seen as a stepping stone into the Cabinet. Two years later Baldwin wrote an anonymous letter to The Times, dwelling on the dangerous financial state of the nation after the First World War and the need to do something about it. We were heavily in debt. Estimating the value of his private fortune at about £580,000, he undertook to donate 20 per cent of this massive sum towards the reduction of the war loan. It turned out to be an example which few followed, but it throws light on his enigmatic character. He apparently wished to remain anonymous yet signed the letter with the initials FST – for financial secretary to the Treasury, the post he still held in government.


The turning point in his career came in April 1921 when at the age of fifty-four he was promoted to President of the Board of Trade in the coalition government under Lloyd George. There were no great expectations of him among senior ministers but the House of Commons took a liking to his patience and good humour and felt they could trust him. That element of trust counted, for in the autumn of 1922 strained relations within Lloyd George’s coalition came to breaking point. The Liberal party was in tatters while the Conservatives were increasingly restless under Lloyd George, and divided about his value to them. Baldwin had been tramping round Aix-les-Bains, his favourite holiday resort, brooding over his party’s future. He decided that the Tories must detach themselves from Lloyd George and his wily ways, and return to responsible parliamentary government. Behind this decision lay profound anxiety about the future of his party rather than promotion of himself.


Baldwin prepared his ground by consulting Conservative colleagues, though up to the last moment he did not know how some of them would respond. As G. M. Young has observed, what Baldwin’s speech to Conservative backbenchers at the Carlton Club in 1922 did disclose, though not everyone realized it at the time, ‘was that this countrified business man, who seemed to have reached the Cabinet by accident, was the master, and the unequalled master, of a new eloquence: direct, conversational, monosyllabic: rising and falling without strain or effort, between the homeliest humour and the moving appeal.’ Baldwin’s simple earnestness carried the day. The coalition broke up. Lloyd George resigned. The Conservatives won the 1922 election and Bonar Law, though a sick man, became Prime Minister and appointed Baldwin as his Chancellor of the Exchequer. However, any sense of triumph was soon dimmed by the task of negotiating settlement of the American debt. But Baldwin took a stride forward with his speech on the Address which closed with these words:


The English language is the richest in the world in monosyllables. Four words of one syllable each … contain salvation for this country and the whole world, and they are Faith, Hope, Love and Work. No Government in this country today which has not faith in the people, hope in the future, love for its fellow-men, and will not work and work, and work, will ever bring this country through into better days and better times, or will ever bring Europe through or the world through.



The House of Commons had not heard language like that for a long time. Baldwin followed this up with a Budget speech which was sound, entertaining and, some thought, brilliant. He used his mastery of plain English as a key to the hearts of Members of Parliament – and many outside Parliament. Baldwin spent a long time thinking over what he proposed to say, though speeches were usually delivered from rough notes, never a script. I can remember watching him from the press gallery as he sat on the government front bench apparently idly browsing through the Order Paper while the House was engaged in business outside his area. He did this to escape from his office, the telephone, the private secretaries, colleagues and visitors and thus earned a reputation for indolence. But these spells in the Commons gave him a sensitive ear for other Members’ feelings, which is why some of his speeches caught their imagination. They also gave him the chance to think things over quietly. These days the Prime Minister is expected to be perpetually in motion and action; he has no time to ruminate. ‘My mind moves slowly,’ Baldwin sometimes remarked. What he then had to say was all the better for it.


He understood his countrymen, not merely those he associated with in business and politics, but the working man and woman; and, as many of his speeches showed, he had insight into their thoughts and aspirations. I once heard him speak at Ashridge, which was then a Conservative college. The Morning Post had sent me there disguised as a student to report on whether the teaching was true blue. Baldwin’s contribution was a bit of a ramble, but his earnest tone of voice drew you into what he was saying. I do not think I ever heard him utter a cliché.


So when ill health compelled Bonar Law to retire Baldwin was a serious contender for the premiership. His main rival was Lord Curzon, who, though Baldwin’s senior, was a controversial choice as it would mean a Prime Minister sitting in the House of Lords. Baldwin also had his drawbacks: he was not well versed in foreign affairs nor greatly interested in them and he was not well known, partly because he disliked publicity. Baldwin himself had doubts. To a journalist who congratulated him on the steps of No. 10, the new Prime Minister replied, ‘I need your prayers rather.’ He took to a cherrywood pipe, wore the incongruous mix of a wing collar with a tweed jacket and waistcoat and took over a nation in a delicate state of health.


The war had played havoc with our overseas trade. Britain had not become, as Lloyd George had promised, a ‘land fit for heroes’; on the contrary, many of the heroes were out of work. Baldwin took the plunge, dissolved Parliament and sought a mandate for protection. His miscalculation meant that the Tories lost but neither the Liberal nor Labour parties won outright. Baldwin favoured giving Labour a chance to experience the trials of office and this came to pass. Today, his head would be on a charger for losing an election so soon after entering No. 10, but Baldwin had made his mark on his party and the country. Even as a rather indifferent Leader of the Opposition he survived, and in little more than a year the Conservatives were back in office with a big majority and a mandate to govern from 1924 until 1929.


Baldwin’s background, the family business in iron and steel, gave him a clear understanding of the ills sapping this country’s strength. Industrial unrest, mistrust between employers and employees and the consequent strikes were the worst of them. The need for better industrial relations would be Baldwin’s theme throughout his political life. At a meeting in Birmingham town hall early in 1925 he said, ‘I want a truce of God in this country, that we may compose our differences, that we may join all our strengths together to see if we cannot pull the country into a better and happier condition.’ Another passage ran, ‘The organizations of employers and men, if they take their coats off to it, are far more able to work out the solutions of their troubles than the politicians. Let them put the State out of their minds and get down to it.’ There should be an end once and for all, he urged, to that secretiveness in business ‘which has so often poisoned the atmosphere by causing suspicion’.


A test of his thinking came a day or two later in the House of Commons, where a Tory MP named Macquisten was promoting a Private Member’s Bill to remove the trade union levy. It was considered unjust that a trade unionist who might be Liberal or Conservative should have to contribute to the funds of the Labour party. The Cabinet was divided on the issue. Baldwin decided to oppose the bill, and did so in a memorable speech.


I want my Party to-day to make a gesture to the country … and to say to them: We have our majority; we believe in the justice of this Bill … but we are going to withdraw our hand, we are not going to push our political advantage home … Suspicion, which has prevented stability in Europe, is the one poison that is preventing stability at home … We, at any rate, are not going to fire the first shot … we believe we know what the country wants, and we believe it is for us in our strength to do what no other Party can do, and to say that we at any rate stand for peace.



He closed with the words: ‘Although I know that there are those who work for different ends from most of us in this House, yet there are many in all ranks and all parties who will re-echo my prayer: “Give peace in our time, O Lord.”’ There was, as G. M. Young recognized, a touch of Lincoln in that speech. ‘With one stroke,’ Young observed, ‘he had quelled his dissidents, mastered his Cabinet and projected on Parliament and the country the picture of himself as the kindly reasonable head of the national family.’ But the truth, alas, lay closer to what a Labour MP, tears streaming down his face, said to him afterwards: ‘It was true, Prime Minister, every word was true. But those times have gone.’


So it appeared, as strife in the coalfields spread and Britain moved towards the General Strike. There is a strange contrast between Baldwin’s conduct before and after that event. He had anticipated it and was ready. In 1925, when we were not ready, he had bought off the miners with a subsidy, but by 1926 he had made his dispositions. Churchill was sent off to produce the only newspaper that appeared during the strike, the British Gazette, from the old Morning Post building in Aldwych, and relished the task – ‘interfering with every process’ – the old hands recalled when I joined the Morning Post a few years later.


The stuff of revolution was lacking in the General Strike. Within a few days it was declared illegal by Mr Justice Astbury and on 12 May, only six days after Baldwin had broadcast a message declaring that ‘Constitutional Government is being attacked’, the strike was over. Baldwin was hailed as a great national leader, and overseas the strike was misread as a revolutionary challenge which had been seen off by an accomplished statesman. But the coal mines remained in disarray and Baldwin, exhausted by his exertions, subsided into inactivity. ‘The Baldwin of 1926,’ Tom Jones wrote of him in the Dictionary of National Biography, ‘stood on a moral level to which it has been doubted that he ever returned. He might have done anything. He did nothing. And ever after he seemed to be trading on an accumulated fund of confidence which was never replenished.’
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Here we come to the most difficult part of any analysis of Stanley Baldwin. He had his moments of inspiration and of political triumph, after which he sometimes lapsed into lethargy and allowed things to go awry. Was it weakness of character, of temperament or physique? Churchill, after all, had moments of inspiration during the Second World War, but never afforded himself the luxury of lethargy. He kept going, constantly under greater stress than Baldwin ever experienced, until the end. Even then, he was strong enough to write his war memoirs, face five years in opposition and then return at the head of a peacetime government. It is a fact that Baldwin’s moments of inspiration and triumphs often left him drained and incapable of further effort. Tommy Dugdale, later Lord Crathorne, who was Baldwin’s parliamentary private secretary during his final years at Westminster, once told me this story about him.


Baldwin had to address a gathering of Commonwealth exservicemen in Westminster Hall just before he retired from Parliament in May 1935. He told them of his sensation on entering the hall of having to brush past the ghosts of those who had fallen in the Great War. It was a short but profoundly moving speech. When it was over, Tommy Dugdale took him back to the Commons smoke room. Baldwin sat down and told the waiter to bring him several glasses of sherry in a tumbler. Knowing that Baldwin was no tippler, Dugdale concluded that he was close to emotional collapse. It was as if he had suffered a haemorrhage, he told me later, and this seems to have happened to Baldwin after great emotional exertions. Baldwin felt the need to spend more time on holiday than any Prime Minister would dare to do today, sometimes six weeks at Aix-les-Bains, taking long walks alone or with his friend Joan Davidson, wife of his chairman, with whom he enjoyed a close platonic friendship.


From Tom Jones’s entry in the DNB one might suppose that Baldwin had passed his prime in 1926, but heavy battles lay ahead. The future of India exercised his mind. After the Conservatives lost office in 1929, he came under fierce fire from the newspaper proprietors Rothermere (Daily Mail) and Beaverbrook (Daily and Sunday Express). Baldwin once described his long feud with Beaverbrook as a battle for the soul of Bonar Law but in 1930 it was fought round Beaverbrook’s obsession with the notion of Empire free trade. Partly for political, partly for personal reasons, the Beaverbrook newspapers launched their assault on Baldwin at a time when his stock was low within his own party, while Baldwin’s quarrel with Rothermere arose partly from the Daily Mail’s aversion to self-government for India and from the arrogance of its proprietor. In settling scores with both men Baldwin showed that he had a sharper tongue than admirers of his homely talks supposed. ‘I am all for peace,’ he said. ‘I like the other man to begin the fight, and then I am ready. When I fight I go on to the end, as I did in 1926.’


The crux came with a by-election in the safe Conservative seat of St George’s, then one of Westminster’s constituencies. It came shortly after the 1929 election had gone to Labour when Baldwin’s leadership hung in the balance and one or two of his colleagues were advising him to go. Sir Ernest Petter, a friend of Lord Beaverbrook, stood as an anti-Baldwin candidate. Alfred Duff Cooper, hastening back from a lecture tour overseas and surrendering his safe candidature at Winchester, stood in Baldwin’s interests. Mrs Baldwin’s diary entries reveal the atmosphere: ‘The St George’s election causes great excitement.’ ‘Gutter press throwing mud.’ ‘Things are getting difficult: I wonder how much more one can bear.’


If you are going to put political opponents down, do it in style. Ignoring the custom that party leaders do not speak at by-elections, Baldwin went to the Queen’s Hall during the campaign and let fly. He owed to his cousin Rudyard Kipling the words he used of Rothermere and Beaverbrook, and they have echoed down the years. ‘What the proprietorship of these papers is aiming at is power, and power without responsibility, the prerogative of the harlot throughout the ages.’ Duff Cooper was returned with a majority of nearly 6,000. As Baldwin wrote to his aunt Edith, ‘I thoroughly enjoyed hitting those two rascals and it has done a lot of good.’ He always called 1930 ‘the year my party tried to get rid of me’.


This was petty stuff compared with the crisis that was looming for Britain, where by 1931 the Great Depression was overwhelming Ramsay MacDonald’s Labour government. When Labour took office in 1929, the unemployed numbered 1,100,000; early in 1931 the figure was 2,624,000. Baldwin’s summer holiday in Aix was interrupted. Summoned back to London on 11 August, he offered MacDonald his political support and returned to Aix. On 20 August Baldwin was again called back to London, was loudly cheered by an anxious crowd at Victoria station, and found himself called upon to serve in a National Government under MacDonald. Some Conservative leaders might have jibbed at this. Baldwin was content to become Lord President of the Council and return to office without the burden of being in charge. Only MacDonald, Philip Snowden (who had been Labour’s Chancellor of the Exchequer) and Jimmy Thomas joined the new administration from Labour’s ranks. Among the Liberals only Sir John Simon and Sir Herbert Samuel were of the first rank. So MacDonald took charge of a predominantly Conservative administration which in an autumn general election was swept into power with a huge majority by an apprehensive electorate.


Three topics dominated the political agenda: unemployment caused by the collapse of our basic industries such as coal mining, cotton and shipbuilding, self-government for India and rearmament. Early in my life as a reporter on the Morning Post I was sent to report the fierce demonstrations of the unemployed round Westminster. The mood struck me as ugly; in reality it was desperate. I have discussed Baldwin’s dilemma on rearmament above. On India, he was determined to move forward and a sharp division occurred in the ranks of the Tory party. The Morning Post supported Winston Churchill and a minority of Tory party diehards who strenuously opposed the end of British rule in India. Some Conservative MPs supported Churchill while their local associations backed Baldwin, who took the view that we had been pledged to the development of self-government in India since 1919. Some local associations opposed Baldwin while their MPs attacked Churchill. I travelled round the country investigating these differences, which the Morning Post gleefully reported. In the end Baldwin had his way; Sir Samuel Hoare, ably assisted by the then promising R. A. Butler as parliamentary under-secretary for India, steered the gigantic Government of India Bill through Parliament. The Second World War postponed the granting of self-government to India, which was ultimately promulgated by Clem Attlee’s Labour Government. True, India was the cornerstone of the Empire, and when it was knocked away our imperial days were numbered, but the Second World War made that process inevitable anyway. G. M. Young once put it to Baldwin that he, MacDonald and Neville Chamberlain must have felt safer with Churchill inside the Cabinet, and asked what kept him out! ‘India,’ Baldwin replied. ‘He had gone about threatening to smash the Tory party on India and I did not mean to be smashed.’ Baldwin has never received his due as a principal architect of modern India.


I have come to see 1935 as the fateful year. Mussolini invaded Abyssinia and demonstrated to the world that an aggressor could count on a safe passage from the peace-loving world. The Foreign Secretary Sir Samuel Hoare blundered into an ill-starred agreement with Pierre Laval of France for a peace settlement with Italy which handed the aggressor a hefty slice of Abyssinia, and had to resign. Hitler had established his grip on Germany and would within months reoccupy the Rhineland. It was the year of the League of Nations peace ballot, which countered, indeed prevailed over, the feeling among officials that we must henceforth take rearmament more seriously. The general election which came in the autumn was when rearmament might have been put to the electors but, for the reasons I gave earlier, it was not. MacDonald left No. 10 and Baldwin took over the helm. And to add to this, though the nation was unaware of it, the life of King George V was ebbing away.
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The King died in January 1936. Baldwin probably had a clearer idea than anyone else of the difficulties that might lie ahead, but as he put it in his broadcast, ‘All eyes are upon him [the Prince of Wales] as he advances to his father’s place, and, while he is no stranger to public duty, he is now summoned to 

face responsibilities more onerous, more exacting, more continuous, than any he has hitherto been asked to discharge.’ When George V was seriously ill in 1928, the Prince was urgently recalled from east Africa and Baldwin met him at Folkestone with a warning that he might well have to take over more of his father’s duties. The Prince said to Baldwin, ‘Now you do understand, don’t you, that you can always talk to me about everything.’ Baldwin felt moved to reply, ‘Sir, I shall remind you of that.’


At his accession, the new King arranged for Mrs Simpson to witness his proclamation from St James’s Palace. Then, when he took his summer cruise in the chartered yacht Nahlin, she joined him; this was photographed and noticed, though without comment. There were other reasons for disquiet. Old hands found the new regime difficult to stomach, including Lord Wigram, the late King’s private secretary, who intimated a wish to resign. Edward was a strong exponent of the cause of Anglo-German understanding, Mrs Simpson even more so. The German embassy in London, where Ribbentrop was ambassador, courted her. While the British press remained silent about the King’s association with Mrs Simpson the press overseas showed no such restraint. I was invited by my editor, H. A. Gwynne, to make a collection of foreign press cuttings. Gwynne was close to Baldwin and thought he should see the extent of the interest overseas. Baldwin indicated that he needed more time to consult the King, his own ministers and the Commonwealth.


Early and mid-1936 was a low time for Baldwin. In April he was tested by a vote of confidence in the Commons, where he gave every appearance of losing his grip. A bad Budget leak, leading to the disgrace of his National Government Labour colleague Jimmy Thomas, depressed him. By midsummer he was worn out. In July his doctor, Lord Dawson of Penn, told him to take three months of enforced rest. This was as well, for when he returned to action in October the King’s affair with Mrs Simpson had progressed to a critical point. Her divorce, which cited her husband as the guilty party, went through at Ipswich that month and was briefly reported in one or two newspapers. When Baldwin saw the King to discuss the matter on 20 October, he found the King’s mind fixed on marriage. At the Morning Post I sensed that matters would not long remain out of the public domain and in November urged that we were the most suitable newspaper to break the story. With this in mind Gwynne, doyen of the London press, wrote to Baldwin on 13 November seeking guidance. The newspapers, he pointed out, were finding it difficult to maintain their self-imposed censorship, but if they felt ministers had the matter in hand, they would maintain their silence.


On 16 November, the King, on the advice of his private secretary, summoned Baldwin, who made it clear that marriage to Mrs Simpson would not be approved. The King replied, ‘I mean to marry her and I am prepared to go.’ Thus, notwithstanding ingenious suggestions for a morganatic marriage, the wheel turned gradually towards abdication. The Dominions were consulted. The political parties held council. The press held to its silence. But everyone reckoned without the Bishop of Bradford, who in course of an otherwise innocent address made an allusion to the King which was interpreted as comment on his affair with Mrs Simpson. The Yorkshire Post reported the speech and broke the long silence. On 3 December, the national press were in full cry.

OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
and compassionate’
Jason Gowley,
New Statesman

: Brzef Lives

THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER





OEBPS/html/images/intro.gif





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/images/title.gif





OEBPS/html/images/f04-01.gif





OEBPS/html/images/f02-01.gif
D





