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1- Ancestry and Childhood

WE began with 'Ernald, a Saxon', who lived in the reign of King John at Moseley, a
hamlet in Staffordshire four miles from Wolverhampton. The descendants of this
'Ernald de Moseley' moved to Lancashire and other parts of Staffordshire, married
Normans and later added a slight mixture of Scotch and Irish. The 'e' was dropped
from the family name in deference to a Latin epigram of the erudite Queen Elizabeth
when an ancestor defied the law and organised a privateer fleet against Spain. My
own strong feeling that I am a European appears to have some foundation in ancestry
and family experience. I have never made a close study of the family lineage, which is
on record in various books of reference, but in my youth I remember a great-uncle
who was a considerable authority on the subject. Facts no doubt in the course of time
had become freely embroidered. It seems clear, however, that our family played a
fairly distinguished part in the Civil War, though I have never tested by the record
their claim to have defended Tutbury Castle until it was the last Royalist stronghold to
fall in that bitter conflict. The reliable witness of my grandfather and great-uncle
assured me that they had seen letters written by Cromwell when he was besieging
Tutbury, threatening to burn down the nearby family home at Rolleston if we did not
surrender the castle. It was in this ancestral pride that I made the daily march of a mile
and a half and back from my grandfather's house at Rolleston to Tutbury each
afternoon of my Staffordshire childhood under the watchful eye of my first sergeant-
major, a kindly nanny. Fortunately Cromwell did not fulfil his threat, but contented
himself with removing all the lead from the Rolleston roof to make bullets. Yet the
fate of this fine old Tudor house was only delayed, and it was burned down in the
latter half of the last century, together with the Cromwell letters and many other
treasures. I never saw it.

All that remains of the house is a drawing of the Georgian facade which had been
added in the eighteenth century. The main feature was reputedly a long, oak-panelled
gallery which contained the best pictures, including several Van Dycks; this may well
be, as the period was an apogee of family fortune, though knowledge of the breeding
of shorthorns and shire horses was more conspicuous in my immediate forbears. We
still have a Stubbs, which must have been tucked away in some back room; a Mosley
boy, holding his horse, is accompanied by his dogs on the slopes of Tutbury Castle,
perennial scene of reverent recollection and pilgrimage. The Van Dycks have
disappeared without trace, except for an odd freak of fate; it may possibly prove that
fire gave back what it took away. We suffered a second fire in 1954 at a house we had
at Clonfert in Ireland where some of the remaining family pictures were hung. A large
portrait which we always believed to be a copy of one of the Van Dycks was badly
singed. It was sent to Dublin for cleaning and excision of the unimpaired centre, and
in the process was pronounced original by the Irish experts.

Because of the burning of Rolleston we have few relics of the Cavalier period. Still
less have we any record of the next upheaval in which we were involved. It is in the
manner of English families, and indeed of the British nation, that long, slumbering
periods of quiet life are followed by moments of abrupt awakening and sometimes of
dramatic action. There was always a tradition that we were much engaged in the 1745
rebellion of Prince Charles Edward Stuart. The only evidence of this produced to me
in my youth was a pin-cushion embroidered by some ancestress with the words 'Down
with the Rump and God bless Prince Charles'. We still possess this pin-cushion, but of
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course it clearly refers not to Prince Charles Edward of the '45, but to Charles II when
he was 'on his travels' as a fugitive from the '"Rump' of the Cromwellian Parliament. I
was, therefore, inclined to discount the tradition that in 1745 we were armed and
ready to come out with the Young Pretender on his march south as soon as he reached
our house at Rolleston. We were saved from the subsequent disaster because he and
the Highlanders turned back at Derby, eleven miles to our north.

This topic revived vividly when I addressed a public dinner in the thirties at which as
usual I expressed my loyalty to the Crown. Sir Compton Mackenzie was present, and
subsequently put the teasing question whether this declaration had any reference to
the fact that Prince Charles Edward had spent the night in our family house on his
secret visit to England the year before the '45. He referred later to this historical
incident in a book on the subject of Prince Charles's well-concealed survey of the
field of action for the following year. I had never heard this, but it was not difficult to
understand how careful the family had been to destroy all record of the period.

The romantic tradition of opposition and insurgence - embodied in the grace and
charm of the Stuarts and their cause - evidently moved our family at this stage, but the
reader would be mistaken in thinking this accounts for the course of my political
career. A portentous change followed, when the Mosleys became the incarnation of
contrary English qualities. Perhaps we had after all the happy quality, the redeeming
grace, of learning from experience.

The culmination was my great- great-grandfather Sir Oswald Mosley whose fire-
inviolate portrait gazes down on me in his red robes of learning with massive
reassurance of English stability, albeit with a certain whimsical charm as if he almost
admitted it was not quite so serious as he made out. With him we enter a very
different period of the family history, an unaccounted metamorphosis from the
Jacobite, romantic Tory tradition to the solid, stolid respectable Whig. We are
surrounded not by emotional revolutionaries but by squires and parsons, and by
professional soldiers of the orthodox variety, like my father's two first cousins who
were killed in the First World War, and my own brother Ted, who spent his life in the
army.

This very worthy person, my great-great-grandfather, was indeed a pillar of the State
in the Midland counties. It was he who appears first to have established that our

Saxon family could prove its ancestry to the thirteenth century and trace it to before
the Norman conquest. It seems in any case that the family is of a respectable antiquity,
for works of reference and public monuments show that it was playing some role at
least in Elizabethan times. My great-great-grandfather fortified his Saxon lineage by
marrying an Every from a neighbouring family of Norman descent; this desirable out-
cross - in agricultural language - appears to have occurred more than once. Armed
then with an imposing presence and a weighty erudition in his own sphere, he entered
the House of Commons in the Whig cause during the Reform Bill period. Apart from
this concession to progress he showed little sign of possessing a radical frame of mind.

I have often been reproached in my political life with the rough part the family played
in repressing the Chartist riots in Manchester, although I was never able to understand
why I should be held responsible for events so many years before I was born. After all,
Peterloo was a mild exercise in violence compared with some of the British doings in
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India and elsewhere during subsequent years. For all they knew, my indignant
interlocutors on the alleged performance of my ancestors might themselves have been
able to trace descent from those who during the Indian mutiny bound Sepoys to the
muzzles of guns for the purpose of blowing them into the next world in unidentifiable
pieces, thus robbing them not only of life but of their chance of paradise. Many of us
Europeans would be in for a thin time in this world or the next if we were held
responsible for all the dark deeds which adorn our family trees. The real matter of
regret and reproof is that our generation has not progressed beyond the wickedness of
our antecedents, and has even regressed by comparison with some of mankind's more
enlightened periods.

The offence of our family's more impetuous members in restoring order in
Manchester by a yeomanry charge rather than by persuasion was, of course,
aggravated by the ownership of considerable wealth in the area. This was derived
from the agricultural land on which Manchester was built, not entirely by the direct
exertions of the family. From my point of view they made one disastrous error when
they sold leaseholds for 999 years instead of for 99. That extra nine unhappily made
the difference between our wealth and, for example, that of the Grosvenor family,
who occupied a similar position in the development of London, but granted shorter
leases which fell in sooner. Reflecting upon what might have happened in British
politics if I had had so much money to spend, my contemporaries may consider that
they can count their blessings. The virtual sale of this land cut both ways, for we lost
control over it. It was therefore again wide of the mark when I was frequently
attacked in my political life for the subsequent development of Manchester. Not only
did this occur before I was born, but the family could not have altered the course of
events once they had granted these careless leases. Our last effective influence in
Manchester ceased with the sale to the Corporation of the Lord of the Manor rights
early in the nineteenth century, this time for quite a tidy sum in a shrewd bargain
which left some resentment. These rights, strangely, we had shared from early times
with the De La Warr family; strangely, because the present Lord De La Warr was a
fellow-member of the 1929 Labour Government. When I last looked, our coats-of-
arms were still side by side in the remnants of our old family house at Ancoats; a
quaint premonition.

These events, and also the cavalier romance, seem well established by the research of
forbears. It is difficult for us today to understand this obsession with family trees. I
am glad to know that I come from an old English and British family, but there my
interest ends. It was different in the last century, when my great-great-grandfather in
particular appeared to have shown an inordinate pride in his lineage. During his time
in Parliament he is reported to have refused a peerage with the observation that an
ancient baronetcy was preferable to a mushroom peerage. Although he was evidently
a man of some intellectual attainments and considerable personal prestige, what he
had done to merit a peerage is not entirely clear. Still more dubious is the remark
concerning the ancient baronetcy, for he was only the second in the line. It appears
however that this was the third Mosley creation of a baronetcy, which in earlier years
had lapsed because the succession was insufficiently direct. The first creation dated
from the reign of James I, so to say it was ancient may have been moderately justified.

The story of our family in the Elizabethan period is for the most part clear. Sir
Nicholas Mosley was Lord Mayor of London under Queen Elizabeth, and a fine
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monument testifying to this fact still stands in Didsbury Church near Manchester. A
more beautiful monument to another member of the family in a slightly later period
can also be found in Rolleston Church. This marks the division of the Mosleys at that
time between the earlier Lancashire branch and the migrants to Rolleston,
Staffordshire, in the late Elizabethan period. They all seemed to have joined together
a little later for the Civil War in the Royalist cause.

Throughout, a certain diversity occurred between the Staffordshire owners of
agricultural land with a substantial farming tradition and the remaining Lancashire
family who seem to have been largely engaged in the early cotton trade. There
remained however considerable interplay of interests, for the Rolleston branch
derived most of their money from the land on which Manchester was built, and the
Lancashire family still carried on farming in the Didsbury and Chorley area. The old
family house at Houghend still stands, though in a very dilapidated condition. It was
abandoned long before my time, no doubt on account of the approach of Manchester
which disturbed the rural habits of these countrymen. When I rediscovered the house
it was sadly deserted, open to the wind and rain and stripped of panelling, staircase
and all decoration or suggestion of a home. I wandered through the deserted stables
and outhouses, which evidently came right up to the front door in the style of the
smaller French chateaux. The only living thing appeared to me in the dusk as a
ghostly shadow of a peacock perched on a cow-stall. I came nearer, and thought the
motionless bird was stuffed, the only remaining relic of the old family life. I stroked it,
and the live head turned towards me with a steady, tragic gaze of faraway memories;
perhaps we should never have left?

How Sir Nicholas Mosley's diverse energies and interests carried him from this quiet
country background to the position of Lord Mayor of London is a matter of legend.
The job seems to have required a considerable variety of function and of quality in the
incumbent. He is reported to have fitted out a privateer fleet against the Spaniards at a
time when Elizabeth was at peace with Spain. The Lord Mayor's flagrant breach of
the prevailing law was said to have been forgiven to him when the fleet returned with
considerable booty, a substantial proportion being placed at the disposal of the pacific
queen. Again according to legend, when he appeared before her in some trepidation to
explain the situation and to offer a share in the swag, she delivered to him a family
motto instead of delivering him to the axe he had merited. The motto was Mos legem
regit, which was understood to mean 'Our custom is above the law' and has been
proudly held ever since.

If the legend is untrue, some explanation is required for this strange device which is,

of course, so much at variance with my own habit as the present family representative,
who not only keeps the law but has had frequent recurrence to the courts to require
others to do the same. The legend is fortified by the Queen's considerable reputation
for erudition and wit, which in those days was often expressed in Latin punning. Play
on the family name of Mosley is reputed to have given her such satisfaction that she
forgot to be angry. It may be that the material recompense of the booty reinforced the
purely intellectual pleasure. Who knows? To what extent do truth and legend coincide?
Perhaps the most that one can say is that there was probably something in it.
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Family crest with the motto given by Queen Elizabeth I for breaking the law.

Memory over generations is likely to be even more distorted than memory in a single
life. Some things in life as in literature are worth remembering, but many trivial things
the mind does better to discard; it should not be a lost luggage depot in a railway
station through which we passed long since. I have always consciously trained myself
in this sense. The result is that I hardly ever forget a fact that seems to me important
and is relevant to the given situation, but when it comes to remembering every
irrelevant detail of past life and of tedious people who have flitted through the scene
without mark or purpose, I am lost. I can remember a scene, a statistic, a turning-point
of action, a quotation of prose or poetry which has moved me, but not life's minor
irrelevancies.

With this mental training and habit it is not easy for me to remember my childhood
except for vivid memories of dear people I so much loved, notably my mother and my
paternal grandfather. Otherwise my childhood, for reasons I will explain later, seemed
to me of little importance. Few things are more overrated than the effect of childish
experiences on later life. However, I well recall some of the early contrasts of fortune
and circumstance which became still more extreme in my later life. My home life was
divided between my mother and my paternal grandfather who was called Sir Oswald
Mosley and was the grandson of the Reform Bill M.P. of the same name. They were
usually on the best of terms, and she accompanied me and my younger brothers to his
Staffordshire home at Rolleston-on-Dove. Her own house was on the borders of
Market Drayton in Shropshire, near her parents and brothers, who had country houses
a few miles away.

My mother lived in relatively straitened circumstances; a continuous struggle to make
ends meet worried her a great deal. I was very conscious of this, being her eldest son
and much in her confidence. The problem was to pay the school fees of three boys at
what were considered the best schools and to provide us with clothes and enough
good healthy food in the holidays. Whatever the difficulty of the situation she always
succeeded in doing these things. We were much better off in this respect than many of
my contemporaries. Nevertheless, it was not easy for my mother, and we suspected
that it involved doing without many of the things which her friends enjoyed. She was
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a remarkable woman to whom I owed everything in my early life, and to whom I was
passionately devoted until she died at the age of seventy-six years.

She combined strict religious principles with a robust, realistic attitude to life. The
tenets of the Church of England were possibly modified by the long-continuing
influence of the pagan world which can still be observed in many countries. An
absolute morality in personal conduct was combined with a sturdy maintenance of the
values of her own kind; an exact reversal of many current attitudes. She was less than
twenty-four years older than I, as I was born within a year of her marriage, and
extremely beautiful. Yet I never observed any male influence in her life other than her
family and an occasional preacher of exceptional gifts. She was a paragon of virtue,
but as loyal and vigorous as a lioness in defence of her own. Conventional education,
and appreciation of literature, the arts and music were almost entirely lacking, though
she played Strauss waltzes on the piano in a way that entranced me as a child. Her
natural shrewdness coupled with a clear head for figures and simple business made
her an able woman by any standards.

She was popular in the country circles in which she moved, because of her evident
good nature, high spirits and considerable humour. Our friends by reason of her
background were almost entirely concerned with agriculture and sport, and this was
perhaps her chief anxiety: to enable her sons to take part in the sports of the field
which she and all her friends felt were the only possible training for a man, and to
which almost from infancy we were ardently addicted. It may seem strange in
retrospect that she should so have taxed her energies and resources to keep ponies in
addition to three hungry boys, but hunting in that world was almost a religious
observance; and let me freely admit in another age that some of the happiest moments
of my life have been spent with horse and hound. Well do [ remember as a small boy
the night before returning to school, sitting all evening long in a manger weeping with
one arm round the neck of some beloved pony while the other hand caressed a
favourite fox-terrier. It was a ritual of the old country folk with roots deep in a remote
past; roots too which gave a certain vitality and resolution for very different purposes.
All now very strange and far away, but insistently real at that time.

The ponies, and a horse for my mother, were usually a gift of one or other of the
grandfathers, but their upkeep was something of a problem even with the cheap oats,
hay and straw available in the country. Rough shooting was also provided close at
hand by my mother's father; and at Rolleston where my Mosley grandfather had some
four thousand acres there was plenty of such shooting and coarse fishing. The
holidays were simply a matter of horse, dog and gun. These were the happy crumbs
which fell from the well-1aden tables of two grandfathers. It may be asked why they
did not do more in a regular way to help my mother in her daily struggle to keep
going, for they were both kindly men. The answer is probably that it simply did not
occur to them. The shy reticence of their kind would inhibit any enquiry unless they
were asked; and to ask was out of the question to my mother's reserved pride. The
result was that we experienced extremes of contrast in our way of life, particularly in
our visits to the Rolleston grandfather.

Even my mother's father - Justinian Edwards Heathcote - lived in a very different way

to us. Sunday luncheon with the family was a sumptuous occasion, presided over by
the grand old matriarch, my grandmother, square in physique and in mind with clear-
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cut and determined features, who came from another Staffordshire family. Her
principles were rigid, and she never risked their impairment. Someone gave her a
book by R. H. Benson, which she put aside with the rebuke that he was a Roman
Catholic: 'T am not going to have them converting me'. Nevertheless, within her
narrow limits she was a fine woman, always occupied with deeds of Christian
kindness from which wide and diverse circles benefited.

Rolleston visits provided even greater contrasts with our way of life at home. It was
an abrupt transition in childhood from a wayside house with a few rooms, a patch of
garden, and one maidservant fresh caught from the village green, to the massive
edifice of Victorian comfort - which replaced the burnt Tudor house - set amid its
park, lakes and gardens. About thirty gardeners outside and eleven menservants inside
maintained this establishment, with a small army of housemaids and of cooks,
supplemented by two still-room maids exclusively engaged in the making of cakes,
which must considerably have contributed to the vast girth of senior members of the
family. My great-grandfather, well named Sir Tonman Mosley, was always reputed to
have jumped off the scales when they passed twenty stone; jumped, for he was still
active, and lived to be seventy-seven in defiance of modern dietary theory. His way of
living - he had a large area cut out of the table to accommodate his stomach while he
reached for the surrounding supplies - deprived him of only nine years of life in
comparison with the spare frame of his learned father, the Whig M.P. for North
Staffordshire, who died at eighty-six.

My grandfather was a man of more moderate dimensions, and the meals were not
quite so gargantuan. He died at sixty-seven after a rather heavy dinner, topped up with
his favourite combination of port wine and walnuts; but his strong constitution had
been undermined by diabetes in a period before the discovery of insulin. His two
brothers lived in the usual family fashion in full possession of their faculties until well
into the eighties. The elder of the two was created Lord Anslow by the Liberal Party,
of which he was a pillar. I had to take evasive action in avoiding his efforts to make
the peerage hereditary to me - which I do not think could in any case have succeeded -
but we remained on good terms and I had a strong regard and affection for him
despite every political divergence.

His younger brother, named Ernald after the founder, and nicknamed Uncle Tat, was a
tiny little man of girth almost equal to his height, who lived in a medieval doll's house
near Horsham. He was like a Beatrix Potter character, and I was devoted to him in
early life, listening for hours to his history or legend of the family. He left his
miniscule dwelling to my youngest brother John. This was appropriate because the
house was in the middle of the stockbrokers' paradise, but inappropriate because John
is six foot three, and its long garden fence facing the Brighton road could so easily be
decorated with the words 'Up Mosley' by my passing supporters; my genial relations
with my brother survived even this test.

In each generation it was the eldest son - with the exception of my great-great-
grandfather - who tended to live in a rather immoderate fashion, and I became another
exception to the rule. I have sometimes wondered why I live in such a different way,
and the answer I suppose is that [ have a powerful desire to keep myself fit in order to
serve certain purposes in life; also in our time we have learned more of the art of
living, what to eat and what not to eat to keep the physical form we desire. It is
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curious that these relatively simple discoveries were not made sooner; only in recent
years has the question of diet been seriously studied.

Sleep, the second great need of humanity, was also neglected by scientific research
until quite lately. Conclusions on that subject in my youth were the purely empirical
deductions of practical men. I owe much to the chance that in my first year in the
House of Commons two remarkable old gentlemen - as they appeared to the youngest
member - gave me the same advice: always to sleep some time between the midday
and the evening meal. One adviser was Lloyd George, and the other Churchill; I took
their advice, and am convinced this is one of the chief reasons why I am now alive
and very fit after such a strenuous life. Most modern doctors now take the same view.

Life at Rolleston was a matter of instinct rather than of science; we were very close to
nature. My grandfather had a prize-winning shorthorn herd, and was one of the
country's leading authorities on shorthorns and shire horses. I was saturated with the
farming tradition, lived in it, enjoyed it, and I still do. We were of the earth earthy,
and I am glad of it. It is one of my deepest convictions that these roots in the soil are a
very fine start to life. This calm existence rolled on at a leisurely pace. Farming stock
and method had been built over long years, and the skilled men had often been there
for generations. They formed one of the established institutions which, short of
disaster, are relatively easy to conduct; what is difficult is to create new things.
Everything was well run in, and managed with a stately ritual. My grandfather must
have done a lot of work in his little office in a quiet corner of the large house and in
his frequent inspections, but to us children the highlight of his efforts and successes
shone on Sunday mornings. After church came a visit to the home farm. The whole
well-ordered parade must occur between church and luncheon, so a watch would be
ostentatiously examined if the sermon continued long enough to keep the men one
moment from the Sunday dinner or to risk turning our own beef from pink to brown.
Life had its rules, and the Sunday beef was a very serious affair indeed. Placed in
front of my grandfather on an enormous dish was always a sirloin of four-year-old
beef, whose breadth still makes all modern fare look puny. Then came the solemn
moment when - carving-knife poised in hand - my grandfather recited the pedigree
and recounted the many virtues of the dual-purpose shorthorn breed.

It is perhaps not surprising in the light of these recollections that my grandfather
looked the image of the traditional John Bull, which became his nickname in wide
circles. He was in his way almost a national figure. Among his numerous contacts
with the world outside this completely self-contained enclave of existence were a
strangely assorted couple, King Edward VII and Lord Northcliffe. The King saw him
sometimes at agricultural shows, and was evidently attracted and entertained by his
sterling character. One of his letters expressed a desire to lean over a gate with my
grandfather contemplating a rural scene - the King's tact was as diverse as his
amusement - and an immense signed photograph was always displayed with loyal
pride.

Lord Northcliffe’ s intrusion into the country paradise was not so much appreciated as
the political support given to me many years later by his brother, Lord Rothermere.
Wholemeal bread became a stunt in the Daily Mail under the name of Standard bread.
The startling discovery that such a substance existed was made in the forgotten village
of Rolleston, where John Bull himself had installed the old stone rollers. The story
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went like wildfire, but we were all much too slow-witted to make any money out of it.
In fact, the whole family felt an acute embarrassment at the publicity, which I have
seldom since experienced in this sphere; the exception was my grandfather who took
things as they came in his robust fashion.

Otherwise Rolleston life was remote from the world, a remarkable, truly feudal
survival. Like medieval life, the economy was practically self-contained. Farms, the
garden, shooting and the large and well-stocked cellars satisfied most needs; the same
wagon which took our produce a few miles to be sold in Burton-on-Trent would
return well loaded with a fine variety of the best beers. There was little need to go
outside the closed and charmed circle, and we children never did. Our time was
divided between farms, gardens and carpenter's shop, where the bearded Pritchard
presided over a corps of experts who kept all things going as their forbears had done
for generations. I learnt then to work with my hands both in farming and carpentry,
and must admit that [ was better at shovelling muck than in the fine work of joinery;
both aptitudes have their use in political life.

Again in feudal fashion, the warmest and most intimate friendships developed
between us and these people, so characteristic of traditional England, not only in their
daily occupations but in the strong bonds of mutual sympathy in life's events, birth,
marriage, death, occasions sad and festive; this was really a classless society. This
early development was one of the three very diverse experiences which wove me into
the warp and woof of English life. The second was the army - not only in regimental
life, though the relationships of officers and men in the great regiments developed an
extraordinary intimacy - but still more in army athletics where an absolute equality
prevailed between all ranks. The third experience was very different: when I joined
the Labour Party I spent two months touring the country each autumn to make daily
speeches.

Every night was passed in the house of a different member, nearly all manual workers,
from the mines, steel works, shipyards, farms and all the diverse industries and trades
of English, Scotch and Welsh life. The wife cooked and looked after us, gave the very
best they had, and I have never been better cared for and made to feel more warmly
welcome and accepted into the intimacy of family life. I owe much in knowledge and
in sentiment to that wide range of cherished memories.

These experiences helped me in the days of class to become a classless man, and later
to devise a type of political organisation which at least eliminated that archaic
nonsense. At Rolleston the class values only emerged strikingly at the strangest point;
in church. The habit must have developed over generations or centuries that
everybody waited until the family took communion; it afforded them no practical
advantage, because in any case they had to wait until the service was over. This
custom was probably never by their volition, but for some odd reason at some point in
time they had established the principle of roping off an aisle of the church. It was
peculiar, because they only used one or two pews and the aisle would accommodate
two or three hundred people. It did not much matter as the church was never anything
like full. Yet even to my childish eyes it looked rather an affront to man, and soon a
new uncumbent took it as an affront to God. The clergyman was a Royal Chaplain, by
name Canon Tyrrhitt. He was uncle of Lord Berners, the gifted writer, composer,
artist and wit who was a friend of ours when my wife Diana and I were living in
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Wiltshire in the late forties. The Canon was of a very different type from the usual run
of country parsons in those days.

My grandfather was landed in this bit of trouble by his Royal allegiance. King
Edward had asked him to grant the particularly well-endowed living to the Royal
Chaplain. All went well until the clerical eye with the wide and sophisticated glance
of a larger world fell on the rope offending both earth and heaven. A peremptory
demand for its removal followed; and was promptly rejected. Then followed a
perfectly ridiculous and much publicised lawsuit, costing thousands of pounds, which
the family rightly lost. It might have been better handled, for my grandfather had the
warmest heart, and any appeal to his neighbourly feelings or religious duty would
almost certainly have met with a spontaneous and generous response; but the
Christian beatitude - blessed are the meek - had missed the Canon by as wide a mark
as the grandfather. It was all very childish, and expensive.

My grandfather was in every sense a child of nature. Fearless and combative in face
of any challenge, he was immediately and entirely disarmed by any appeal to
compassion and suggestion of friendship. He was completely a man, and I greatly
loved him. His simple and generous nature made him a most likeable person, and he
evoked almost universal affection from all who met him in his small world or in wider
circles, where he moved with the same unaffected friendship as he did among his
tenants, work people, country neighbours or the larger agricultural shows and
institutions in which he played a leading part. His life and being were rooted deep in
English soil.

We had for each other a strong affection. Some time before he died I had developed
intellectual and cultural interests which were strange to him, but this in no way
impaired our relationship. We had so many interests in common, of the countryside,
sport and all the many aspects of traditional English life. As an amateur boxer in his
youth, he had been runner-up in the middle-weight championship of Britain; he was
also a runner, swimmer and all-round athlete, a remarkable performer. In addition to
sport, my grandfather's knowledge of horses, cattle and every aspect of agricultural
life was exceptional, and was of enduring interest to me. We never lacked things to
talk about, for we had many of the basic things of life in common. The same faculties
and tastes later stood me in good stead in the army and enabled the development of
close companionship with men to whom a whole range of my other interests were
literally a closed book.

The only moment of difficulty in my intimacy with my grandfather was in the
expression of emotion; the English inhibition, perhaps our curse. When I told him in
the latter months of 1914 just after my eighteenth birthday that I had volunteered and
been accepted temporarily to leave my regiment for service with the Royal Flying
Corps in France, he burst into tears. It was astonishing in such a man; he explained
that he had been told that this was the most dangerous of all war services, and that I
was all he had. If we had been classic Greeks we would have fallen into each other's
arms in a transport of mutual emotion; I should have explained in warm and
passionate words all that I felt for him. But I was just a frozen young Englishman; I
could not move, I could say nothing. That has been a regret my whole life long. He
died soon afterwards, and I survived the experience he feared for me.
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Why is it that we cannot overcome these barriers? They can upon occasion be
surmounted by minds and characters at a certain level of common interest and
attainment, but they too often arise between generations. My relations with my
grandfather were certainly more intimate than his contacts with his own grandfather,
before whom he was accustomed to stand to attention like a soldier on parade at the
height of the Victorian era. Manners were formal and family discipline was strict in
this earlier period at Rolleston.

That massive building, emblem of Victorian achievement and stability on which the
sun was never to set, remains vivid in my memory as it can still journey through
nearly every room - the entrance-hall heavy with black oak, leading to a wide
staircase which branched gracefully at the halfway point and was adorned with family
pictures on the lofty walls reaching right to the roof; the large dining-room, which
was the only room to the left of the staircase because it supplied the contemporary
need in a house to be near the kitchen; the long passage leading to the sequence of
rooms on the right of the staircase and beginning with the man in armour, past whom
we used to scurry in lively apprehension when sent at night from the protracted dinner
to bed at a reasonable hour; then the fantastic Moorish room which my grandmother
fondly believed to be in the most exotic mode of the moment; the adjoining
stereotyped drawing-room of the period, which she conceived to be the complete
expression of exquisite femininity; then the library, a most agreeable room, all leather
and filled with beautiful books, from which I still preserve some three thousand; next
the billiard room, again all leather and redolent of post-prandial male jollity; and
finally conservatory and ballroom with well-polished floor, which in childhood added
shine to the seat of the pants, with my grandfather's little quiet work sanctum lurking
beyond. An equally large area in the other half of the house was occupied by the
varied cohorts of housekeepers, butlers, footmen, cooks, scullions, still-room maids,
house-maids, etc., who lived in almost equal style of victuals and material comforts -
the butlers were almost as portly as their patrons - which the descendants of their
employers would today regard as an existence of magnificence. Chiming clocks inside,
sweeping lawns outside, forever recall me to Rolleston.

I was regarded as the heir to all this and was ostentatiously so treated by my
grandfather, although my father was still alive and the entail through him still existed;
so it was perhaps well that [ had the constant correction of return with my mother to
her really humble home. Psychological wiseacres will at once draw their conclusions
when the separation of my father and mother is mentioned, together with the
estrangement between father and grandfather; in due course we will examine their
pretensions, on which I have at least clear views.

In early childhood I hardly knew my father, as a separation had occurred when I was
five years old, and he was regarded as something of an ogre by my mother's family;
but later I established with him a happy relationship over a long period. My
grandfather suffered from no such apprehension concerning any man, but had a robust
dislike for his son, who was the eldest of a family which included three good-looking
daughters. The origin of the feud was rather obscure, as during my father's childhood
they appear to have got on quite well. My grandfather in crisp summary used to say
he could sometimes tolerate a merry blackguard, but he could not endure a gloomy
blackguard. This word now has a quite different connotation; my grandfather did not
mean anything to do with dishonesty. What he had in mind apparently were certain
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performances in my father's early manhood, when he had a tiff with my grandfather
on some trivial matter and established himself in a local inn, the Dog and Partridge in
Tutbury. There he had apparently set out in some degree to emulate the record of a
remote ancestor who was reputedly known as the Tutbury Tup. These events on his
own doorstep were regarded by my grandfather as an affront both to the proprieties
and to the local reputation of the family; hence the 'blackguard'.

The adjective gloomy seemed even more inappropriate, for my father in my
experience was the very reverse; in fact, to a degree which caused considerable
embarrassment. No doubt when upbraided by his father he had adopted a sulky
demeanour, as often occurs on such occasions in the young of all generations. My
grandfather was no Puritan, but he felt strongly that affairs of this nature should be
conducted with a remote discretion, far from the family home. He was himself
estranged at that time in a quite agreeable fashion from his wife, and seldom saw her.
From her stylised portraits in youth, she appears as a large and beautiful doll, with an
exaggeration of white, blue and gold colouring. She introduced the red-head strain to
the family, which appeared in my favourite Aunt Vi, emerged again in my niece
Veronica, daughter of my brother Ted, and finally in my youngest son, Max. My
grandmother was rumoured to be of a frigid disposition, which did not suit my
grandfather at all; but his recompense was always conducted with the utmost
discretion and dignity. He expected a similar reticence from all his family, and was
therefore outraged by my father's local bacchanalia.

These differences sometimes took a strenuous form. In a quarrel during the early
manhood of my father my grandfather ventured the opinion that he could knock him
out with one hand tied behind his back. My father accepted the suggestion with
alacrity; he was a slim young man of about five feet nine inches, but had himself
reached the semi-finals of the Amateur Boxing Association as a feather-weight. He
reckoned that he would stand quite a chance against a more accomplished middle-
weight in his early forties who had one hand out of action; in any case he was
incensed. They repaired to the sombre oak hall, announcing the sporting event to all
and sundry, who duly assembled. At first my grandfather took considerable
punishment, but he tucked his chin into the protective left shoulder and bided his time.
Eventually he saw his opening and knocked my father out with a single right to the
jaw, to the warm applause of the assembled family and retainers. Poor Pa in the
parlance of The Fancy was as cold as a mackerel.

A more genial occasion of the same Corinthian character occurred when I was sixteen
and my father thirty-eight, more appropriately in the happier atmosphere of the
ballroom. My father had some reports of my performance at Winchester where I had
been for some time entirely dedicated to boxing, and he wished to see for himself.
Happily I was able to waltz round him almost as easily as I had waltzed on the same
floor with the local maids and matrons of the county. My legs were then in good
working order and very practised; they kept me out of all trouble. His girth and way
of life had slowed him up considerably, and the long-trained straight left jerked his
head back frequently, to the evident pleasure of the same convivial company of
spectators in another generation. It was an embarrassing situation, and his ever more
strenuous efforts were clearly exhausting him. However, I managed to bring the affair
to a laughing conclusion with a merry handshake before the debate had developed any
real asperity.
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This incident happened when a short-lived reconciliation with his father had
temporarily placed the house at his disposal, some years after my first reunion with
him. He had previously obtained a Court order for his three sons to visit him in the
holidays. The arrangement was soon frustrated; with the barbarous insensitivity of
which small boys alone are capable, we sat around the house in postures of gloom and
despair until he could bear it no longer and sent us back to my mother and her family.
It must have been very wounding to his feelings, for he was on the whole a jolly
fellow and simply wanted to show us affection. If you took him the right way, life
could be quite happy with father. This I learned to do later, and established a genial
relationship by using our mutual love of horses; he rode superbly.

His faults were mostly of a superficial character, but led to some rather disastrous
results. Abounding vitality and physical energy were wasted. All went well in his
youth, when he had considerable success as an amateur jockey, but when years and
weight brought this to an end he did not know what to do with himself. Art and music
were certainly represented in his own little house. A picture over the fire was a
contemporary drawing of an ample lady in a very tight skirt with a monocled dandy
walking behind her; it bore the caption, 'Life is just one damn thing after another' - at
this point father's philosophy coincided with his art form. A wheezy gramophone of
early date wafted the stentorian tones of a music-hall tenor insistently reiterating his
urgent demand: 'Put me among the girls, them with the rosy curls'. On less amorous
but even more festive occasions, the same favourite tenor would enjoin: 'Come along
now, for a few of the boys are kicking up the hell of a noise - let's go round the town'.

The short honeymoon between my father and grandfather did not last long, and the
only practical effect was temporarily to make my mother's situation more difficult.
My grandfather's affectionate and spontaneous nature suddenly led him to feel that he
must both be reconciled with his son and promote a reconciliation between my
parents. She felt she knew better, and a rift occurred. My father was duly installed at
Rolleston with a considerable supply of extra cash, and my grandfather retired to a
relatively modest house and farm at Abinger near Pulborough in Sussex.

Trouble was not long in coming. A prize bull failed to arrive from Rolleston on the
due date to consummate its nuptials at Abinger. Dark rumours circulated of a restless
and inconsequent energy draining all the lakes at Rolleston with no good reason, and
losing in the reckless process most of the much valued stock of fish. Finally there was
a disturbing tale about some of the extra money being used to buy the fastest car of
the period - strong in the engine, but weak in the brake - with a flat-out trial spin in
the evening light which, in mistake of the road home, ran smack through the closed
park gates of a respected neighbour. My father landed, as usual in his innumerable
accidents, on his feet and unhurt; just as when he inadvertently cut a corner and turned
over a dogcart containing my pregnant mother shortly before the birth of one of my
brothers. It was not these vagaries which disturbed their happy marriage; she only left
him when she chanced to open a carelessly unlocked drawer and found it full of
letters from other ladies. Then she packed her bags and departed the same day, for
good; obtaining not a divorce which was against her principles, but a judicial
separation, which included custody of the children and a meagre alimony.

After a brief sojourn at Rolleston, which was available to me throughout, my father
was sent packing on his travels again. My grandfather returned and ran the estate until
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he died in 1915. My father then inherited, and we spent a short time there together
after the war. I persuaded him to sell the house and the estate, foreseeing the ruin of
agriculture which politics were bringing and feeling that I could best serve the country
in a political life at Westminster based on my constituency at Harrow. Happily, it was
easy to obtain good positions for our highly skilled staff, but it was a terrible
uprooting, causing me much sorrow at the time, and I have sometimes regretted it
since. I would certainly never have done it if the original Tudor house had not been
burnt before I was born, but it appeared then a mistake to maintain in post-war
circumstances an unmanageable pile of a Victorian house together with a way of life
which seemed gone for ever. Survival of the Tudor house for better or worse might
have changed the course of my life.

My relationship with my father remained good until I joined the Labour Party in 1924.
It was assisted perhaps by my complete independence of him, because my grandfather
had left me some free money and in negotiation with my father had so managed the
entail that I should never be completely in his hands. This arrangement probably
rankled with him, but he never referred to it except at necessary business meetings
with the Public Trustee. Our tranquil relations exploded when in his view I entered
the devil's service by becoming a socialist. He knew no more about politics than
higher mathematics, but he had the strongest Tory sentiment and prejudices. He at
once published an attack upon me to the effect that I was born with a gold spoon in
my mouth and had never done a day's work in my life. He meant, of course, manual
work, for like many peasants he felt that only labour with the hands could be
described as work. It was true that [ had never done manual labour, beyond my early
farm work under my grandfather's direction, and the later necessity sometimes to dig
trenches under fire, but my young reaction was that in other ways I had worked
throughout my adult life at high pressure. I also felt these were no terms in which an
older generation should address someone who had fought in the war.

I was hurt and angry; but said little. The gold-spoon jibe was constantly used by my
enemies and gave to the adroit cartoonist of the Conservative papers in Birmingham
an opportunity to depict me reclining in a large gold spoon which was hoisted on the
shoulders of the enthusiastic workers. I felt that men should not be assailed by their
family in this fashion, and it led to an estrangement which lasted during the short
remaining period of my father's life. The final explosion was probably due in part to
his constantly increasing drinking. He died of sclerosis of the liver at La Baule in
France in 1928, at the early age of fifty-four. I was still fond of him, for he had many
good and endearing qualities.

Lord Horder was doctor to three generations of our family, which he told me had the
strongest natural constitution he had ever come across; adding that my father's
excesses were enough to have killed several men. I can claim no virtue for not
following the same path, for drink has never been the least temptation to me. Nor
could my two brothers or any other members of the family I have known possibly be
described as alcoholics. The only other addict was apparently a great-great-uncle, also
named Oswald, elder brother of great-grandfather Tonman, who had something of my
father's disposition and also died young. For my part, I was to drink water most of my
life, varied once or twice a week with wine or beer. Then I went to live in France and
the agreeable continental habit developed in our house of drinking light wine. In
recent times I have modified this by mixing an Alsatian wine with Perrier water; the
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hock and seltzer habit which was shared by an incongruous couple, Oscar Wilde and
Prince Bismarck. I follow the classic world in believing that an occasional feast does
good rather than harm, or as a French doctor put it: Il faut quelque fois etonner
l'estomac’.

There was no tendency to excess in the Heathcote family; they were spare, tall people
who earned their health. They were by nature much more respectable than the
Mosleys, who always rather shocked them. They were more respectable in the sense
that the middle class used to be more respectable than the aristocracy; not that any
class difference existed between them, for they were two neighbouring country
families with exactly the same background, which at that time used to be called the
landed interest. Their attitude to life was different; not different in the sense of
Cavalier and Roundhead, for the Heathcotes could not be described as Puritans, but
they had not the almost complete freedom from inhibitions which was a characteristic
many Mosleys shared both with much of the aristocracy and much of the working
class. Lord Randolph Churchill, during his Tory democracy days, claimed: 'the
aristocracy and the working class are united in the indissoluble bonds of a common
immorality'.

The Heathcotes were a strongly united family, with a vital gaiety in each other's
company. My mother had an elder sister who married a Life Guard, Sir Lionel Darrell,
two younger brothers and a much younger sister, who was only twelve years older
than I was and whom I loved as a favourite companion in sport and in a wide variety
of young happiness; she married a Lees-Milne, who handled a salmon rod almost as
well as his nephew was to manage the National Trust. Also cherished with affection
was the wife of my Uncle Jack, the daughter of Lord Hill; she looked better on a horse
than almost any woman I ever saw. There was plenty of health, life and affection in
that circle. They all lived in houses near to each other; a closely knit community with
its own attitude, vernacular and jokes, but with no tendency to be severed by the
family from the wider life of the neighbourhood; they were very friendly people. The
old couple were the centre, and were both remarkable. Justinian Heathcote, my
grandfather, had been M.P. for the Stoke-on-Trent area, where on land long owned by
the family some coal and steel interests had been developed.

They were Staffordshire people, who in my childhood had only recently migrated to
neighbouring Shropshire because coal-mine land subsidence had affected their old
home at Apedale near Stoke-on-Trent. They maintained close contact with their
Staffordshire interests which were not far away. It is through this grandfather that I
have my modicum of Scotch blood; his grandmother was a Lady Elizabeth Lindsay.
She apparently claimed descent from the family of Robert the Bruce; hence perhaps
my disposition always to try again even without example from a spider. The Irish
blood came through my father's mother, who was the daughter of Sir Thomas White,
sometime Mayor of Cork. Thus I can claim to be British as well as English, and
through Saxon and Norman blood also European; the island freeze-up is really quite a
recent invention.

The Heathcote grandfather was an imposing figure of commanding stature and
demeanour, with a square-cut patriarchal beard of snowy white. He was kindly and
affectionate and used to enthral my boyhood with tales of parliamentary life, its
dramatic incidents and personalities. He was not a performer but a shrewd observer of
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the political scene; a typical Tory squire, but much less bigoted than his wife. He had
considerable humour and delighted in such tales as Balfour's riposte to Parnell's
obstreperous lieutenant, Mr. Biggar, by reference to 'the honourable member with the
misplaced vowel'; a striking remark in debate, but in memory these anecdotes can all
too easily be transferred from the smoking-room to the chamber. His favourites on
different sides of the House were the radical Labouchare, who founded Truth, and
Thomas Gibson Bowles, of most varied accomplishments on the Tory side. I had then
no premonition that by marrying a Mitford I should acquire one of his granddaughters.
It was the blending of Mr. Bowles with the Mitford and Stanley combination which
produced that remarkable vintage. The merry sisters, as Evelyn Waugh called them,
have together an unlimited capacity to blow bright bubbles of gay fantasy with
peacock screams of ecstatic laughter which can transform and more than enliven any
dull moment. The vivid esprit of Mr. Bowles undoubtedly made its contribution to
this felicitous phenomenon.

My grandfather found Parnell by far the most fascinating personality of the period. In
particular, he noted the contrast between the ice-cold Protestant landowner and his
passionate, revolutionary Irish followers; his influence over them never ceased to
astonish. It was the discipline he taught them which temporarily disrupted the English
parliamentary system and would undoubtedly have won Irish freedom a generation
earlier, except for his dark, personal tragedy, a weakness strangely unaccountable in
such a will and spirit. My grandfather told how Parnell would suddenly and
unexpectedly enter the chamber - after protracted absence on business into which few
dared to enquire - to find an Irish riot in full swing, every man on his feet and roaring
insults with red faces of fury. Immediately he appeared at the bar everyone would sit
down, and complete silence would fall. Parnell would walk slowly to his seat with his
usual stiff dignity, and ask the Whip what it was all about. If satisfied, a slight motion
of his hand would bring every man to his feet again in an uproar which lifted the roof.

How did it all begin? My grandfather explained that Parnell arrived at Westminster as
a comparatively young man to find a completely ineffective Irish party under the
leadership of an amiable gentleman called Mr. Butt, who usually turned up rather late
at night in full evening dress after dining with the Tories. Parnell decided to put a stop
to all that and, with the assistance of the member who got his vowel wrong, he did so
very quickly. The continual row led on occasion to his being physically removed by
the Sergeant-at-Arms and his assistants, but it was a fight - a hell of a fight - which
thrilled all Ireland. It made him the hero of the Irish people and through their
enthusiasm the undisputed leader of the Irish Party. How could such a man at the
moment he had won his struggle - for Gladstone was obliged to negotiate with him,
even when he was in Kilmainham Gaol - have thrown away all he had done, and
himself, for the sake of Mrs. O'Shea? He thought perhaps that he could get away with
it, that both life and love, ambition and beauty could be served to the full. In
approaching a more luminous sphere I had something of this nature in mind when |
wrote in my introduction to a translation of Goethe's Faust a reference to the
enchanted, Byronic child Euphorion: 'He aspires to both beauty and achievement. In
his longing for the furthest flight he reaches for the forbidden wings. Disaster strikes
down from heaven.'

My grandfather's description of Parnell was not so dramatic as Disraeli's account of
the shadows darkening round Canning - when he witnessed 'the tumult of that ethereal
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brow' - but I was always glad to have seen through the eyes of an acute and a
sympathetic observer something of the astonishing interplay of personal frailty and
great events. In later life I have often reflected how beneficially the course of history
might have been changed if human weakness had not perverted destiny. Would the
first war ever have occurred - if Parnell had settled the Irish problem without the
delay of a generation and the protracted troubles which were at least a contributory
factor in persuading the Germans that Britain could play no effective part in the war
of 1914? - if Dilke, who stood firm against the division of Europe into rigid
alignments of entente and triple alliance, had not fallen through an escapade or frame-
up? - if the tragedy at Mayerling had not engulfed Crown Prince Rudolf, who for all
his feeble character had considerable influence in resisting the same tendency from
the other side? How much is history influenced by the vagaries of character? The truth
probably lies somewhere between Marx's materialist conception of history and the
view that it really made a difference to Europe when the Duke of Buckingham fell in
love with the Queen of France. Both men and opportunity are needed to change
history. It is the fiery contact of great men and great events which gives destiny the
light of birth.

Thus was my childhood divided between two very different families. Does our life
course derive inevitably from childhood background and influence, or is it true that
the world is character? - basic, original character? How strong is environment, and
how strong is nature? We need not be driven into the controversy between Lysenko
and his victorious opponents, but it is tempting to take a passing glance at the
psychologists, who claim in some degree to read our fate in our childhood years.
Some opportunity was afforded me to study them during a protracted period more
entirely dedicated to reading than is usually possible in middle life. Plato's
requirement of withdrawal from life for a considerable period of study and reflection
before entering on the final phase of action was fulfilled in my case, though not by my
own volition.

The results at least gave me some chance to examine my own childhood in the light of
analytical psychology. The broken home, the atmosphere of strife between preceding
generations, some of the classic factors were present. At the end of it all, what effect
did they have on me? The only evident result I will concede at once is really very
trivial. I have a tendency to rely on some obliging woman to do small things for me
which I feel she can do as well or better than I can, and are a waste of time for me to
do; a conceit which obliging women are happily quite tolerant about. It arises clearly
from being the man of the house too soon, and having had a fondly devoted mother,
whose help in such respect I repaid from the earliest age by gratuitous advice and
virile assertion on every subject under the sun. I had no father in the house to chase
me around, to make me do little things for myself and keep my mouth shut until my
contribution was opportune; but these are not failings to take too tragically.

In general, I did not suffer from lack of male influence. The company of one or other
grandfather was constant, and no one could have been more male than these two. My
uncles too were always at hand, two hearty, jolly country squires of the best sort. I
was sent to the barracks which were then called the schools of the well-to-do, and a
little later came in contact with the finest products of the real barrack life. This early
contact with the athletic flower of the regular army was to exercise a profound, lasting
and in my view most beneficent influence on my permanent attitude to life. A broken
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home certainly did not result in my becoming a mother's boy, deep as was my
devotion to her. The wiseacres of psychological science may ascribe to this
background some political tendencies in my later life which they dislike, but after a
considerable study of the subject I am convinced they are talking nonsense.

There are certain things which at this stage may be noted about the study of
psychology: it is in its infancy, and its protagonists are acutely divided. It is still in the
period of research, with much more work to be done. Yet every sob-sister in the
popular press feels she is competent in a breathless little article of slipshod appraisal
and spiteful disapprobation to analyse the alleged complexes of every giant or dwarf
who traverses the world scene. Far more serious people were long ago rightly taken to
task by Jung in his Psychologie der Unbewussten Prozessen for their pretentious
impertinence in analysing great figures of religion and philosophy, but lesser clowns
in smaller circuses still do not hesitate to show the same effrontery to all and sundry.
There is more nonsense, often ridiculous nonsense, written on this subject than on
almost any other.

Part of the trouble is that even the serious practitioners have few opportunities to
study anything but disease. Those who find their way to the psychiatrist's couch are
not always good subjects for studying the daily problems of abounding health and
vitality. Everyone in childhood or youth must invariably suffer again and again the
shocks and disabilities which in later life lead some to the psychiatrists' couch, just as
everyone experiences the cuts and bruises which later in life lead some to the
surgeon's operating theatre. The healthy psyche throws off the injury which in the
weak becomes a complex, just as easily as the healthy body throws off the bruise
which in the weak becomes a tumour. It is possible to go even further, and to say that
additional strength can come from early injury. I have seen extraordinary experiments
in botany where trees seriously injured early in their growth develop a protective
resistance which later results in far greater strength than a more sheltered environment
produces. "What fails to destroy us makes us stronger' is a proverb of a people with
some experience of such tests of fate. 'Having seen the little world, let us now see the
great.' Toynbee's theory of challenge and response illustrates in the great spheres of
nations the working of the same nature principle which stimulates and develops the
injured tree. Jung must have had something of the same truth in mind when he wrote
that possibly we 'owe all to our neuroses'; although again it seems that the quality of
strong natures - the power to resist adversity - should be regarded not as a neurosis but
as a gift of character. In short, the whole subject is not quite so simple as some
amateurs think. Much more serious work should be done before the potential of this
infant science can be realised, and before it can with confidence be transferred from
the laboratory to the clinic.

I write this criticism of certain current tendencies in science while claiming to have a
more consistent record in support of science than anyone who has spent his life in
politics. In theory and in the practice of government I have battled for science, to
provide it with means, to encourage and to honour its work. Years ago I wrote that
modern statesmen should live and work with scientists as the Medici lived and
worked with artists. The glories of the Renaissance were made possible by statesmen
really given to art, and the redeeming wonders of modern science and technology will
be realised by statesmen really given to science. Yet if they love science and
appreciate its vast possibilities they will never allow any branch of it to be prostituted
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by the craft of a witch-doctor smelling out opponents of the existing regime and
ascribing to them the evil spells which are today called complexes. These things are
serious matters, not the stunts of politics.

After my long general interest in science over a wide range, and continual reading of
its latest, provisional conclusions, I doubt whether at this stage the science of
psychology has sufficient data to justify practical application, particularly for children.
When in the light of my studies I ask myself whether my reverses or successes in
childhood and boyhood affected my life course, whether I should have been another
man if my childhood had been different, I can only reply, I think not. Some odd
combination of the genes in this strong country stock made me, for better or worse,
what I am. The basic constitution is given to us like a strong or weak body.
Afterwards the development or atrophy of the constitution depends on continual
exertion of the will, just as the increase or diminution of a muscle rests on constant
exercise. Then enters into the question of will the indefinable element of the spirit, but
this is beyond the range of childhood.
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2 - School and Sandhur st

I WAS always in too much of a hurry. This tendency began at school; I was
concerned to get on with it and to grow up. School to me was not a happy interlude
before facing the harsh responsibilities of adult life. It was a necessary but tedious
progress through which we had to pass before the wide life of opportunity, adventure
and great experience could begin. This was a fault, but I sometimes feel nowadays it
was a fault on the right side. The intense desire to become a man is surely preferable
to the yearning for a lingering childhood. The hurry to embrace life is better than the
flight from life. To me, childhood was just a nuisance; now it has become a blessed
cult. Growing up must be delayed in early life, and old age welcomed in later life.
Manhood with its responsibilities is the awkward and unpleasant time to be shortened
as far as possible. The tendency is to flight from the world, back to the womb or on to
the tomb. To play young in early life and old in late life is an exercise of the great
escape mechanism. For better or worse my generation was the extreme opposite. We
rushed towards life with arms outstretched to embrace the sunshine, and even the
darkness, the light and shade which is the essence of existence, every varied
enchantment of a glittering, wonderful world; a life rush, to be consummated.

It was a deep difference in attitude and approach, which has had far-reaching effects.
If too much is made of a cult of childhood its values tend to be unduly exalted; the
action proper to manhood can become inhibited, and its natural dynamism wasted. We
are told in early life that we are too young to do anything, and in later life that we are
too old to do anything; the peddlers of these inhibitions really mean that they are
always against anything being done. The achievements of manhood are replaced by
the fantasies of childhood; Peter Pan mounts on the reversal of values established by
nature and proven by history. Strangest paradox of all, just as science considerably
extends the effective life-span it has become the fashion to shorten it by the cult of
protracted infancy and premature senility. Therefore I admit to error in being always
in too much of a hurry and usually driving things too hard, but I prefer the errors of
dynamism to the religion of lethargy.

I arrived at my first school, West Downs, Winchester, just after my ninth birthday. It
had an enlightened headmaster, Lionel Helbert, who had given up being a clerk in the
House of Lords to found a small boys' school. He made a genuine effort to understand
his pupils; he ascribed to me at an early age certain qualities of leadership, and wished
me to join the navy, of which he was passionately fond. I arrived at nine as quite a
bright boy, after the home tuition of the excellent Miss Gandy, an intelligent woman
and kindly guide, but I rapidly became a very stupid boy, not by lack of school
teaching but by stress of growth, which I am now convinced was responsible for my
backwardness; at the age of fourteen I had reached my full height of six-foot-two and
was broad in proportion. Roughly my rhythm was, clever from nine to eleven, half-
witted from eleven to around sixteen, from sixteen to nineteen a gradual recovery of
my faculties, and from nineteen onwards the achievement of my capacities for what
they have since been worth. All this makes me look rather askance at such things as
the 11-plus exam, and other primitive tests which may at an early stage finally decide
or at least influence a boy's future.

In later life I teased public schoolmasters with the remark that in my generation and
the two preceding generations they had failed to discover at school any of the men
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outstanding in political life; exceptions were the father-in-law of my first marriage,
Lord Curzon, and one or two others, while the list of those found stupid at school but
brilliant in later life was long. I got an intelligent answer from Mr. Roxburgh, the
remarkable first headmaster of Stowe, a school I used to visit frequently at one time
for a fencing match in the afternoon and a debate in the evening. He retorted that it
was not the fault of the schools but of nature, because such men are usually slow to
develop and the schoolmasters were probably right when they thought them stupid at
an early age; another reason it seems to me for devising a system of progressive tests
in education rather than to stake all on some arbitrary and abrupt line for the division
of talents.

At West Downs my most unpleasant memory is of the intense cold; it was before the
days of central heating and the long stone and wooden corridors were as bitter as the
draughty dormitories where the sponges became rigid in the basin at any touch of
frost. My brother, Ted, joined me there and seemed in danger of being frozen alive,
despite the robust constitution of his adult life. My representations led to his removal
to a less arctic spot. Chalk downs remain an aversion of mine; they surrounded West
Downs and the neighbouring Winchester and were the scene of our compulsory walks.
They always seemed to me hideous. Another of my dislikes at West Downs was
swimming, which became one of the favourite pastimes and exercises of my later life.
We all had to jump into the bath at the deep end whether we could swim or not. It was
supposed to hasten the process of learning, but I always splashed somehow to the
nearest side without much further effort. I had at that time a certain phobia about
getting my head under water; due no doubt to arrival a fortnight late in the world,
smothered and under painful necessity of being slapped until I filled my lungs with air
for the first of those bellows which later resounded from so many platforms. This
apprehension of smothering lasted for many years, and I did not learn to swim until I
was grown up and persuaded by my first wife, Cimmie, on our honeymoon to join her
in one of her chief delights. Otherwise I recognise no neurosis in myself except the
dislike of an accumulation of papers, but that may be due to causes easily explicable;
the ever present prospect of tedious work.

Life at West Downs was not too bad, but it was depressingly dull compared to life at
home. I had none of that sense apparent in many modern children of moving into a
wider life at school; home and school were just freedom and prison, it was as simple
as that. Sport and games recompensed to some degree. Instinct and tradition of family
took me at once to the gymnasium where boxing was well taught, and I won the light-
weight championship soon after my arrival. In my opening fight I experienced for the
first time incredulity that I could be winning. Later I won many elections, but could
never believe in victory until the last ballot-paper was counted. Lloyd George was
reputed to be the same in a larger sphere; he could not believe he was winning his
landslide election of 1918, and in his unnecessary efforts to snatch victory made some
speeches which were a subsequent liability he need not have incurred. Churchill on
the other hand was usually confident of victory and was reputed not to have
anticipated his defeat in 1945.

My tendency to be doubtful of success until it was proven carried me to remarkable
lengths in this first athletic encounter of childhood at nine years old. After the opening
clash the other boy took to his heels and ran as fast as his legs could carry him round
the spacious gym—there were no ropes— hotly pursued as fast as my equally short
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legs could carry me. At length an insistent ringing of the bell terminated the farce, and
we returned to our corners; breathlessly I enquired of our instructor, have I won? The
last fight of the series in the final was my first endurance test. There was not much
science, just slogging it out toe to toe with straight lefts and rights to the face.
Gradually he gave ground and I won my first championship. Three years later I took a
tremendous hiding from a boy in the final of the heavy-weight championship. My
opponent was bigger, heavier, older and a better boxer. I should have had no trouble
in winning if I had waited another year, but, as usual, was in too much of a hurry to go
on to a public school and made this attempt, like everything else, prematurely.

Helbert, with rare insight, praised me more in defeat than in victory. When we left at
the end of the term he selected two occasions to note in my school career. The first
was the beating I took in this boxing final, because I had fought it out to a finish; it
simply had not occurred to me to do anything else. The second was my performance
in the school shooting championship, when again I did badly. I was captain of the
miniature-rifle shooting team and could normally have expected to win the individual
inter-schools championship at the same time that the school team won the match. It
was an off day for me and I shot so badly that I had no hope of the championship.
Helbert remarked to the school audience that I had continued to do my best to the end
of the day in order to contribute to the team's success; many boys apparently in his
experience threw in their hands on such an occasion in a mood of petulant despair.
Again I had not been at all conscious of any merit, because it did not occur to me to
do anything else. Helbert however, rightly for a schoolmaster, was always on the
look-out for early evidence of character. He noted in me that I was capable of the
team spirit which has sometimes been denied; wrongly because I am a completely
loyal colleague while a member of a team.

It has already been duly noted by analysts who induct from the trivial to the
considerable that I was more attracted by individual sports like boxing, fencing and
riding than by team games like cricket. Clarification of these turgid convolutions is
often simple. I liked these sports better because I was better at them, and my
background inclined me to the sports of the country rather than to the games of the
town; individual ball games like golf and billiards seemed to me even more tedious.
Was it also some complex that made me prefer conversation, reading or reflection to
the playing of cards; extraordinary aberration of ardent time-killers?

My transition to the public school a year too early was one of the errors of my
perpetual sense of haste. I persuaded parents and schoolmasters to let me go ahead for
no good clear reason, just from a sense of urgency. I lacked at this point perhaps some
calm, male influence to say: what is the hurry?— why not wait another year at the
private school, be head boy, win the boxing, do all the things you like doing at the
first school, and then take a higher place in the public school when you are a year
older and better fitted to go there? But I was in a hurry, and this advice was not
available. I doubt if it mattered very much. I arrived at the public school a year
younger than was normal, and my experience to that extent was tougher than the usual.
As the chief merit of that education was supposed to be the toughening process, it can
even be argued that it was in this way an advantage. We were up early and to bed late,
the food was meagre and the water cold, except once a week: we were at early school
and enjoying the solace of religion in chapel before breakfast; the rest of the day was
a hustling affair divided between lessons, compulsory games and fagging for the older
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boys. These prefects had almost the powers of life and death over the smaller boys
without any effective check or supervision from a master; certainly the power to make
their life a misery or reasonably tolerable. The power was on the whole exercised
fairly and equally, according to a definite code. Junior boys were treated alike by
these older boys in the affairs of everyday life, even the favourites. The strict
discipline prevented any form of unauthorised bullying, and the ganging up of boys
against each other which is often evident in smaller boys' schools was mostly absent
from the public school. The main question, of course, is whether it is right to give
boys of round eighteen years old a power over their fellow human beings which few
would dream of according them in later life, however distinguished their career and
however well founded and proven their reputation for kindly and humane dealings?

It is a strange system, which it does not occur to any other European people to employ.
In France the general rule is to educate boys at day schools rather than boarding
schools. The remarkable lycee system of State education can carry a boy from infancy
to the final selective, technical and administrative academies which are among the
chief assets of France. There are also schools equivalent to our public schools which
are usually conducted directly or indirectly by religious orders. The reverend fathers
know too much of the world to take any chances with original sin, and the boys are
under constant supervision. It is entirely unobtrusive and the guiding hand is not
noticed until something occurs. Yet on any scene of undue brutality or affection a
firm gentleman in a beret appears very quickly, almost as if by magic; it is all well
organised, and anything of that kind is simply stopped at once. In varying degrees
most of the European countries rest their education on systems of this nature. The
English idea seems to be unique.

The ideal system may lie as usual between the two extremes. But the English
method—at least in earlier times—certainly achieved its apparent object by the
toughening process. Its products had to be tough. They were to be fit to conduct a
great Empire in arduous and often dangerous conditions. Even the boy who had been
granted a power at eighteen which seemed absurd, was perhaps thus fitted to take
charge at an early age of some large and rough area in an outpost of Empire. There
was some method in this particularly English instinct, which seemed eccentric to
other Europeans. Now that the Empire has gone, it would appear the prima facie
reason for the public school system has also ceased to exist. The question arises: why
maintain for the children of a small class of relatively rich people a system so tough
that it would produce an immediate revolution if applied to the masses? Perhaps such
self-questioning accounts for the present apparent loss of direction and self-
confidence by the public schools.

This is not the place to discuss educational systems, and I would leave the subject
here with some general and rather trite advice: give boys plenty to eat and plenty of
sleep, some unobtrusive but adequate supervision, enough exercise to develop their
bodies and enough interesting teaching to develop the particular bent of their minds,
but not the superfluity which can stifle them with a burden of knowledge irrelevant to
their tastes and capacities. Do not assume a boy is a fool because he is not clever
when he is young and growing. Let the system of education be a progressive selection
by power of merit alone, from the cradle to the chief executive posts of business, the
highest chairs of the humanities, the innermost laboratories of science where the
future of man can be decided.
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In my personal story I cannot say that the public school experience did me any harm,
and in some respects after the immense affection and tenderness of my home life it
may have been a useful corrective. I was treated no better and no worse than anybody
else. I did not suffer the particular brutalities at school which it appears Winston
Churchill and others endured in an earlier generation. My election for the
constituency of Harrow in 1918 gave me some insight into these matters, because the
Chairman of the Conservative Association was a very old man who lived on the hill
and had a long connection with the school. He told me that Winston Churchill—when
a late-developing small boy—used to be called out in front of the class by his form
master who invited his other pupils to look at the stupidest boy at Harrow who was
the son of the cleverest man in England. Mr. Churchill once told me himself, still with
some resentment, how certain little beasts used to flick him with wet towels. He did
not appear to me in middle life to be much enamoured of his public school experience,
but evidently in age developed an attachment of memory which led him often to
sentimental journeys greeted by the red carpet rather than the wet towels of Harrow.
Yet it seems likely that innate character rather than early vicissitudes selected for him
the rough road of statesmanship in preference to the gentle paths of art.

The Wellington view about Waterloo being won on the playing fields of Eton is not
the only opinion of the famous upon the practical results of that school. Chatham said
that Eton could ruin a boy's intellect and spoil his spirit for half a century, and it does
not appear to have done much good to Shelley. Lord Salisbury was approached to
preside at a dinner to Lord Curzon and another young man he wished to favour, but
refused when he learned it was under the auspices of Eton; even after all those years
as Prime Minister the memory was still too bitter. May we at least congratulate the
public schools on their failure to destroy the great, perhaps even on their success in
evoking a strong response from the challenge of misunderstanding. Also it should
always be admitted and affirmed that these institutions are regarded with strong
affection by many good men; they are not made for the exceptions, but nature can
look after them. In the modern age the public schools are unlikely to last long in their
present form.

My relative immunity from the irks of public school life after the pains of initiation
was possibly due to my athletics, which quite quickly won for me my own little niche
in which I rested content and fairly happy. My intellectual life did not exist, and no
one can be blamed for the lack of it, because at this point my intellect did not exist. A
kind old schoolmaster was stating a self-evident fact when he took my hand one day
in class and observed: 'How strange this hand can do anything with a sword, and
nothing with a pen'. Not only was I incapable of thinking but my handwriting was
illegible; the latter disability remains, as my friends and colleagues are painfully
aware.

Physical life was then my whole being; certain spiritual experiences came a little later.
I had finished growing by the time I was fourteen and my physical proficiency then
developed rapidly, long before any mental development. Boxing was my first love
and I only tumed to fencing, in which my main successes were won, when
competition boxing was forbidden to me. The headmaster of Winchester tolerated the
sport within the school but would not allow any of us to go to the public schools
competition, on which I had set my heart with some assurance of success from my
instructor. Yet as so often in life, reverse and disappointment turn to success and
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happiness in the longer range of experience. Even disaster in great spheres has
sometimes opened to me a vista of knowledge and achievement I would never
otherwise have known.

After the little world of boyhood sport I should never have continued boxing when I
grew up; a reluctantly developing appreciation of my capacities would soon have led
me to the conclusion that a head like mine was not for bashing. But international
fencing, representing Britain in sport and entering into the camaraderies of the great
salles d'armes throughout Europe was a joy of my manhood, and in my intellectual
maturity gave me some sense of the fullness of life in the Hellenic gymnasium; et ego
in Arcadia vixi.

That life began at Winchester. Every afternoon was an escape into another world, the
company of the regular army. By far the most potent influences in my young life were
Sergeant-Major Adam and Sergeant Ryan; the latter in charge of boxing and the
former of fencing. No schoolmaster had anything like the effect on me which was
exercised by this remarkable pair. They were products of the regular army, to which I
had always been attracted from childhood. It had never occurred to me to be anything
else than a soldier. Now I was in daily contact with a fine expression of the spirit |
had admired from afar, and began to absorb the attitude to life which has stood me in
good stead in many different circumstances and countries. This Haltung, as the
Germans call it, is indefinable, but you know it when you see it. It is one of my
deepest convictions, which time has never eradicated, that no man can have a better
start in life than the regular army.

It is true that I did not continue in the profession of arms, for reasons stated to me
with his customary lucidity by F. E. Smith when as a very young man I first met him.
He had a remarkable gift, often present in men of outstanding talents, of bridging the
gulf of generations by talking to the young as a contemporary would. He said: 'If you
were a Frenchman or a German your profession would clearly be the army, because in
those countries it is the great profession. In England it must, of course, be politics or
the Bar, or both.' The same point was put from a more professional angle by the
brilliant C.I1.G.S. Sir Henry Wilson to new arrivals at the Staff College during the
period when he was a senior instructor. General Fuller told me how discouragement
was tempered by entertainment at the opening words of the first lecture: 'Our funny
little army has six divisions. Why has our funny little army got six divisions? Nobody
knows, and nobody cares.'

The army was small, but perhaps by very reason of its limited size was composed of
an elite which was at least the equal of any in the world. Even prejudice does not
impel me to put it any higher, because now we are becoming Europeans we must
learn not to brag in a fashion disagreeable to the ears of future partners. Never say, for
example, as English politicians continually do, that Britain will lead Europe; say
rather that Britain will play a vital part within Europe; in these large affairs he does
most who boasts least. I will content myself with the claim that the British army has
never had any superior. Yet I admit in the company of Sergeant-Major Adam and
Sergeant Ryan I might as a boy have been tempted to any hyperbole, which their
modesty would have deprecated.

There was no time wasted in talk on arrival at the gymnasium. Ryan would snatch you
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out of the lethargies of youth in a couple of minutes. Bayonet champion of the army
and runner-up in the feather-weight boxing championship, he moved with
extraordinary speed. A follower of the classic Jim Driscoll, he determined to give me
the perfect straight left; for nearly two years I was not allowed to use the right at all.
Weaving, swerving, ducking, dodging, he would come at me as it seemed like a flash
of lightning. From the moment he was in distance I had to send the left as straight as a
ram-rod to the chin, and every time in the last split second his glove would intercept it
while he mimed like a ballet dancer the groggy effect of a good connection. A
brilliant teacher, he took immense trouble with me.

Not until the workout had really gone to the limit, was rest permitted; then the interval
was well used in stories of the ring. I lived in the epic of his tour of India as second to
Tiger Smith, the redoubtable southpaw who knocked out every heavy-weight
available within the first round. The saga only came to an end when the supply of
contenders was exhausted, and the Tiger returned with his laurels to the regiment
which had nurtured his manly qualities. It was training for the body and also, I still
maintain, it provided some food for the mind and character. These fights were clean
and fair, were soon forgotten and left no malice. Until human nature becomes pure
spirit, is not this among the better disciplines for the animal within us?

At this stage, life for me was all sword and no gown. The sword quite literally
occupied my daily life after [ was forbidden to box at the public school competition. It
was a bitter disappointment to young ambition, for the long army training had
provided some hope that I might successfully face the formidable Etonian who at that
time had been produced by naval training to rule the roost at my weight. For the
moment purpose had gone out of life, but was soon happily restored by conversation
with Sergeant-Major Adam. This outstanding athlete was in charge of the whole
gymnasium and of fencing in particular. He reminded me that the good legs and fast
footwork I had developed in boxing might help me to success with the sabre, which
depended much on speed and agility of movement. He was right, for the Hungarian
sabre champions I saw later in life used to bounce down the piste and back like india-
rubber balls. Thus encouraged by Adam I set to work, and it was soon discovered that
nature had added to my speed of foot a rapid reflex action and general aptitude for
fencing. He persuaded me to take up foils as well, in which there were far more
contestants at Winchester. The upshot was that I also won the foils competition
against boys several years older, and at the age of fifteen years and four months was
sent to the public schools competition to represent Winchester with both foil and
sabre.

It was an exciting day for me and an anxious day for Sergeant-Major Adam, to whom
by then I had become greatly attached. He had never yet had a pupil who had won the
public schools competition with either weapon, although on his record both in army
competition and as an instructor he might have reckoned to have done so long before.
In the previous year his star performer—a long-trained colleger of nearly nineteen—
had been surprisingly defeated in the final by an aggressive Harrovian, who to our
disquiet was again a competitor. A few rapid whispered instructions from Adam on
how to deal with the Harrovian, and we were at it. [ was fortunate enough to beat him
in an early round, and reached the final. There I came up against a boy of a most
unorthodox and disconcerting action who upset all my classic preconceptions. I was
down three hits to one, out of a total of five up. I then threw all text-book plans to the
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wind, and decided to mix it with him and rely on sheer speed and constant attack. |
took the next four hits and won the championship. All these things are good lessons
for life; never hold too long to methods which do not work, be firm and fixed in
principles, but infinitely flexible and adaptable in method.

After the anxious moments in the foils championship, the sabre competition was not
difficult. I won the sabre championship with ease and emerged with what was then
claimed to be a triple record: the first boy to win with both weapons on the same day,
and the youngest boy to win with either. My joy was enhanced by the radiant delight
of my friend Adam. I was left with a sense that although still a very stupid boy, I had
become something of a physical phenomenon. It never occurred to me at this stage
that I could ever be anything else. As an intelligent and sensitive child I had
experienced acutely what I suppose can only be described as a sense of destiny; but
all such brooding presentiment of that strange blend of triumph and disaster
inseparable from great experience was now submerged in the first exuberance of
physical vitality.

It was all splendid for the time being. Even my ambition to compete successfully
against the Etonians was also achieved by another route. We went to Eton to fight a
match between two teams of three for five hits up each fight. I won each fight five hits
to love, a total of fifteen hits to nil; it was a highlight of my young life. A member of
their team was a magnificent specimen of some eighteen years old who rowed in the
eight, as my brother John also did at Eton a few years later. His surprise was
considerable to find that in the subtle business of the sword strength counted for
nothing against speed and skill; one of the main charms of that fascinating sport.

Fencing certainly gripped my early life. I even contrived by long persuasion to induce
my mother to allow me to leave Winchester at sixteen in the hope of pursuing it in a
wider sphere. My argument was based on the general ground that I was wasting my
time by staying any longer, and I certainly felt this was true as I had then done
everything which interested me. However my plan first to enter the British
championship and then to go on a fencing tour of Europe was frustrated for two
reasons. My mother began to sense that the European tour might be a little gay, while
my father's temporary reconciliation with my grandfather deprived her of the means
of financing the venture with ease. The first point was an error, because the best
chance of keeping any boy on the straight and narrow path of parental approval is to
encourage him to pursue an interest to which he is wholly dedicated. He will not in
these circumstances play the fool with either mind or body. The second was certainly
not her fault, for without my grandfather's assistance for any special venture she was
much too hard up. So I have been left wondering ever since what would have
happened to me in the British championship of 1913, and if that competition had
brought me any success, in the world championship of 1914. I should certainly have
given it priority over such an early entry to the army by starting at Sandhurst in 1914,
and would only just have completed my European experience when the First World
War began.

This was my last serious chance at the world championship, for after that I was never
again first-rate. At the end of the war the full use of my legs was gone for good. It was
ten years before I returned to the sport at all, and then at first only for exercise.
Gradually I discovered that by adapting my style to my new condition I could be quite
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effective with the epee, the heavy duelling sword, which required less mobility. I was
twice to be runner-up to different champions with this weapon in the British
championship, and was a member of our international team. The last time |
represented Britain was in the 1937 world championship at Paris, but I had no chance
then of winning: the dream of great achievement in that young world was gone.
Nevertheless, fencing took me all over Europe into the intimacies of other peoples
which the salles d'armes so richly provide. Many happy memories remain of joyous
companionship in Paris, Milan, Rome and all the chief centres of Europe; vivid
among them is the vision of Sergeant-Major Adam walking with his springy step
along the Winchester High Street, head erect, chest out, holding his cane with correct
sabre grip between the thumb and the heel of the hand, the forearm moving like a
steel spring to the parry as he fought again in memory his epic contest with the
redoubtable Betts, eleven years champion of the army; entire oblivion in his unseeing
eyes for all lesser things, which included the scurrying scholars who later in the day
would be welcome in his gymnasium to taste of manhood. May he so walk proudly
forever, through an Elysian salle d'armes.

Did Winchester then give me nothing except the physical experience, because I was
intellectually incapable of appreciating any of the things which really interested me in
later life? This is not altogether true, because before my full physical development I
had a certain spiritual experience. I must have been confirmed just before my
fourteenth birthday, certainly by wish of my mother and with my own willing consent.
We were instructed by a sympathetic clergyman who was also one of the masters, a
good man of sensitive mind and delicate spirit. Neither then nor at any time had I any
sense of revelation, but I became immensely impressed by the doctrine of love and the
extraordinary impact it had on a very different world. It may be that my abnormal
speed of growth had left a certain physical weakness as in a man who has been fasting,
which made me at that time particularly susceptible. This materialist explanation may
have some force but it is by no means entirely valid, for an impression of the possible
power of love has remained with me ever since. It fascinated me later in my
preoccupation with a conceivable synthesis between some elements of Christian
teaching and the Hellenism which influenced my maturity. Nineteenth-century
thinking seemed to me laden with this potential, which might in some degree be
realised in the thought and even in the action of our day. All this was remote from my
consciousness at Winchester, but I look back to that gentle schoolmaster in
recognition of a first impulse which was submerged for a time in the torrent of life but
returned in some degree in the years of reflection and striving for creation.

I have often since wondered whether priests and schoolmasters are wise in their
presentation of religion to the young. Anything more repulsive to the religious sense
than being dragged to morning chapel between early lessons and breakfast is difficult
to imagine. Systematic starvation over a protracted period may induce a state of
holiness, but delaying his first meal of the day to a hungry boy evokes the contrary
emotions. In some schools this noxious practice has been abandoned, but the question
still remains whether the droning of the compulsory services, only occasionally
relieved by some fine music in a beautiful old chapel at school or church at home, is
really calculated to produce a regard for religion.

Perhaps the ancients were wiser in their concepts of the mysteries. Is more interest
engendered by private and progressive initiation into the strange beauty of the great
religions? What would be the effect on a boy if he were told that the revelation of
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Christianity could not be imparted to him until he was sufficiently developed to
appreciate a story which at least is among the most beautiful in the world? The classic
method was exactly the opposite of the modern, but it gradually dissolved in the age
of reason when philosophy came with continual questions. From my own early
experience I could only, with much diffidence, give the church leaders some limited
advice: not to make religion too dull to the young, but also not to make it too silly by
ineffective imitations of current crazes and absurdities with which they cannot hope to
compete. Neither in religious practice, nor in royal ceremonial or in politics is any
lasting advantage gained by playing the monkey on the barrel-organ of transient
fashion. In the end, conversion depends on ability, sympathy, example and conviction.

My life was thus divided between school and army. Each afternoon I escaped into the
world where I felt at home, the gymnasium and the company of soldiers. It was not
merely that I was determined to go into the army, and that the gymnasium provided
me with the sports for which I had a particular aptitude. I liked the army and
everything about it; the training it gave at Winchester, the gay life it would offer at
Sandhurst, and finally the companionship of the large and devoted family which is a
great regiment. I did not like the public school, and disliked or disapproved most
things about it. It seemed to me a trivial existence, 'cribbed, cabined and confined' by
many of the silliest shibboleths of the bourgeois world. Although I had a number of
friends at Winchester I had far more at Sandhurst.

Apart from games, the dreary waste of public school existence was only relieved by
learning and homosexuality; at that time I had no capacity for the former and I never
had any taste for the latter. My attitude to homosexuality was then much less tolerant
than now, because | have long taken the view on basic ground of liberty that adults
should be free to do what they wished in private, provided they do not interfere with
others. However, I would deal much more severely than at present with the corruption
of the young of either sex, and with obvious propaganda designed to that end.

Our understanding of these matters in the present period has progressed beyond the
curt summary of the situation I heard in my early days in the House of Commons.
Some of us were discussing the matter in the smoking-room with an eminent K.C.
who had been singularly successful in the defence of alleged homosexuals in court.
We questioned him on the secret of these forensic triumphs. He replied: 'Simple—
with the jury system you know that most of them do not believe it exists and the rest
of them do it themselves'. We should now recognise that we cannot eradicate or
suppress a fact which has existed from the beginning of history, but we can keep it
within the bounds of strict privacy and prevent it being spread as a fashionable cult to
circles which it would otherwise not attract.

Life at school seemed to me not a period to protract, but just a prelude to real life; so
my chief desire was to leave as soon as possible. It was probably this attitude which
prompted my Housemaster, Mr. Bell, to agree with my mother's view when she wrote
suggesting I should leave. He replied: 'He seems always rather too old for us'. I was
certainly at that age a bit of a prig. Mr. Bell and I, however, got on well together, as
he was heavy-weight boxing champion at his university. We were both sorry that
because of my early departure we missed a long-standing engagement for a boxing
match on my seventeenth birthday. 'British Bell', as the boys nicknamed him, was
killed in the war of 1914, when he took the earliest opportunity of joining up.
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This attitude to the public schools may in part have induced me to give our two
youngest sons an altogether different education. My two eldest sons went to Eton;
after a long discussion, it seemed to Cimmie and me the best plan at that time. They
went to Eton rather than Winchester, as except for myself and my Heathcote
grandfather, all our relations on both sides had gone there. It turned out well, as
Nicholas was head of his house and Michael captain of the Oppidans, and the effects
in later life have been good. Nicholas, after a distinguished military career in the
Second World War, during which he won the Military Cross, has become a widely-
appreciated novelist. He also wrote a book on a 'Father'; Rains, not Sunshine. Michael
was soon an assiduous and accomplished social worker. Vivien, my only daughter and
eldest of the family, after going to a boarding school where she was very happy and
made lifelong friends, married Desmond Forbes-Adam. Like their mother, my grand-
daughters seem to like their schools; on the other hand, the Mitfords tended not to last
long at English girls' schools, and with Diana the risk was never taken.

Diana and I were not inhibited in sending the younger pair to Eton by our war
unpopularity, as the elder two had been at Eton either during the war or soon after,
and it says much for its remarkable quality of tolerance that they suffered neither
disability nor unpopularity. We decided to give Alexander and Max another education
because we hoped to make them good Europeans, and thought that a command of
languages is a most desirable gift of parents to children. For some time they remained
at home in Ireland where they were well taught and had the advantages of country life
with horses and sport. Then they went to school in France and Germany, returning to
England in time to take their A-levels. Max afterwards went to Oxford, where he took
a physics degree and was Secretary of the Union, before being called to the Bar.
Alexander took a degree in philosophy at the State University of Ohio. I think on the
whole it was a good education, and that our choice was right; so do our sons.

I would not send boys to a public school today, because I feel they should belong to a
larger world. Winchester certainly deserved better than the run of bad luck it had in
my time and in the preceding period; its best-known products were Stafford Cripps, D.
N. Pritt, K.C., and myself. However, many of the leading figures of the Civil Service,
combined with the sedate memory of Hugh Gaitskell and the erudite ebullience of R.
H. S. Crossman, may now assist it to sustain the burden.

A rather dull interval followed between my departure from Winchester at the end of
1912 and my arrival at Sandhurst in the beginning of 1914. The frustration of the
European fencing tour resulted in a dreary sojourn at Westgate-on-Sea and Buxton
Spa, selected as health resorts which had adequate teaching available for the army
exam. I strenuously resisted the only available game, which was golf, in discontent at
the absence of fencing; it seemed to me a tedious substitute. Six weeks in the late
summer of 1913 were well spent, as [ was sent to France to learn the language. Brest
was selected as a town remote from Paris and unlikely to be too lively. However, it
turned out to be very agreeable. My host was the local depute; he and his wife made
me much at home in the good old French bourgeois style, which included an
introduction to the best cooking. Something of eternal France was present in this
remote provincial city; I still hear in that land of enduring enchantment the same tunes
being played at country fairs which at sixteen first introduced me to the free life of the
Continent.
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As usual in French cities, a salle d'armes was available with some good performers to
complete my happiness. In the thirties one of the most redoubtable members of their
Olympic team came from another provincial city, Le Havre. Here too I was
introduced to the quick-action sport of pistol duelling with wax bullets fired from a
smooth bore, which catch you a hard crack but do not penetrate special protective
clothing and a fencing-mask fitted with thick non-splinter glass over the eyes. Years
later I revived this sport at my house near Denham at a time when my return to
fencing was the subject of some comment. The Daily Herald one day contained a
short leading article addressed to my 'childish delight in weapons'. One of my close
political associates during that period, John Strachey, was rather inclined to agree
with the Daily Herald.

The age of sixteen saw some revival of my mental faculties, which did not reach full
development for another two or three years, but enabled me to pass the army exams
with reasonable credit, and to enter the Royal Military College at Sandhurst when I
was just seventeen, an earlier age than was usual. If my memory serves me, I was fifth
on the cavalry list, and would by the calculation of my teachers have been top except
for my execrable handwriting which lost me what they maintained was the record
figure of 800 marks.

Some pundit may be able to confound my memory by looking up this record, which I
have not bothered to check—irrelevant detail without permanent importance can be
left to the scavengers of youth—but these are the figures which remained in my
recollections after many wise admonitions to learn to write; an accomplishment [
never achieved. I always claim my bad writing is due to my mind moving too fast for
my hand; Diana ascribes it to my carelessness, impoliteness and indifference to the
convenience of others. I retort that she could read my writing very well in the first
fine flush of romance, but the habit of marriage has dulled her acute sensibilities;
there the matter rests, as is the way with marital arguments.

I arrived at Sandhurst at the beginning of 1914 and found an atmosphere remote from
any premonition of war. It was immensely gay, and there I spent some of the most
vividly happy days of my life. We broke every rule, and off parade had not the least
regard for discipline. Few changes could have been more dramatic than the complete
reversal in our attitude at the outbreak of war, when the playboys of the summer
became overnight completely serious and dedicated young soldiers. The convivial
group was a fairly large minority in the R.M.C., where the orthodox majority pursued
a more sedate way of life. It was drawn from every company in the two large
buildings—old and new—and was recognised by a certain flamboyance of demeanour.
I remember looking round the large mess hall on the first night of my arrival and
picking out some fifty to a hundred boys who seemed to me particularly objectionable;
within a month they were my best friends and closest associates. It is often a male
reaction in youth to resist instinctively vitality in others at first impact which later, in
intimacy, attracts close friendship. These responses are almost chemical in their
selective affinity—as Goethe suggests in a very different context in his novel Die
Wahlverwandtschaften-—and in young men of very male characteristics lead

naturally to a form of community or gang life. It was the habit at Sandhurst to spend
all leisure with the same people, whatever company they belonged to.

Exuberance took the form of climbing out of the buildings at night or slipping through
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one of the numerous doors, with the clandestine objective of a journey to London. A
mixed assortment of old cars used to carry a merry company the relatively short
distance. Not much harm was done beyond a certain fatigue on early parade next
morning after a night without sleep. The tendency was to stay with the gang and to
engage in pranks rather than any form of vice. A pastime in true corinthian tradition
was to see how long it would take the stout array of ex-pugilists who acted as
chuckers-out at music halls like the Empire to execute their genial duties. There was
not much drinking, but a lot of good-humoured fooling.

The only time I was well and truly drunk in my life was at Sandhurst, and I never felt
any inclination to repeat the unattractive experience; it happened by accident rather
than design. For some celebration we assembled a large and jolly dinner party in
Skindle's Restaurant at Maidenhead. The scene was idyllic to young eyes as we
looked across the noble sweep of lawn illumined by distant lighting of trees and
flowers to the glistening stream of moon-lit Thames. I began to feel on top of the
world as the wine circulated with a freedom which was novel to a boy of seventeen.
Some more practised hand also supplied liqueurs, and the sense of being on top of the
world was gradually transmuted into a certain reversal of roles; I felt there was some
danger of the world being on top of me. Fate guided my footsteps toward the fresh air
of the garden. I had a last moment of joie de vivre as I began to descend— airborne—
the steps which led to the lawn, but the exquisite flower bed beneath rose then from
every side to embrace me in a clasp of the gods. I awoke next morning in my bed at
Sandhurst, feeling the world was very much on top of me.

I learnt later that my companions had raised me from my floral tomb and placed me in
the car of a friend, who turned out to be almost as much the worse for wear as I was.
He succeeded, however, in driving back to Sandhurst with me inert in the back, but
unfortunately then forgot where either of us lived. The result was that he drove
rapidly round the parade ground wrestling with these fugitive memories, and was
eventually flagged down by the Sergeant of the Guard who was aroused by the noise.
The sergeant was a kindly fellow who recognised us both and had us carried without a
word said to our apartments. There would have been a great row if it had come out.

At Sandhurst I returned to my first love, horses. The year between leaving Winchester
and arriving there, except for the brief interlude at Brest, had ruptured my relations
with the fencing world and checked my interest. My Heathcote grandfather had
celebrated the beginning of my military career by assisting me to get an old horse
with a tube, who was unsuccessful in steeplechases but might be good enough for
local point-to-point; he also promised to help with one or two polo ponies. At the
same tune my father's short sojourn at Rolleston with a fair supply of money had
enabled him to acquire a stable of magnificent horses which I had been allowed to
ride with the Meynell hounds. My enthusiasm for the world of the horse was fired
again, and fencing and boxing receded into the background.

The first spring was much preoccupied by point-to-points which were strictly
forbidden to cadets, although participation in the local drag hunt was permitted. The
problem of entry without revealing name and origin to the local press was overcome
by pseudonyms like A. N. Other, or, anticipating a mishap at an early obstacle, Mr. R.
S. Upward. On my first appearance I was confronted by one of my Company officers
who was riding in the same race; a real good sort who said not a word. My efforts
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were unsuccessful; the old horse was nearly always lame and soon broke down
completely. His name was Peter Simple, and I was much attached to him.

There were some outstanding horsemen at the R.M.C., but I was never among the best
of them, and had nothing like the capacity for handling horses of my younger brother
Ted, who later entered the 1st Royal Dragoons and became an instructor at Weedon
Cavalry School. Riding is largely a matter of hands, and mine were better with the
sword or in flying early aircraft—an experience near to riding—in which they may
have saved my life in my last crash.

The best among these young masters of horsemanship was with me at the Curragh
when we joined our respective regiments. I knew him well and liked him, but must
admit that I never performed with him a feat which he later ascribed to me. It was a
case of memory transferring experience from one character to another, which can
happen easily when some among many afterwards become well known. It can happen
for good or ill; we can easily in legend acquire both merit and demerit we do not
deserve. On this occasion I would gladly have accepted a compliment which I had in
no way earned; in fact, on this embarrassing occasion I am ashamed to say I did
accept it. It was awkward to know what else to do. Not long ago at the Hotel Russell
in Dublin I was warmly greeted by this Sandhurst friend, who was surrounded by a
considerable company. In introducing me he described an epic ride by moonlight we
had once made together from the Curragh to his country house; a considerable
distance across country taking all obstacles as they came. Of course he had done it; he
was a most daring and accomplished horseman. What he had forgotten was that his
companion was not me but A. N. Other; some other young officer from the Curragh.
My dilemma was whether to deny it was me, and spoil his generous story—or to wear
the laurel wreath I had not won. I blushed in silence.

At Sandhurst horses in one sport or another claimed most of my attention. Our work
hours at that time were not long or strenuous, apart from arduous early parades. As
summer came I began to play polo, and showed enough early promise to get into our
Sandhurst polo team, though I was a complete novice and never continued the game
long enough to become good at it. I started again soon after the war, but parliamentary
duties and general political work made it impossible in my view to continue either
hunting or polo. However, polo lasted long enough to cause me my only bit of trouble
during my time at Sandhurst.

The background was a certain state of feud, almost of gang war in an exuberant hearty
fashion between many of my friends and various other groups of cadets. The
alignment was by no means simply between cavalry cadets and the rest, although
many of us were destined for the cavalry or similar regiments. Most of the scrapping
was between gang and gang. There had recently been something of this kind in a tea-
room of which our friends were inclined to disapprove. I had not been much involved,
but shortly afterwards a few of us were observed in a corridor by a considerable
number who regarded themselves as affronted by this or similar incidents. A rush like
a rugger scrum brought us to the ground, but we were quickly rescued by other friends
who were close at hand. I then invited any of our assailants to an individual fight,
which was not the prevailing habit. My rather provocative challenge in the heat of the
moment was soon accepted, and a large boy was produced from their side who was a
familiar figure at the end of the rope in the R.M.C. tug-of-war team. He was certainly
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older, heavier and stronger than I was, so all depended on what remained of the
boxing skill I had not practised since taking up fencing well over two years before. 1
had a lively apprehension that timing and accuracy of punches would be lacking, in
which case I should be for it.

He started with a series of rushes and wild, swinging punches, which I avoided with
footwork or ducked, without much trouble. It was evident he knew little of boxing,
and the only remaining question was whether I could still connect with accurate
punches. He became annoyed by my evasions and rushed me with much
determination when he thought he had me against the wall. I side-stepped in the
manner so often practised for emergence from the ropes with the good Ryan, and he
crashed into the wall. Now really incensed he turned and came at me like a bull, but,
happily, as became an officer and a gentleman, with his chin up. This time I did not
side-step but stepped right into him with the long practised straight left which—
mirabile dictt—connected plump on the point of the chin. He went down, and out;
even before I could follow through with the usual right. He was really knocked out by
his own weight and momentum. It was not at all difficult for anyone who had been
made to practise this punch so often; fortunately it was still there.

This incident gained me surprisingly—for my opponent was only big, he lacked
skill—a most disproportionate prestige as a pugilist. It was therefore unfortunate that I
was involved in another incident directly afterwards, as it rather appeared I was
always throwing this skill about. Our Sandhurst polo team had suffered its first defeat.
We were inordinately proud of having managed to beat a few subaltern teams in
Aldershot and the reverse was a big disappointment. We ascribed it to a shortage of
ponies and [, in particular, was concerned to find out what could have happened to a
pony which I was to have ridden; the arrangement was that it would be bought if
suitable. It appeared to have been sent not to Aldershot, where we had our match, but
to Wellington, the practice ground of the R.M.C., by instruction of another cadet who
also thought of buying it. I went to see him in order to complain that he had
contributed to Sandhurst losing the match. I was no doubt not very conciliatory, and
he appeared to me in no way contrite; I thought, perhaps mistakenly, he was rude. An
argument followed, and ended in a fight, which I won. It was considered by some of
his friends an affront, because he was two years older than I was and in his last period
at Sandhurst, while I was in my first term. Also in their view I should not have fought
because I was likely to win. There was in my opinion no certainty whatever about this,
as [ maintained in subsequent discussion with an offer to fight anyone else. After
some talk between the two sides the incident appeared closed and I parted from my
friends to go to my room.

Later in the evening a fair number of the other side attacked my room, which they
failed to enter; no one was in any way responsible for what then occurred, as no one
was near me. | knew that a number of my friends were in an adjoining block, and
decided to climb out, join them and take the attack in the rear. Normally a
performance of this kind gave me little trouble, but on this occasion I missed my
foothold and fell some way, injuring my leg. The injury was not severe, and about six
weeks later I was passed Al, fit for active service, and was back at Sandhurst for hard
training on the outbreak of war. Two years later, after serving in the Royal Flying
Corps, with air crashes followed by trench service, I was out of the war for good with
one leg an inch and a half shorter than the other, in the category C3.
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The consequence of the Sandhurst affair was not serious as none of us incurred any
loss of promotion, although we should have suffered the loss of a term but for the war.
My chief regret was that two of my friends were also sent down with me for the few
weeks which remained of the term. After news of my injury got around, a number of
them from the two main buildings had assembled to deal with my assailants. It was
then getting late at night and it was considered a breach of discipline to leave their
quarters, particularly for the suspected purpose of fighting other people. I was sent
down as initially responsible for the affair and they were sent down as leaders in the
subsequent action on my behalf. Happily it appeared in no way to have affected their
military careers, and one of them ended up as a general. It was all very foolish, and of
course I should not have got into a fight about something so trivial; at seventeen you
sometimes do things, in the period of early vitality when spirits are high, which you
would not dream of doing a year or two later. I do not think that anyone was much to
blame; but it was mostly my fault.

When highly garbled versions of this affair were circulated in my later life, I was
consoled by the reflection that I must have a character and career of singular
impeccability if the only ground for attack was an incident when I was seventeen. It
was regrettable at the time, as even then I was becoming too adult for that kind of
thing. Fighting for the fun of it had already ceased to amuse. I had been brought up in
the corinthian tradition—as it was called in the previous century—which made men
ever ready to fight as a sport, or at the least provocation; but already with the
development of other interests and general intelligence I was beginning to grow out of
it. I never perhaps learned to swallow insults, but I did at least learn to ignore them.
To do otherwise is by definition too Latin, too un-English. A brilliant French
politician put the point with wit when he said: 'If a Latin is walking down the street
and feels a heavy kick on the bottom, he cannot resist at least turning his head to
notice who has done it; but the genius of you English in these circumstances is that
you just pass on, unnoticing and uncaring'.

It became my ever increasing conviction throughout life that we should do our utmost
to avoid the use of force; it is the last and saddest necessity. Perhaps the biggest factor
in my development of this sense was experience of the First War. For everyone who
went through that war the fun went out of force for good. Also, a continually
increasing distaste for the use of force is part of the process of growing up, both for
individuals and for nations. It is the development of the adult mind which eliminates
the passions and actions of childhood. It is impossible to imagine the 'ancients' of
Shaw's farthest vision in Back to Methuselah indulging in a '‘punch-up'.

Certainly from the first war onwards I had a repugnance for violence, and in particular
for its brutal and unnecessary use. Later in politics I had to prove my capacity and
determination to meet violence with force and by leadership and organisation to
overcome it. The sad fact is that in human affairs this is sometimes necessary. Yet
when all is said and the past is done, we have to face the modern fact that the world
simply cannot survive a continuance of the habit of violence. It has been the way of
men to settle their disputes in this manner from time immemorial, at a certain point to
lose their temper and fight. Quite suddenly the forward spring of science makes it too
dangerous. All our instincts, all our training, all our concepts of manhood and of
courage must—far too quickly for the slow movement of nature—be adjusted to a
corresponding change. We have to put away childish things and become adult. It is
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not surprising that soldiers and others who have most experience of violence are often
the most ready for the change. The knowledge that it is horrible is added in their case
to the plain sense that it is childish and ridiculous. We must do everything in the
world to avoid violence short of abandoning our world; the values which are the
heritage of three thousand years.

There is always a point of misery and humiliation at which life is not worth living and
brave men prefer to die. This attitude was superbly stated by Shakespeare: "What's
brave, what's noble, let's do it after the high Roman fashion, and make death proud to
take us'; by Racine: 'Est-ce un malheur si grand que de cesser de vivre?'; by Goethe in
his Achilleus: 'Aus der Hand der Verzweiflung nimmt er den herrlichen Kranz eines
unverwelklichen Sieges'. These classic thoughts are appropriate to a moment when
mankind approaches suicide. Yet we shall not now reach the point either of despair or
heroism in the affairs of nations, unless the world goes mad; because in such event the
other side know, or can be made to realise, that they too will die. We now need the
adult mind on each side, and shall find it. The arrangement of the world has become a
matter for those who understand that force is the last, the saddest of necessities, and
that between nations it is now doom.
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3-Servicein theFirst World War

THE outbreak of war in August 1914 brought us all back to Sandhurst in a hurry,
several weeks before we were due to return. The purpose was a brief, hard spell of
war training before being sent to join our regiments. On the way through London I
had a glimpse of the cheering crowds round Buckingham Palace, and sensed the air of
general enthusiasm which since the Boer War had been called the Mafeking spirit.
Everyone seemed to think it would be all over in a few weeks. The reason for this
belief was not quite clear, but we were all gripped by it. Our one great fear was that
the war would be over before we got there. A cartoon in Punch or some such journal
showed a cavalry subalterns' mess discussing the outbreak of war; there would just be
time to beat them between the polo and the hunting—or was it between the polo and
the grouse? These brilliant troops had more reason for their optimism in the
conditions of 1914 than some of the club experts of 1939, who were remarking that
the Polish cavalry would have an easy ride to Berlin because the German tanks were
really made of cardboard. There is always much nonsense talked at the outbreak of
war, even after experience..

How much tragedy loomed if we could have looked into the future. We had to report
to Sandhurst the next day, so in London I went to the Palace Theatre where a young
actor called Basil Hallam, a friend of the previous summer, was having an
unparalleled success in the company of a glittering actress called Elsie Janis, who was
one of the wittiest and most brilliant of the hostesses and entertainers we have
welcomed from America. He asked me how long I thought the war would last—a
most hopeful question, because I was much less qualified to judge this than the man in
the moon. With a crashing lack of tact, a truly wooden-headed display of youthful
obtuseness, I indicated that what really mattered was that it should last long enough
for us to get into it. His face saddened, and even then I had sensibility enough to
realise what a tragedy it was for a young man just at the height of his first success, so
recently won, to give it all up and go to the war, as he would feel impelled to do if it
went on for long. It was quite soon afterwards that Basil Hallam's parachute failed to
open when his observation balloon was shot down by attacking aircraft and he had to
jump out in a hurry. It was a rough job, you had to get out fast to avoid the burning
balloon coming on top of you. They had parachutes—which we had not in my days in
the Royal Flying Corps—but the chivalrous rule of not shooting at a man going down
in a parachute was not always observed in the case of someone jumping from an
observation balloon; perhaps the German airmen did not regard them as belonging to
the same fraternity. Another friend of mine in that corps was followed all the way
down by two German aircraft plastering him with machine-gun bullets; he always said
that he never gave a thought to being hit himself but had his eyes anxiously glued on
the cord by which he was dangling for fear it would be severed.

The Army legend was that Basil Hallam's body hit the ground not far from the Guards
band playing his smash-hit song of the 1914 summer, 'Good-bye girls, I'm through'; I
do not know if it was true; these rumours and legends always circulate in an army,
often in highly romantic form. The British private soldier under his rough exterior is
much given to sentiment and imaginative credulity. Some believed that Field-Marshal
Mackensen, one of the most distinguished German commanders of the First World
War, was in reality Hector Macdonald, a general of the Boer War who was reputed to
have committed suicide in time of peace after some dark event. There were no
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grounds for believing this story.

The tragedy of war was remote from our consciousness as we assembled at Sandhurst,
only the excitement was present. The training now was certainly arduous, and most
eagerly accepted. Discipline was absolute, everyone was a dedicated soldier. We were
at it day and night, on foot and on horse in continual training. Still I never cross the
Hartford Flats in the comfort of a modern car without recalling those footsore and
saddlesore days. It was soon all over for the happy and hardworking band who were
now gathered together as cavalry cadets in the old building. After a few weeks we
were dispersed, and sent to our respective regiments.

I arrived at the Curragh Camp some thirty miles from Dublin with a commission in
the regular army to join my regiment, the 16th Lancers. The Curragh was a depot for
two of the great regiments of the British Army, the 16th and 17th Lancers, which
were sister regiments. | had switched my choice between these two at the last moment
by persuasion of a grand old figure of the 16th Lancers, Major Sir Lovelace Stamer,
who was a neighbour and friend of my mother's family. Previously I had been
intended for the 17th Lancers, because some of their officers had stayed at Rolleston
for a local polo match during my father's brief sojourn just before the war. Among
them was Vivyan Lockett, a member of the British polo team who defeated in
America the celebrated American team led by Milburn; he was a distant cousin of
ours. They had been good enough to invite me to join them, and apart from the
attraction of their company the idea of wearing the famous badge—Death or Glory
under a skull and crossbones, won at Balaclava—had a strong appeal. But the
immense prestige of the 16th Lancers coupled with the kindness of our old family
friend led me on the spur of the moment to state a preference for the 16th.

I arrived at the Curragh with the sense that it was a privilege to be accepted by either
of these brilliant regiments, but in some trepidation that my slight change of direction
had given offence. However, nothing happened except a little friendly banter, and |
quickly felt that the question which regiment I joined was not quite so war-
determining as I might have imagined. They were all extremely kind, and the
necessary moral deflation was applied with a far gentler hand than that of the British
Treasury in any equivalent economic situation.

It was the tradition of the regular army to assume that at Sandhurst we had learned
nothing at all. We had to go through the whole business again, barrack square
included, exactly like the last recruit who arrived as a private soldier fresh from
making hay or from the factory bench. Above all we must take command of nothing
until we had 'passed out'. One day we were out on a ride in charge of a rather pliable
sergeant, a few simple manoeuvres on horseback which by then I felt I knew from A
to Z. With his consent I took charge of the party, as I felt it would do me more good to
develop the habit of command than to ride around in the ranks doing things I had
learned so well at Sandhurst that I could almost go to sleep on the horse.

Suddenly I was surprised by a stentorian rebuke in front of the whole parade by one of
the Rolleston friends who was a senior officer in the 17th Lancers. What was an
officer who had not yet 'passed out' doing in charge of a ride? The sudden
transformation of an easy, charming friend into a fierce martinet was something of a
shock, but half an hour later in the mess he reverted to his usual form and attitude. He
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was right, for that was the way of the regular army. On parade discipline was absolute,
with the most meticulous regard for time-honoured rules vigorously enforced in a
fashion quite adequately rough. But in the mess, with the complete relaxation of a

club of intimate friends, we were even required at once on joining to call everyone
except the Colonel by his Christian name; a habit which the newcomer was inclined to
adopt with some diffidence. This way of life had developed over generations, and it
worked. The rigours of discipline were tempered and indeed sustained by the warm
loyalty of dedicated friends.

The same attitude prevailed with other ranks, although we did not see much of them
off duty, except in sport. But every man was made to feel that he was a member of a
large family and would in all circumstances be looked after. The most intimate
confidence was encouraged and freely given with complete trust. The officer must
and would take the utmost trouble to assist any man in his troop or squadron in any
difficulty, either in the regiment or in his private life. Not only was this relationship
developed by encouragement to make application for assistance in orderly room on
official occasions, but every man had the opportunity during the occasions of daily
routine in the most casual way to ask an officer's help or advice.

Every morning we had a ceremony called 'stables', which consisted in the grooming,
watering and feeding of horses; all performed with minute regard for a formal ritual
which must never be varied. I learned there, as much later in such a very different
institution as the Foreign Office, that these rigid rules for redressing the carelessness
and fallibility of human nature have their considerable practical uses. If doing a thing
properly becomes a fixed habit, with dire consequences if it is disregarded, fatal or
less serious errors are in practice reduced to a minimum. The stables ceremony,
whether in barracks or in the field, had to precede any human care; horses came first,
and we could neither look after ourselves nor others until this care was complete.
Again without this fixed rule occasions of stress would clearly arise in which the
horses would be forgotten, and on them depended not only the success but the very
life of the whole corps. There was a natural logic in this business, for the army was
composed of practical people whose methods had been evolved in a long experience;
there was no question of sentiment.

At this moming ceremony of stables opportunity was provided for the most intimate
relationship to be established between officer and men. The horses would be
discussed during the work, together with the previous day's events and coming
exercises. A man would also discuss with an officer his private affairs and ask advice
in the most informal manner. This approach was often tactfully reversed, for the old
soldier frequently knew far more about much of the military business than the young
officer. His attitude was invariably protective towards his technical superior in a good
regiment, and he would never let his young man make a mug of himself if he could
possibly help it. Many were the friendly warnings quietly given and gratefully
accepted, without the least impairment of the rigid hierarchy of discipline which
maintained the whole steel structure. Such advice from an experienced troop sergeant
to a young officer in all the intricacies of daily military formalities established
between them almost the relationship of a mother and child. But the relations could in
some cases be suddenly and sharply reversed when nature replaced ritual and the
troop came under heavy fire in a dangerous situation.
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The habit of discipline in those circumstances became more than ever valuable. The
varying performances of regiments in the supreme test of war could always be traced
to their discipline and leadership. Regiments would acquire through this means a
collective character so individual that you could almost calculate with precision what
in given circumstances they would do. To take an example almost unbelievably crude
and simple: it was possible in support trenches in dry conditions to allow everyone to
take off their boots if certain regiments were in the front line, because you knew they
would hold long enough if attacked to give those in support plenty of time to move up.
But this was not advisable in all cases.

This collective character of regiments, this intimate relationship between ranks and
these practical working methods, can only be created over a long period of time. It
can be found in varying degrees in all the great institutions of this world, where men
have slowly evolved a pride in their ways and traditions in the manner of a natural and
true aristocracy, the sense of belonging to an elite of service and achievement. The
spirit of a regiment or an army always depends greatly on its leadership, and it can be
destroyed very quickly - it has sometimes been done in the modern world - but it
requires generations, even centuries to create it. And when you have lived with it you
realise it is something unique, one of the wonders of human nature.

Those days at the Curragh in the autumn of 1914 confirmed the impression of the
regular army which I had originally derived from Sergeant-Major Adam and Sergeant
Ryan at school, and I became deeply attached to that way of life. Some years later, in
the light duties of convalescence, I was to know very happy and relatively relaxed
days at the Curragh. But in those early days of the war all was serious and arduous
training. To 'pass out' and become a fully fledged officer did not take long. We new
arrivals since the war began were then fully trained and prepared to go to the front.
But the war of mobility for the time being was over, and the cavalry in Flanders were
held back from the front in reserve. Trench war had begun and there appeared no
immediate prospect of the cavalry being used. The casualties were not then occurring
which we sadly realised would alone call us to the front as replacements, yet still the
idea prevailed that the war would not last long. Impatience grew with the
apprehension that we should miss the adventure of a lifetime. Men but a little older
than ourselves would be able for ever to address us in some more prosaic English
equivalent of Henri IV's gay and gallant words to one of his favourite friends: ‘Pends-
toi, brave Crillon, nous avons combattu a Arques et tu n'y etais pas'. Yet our English
version was not always quite so prosaic after all:

'And gentlemen in England, now abed,
shall think themselves accursed, they were not here'.

A condition approaching despair began to grip ardent young hearts; never had men
appeared more eager to be killed. It was in retrospect perhaps a strange attitude, but it
still seems to me healthier than the mood of a few clever young men who on the
outbreak of the Second World War reached for the telephone to enquire what was
going in Whitehall. Our generation was mad, perhaps, but it was the right kind of
madness; some shade of the old George might have wished again these madmen
might bite some of their successors.

How to get to the front was the burning question of that hour. One service alone
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supplied the answer: the Royal Flying Corps. It was prepared to take on completely
untrained men as observers and send them straight to fight. I had never been up in an
aircraft in my life, but I put in for the job at once. Directly I had sent in my
application I remembered that in a gymnasium I had the greatest difficulty in making
myself walk across a plank twenty feet above the ground; I had always much disliked
heights. There was a considerable doubt about what would happen to me when I
found myself several thousand feet above ground. Those were early days and it was
not common knowledge that most people who dislike heights have no sensation
whatever of that kind in an aircraft. In any case there was nothing for it now but to go
and see what happened.

The sense of adventure into the unknown was certainly enhanced during the period of
waiting by the most horrific drawings of aircraft being plastered by shell-fire which
appeared in the illustrated weeklies. It turned out for once that the imagination of the
artist had not greatly exceeded the bounds of fact, for during my time at the front with
the R.F.C. I can rarely recall seeing any aircraft returning from crossing the lines
without being hit. These early machines were flimsy contraptions, and precisely on
that account could stand a lot of stuff going through them without fatality. At last the
wait was over and the order came to report for duty in France. I was joined by another
young man from a Lancer regiment whom I had known at Sandhurst, and we
understood we were the first two to go from the cavalry to the flying service in
response to the appeal for observers. I had always liked him and we became close
friends on the way over. I was just past my eighteenth birthday and he was a year or
two older. The night before we parted to go to different squadrons he said to me, 'You
know, we are much too young to die'. I warmly agreed. A few weeks later I heard he
was dead.

My experience on the western front will be an entirely individual story; the reader
must expect no history of even a small section of the war. I have always felt a clear
choice existed between two states of mind, the writing of history and the making of
history. He who is interested in the latter should only be detained by the former just
long enough to absorb its lessons. In the case of the First World War a single idea
existed for me: always to do my utmost in all circumstances to prevent it ever
happening again. This thought was so burned into my consciousness by memory of
the fate of my companions that it approached the obsessive far more closely than any
other experience of my life. I was at that time too occupied to record anything, and
afterwards I was not interested in registering any thought but the determination to
prevent the fatal recurrence, if it were humanly possible. Even the colossal errors
made during the war became irrelevant if the only task were to stop war in its entirety.

This attitude led me to take little further interest in the science of war, for war became
something to be prevented at all costs. It was not until pure science in recent years
entered the science of war as its complete determinant that this interest returned. For
pure science in modern times offers the decisive choice of the ages, utter destruction
or unlimited progress, the abyss or the heights. All politics are in this, and all the
future. The problem of war and peace became one with the arrival of science; it was
the problem of existence itself, the question of life or death. This was a new world,
but from the old world I took one benefit which I shall never deny and always
appreciate— a certain attitude of manhood which came from the regular army and
helps much in the problems of life.
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I am therefore not concerned with the weighty volumes which record the details of
these vast events, but only to describe the personal experience of one individual who
might have been any other of the millions who fought, and often died. What happened
to us in our daily life then, and how did it affect our later life, if we survived? Most of
our companions, of course, did not live, particularly in the Royal Flying Corps at that
time. Memory is a parade of dead men.

We reckoned during that period at the end of 1914 that about sixty men, pilots and
observers, actually flew; I have never checked the figure exactly. We were organised
in two wings, the first under the command of Hugh Trenchard, who already had a
high reputation and who became famous in later life. I was posted to the other wing
which contained No. 6 Squadron, then under the command of Captain Beck; I spent
most of my time with them. At the end of 1914 we were at Bailleul, and during most
of my service we were either there or at Poperinghe, not far away.

At Bailleul the aerodrome, as we then called it, was alongside the lunatic asylum; a
massive building reducing us to quite a narrow field which was awkward in some
winds. It was there that my pilot said the day after my arrival, "Well, let's make a start'.
I went up in an aircraft for the first time in my life, and this valuable observer had not
the least idea whether he was on his head or his heels, going or coming, for it was
rather bumpy. That day we flew along the lines but did not cross them, just to get used
to it. The pilot kindly pointed out all the landmarks which later became so familiar.
For some time I never had the faintest notion where I was until I caught sight of the
triangular pond at Zilibeke; I was never very quick or handy with compasses and map.

It was an odd idea to send completely untrained men to act as observers in the belief
that they would see more than the highly-trained pilots. There was something in it,
however, because in the degree of fire to which we were subjected on reconnaissance
the pilot was usually fully occupied in taking what evasive action he could. All the
same, his trained and experienced eye even then often took in more of what was
happening on the ground than the unskilled observer. It was some time before the
observer flying under actual war conditions became any use at all. Until then he was
liable to be a deadweight in the machine, and therefore to handicap rather than assist
the pilot. Nevertheless, he probably learned more quickly under these conditions than
in peaceful training at home; as Dr. Johnson said of the man who knows he is facing
death, 'it concentrates his mind wonderfully'. The authorities were short of men, and
naturally wanted to get things going quickly.

On my way to the squadron I met the most experienced airman alive, the holder of
Pilot's certificate No.1. I do not remember now whether it was at G.H.Q. or Wing H.Q.
that I first met Ivan Moore-Brabazon, who later became a friend in many diverse
circumstances. At that time I only saw him briefly, but we entered Parliament together
in 1918 and were closely associated in the new members' group. Between the R.F.C.
and Westminster I had learned to know him well in the company of mutual friends of
his early days, who consequently called him Ivan, which he always remained to me in
preference to the later Brab. He was a remarkable character, who combined with the
most indolent demeanour an exceptional capacity for action. In his youth he was the
first man to fly a mile, and in later life he won the Cresta race at St. Moritz at some
incredibly advanced age for such a performance, varying these efforts with first-rate
displays in sports as diverse as motor-racing and golf. Stranger still, he added to a
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continuing athletic capacity a first-rate mind; these gifts may succeed each other but
they rarely coincide.

He was serving on the staff when I first met him, having ceased to fly before the war
after witnessing the death-crash of his great friend, Charles Rolls. Apart from a
pleasant interlude towards the end of the war, the next time I was to have a glimpse of
him in effective action was in Parliament soon after my arrival. His immense
experience and authority in aviation fitted him perfectly to be Parliamentary Private
Secretary to Mr. Churchill when he became Air Minister. [Ivan Moore-Brabazon was
never a character who sustained easily the restrictive chains of office. During an air
debate Mr. Churchill sought a little respite in the smoking-room, and engaged in
conversation the circle in which I was sitting. Soon a Whip hurried in and said to him,
"You had better come back to the House, your P.P.S. is up and he is knocking hell out
of the Ministry'. The exit from the smoking-room was portentous.

At the end of 1914 the work of the squadron was regular and arduous, and after the
first trial flight along the lines [ was launched straight into it. We did a reconnaissance
at least once a day, and it usually took nearly three hours. It was normally a shallow
reconnaissance over Courtrai to observe troop concentrations near the front line, but
quite frequently we did a reconnaissance in depth which took us about seventy miles
behind the German lines to observe their forces coming up. This further flight was
much preferred to the observation sweep of about twenty miles behind the lines, and
was regarded as quite a relief from the more exacting daily routine. The reason was
that once you got through the first twenty miles you enjoyed relative tranquillity until
reaching any of the main towns farther back, where they were again waiting with
heavy fire.

The daily reconnaissance at short distance was a different matter. Their fire began
directly the machine crossed the lines and did not let up for a moment during the
whole flight until the line was recrossed to return home. The German method was to
put guns in squares, with eight in each corner. Directly the aircraft was about the
centre of the square they would open fire simultaneously, with cross-observation by
telephone from each corner to the other corners with the usual gunners' information.
The result was that thirty-two shells would be in the air at the first salvo, and they
would continue firing at almost the rate of the French '75's, which then operated at
greater speed than any other guns in the world. The moment we were out of one
square we were into another, and so it continued throughout the convivial three hours.
It is therefore not difficult to understand why our aircraft hardly ever crossed the lines
without being hit.

The whole danger at that time was from ground-fire, as the fighting between machines
had only just begun in a very rudimentary form. But the effect of the fire on aircraft
which were flying at seventy to eighty miles an hour at a height of not more than
6,000 feet was naturally considerable. We were flying at that time BE2Cs, which were
slow but reliable. They took off, flew and landed at about the same speed. No pilot
could coax them much above their 6,000-feet ceiling. [ was attached at one time to
another flight using Morris Farman Shorthorns, the machines on which we used to
learn to fly in those days. These machines were just as slow and even more clumsy,
but popular with us at that time because they could reach a height of 12,000 feet. This
by no means rendered them invulnerable to ground-fire, but at that height it was much
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less accurate. My pilot on the flight was the most brilliant the R.F.C. had produced in
the handling of those machines. But he had two little habits which were highly
disconcerting to the newcomer. The first was to zoom the machine on the take-off,
which consisted of holding the nose down just above the ground for a considerable
distance to get up maximum speed, and then to pull back the stick to send it up as it
seemed almost vertically, finally straightening out just before the stall. The second
form of playfulness was on returning from a disagreeable stretch of work to arrive
12,000 feet above his own aerodrome and then to stand the machine on one wing-tip
and spiral all the way down; in effect, spinning it down like a top. His virtuosity
impressed fellow-officers, riggers and mechanics - my word, some bird - but was an
unpleasant surprise to his observer, if he had not been notified where to look. For the
secret was not to look straight ahead, or at the wing above, but along the wing below
towards the ground to which you were spinning; otherwise the experience was a sure
emetic.

BE2c built by British & Colonial ("Bristol"),
and powered by the 90 hp RAF 1A engine

He was a most charming man, and had the best hands I have ever felt operating one of
those early machines; he had the touch of a pianist. Unfortunately he had an imitator
in the flight who also had the best of natures but lacked the magic hands. He was the
observer's dread, for every time it was anyone's guess whether the initial zoom would
stall the machine or not, while extricating it from the final spiral just above the ground
required an exquisite delicacy in the handling whose absence could result in a
spinning nose-dive, generally fatal at that time. It was all endured with anxiety but
without remonstrance, for he was such a good fellow and complaint would have hurt
his feelings. He died heroically trying to fly his machine home to save his observer
when he was mortally wounded in the chest, but he lost consciousness not far above
the ground just before landing; they were both killed.

These machines even more than the BE2Cs sometimes involved a certain difficulty in
crossing the lines with a following wind. When you turned to fly back, your progress
was your flying speed less wind; say seventy miles per hour less forty. In extreme
cases it would be impossible for an aircraft a long way behind the lines to get back
without running out of petrol. There was only one way out of it, to put the nose down
in a semi-dive and thus gain extra speed. This was impossible in the Morris Farman
because it was believed it could not be put into a dive without risking the wings
coming off. Consequently they were mostly used for gun-spotting, observing enemy
batteries, and directing our fire upon them with morse signals.
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The BE2C was a sturdy machine which could be put into a dive, but this had to be
done with care. There was at that time a craze in design for what was called automatic
stability which was embodied in the BE2C. If you stalled one of these machines it
went into a dive from which it recovered automatically and bobbed up like a cork in
water. All very excellent but it required elbow room to do it; if you made a mistake
near the ground that was that. This capacity to withstand a dive, or rather a powered
descent, was however very useful for returning against an adverse wind. The nose
could be pushed down to give aspeed of over 100 miles an hour, but this process, of
course, brought the aircraft continually nearer to the ground, and after a long flight
entailed crossing the trench zone very low indeed. Here the partridge on the wing
enjoyed another sport. Intensive machine-gun and rifle fire at once began, and gave
the bird the sensation of being at the wrong end of a rifle-range without the usual
protection, as the bullets zipped through the wings. The only safeguard was the small
wooden seat on which you were sitting, and the smack of a partly spent bullet could
occasionally be felt upon it. The instinct of manhood in this disturbing situation was
carefully to compress treasured possessions within this exiguous area of protection.

A rather similar sensation was afforded by the aerodrome at Poperinghe, because it
was bordered by a field of hop-poles with a pond in one corner. In the event of an
engine beginning to fail at take-off—which occurred fairly often—the pilot had
sometimes to circle over the hop-poles to land against the wind. It was then
interesting to look over the side and to speculate which of the hop-poles would strike
home if the engine gave up completely. Poperinghe was an aerodrome of many
hazards, as the golfers say of their more interesting courses. Returning from
reconnaissance in poor visibility we once broke cloud for the first time just over the
aerodrome. Immediately a French 75 battery which was stationed there for our
protection opened fire and gave us a proper pasting. The pilot very skilfully dived in
and pulled out just over the ground to land. The Frenchmen then saw at once we were
an allied machine. Justly incensed, I got out of the machine and walked toward the
French battery. A figure advanced to meet me, holding some object under his arm. He
was the French battery commander; as we approached each other he held out a shell-
case and with a completely disarming smile said—'Souvenir'. It was the case of one of
the French 75 shells he had fired at us, and to this day I still have it in the form of an
old-fashioned dinner-gong. It took the place of the melodious cow-bells at Rolleston
which used to be sounded in our childhood to summon us to the happy board.

Our relations with the French gunners, and with their flying squadron which shared
the aerodrome with us, were usually of the happiest. Perhaps natural affinity was
enhanced by fate's fortunate dispensation that the chauffeur of the French squadron
commander, in the genial, democratic forms of French military organisation, was the
head of one of the best-known brands of champagne in France. We tended afterwards
in their mess to see through a roseate glow even the most trying incidents of the day,
as when the two squadrons took a different view of the direction of the wind, with the
result that two machines landing from opposite points just managed to avoid meeting
head-on in the middle of the aerodrome and escaped with a mutual ripping of wings.

There was much improvisation in those early days among the French, who had that
capacity to a degree of genius. But we English were able to make our contribution in
the efforts of one of our most gifted members, who later passed into the immortality
of heroism. L.G. Hawker was there in his early days with the squadron, very young,
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very inventive, always trying out new things and new methods. With much raillery we
watched him tying onto his aircraft the first loo-Ib bomb to reach the squadron (until
then we had nothing heavier than I3~Ib bombs) with a quaint contraption of string,
wire and improvised pulleys to his pilot's seat, before he set out to deliver it to some
German target of his particular dislike. We always maintained it had come off long
before he reached the German lines, which he stoutly denied with his usual gay
humour. However, he managed soon to arrange things as he wanted. He won the
D.S.O. for destroying a Zeppelin on the ground with light weapons under very heavy
fire and the V.C. for a successful battle against great odds in the air. Finally, he was
shot down after a long air fight with the great German ace, Richthofen, who also died
in the same way soon afterwards. They rest together in the Pantheon of heroism.

Hawker won his V.C. some time after I left the squadron. Another V.C. of the
squadron, by name Liddell, was a very different type; he was as calm as Hawker was
highly strung. He died superbly as a result of being mortally wounded in the air and
flying back a long distance to save his observer and make his report. He succumbed to
his wounds soon afterwards, and his V.C. was posthumous. Will and spirit in such
deeds were exalted over the physical in a supreme degree. His was not the only case
of men dying of wounds soon after landing, having flown their aircraft back a great
distance. It seemed that the will alone held the spark of life until the task was done; it
was extinguished as will relaxed.

Hawker was quicksilver compared to the steel of such natures. It would have been
difficult to guess from his manner or appearance that he would be a V.C., yet he was
one of the greatest of them all. He was very intelligent, nervous, and acutely sensitive
to the conditions under which we were living. In the mess he would almost jump from
his chair if someone dropped a plate. The continued noise during our daily flights had
really affected him as, in different ways and varying degrees, it touched us all. Noise
was to my mind the worst part of the war, whether on the ground or in the air. In the
trenches the earth naturally received a great deal of the shock of shellfire, while it
always seemed to me that explosions in the air were mostly absorbed by the aircraft
and its occupants. I do not know if this sensation has any scientific basis; it may
simply have been an illusion fostered by the greater loneliness of the air. You were up
there by yourself while apparently the whole world shot at you, the hatred of mankind
concentrated upon you. Certainly the whoof or crash of shells bursting round us
continually during about three hours of the reconnaissance each day affected us all in
various ways.

Hawker would never eat or drink before he flew, not even a cup of coffee. He would
simply walk up and down while we were waiting in the morning, nerves on edge. This
concerned me greatly during the considerable period I was his observer, because there
was a belief then current that a pilot might faint in the air if he flew on an empty
stomach. It had not much basis in fact, but in the early days of flying we were full of
such legends; it was a new subject in a sphere new to man. Yet try as [ would, I could
never persuade him to eat anything. All was nerves until the take-off; then the man
was transformed as the wheels left the ground. He was of all men I knew the boldest,
perhaps the most reckless, certainly the most utterly indifferent to personal safety
when a sense of duty was involved.

He would not play any of the tricks to avoid heavy fire, like zigzagging within the
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squares or turning the nose of the machine a point or two off the wind to cause a drift
which deceived the gunner. He would go straight across the middle of the square of
guns in case any evasive action impeded observation, and, worse still, if visibility was
not clear, he would go down in the middle of the square to have a better look, thus
presenting a closer and better target. This was one of the most trying operations to his
observer, for he would throttle back the engine to descend and in a careless moment
would sometimes lose it altogether. There was only one way to start these old engines
again, which was to dive and thus make the air-rush swing the propeller. The most
likely explanation of this sudden dive to the observer in front was that the pilot had
been hit and had fallen forward on the joystick, as we used to call it. The only
possible course of action then was to unfasten the seat-belt, struggle round in the
narrow cockpit and try to lift the pilot in the rear seat off the stick. The reassuring
climax was the grinning face of Hawker as he pulled the machine out of the dive with
a triumphant roar of an engine re-started.

Fighting in the air was at that time not much developed because we had not yet got
machine-guns and were simply supplied with the old short cavalry carbine. The
nightmare of the pilot was that the observer would accidentally shoot through the
propeller, so these rather ineffective combats were not very eagerly sought. But
Hawker, even on a long reconnaissance, would turn round to engage several German
machines at once miles behind the lines, even if to the hazard of the combat was
added the risk of running out of petrol on the way back. The bundle of nerves before
the take-off became berserk in the air. This contrast between previous nerves and
subsequent action is a phenomenon to be observed in outstanding performance in very
diverse circumstances; for example, in Lloyd George before a speech.

Hawker would take risks for fun, a rare characteristic in the middle of a war, and was
always on the look-out for new sensations and experience of flying. Unfortunately I
had spent some time as observer to an experienced pilot who was most expert in the
trick then called tail-sliding, to which the BE2C was particularly well adapted. The
pilot pulled back the stick as in the beginning of a loop until the machine was vertical
with the nose pointing upwards: the aircraft would then slide tail first towards the
ground, giving at any rate one occupant the sickening sensation of having left his
stomach behind him a long way up in the air. The pilot would then throttle back the
engine and the nose would come down, taking the machine into a dive from which the
BEaC recovered in 2,000 feet, but not before. My old pilot used occasionally to
perform this akwward feat in sheer joie de vivre above the aerodrome to celebrate our
return from some trying mission. I always felt that these performances might or might
not be all right for the pilot who controlled the situation and had his own life in his
hands, but they were not so entertaining for the observer, who had no effective say in
the business.

However, [ was unwisely persuaded by Hawker one day to go up with him for his first
attempt at this trick in order to inform him if he did everything as correctly as the
expert had done. Arriving at the necessary altitude, he stood the machine on its tail in
proper form and we started the slide, but in his forgetful fashion he omitted to throttle
the engine back at the right time. The consequence was that the nose of the BE2C
remained in the air and we fell in this way much farther than usual. Again I had to
struggle round in the narrow cockpit to indicate that the engine should be throttled
back. When this was done we were unpleasantly near the ground, and the question
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arose acutely whether the BE2C would come out of its protracted dive before we hit it.
We emerged just in time, skimming low over the acrodrome hangars. After a
moment's pause for reflection I noticed that the aircraft was climbing once more and
again I turned round. Hawker indicated that he was going up again to have another go.
I equally firmly intimated not with me. He then put me down in the gathering dusk

and a developing snowstorm. Nothing daunted, he went off alone, and did it to his
own satisfaction. Such is the stuff that V.C.s are made of. Hawker's early death was a
tragedy and a continuing loss to his country, for his gifts and qualities would through

a long life have given it high and enduring service.

The tragedy was always masked by gaiety. The extreme, almost exaggerated gaiety of
those who flew on each side has been noted recently in films which have skilfully
reproduced much technical detail but have been less successful in their
characterisation. It was perhaps necessary to live with those men to understand why
this gaiety was a necessity, sustaining an attitude to life which has never yet been
correctly portrayed. In short and crude expression, a dinner-party of intimate friends
has to be merry if night after night there is a strong possibility that some of those
present will not be there the following evening. In the trenches casualties could, of
course, be terribly heavy, but, in a strange sense, death was more natural in those
bleak and sinister surroundings. We were like men having dinner together in a country
house-party, knowing that some must soon leave us for ever; in the end, nearly all.
This experience must also have been familiar to pilots and air crews in the Second
World War.

An attitude later became clear to me which was at first incomprehensible and
something of a shock. Soon after I arrived with the squadron, we were in a truck just
starting a short journey into the town to lunch after the morning reconnaissance, when
one of our machines came in to land obviously rather out of control after being badly
shot up. It hit the ground, bounced and turned over on its back with a crash which
smashed it badly; by a lucky chance it did not then catch fire in the usual fashion. I
jumped out and started to run toward the machine to help pull out its occupants.
Shouts came from the truck—"Where are you off to?—Come on, jump up—we are
late for lunch—The men on duty will see to that lot'. Off we drove. The pilot and
observer in the crashed machine were very popular, yet not a word was said about
them. Suddenly they appeared in the doorway, very much the worse for wear, but—
surprisingly—alive. Roars of laughter resounded through the little room—'Well, well,
we thought we had got rid of you that time—never mind, have a drink'. Packets of
back-chat ensued. That was the way of it, and it was the only way.

The R.F.C. celebrated the same spirit in its own macabre songs in the lugubrious,
humorous tradition of the British army. These men were nearly all officers of the
small regular army who had voluntereed to fly in the early days, an elite of a corps
d'elite. On a convivial occasion they would break into a long, sad but merry chant
whose title was '"The Dying Aviator'. He was expressing his last wishes after a fatal
crash, in which he had suffered multifarious mutilations described in bloody detail. A
little depressing were some of the melancholy lines enjoining with much technical
terminology the careful removal of various engine parts from the more delicate
regions of the human frame. In fact, the legendary warrior was particularly fortunate,
for he was not burned alive. We had in that period no parachutes, and men had to stay
with the machine until it crashed. The flimsy contraption of wood and canvas would
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then almost invariably catch fire as the petrol exploded from the burst tank. The most
fortunate were those killed instantly in the crash, or first shot dead.

My most interesting experience during the whole of this time had nothing directly to
do with flying. At the beginning of the second battle of Ypres in April 1915, the
Canadian Expeditionary Force had just arrived in the line for the first time, and we
were detailed to work with them in spotting enemy guns and directing their fire upon
the German batteries by morse signals. I was instructed to make contact with them
and to take with me a wireless mast to receive these messages. On a calm spring day I
set out in an R.F.C. truck and duly reached the Canadian guns at the usual distance
behind the lines without incident. It was our habit to drive about in these trucks, often
within enemy range, and as that part of the line happened to be quiet, it was rare for
them to spot it or take the trouble to open fire. This had only happened once before,
soon after my arrival with the R.F.C. and was the first time I came under fire. I
stopped with the truck in a small wood where there were no marks of enemy fire,
thinking we would be unnoticed, but we were spotted and heavily shelled. The little
wood was in splinters but we escaped unscathed. I remember writing to my mother a
delighted letter about the incident, because I experienced the common sensation of a
great exhilaration at coming under fire for the first time, a peculiar ecstasy which soon
wore off.

I reported to the Canadian guns that there was no particular reason for anticipating
trouble that afternoon, although some rather abnormal troop concentrations on the
other side had been noted from air reconnaissance. The work was soon finished by the
corporal and two men accompanying me who were expert in the job, of which I knew
little or nothing. Meantime, I had established genial relations with some of the
Canadian officers, and having the rest of the day at my disposal, decided to send the
truck home and stay with them a little longer. In these quiet conditions it would not be
difficult to get a lift back to Poperinghe before nightfall for my usual work next
morning.

All went well in the small, shallow dug-out where I was being generously entertained,
until suddenly the Germans opened the heaviest barrage which the war had so far
produced. Any movement appeared now to be out of the question; for the time being
there was nothing for it but to sit tight in our little hole of earth and hope that we
would not stop a direct hit. The barrage went on for what seemed to be an
interminable period of time while the whole earth shook. This period of dull, tense
waiting was eventually interrupted by something then completely novel. We noticed a
curious acrid smell and at the same time a slight feeling of nausea. Someone said gas,
and advised us all to urinate on our handkerchiefs and place them over our mouths
and noses; above all we must make no movement which required deep breathing. It
was the first gas attack of this war or any other. The advice we received was good, for
this gas was not very lethal. The consequences were only severe to those who moved
and breathed deeply, absorbing much of it into their lungs.

Shortly afterwards it became known that the combination of this exceptionally heavy
barrage and the completely new experience of the gas attack had resulted in the entire
exposure of our left flank, which had been held by French colonial troops. The
Canadian commander was thus confronted with the hard choice of retreating to
prevent the turning of his flank, or throwing in his reserve to cover the exposed
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position on his left; he chose to stand, and the order came to hold our line as it was. At
this point it appeared highly probable that we would be encircled, and the
commanding officer of our battery ordered me at once to make my way as best I could
back to our unit at Poperinghe. It was useless to add fortuitously a Flying Corps
officer to the possible loss, and on return to my squadron I could give some account
of what had happened; the barrage by this time had rendered all communication very
difficult.

I set out on foot, as no transport was available, and in any case it had no chance of
survival under a fire of that intensity. From a small rise in the ground in the first stage
of my return journey I looked back to see what was happening. It was an
unforgettable spectacle. As dusk descended there appeared to our left the blue-grey
masses of the Germans advancing steadily behind their lifting curtain of fire, as
steadily as if they had been on the parade ground at Potsdam. At that point it appeared
there was nothing to stop them. Some of these extraordinary troops were already
legendary to all on our side who could appreciate such values because they
themselves were members of an outstanding corps d'elite, the British regular army.

We had heard the stories of the first battle of Ypres when the Prussian Guard came
out to attack, with the officers in front drawing on their white gloves as if they were
walking towards a routine inspection. One of my fellow-officers—an observer of the
Royal Flying Corps who had been in command of some British guns in that battle—
described to me how some of them had exceeded their objective and came within a
few hundred yards of his battery without support of any land. A small party of them
passed into a little declivity in the ground where they disappeared from view, but it
was clear they were completely isolated and in a hopeless situation. So he sent over a
few men with a white flag to require their surrender. They were found lying down in
the small hollow. The young officer in charge said they could not surrender as that
was against the principles of the Prussian Guard. They were exhausted, but when they
recovered they would continue the advance; they were aware they had no chance.
After a brief respite, they came out towards the guns, the young officer in front with
his sword at the carry and all of them doing the ceremonial goose-step for the last
time; they were all killed.

It was a performance utterly useless and incomprehensible to the layman, but the
purpose was clear to any practitioner of the science of war; troops of that spirit can
and will do things which most troops cannot do, and they did. Capacity to appreciate a
great enemy is one of the characteristics of the true soldier, accounting quite simply
for the mysterious fraternity of arms which some have regarded as blameworthy. This
spirit was evinced when the airmen on each side sometimes dropped wreaths to
mourn the death of a great opponent held in honour for his courage and chivalry. It is
not to be regarded with suspicion as a sinister emanation of the military mind, but
rather welcomed as a spark of hope for Europe, when in some future a transcendent
spirit of youth, courage and natural nobility will surmount this period of bitter
passions and dark revenges.

It is sad that in recent years it has been left to Russian rather than to Western films to
portray the great enemy with truth, as he was; it is also dangerous to the cause which
neglects it, because such art can influence in a high degree the minds and spirits of
men. The communist state with all its detestation of Western values has often i its
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cinema approached with something near truth the force which inspires the other side.
A notable example is the beginning of the remarkable Soviet film of Tolstoy's War
and Peace; another is Eisenstein's extraordinary picture of the Teutonic knights
coming out over the snow with the sun behind them to assail the motherland of Russia.
When I saw it in later life in all the power of its order, dignity and dedicated purpose,
my mind went back to that afternoon when I saw the elite German regiments
advancing in the gathering dusk at Ypres. To understand men, and above all the
highest motives within them—whether rightly or wrongly applied, that is another
question—is to lay a true and durable foundation of the great reconciliation.

The aim now must be to take the noble inspirations which have been used on all sides
for dark purposes of destruction and to unite them in the great synthesis which will
make possible the creative future. Hegel in his Philosophy of History presents a
brilliant image of the vast destructive powers of nature, fire, wind, water being finally
harnessed to the purposes of man for creative achievement. So too in the European
future the fierce passions which divided and destroyed us can be overcome, and the
sublime spirit of duty, sacrifice and high endeavour then imprisoned within them and
distorted to the service of war will be released in a union of all high things to make
Europe and save mankind. The noble though inarticulate instincts of youth were of
this nature, and all the squalor of a life in politics has not yet extinguished the spark
which flew from the anvil of 1914.

I had little time for such reflection as I made my way through the barrage towards the
Ypres-Menin road, which I knew from our work of reconnaissance was my shortest
way home. Very soon on my journey I encountered some other extraordinary troops,
the equal in their totally different fashion to the best of the Germans. It was the
Canadian reserves moving up to occupy the empty section of the line. They were an
astonishing spectacle to a regular soldier, for they were advancing apparently without
any discipline at all under a fire so intense that by our standards any advance would
have been impossible except by the finest troops under the most rigorous discipline.
They were laughing and talking and walking along in any formation, while the heavy
shells we called Jack Johnsons—after the Negro boxing champion: they were 5-95
and capable of wiping out a whole platoon with one explosion—were crashing among
them in the most severe concentration of artillery fire men had yet known. They
seemed not to care a damn, they just came on. Very soon after I passed through
them—as we afterwards learned—they went right into the advancing Germans and
that event very rare in war occurred, a bayonet fight in which both sides stood firm.
Three days later the R.F.C. were engaged in trying to delineate the still indeterminate
line after the changes brought about by the failed attack. I reported that the line went
through a place called St. Julien where heavy fighting was taking place in what had
been the little town. It turned out at that time to be considerably behind the actual line.
Some two hundred of the Canadians had forced their way right through, and when
surrounded, fought to the last rather than surrender. That spirit lived in both sides.

It was an awkward meeting with them on the way back to report to the squadron, for it
was at least peculiar that an officer wearing the badges of the 16th Lancers and saying
he was with the Flying Corps should be coming from the direction of the enemy
advance. However, the English voice and possibly some incipient flair for politics
soon convinced them. They told me that all troop movements through Ypres were
forbidden that night, as a concentration of fire on the town had rendered it impossible.
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I decided to ignore the order, for I was then imbued with the fatalism of war, was
dead tired and felt an obligation to rejoin the squadron as quickly as possible. I went
straight through Ypres.

Then came the strangest experience. I found myself quite alone in the middle of the
great square, spellbound for a moment by the enduring vision. Many of the glories of
that architecture were already in ruins, and entirely in flames. Noble buildings
collapsed in a sad fatigue born not of centuries but of a moment of bitterness, like a
child's house of cards under a wanton hand, as heavy shells descended in direct hits.
Too young for full consciousness, I yet felt some premonition of the sorrow: what the
Europeans were capable of doing to each other; the waste, the tragic absurdity.

I went on, rejoined the squadron at Poperinghe, made my report and returned to my
lodging and to bed, where I fell into the deepest sleep. An hour or two later I woke as
a nearby house went up with a heavy explosion. The Germans had already advanced
their guns and brought Poperinghe within shelling range. I hurried round to the mess
and was told we had to get out at once, as there would soon be little left of the
aerodrome or of our aircraft. The pilots flew out the machines at once and the
observers were responsible for the loading of the lorries and the evacuation of all
stores. I rode out under fairly heavy fire perched on a load of bombs.

Once the second battle of Ypres was over, the attack halted and a new line determined,
the normal task of reconnaissance or working with guns was resumed. Boredom
interrupted by terror, as someone well put it. The observers with some experience
were now offered the opportunity of being trained as pilots. It seemed well
worthwhile, for our lives would then at least to some degree be in our own hands. In
desperate affairs there is always the desire to take action yourself, however great your
confidence in the other man's decision and judgment. It is the natural desire of a back-
seat driver to move to the front when it is a matter of life or death.

Another consideration was that by this time I had become quite a bit the worse for
wear. During a reconnaissance a partly spent piece of shell had hit me on the head and
knocked me unconscious; it had not penetrated my flying-helmet and must have
struck flatly rather than with the sharp edge. But the blow was sufficient to leave me
with slight concussion, manifest in nothing more serious than recurrent headaches
which I never otherwise suffered. On another occasion return in a damaged machine
had ended in the pond at the corner of Poperinghe aerodrome with a crash that threw
me forward in the cockpit and damaged my knee; I walked with some difficulty. The
opportunity to acquire the desired pilot's wings, coupled with these disabilities,
decided me to accept the offer of a training course. After a visit to a skilful bone-setter
in London who put the knee right, and a short spell of leave and rest at home, I
reported for duty at the Flying School at Shoreham, near Brighton.

The aerodrome at Shoreham was small and badly placed, next to the river. A take-off
over the river was fairly frequent in the prevailing winds and resulted in a good bump
soon after the wheels left the ground, when the nose of the machine was elevated and
the flying speed low; the transition from land to water in these slow and clumsy
machines always produced this shock. Early aircraft simply wallowed in these air
pockets which might push the nose up, tail up, or one wing down, and needed instant
correction to prevent a stall, a dive or a side-slip. It was not therefore a good idea to
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give beginners conditions in which a certain wind direction was bound to produce a
severe land-water bump soon after take-off. In this position too an engine failure—
which was frequent in early days—meant a descent in the river. However, these were
war conditions and everything had to be arranged in a hurry. I noticed that in later
years the position of the aerodrome was changed.

We lived in agreeable conditions in a bungalow town near the aerodrome. It was
possible to hire a cheap and individual bungalow, and my mother came to stay with
me for a time. Training was pushed ahead at a speed incredible to later generations. If
I remember rightly, I had only about an hour and a half of instructional flying before
my first solo flight. There was an advantage in having been an observer, for this gave
one the flying sense. But it cut both ways, as it was liable to make a beginner over-
confident. It was better in the early days to be a little nervous and on the look-out for
mishaps. It was remarkable even in the case of experienced war pilots how many of
them were killed in ordinary flying, apart from the war, through over-confidence and
carelessness. You could not take any chances with early aircraft.

My training went smoothly and I took my pilot's test, which consisted of doing figures
of eight over the aerodrome, and making a few reasonably good landings. I remember
on that day I put up a particularly bad show by making some ill-judged and rough
landings. However, I was awarded my certificate, which was marked something over
1200; the precious document was lost in my Irish house fire in the fifties.

Until then I had been in no serious difficulty, except on one occasion on a river take-
off when I had forgotten to fasten my seat-belt. This was very foolish as in a bad
bump in these machines you could easily be thrown right out, and we were
strenuously warned never to forget to fasten ourselves in securely. Consequently,
when I arrived over the river just after take-off and encountered the usual bump, I
found myself shot from my seat and would have been thrown out if I had not been
firmly holding the joy-stick, by which I quickly pulled myself back again. It was
lucky that in the struggle the machine was not stalled. That was at least one mistake
which I should never make again.

My flying was not bad, though I was weak on the mechanical side. We were not
obliged to take it seriously, as there were no difficult exams on the subject, but we had
to go through an engine and rigging course. My rather exaggerated pragmatism in
never giving my energy to anything which has no practical use and does not interest
me, led me to miss the opportunity to acquire some mechanical skill. My argument
was that once in the air you could do nothing about it if anything went wrong, and on
the ground the machine was looked after by our good friends the mechanics and
riggers, who had years of experience and far more knowledge than I should have time
to acquire, even if I had the aptitude, which I much doubted. Some of us were perhaps
encouraged in this resistance to mechanical knowledge by the example of the most
famous pre-war airman, Gustave Hamel, a genius at flying, who boasted his complete
ignorance of mechanics.

At Shoreham I gave striking proof of a capacity to make mistakes soon after taking
my pilot's certificate—though as usual in our errors in life, chance played its part. It
was a day of normal routine flying with a fairly strong, gusty wind. The direction of
the wind was indicated not by a wind-funnel sock, but by a T, a wood and canvas
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frame pivoted on the ground in the shape of a T with the cross-piece facing the wind. I
may have been in the mood for some mild exhibition within the narrow limits of my
knowledge and capacity as pilot, because my mother had come to watch and was
standing at a corner of the hangar with my instructor, who was also a good friend.
While I was up the wind changed direction so suddenly that there was not time to shift
the T, which was on the far side of the ground and I failed to notice from smoke or
other usually discernible signs what had happened. Consequently I made what I
thought would be a rather fast, clean landing in the direction of the hangars—a
direction which had previously been correct. But owing to the change of wind, the
landing speed was considerably greater than I had intended. The machine hit the
ground with a bang and was thrown high into the air. It was instantly clear to me that
if I continued to attempt a landing I would crash into the hangars, so I opened the
engine to full throttle, pulled back the stick and just cleared the hangars. My mother
turned to express her admiration to my instructor for the skilful and pretty fashion in
which her boy had bounced, but he was missing; for he was, of course, all too well
aware of what was happening, and had gone to make ready for a probable disaster.

It was something of a miracle that the engine picked up quickly enough to lift the
aircraft over the hangars, but the acute question then arose, what to do next? It was
easy sitting out in front of a Morris Farman Longhorn to look down and see that the
undercarriage was badly damaged. This meant that a normal landing might entail its
collapse, with the result that the nose would enter the ground at speed and the engine
would come on top of me; these machines with the engine behind involved this hazard,
whereas an aircraft with the engine in front might offer nothing worse than standing
up on its nose or turning over on its back.

I decided to turn round and attempt a slow, pancake landing. This meant coming in so
slowly, yet without stalling, that the aircraft lost flying speed at exactly the right
height and fell flat to the ground. If it lost speed too high above the ground the nose
would go down and the fatal crash with engine in the back could occur. If it did not
lose flying speed until too late, the undercarriage would make contact with the ground
at speed in the way of a normal landing and would collapse with the same result.

With some difficulty, I managed to make a pancake landing, but from a considerable
height and with a crash which was consequently severe, though the loss of flying
speed did not decline enough for the nose to come down and cause a disaster. It was a
classic pancake landing, but a heavy shock. My legs were driven hard into the floor of
the cockpit and injured, one of them severely. Strangely enough, as sometimes
happens with severe shock, I felt nothing much at the time as I was completely numb.
I even managed to walk from the machine, and was unaware of the extent of the hurt
until later, when the pain and swelling began. I got leave and went back to the bone-
setter, but was informed that the injury was much more considerable this time. The
treatment was not entirely successful; I could walk, but with some difficulty.

During this period I had news that my regiment required officers, because that spring
they had suffered severe losses, particularly of officers, from the explosion of mines
in the front line. I was in a dilemma, as I wanted to complete my training course and
return to the R.F.C. as a pilot, but on the other hand felt that my first duty was to my
regiment. This was the over-riding reason which decided me to return—it was not an
order but a choice—yet [ may have been influenced also by a desire to have the two
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experiences, air and the trenches. I was still moved in some degree by the strange
desire to have all experience of this extraordinary and, as we believed, unique event.
Duty and inclination therefore to some extent coincided. It was a sad fact that there
was no longer any difficulty in getting to the front with the 16th Lancers.

First, I had to face a medical board to be pronounced fit again for war service. It was
something of an ordeal, as the outcome was a bit dubious. Fortunately there was not
much walking to be done, and they looked at everything except my leg. I calculated
that there would not be all that walking in the trenches either, as it was mostly an
affair of sitting tight—shooting and being shot at—and I had a reasonable hope that
my condition would progressively improve. I was right at first about the walking, as
on my return to the Curragh we were nearly always on horseback, and this was also
the case when I rejoined the regiment and found them at first behind the lines and
with the horses.

Before long, in the early autumn of 1915, I was ordered to go in a troopship to France
with a draft under the command of another 16th Lancer who was an old friend. We
did not know, of course, where we would land, but to our happiness found ourselves
going up the Seine and through the beautiful Norman country; it was my first peaceful
panorama of the France I have come to love so much. We disembarked at Rouen, but
I was either too hurried or too ignorant on that occasion to see the cathedral or the
other glories. From Rouen we went by train to our destination, also unknown, and by
some skill of staff work came under shell-fire at a town near the front line—Bethune,
if I remember rightly. This exercise seemed to us redundant, as the regiment at that
time was quite a long way back—near Hazebrouk, again if | remember rightly.

There we had the usual warm welcome, and found some old friends of the first days at
the Curragh. Colonel Eccles was commanding the regiment, and the Adjutant was
Lord Holmpatrick, who had the curious Christian name for an Irishman of Hans; he
was one of the best-looking men I have ever seen and was extremely efficient. My
squadron was commanded by a distinguished and kindly Indian Army officer by name
Fraser, who had been attached to us. He was distinguished because he had been
decorated for his part in the famous charge of the 9th Lancers when a Grenfell won
the V.C. I was given as charger a fine hunter, supplemented by a polo pony which
was useful for riding around the countryside trying to chase hares until they were
exhausted; a sport and a dinner. Life for the moment was agreeable. I was put in
charge of the squadron mess, but soon sacked for doing us too well; the fare was
appreciated but the bills were not.

These tranquil and happy days did not last long. An order came that all officers who
had no experience of the trenches should be attached for a period to infantry. I had to
report to a Welsh battalion, composed largely of ex-miners. They were good troops,
but they had been in the line a long time, suffering heavy losses, and were generally
feeling they had had more than enough of that war. Men were suffering a good deal
from what was called trench-foot, a form of frostbite aggravated by damp and caused
by standing around too long in cold water.

Prevention was regarded by high authority as better than cure, but not all the men took

the same view. The orders were to seize every occasion to leave the trench and do
stamping exercises to promote circulation of blood in the feet. This could only be
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done in foggy conditions, which were frequent at that time of year, as our trench was
not much more than fifty yards from the enemy and in his full view. Life was
depressing enough in these conditions in the fog without scrambling out to do a lot of
gymnastics. Such was the view of the troops most forcibly expressed, and it took all
the admirable tact of the officers who understood them well and were on the best of
terms with them to turn the whole thing into a bit of a joke and thus to secure the
fulfilment of the orders without much ill humour.

At first life was reasonably quiet on the enemy side, but suddenly everything came to
life and day and night was one long strafe, as it was called. Old hands knew at once
from experience what had occurred: the Prussian Guard had arrived. Being at close
quarters with these remarkable troops, we responded to their continual mortar and
grenade fire with rifle grenades. I took this habit with me to my troop in the regiment
when we were next in the trenches, and it was good, except that these early grenades
were liable on occasion to explode before they left the rifle.

The other grenades of the period were thrown by hand, and they were also a little
tricky. They were called Mills bombs and operated by a spring once the safety-pin
was withdrawn, which had to be held in place by the fingers until the bomb was
thrown; the explosion followed five seconds after the spring was released. Wiseacres
who did not mind the risk would release the spring and still hold the bomb for two or
three seconds before throwing. This had two advantages, that it could thus be made to
explode in the air above the enemy with more lethal effect, and would not be caught
by some wide-awake athlete and thrown back before explosion. But it had the
disadvantage that some Mills bombs exploded less than five seconds after the spring
was released, with unpleasant results if still held. We were just too far to throw these
weapons from our trench into a German trench, so they could only be used by
crawling around no-man's-land at night. The rifle grenades on the other hand had a
reasonable range and we could lob them over easily while comfortably ensconced in
our own trench.

Life was always merry in the current fashion when confronted by the Prussian Guard,
who believed in the principle of the perpetual initiative, which in this context meant
continual fire varied with trench raids. Years later, after the Second World War, 1
discussed this idea with one of the best political intelligences Germany has produced.
He said that the principle of the perpetual initiative was excellent in war and almost
invariably paid off, but that in politics it could be a great mistake, as in this sphere it
was sometimes better for a period just to sit tight.

Before this liveliness had continued very long, the Colonel came along the line to tell
us that the arrival of the Prussian Guard usually meant something serious was afoot,
and that he now had information from the Staff that they were likely to attack the
following morning. He added for our encouragement that in this event he would
recommend for the Military Cross any officer left alive and in the same position the
following evening. I was left reflecting on the strange chances of these occasions;
what option had I really got in this event, except to be killed or to win the Military
Cross? It was life simplified. Clearly, if any of us had said: 'I think I prefer going
home this evening to the winning of glory', it would not have been at all well received.
In fact it would have had consequences - in the rough conditions of that war where
psychology was not so deeply studied and political considerations were not so keenly
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appreciated—much more unpleasant and even more certainly fatal than staying in the
trench. To surrender while still armed with a machine-gun and plenty of ammunition
would clearly also be too ignoble to contemplate. So in simple practice there was
nothing for it but to sit tight and shoot it out: result, therefore, death or Military Cross
- it was as simple as that.

These reflections were finally curtailed by the eventually rather disappointing
realisation that they were not going to attack. Nothing happened at all. They
continued to make life very lively, but no more. The Prussian Guard were apparently
there just to wake up this part of the line, which was one of their minor missions. The
experience was most instructive, and in due course I returned to the regiment all the
better for my sojourn with the infantry.

Soon the regiment was moved up to the scene of the Loos battle. We were in and out
of the trenches for some time, alternating between a section which was disagreeable
because we were often standing in water, and another sector which was on high
ground and therefore dry, but with the disadvantage of suffering from a competition
then prevalent in blowing each other up by means of mines. The regiment had
considerable experience of this technique, having suffered terrible losses early in 1915
by enemy mines. The method was to tunnel under the opposing line, place a mine
under their trench and explode it; then immediately to attack. By this time there was
much expertise in the business; when one side began to make a tunnel, the other side
would make a tunnel underneath it; tunnel would blow up tunnel. Even more finesse
then entered the game. You would not tunnel but would make noises as if you were
tunnelling beneath them, thus causing them to desist or to explode their mines
prematurely. This was done crudely by pulling up and down a wet sack of sand with a
dull thud in a hole dug sufficiently deep to make the sound realistic. The engineers
had installed ingenious listening devices and instructed us in this whole technique. It
was the war of moles supplemented by the most modern science then available. It was
one of war's most disagreeable forms, because, if caught, you were liable to be buried
alive.

I was more at home in the trenches than anywhere else, for a particular reason. The
worst part of my life at that time was getting to and from the trenches. We moved up
through communication trenches floored by duck-boards to keep us out of the mud.
Because these boards were much used they developed many holes, which could not be
seen in the dark. My worst leg used to go through them with a result not only painful
but temporarily disabling. The men on these occasions used to assist me with the most
sympathetic friendship, and were, of course, enjoined not to say a word. Once
installed in the trench I was quite all right, because any movement outside it was
limited and in any case usually done on hands and knees.

At that time I developed a considerable sympathy with an act of indiscipline which it
was my duty as an officer to prevent. The men always wanted to go up to the front
line not through the squalid misery of the twisting communication trenches but over
the top where the going was better. This risked losing one or two among us before we
got to the front line, as a good deal of shooting was always going on. Yet it is an
interesting fact of human psychology that at a certain degree of fatigue and boredom
men lose all fear of death, just as people at the end of a long illness can be observed
almost to embrace it. Rather than endure that long, weary tramp through the muddy
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communication trench, troops would prefer to risk death by marching over the
relatively firm and easy open ground. There comes a limit to the nuisance of life in
some conditions.

There was too a certain exhilaration in going up over the top at night. Lights fired into
the air continually from each side illuminated the night sky, and the whistle of passing
bullets contributed to the eerie beauty of the stark surroundings. There was a certain
tragic loveliness in that unearthly desolation, the ultimate nihilism of man's failed
spirit. Also, for many at that stage a wound could seem a release, and death was peace.
Higher command naturally and rightly took another view: life must not be risked
unnecessarily. Discipline had to be enforced, though I was particularly susceptible to
the discomfort and pain of the tedious trudge below ground.

What mattered at that point of war was noise, whether in the air or in the trench. It
was the constant, grinding shock of noise that wore men down. It was always said that
all troops broke at a certain point of the bombardment, with the great regiments, of
course, at a far higher degree than the lesser. I was always convinced that it was the
sustained noise that did it, not the fear of death, which men at a certain point of
weariness and war nausea almost entirely lost. That was why I always felt that
absorbing the full shock of shell-fire during a three-hour reconnaissance in the air was
even more trying than a much longer bombardment on the ground; it was such
concentrated noise.

Men with the long habit of war hardly minded the rifle or machine-gun fire —that
light, relatively agreeable zip past the ear—nothing would gravely affect them except
the days-long ground-shattering roar of the bombardment which usually preceded an
attack. Even the light whizz-bangs—as we called them—would not disturb them
much, though they were more dangerous, because you could not hear them coming,
than the heavy shells which signalled their arrival with a protracted whistle, and gave
you time to scrabble in the mud. Noise, coupled with heavy concussion, most affected
health and spirits.

The barrage I had experienced at the second battle of Ypres was worse than anything
encountered at that time in the aftermath of the second battle of Loos, though it was a
lively section of the line with a regular and severe morning and evening bombardment.
The main pre-occupation, however, was the constant mining which required continual
alertness. It was the explosion of a mine in the front line while we were in support
trenches which exposed me to my most difficult physical test. My injured leg had
been gradually deteriorating; it became more painful with movement and was much
swollen. Standing for long periods in water in one section of the line had done no
good to the injured bones, which had not entirely set. In particular, it was difficult
suddenly to move from a recumbent position. Like a lame horse, I would warm up
when I got going, but if | had been asleep it was difficult to rest any weight on the leg
directly I woke up.

I was asleep one night on the fire-step of a support trench when a mine exploded in
the front line and we had to go up in a hurry. When I awoke, as usual I could put no
weight on the leg at all. So it was a matter of hopping when the ground was firm, or
going on hands and knees where it was too muddy for hopping. However, I kept up,
and got there.
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News of my condition eventually got around, and reached the ears of Colonel Eccles.
There was a strong degree of paternalism in the colonels of these great regiments,
which were conducted very like a large family. He sent for me and put me through
some simple tests. I did not see him again until my wedding day in 1920, for the
following morning I was on my way home by his arrangement and pursuant to his
orders. A great surgeon, Sir Watson Cheyne, was on the point of retirement, but
fortunately his son was a 16th Lancer and he took a special interest in my case. He
warned me that only a fifty-fifty chance of saving the leg existed, which was in a
sorry state after long neglect. He operated, and his skill saved the leg, though after a
second operation towards the end of 1916 it was an inch and a half shorter. I had
entered the war in the category A1, and left it in the category C3, fit for office work
only.

The administrative and other experience which I gained from this exclusion from war
belongs to another part of this story. I had seen enough in the air and in the trenches to
be left with one resolve, some may say obsession: war must never happen again. We
British, of these islands and the Empire, lost in that war 1,089,939 dead; over double
the British losses in the Second World War, in which, in addition, at least 25,000,000
Europeans, military and civilian, lost their lives. There was no fun in our war; there
was no fun in the Second World War for men or women who fought or suffered. The
vast fact of such experience remains always with those who really know.

At the Armistice in 1918 I passed through the festive streets and entered one of
London's largest and most fashionable hotels, interested by the sounds of revelry
which echoed from it. Smooth, smug people, who had never fought or suffered,
seemed to the eyes of youth—at that moment age-old with sadness, weariness and
bitterness—to be eating, drinking, laughing on the graves of our companions. I stood
aside from the delirious throng, silent and alone, ravaged by memory. Driving
purpose had begun; there must be no more war. I dedicated myself to politics, with an
instinctive resolution which came later to expression in my speeches: '"Through and
beyond the failure of men and of parties, we of the war generation are marching on
and we shall march on until our end is achieved and our sacrifice atoned'. What did it
mean? What end? What atonement?—this sentiment of youth, which was then only
instinct without shape? It meant surely that war must never happen again, that we
must build a better land for our companions who still lived, that we must conceive a
nobler world in memory of those who died. We later gave form to instinct, and clear
will to passionate resolve; we failed once, but that purpose remains and will endure to
the end.

62 of 424



My Life - Oswald Mosley

4 - The Gaining of Experience

IT is easier to rise from a bed of thorns than from a bed of roses. I make this strange
observation at this point because if any credit is due to me, it is on account of the
deliberate choice of a hard life in pursuit of certain purposes rather than the altogether
delightful existence which circumstances and my temperament offered to me. I had an
unlimited capacity for enjoyment, and fortune had given me the means to indulge it.
Moreover, once my war service was over there seemed no particular reason why I
should not do so, provided my war companions received what they had been so firmly
promised. In fact, I have sometimes wondered why I did not just relax and enjoy life.
Why trouble so much with the attempt to make better a world which seemed quite
content with the bad?

The question struck me years later, during a period of adversity, when a public official
of ability and insight told me that he had always wanted to meet me to see whether |
was mad or not; he was surprised to discover when he got to know me well that I was
sane. He considered that any man must prima facie be mad if his whole career
contradicted his own interest and comfort. It was easy to make the obvious reply that
politics had come to a pretty pass if a sensible fellow like him thought a man must be
mad if he did not put what he conceived to be the interest of his country and of
humanity before his own interest. Yet it was inevitable that I myself should
sometimes wonder if there were not better, more profitable and happier things to do
than insist on saving people who were bent on drowning.

Let me not be misunderstood: I do not pretend to be a saint, let alone a Puritan. I
always seized every opportunity to enjoy life to the full, provided it did not impede
my purpose, and many opportunities came my way. But I gave a clear priority to
purpose, an attitude which is simply commonsense. Any other course means that
boundless capacity and considerable opportunity for enjoyment always win, or at least
confront you with a continuing series of agonising choices between duty and pleasure.
He who hesitates between the Grail and the Venusberg is lost. But happily there are
moments of repose. Life should be a march toward great objectives, but with time to
warm your hands before camp fires, a process which preserves both sanity and energy.

At first there was no conflict; purpose and pleasure entirely coincided. Clearly the
way to getting things done was to enter politics, and I was offered a choice of the
primrose paths with much classic tinkling of the lutes and flutes. This account will
now be for many pages a success story. The summits of private happiness were
balanced by the heights of public acclamation. It began directly I emerged from
hospital in the war and continued for a good fifteen years. I enjoyed every moment of
it. There was no conflict between purpose and happiness because during this period it
still seemed possible to do what was necessary by normal and reasonable means. We,
of the war generation, had not really believed all the guff turned out by the politicians
—'a land fit for heroes to live in' and so forth—at least most of us had not. But we had
thought that a decent home and living wage could be provided for our companions,
who survived the war, because it seemed so relatively easy to do. Yet they had to wait
until after a second world war for the precarious possession of a living wage, and
many of them are waiting still for the decent homes. It was the slow realisation that
the old world could not or would not give these elementary things, and was heading
instead towards further and possibly irretrievable disaster, which finally brought the
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choice between purpose and the normal way of life which could have given me not
only security but much happiness.

It might have been different in another age. There are periods in history when change
is necessary, and other periods when it is better to keep everything for the time as it is.
The art of life is to be in the rhythm of your age. This is clearly a great age when
decisions can vitally effect the whole future of mankind, perhaps in this sense the
greatest age the world has known. It is, therefore, a privilege to be alive at such a
moment, but scarcely a happiness to those who are fully conscious of the potential of
modern science and of the consequent politics. The necessity for effort is inherent in
the age's sense of destiny. It had been evoked for me strongly by the experience of the
war, and by the duty to make what recompense was possible.

I do not know whether in another epoch I would just have sustained the serene
equilibrium of a tranquil world, and the enjoyment of private happiness, for I always
feel urging me to effort the practical sense of the engineer who finds it difficult to
leave by the wayside broken machines which he knows he is competent to mend, and
in human affairs there are always plenty of defective machines inviting attention.
Perhaps I was a little like the young Pontifex in Samuel Butler's The Way of All Flesh,
who never said the times are out of joint, oh cursed spite, for he always knew that he
was just the lad to put them right. But in other periods these things can be done
quietly; the trouble in this age is that the job is too big to be done quietly. Men have to
be persuaded of the necessity for action, and that is a noisy business.

My training for the part I had to play in life was partly conscious and partly fortuitous.
Consciously it began as soon as I was out of the war and into hospital. My reading
was omniverous and voracious directly I was capable of anything. I wondered if I had
missed much by not going to university, and interrogated my Oxford and Cambridge
contemporaries in order to discover if they knew much that I did not. The results were
reasonably satisfactory, for though like all autodidacts I found gaps in my knowledge,
I learned things the universities would not have taught me.

Otherwise my time until the end of the war was occupied by a plunge into social life,
which began on crutches in London and was pursued with zest through the ample
opportunities then provided; followed by a return in happy circumstances to the
Curragh, a period as instructor to wounded officers at Eastbourne which gave me
more opportunity for reading, relieved again by some London life, and finally
administrative experience in the Ministry of Munitions and then in the Foreign Office.
All contributed to my political education, not least the social life, whose value in
some stages of experience should by no means be dismissed or even underrated. It can
be a fatal malady to elderly statesmen who enjoy it for the first time in later life, just
as measles is more dangerous to the old than the young; infantile diseases should be
experienced early. Regarded with plain sense, social life can have a recurrent value
throughout life to those who understand its uses.

Society of this kind is an 'exchange and mart'. People can meet quietly and without
commitment to exchange ideas about everything from politics to business. Some
people use it to exchange other things; the mart element only enters in case of the old
and inadequate, and is usually confined to the outer fringes. For the young it can have
considerable value because it enables them to know a diversity of gifted and
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interesting people very quickly. Even for the nation it has some purpose, because it
can teach good manners. A British mistake is to send either oafs or dull clerks to
represent us in various capacities in European capitals where manners are appreciated,
a habit which unfortunately has increased in recent years.

Meeting other people always has its uses if it does not consume too much time—ask
me anything but time, said Bonaparte—but the practical value of this society in recent
years has declined, for a clear reason. The pressure of life has increased, and less and
less are the men and women who think and do to be met in society. The function of
society—in the sense the word is used in this limited context—is to provide a
meeting-ground for an elite where they can know each other better and be amused;
interesting and entertaining talk is the bait which draws them together. The interest is
reduced when important people are too busy to attend, and entertainment also declines
when the hostesses of a more leisured and resourceful period are lacking. Society does
not long exist in a worthwhile form when it is divorced from the life of the nation. It
belongs not to the cafe but to the private house, where those who do meet those who
think—by no means, unfortunately, always the same people—and no confidence is
ever betrayed.

The conditions of a true society in this sense were present after and even during the
First World War. In London and to a large extent in Paris its vitality was due to a
subtle blend of charm and dynamism in the American hostesses who played a large
part in both these capitals. I was plunged into it even before I left hospital, as I was
permitted to go out on my crutches to luncheon. How and when in exact point of time
I met these various people I cannot remember, but it is easy to recall their
personalities and the characteristic background of their houses. The range of this
experience, of course, extends far beyond the war, right through the twenties and into
the thirties, but it is possibly of some interest to regard together the glittering
concourse of the notable hostesses of those days. Foremost among them in England
was Lady Cunard, a bright little bird of paradise who, I understand, has often been
described in recent books. Her contribution to the life of society rested on
considerable wit and limitless effrontery. She made things go with a vengeance. If
talk flagged and the taciturn great would not perform, she would wake the company
up with a direct frontal attack. 'Lord Hugh, I cannot believe you are really a Christian,’
she would say to the most devoted member of a great political family particularly
dedicated to the service of the Church of England. This method usually evoked
conversation at its liveliest, but the sheer, reckless force of her impact would on
occasions produce only a shattered silence from which she would recover instantly by
darting off in a totally different direction; the bird of paradise in pursuit of another
glittering and distracting insect of thought, or rather of imagination.

She was American, and lived in a corner of Grosvenor Square, which has since been
almost entirely occupied and rebuilt by her country of origin. Her life in England
began as the wife of Sir Bache Cunard, a Leicestershire squire, who had disappeared
from the scene before I knew her. Her serious life in London was entirely given to
music and to the assistance of Sir Thomas Beecham. Her social life also sometimes
served the same end, for the fun of her house drew money as well as wit and
intelligence like a magnet. She herself had considerable erudition which erupted in
conversation at the most unexpected points, but on the whole the ladies present were
selected for their beauty rather than their intelligence. She understood that society
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should consist of conversation by brilliant men against a background of lovely and
appreciative women, a process well calculated continually to increase the supply of
such men. These beauties were often of character simpler than their appearance and
used to wilt beneath their hostess's vivid and indeed florid descriptions of their charms
and attributes as they entered the assembled company. A word in rejoinder was only
possible and permitted to the brightest, among whom was my second wife, Diana.
Lady Cunard always called her Golden Corn and insisted she must be her successor in
London society; a hope which was frustrated by her marriage to me, consequent
politics, war and again politics.

Lady Cunard would announce your name and record with the clarity of a toastmaster
at the Lord Mayor's banquet, and in her whimsical and audacious fashion would
sometimes add a few imaginary attributes not usually discussed on such formal
occasions. It could require a face of brass to stand up to the barrage of badinage and
comment, but it was all enormous fun. The cleverest met together with the most
beautiful, and that is what social life should be. She died not long after the Second
World War, during which she went to live in a hotel: I last saw her in the late forties.
After her death her fascinating affairs were arranged with the utmost discretion by my
friend, Sir Robert Abdy, the art connoisseur, who rightly cherished her memory as
another work of art. I miss the bird of paradise among the sparrows round Roosevelt's
statue in Grosvenor Square.

It is strange that so many of the outstanding hostesses of this period were Americans,
because in the previous generation before my time they were mostly English. In that
epoch Lady Londonderry—not Ramsay MacDonald's friend, but her mother-in-law—
was the most prominent on the Conservative side, balanced on the Liberal side by
Margot Asquith, who was the match of any woman in wit and more than a match in
audacity, but lacked the resources and the large houses necessary to the ambience of
society in that phase. She alone survived into my time, but, of course, was then
without the citadel of Downing Street. Many beautiful and distinguished English
women still possessed fine houses and considerable resources, but it was the
American energy which made the society of that period, and not only in England.
Among all the brilliant Americans the only equal in wit to Lady Cunard was Princess
Jane di San Faustino, who ruled Roman society in the twenties, and ruled it in
American, resolutely refusing for the best part of half a century to learn Italian.

Soon after I left hospital I was taken to the house of Maxine Elliott, the American
actress, who lived at Hartsbourne Manor, a few miles from London. Later she
migrated to the Chateau de Horizon at Antibes in the South of France, where I used to
visit her in the twenties. A great classic beauty, she looked like a Roman Empress
should have looked; massive, at once sombre and serene. She organised her life on an
orderly and severely practical basis; everything had its clear purpose and proper place.
Her two chief friends were Pierpoint Morgan, the financier, and Wilding the tennis
champion. The young and innocent wondered what each was for.

It was in her house that I first met F. E. Smith, later Lord Birkenhead, and I think it
was also there that [ met Winston Churchill for the first time. F.E. was a frequent
guest, and he then used to take me to luncheon at the Ritz while I was still on crutches.
Lunch took a long time and was of course enlivened by his caustic wit which became
legendary. About this time he invited me to a river party which left by boat from the
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House of Commons under the command of another M.P., his friend Commander
Warden Chilcott. A gay debate had previously arisen in F.E.'s house concerning
which ladies should be invited; F.E.'s views happily prevailed. Opposite each man
was a magnum of champagne, which I had sadly to renounce under hospital orders.
We arrived at Taggs Island, where we dined very well, and subsequently embarked to
face the problem of navigation on the return journey, which the gallant Commander
found much more difficult than the outward trip. We soon ran aground, and appeared
to be stuck fast for the night. There was nothing for it but to return on foot to Taggs
Island and find other transport to London. The tortoise on crutches had not much
trouble in winning the race from the well-dined hares. F.E. soon turned up, full of
charming contrition that I had had such a doing in my delicate condition. He got hold
of a car and a driver, and said he would at once personally take me back. No doubt in
recompense for my trying experience, he began to tell me a story which we of the
younger generation were agog to hear; the details of the celebrated row during his
visit to G.H.Q. in France. I woke with Big Ben booming midnight chimes in my ears,
as we passed the House of Commons, and F.E.'s voice booming too with indignation
at the culmination of a long account of his dramatic experience. After the fatigue of
my crutch race I had fallen asleep at once, and to this day I do not know the intriguing
ramifications of that famous tale.

At Hartsbourne F.E. would often sit up till three or four in the morning talking in
fashion entrancing or combative according to the company, but his merry sounds
could usually be heard on the tennis court by seven next morning; the candle was
burning at both ends. At a rather later stage Winston Churchill used to come there too,
and nocturnal debate became very lively. F.E. had the readier and quicker wit, but by
next morning Churchill usually had a complete answer after a night's sleep on it.
Another visitor from politics was Freddie Guest, a chief whip of the Lloyd George
Liberals, an energetic and enterprising man who combined politics and air-racing until
he reached quite an advanced age. He suggested that I should enter Parliament under
their banner at the post-war election, but I already had some engagement to that other
formidable Whip, Sir George Younger, the chief organiser of the Conservative party.
These two efficient men had different views of their duties. Freddie Guest always
used to say a Whip should not think too much about politics—mooning around in
other people's business—but should get on with his own department of organising.
Younger, on the other hand, was always a busy intriguer and once made a spectacular
entry into the political scene. He retreated for good under F.E.'s crushing
enquiry:'Since when has the cabin boy mounted the bridge?'

The third American who played a considerable part in the political and social life of
London was, of course, Lady Astor; a far greater role before her entry to Parliament
than afterwards, because she was taken more seriously; or perhaps it would be truer to
say she was more appreciated. Her audacious wit often passed all bounds, and was
usually fun. However, such jokes sound better in a drawing-room than in the lobbies
of the House of Commons, certainly to the ears of a pompous victim uneasily aware
of the proximity of the parliamentary correspondents. She often met her match in the
wits of the period, drawn from all sections of society. Most of these occasions are
probably apocryphal, such as that when a voice from the back of a temperance
meeting is supposed to have met her statement, 'l would rather commit adultery than
drink a glass of beer' with the penetrating query, 'Who wouldn't?' But there is an
authentic ring in my favourite tale of battle in her own fortress, St. James's Square. As
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that celebrated wit and columnist Lord Castlerosse, personally beloved and fashioned
into a journalist by Lord Beaverbrook, came up the stairs of St. James's Square during
a glittering reception, he was received by his hostess, Lady Astor, in characteristic
fashion. She leaned forward and patted his immense stomach with the observation: 'If
that was on a woman we should know what to think'. Came the laconic reply: 'Well, it
was last night, so what do you think?' The company of anyone capable of such instant
rejoinder was occasionally worthwhile, and I sometimes enjoyed it while I still had
the time, despite Max Beaverbrook's remark reported by Harold Nicolson that I
should never have been seen at Valentine's parties. This came oddly from him,
because he himself found the Castlerosse fun irresistible. Years later, Max and I
talked of his long-dead friend at his villa 'La Caponcina' in the South of France when I
last saw him just before his own death.

There is an old tradition of English wit in that robust vein, and may it never cease on
the appropriate occasion, despite any Puritan outcry. The best repartee of all perhaps
came from that other colourful and much more disreputable figure, John Wilkes, and
is well known. He was late for supper with a heavy-handed peer who remarked on his
arrival: '"We were debating whether you would be hung before you died of the pox',
and was met with the immediate retort: "That depends whether I embrace your
principles or your mistresses'. In English there is such a wide range of wit that it is
difficult to choose any brief anthology. In the opposite vein of the grand manner I
always like Peel's reply in Parliament to the Irishman who said he would as soon see
the devil as the Queen on the throne of England: '"When the sovereign of his choice is

seated on the throne of this realm, I trust he will enjoy, as I know he will deserve, the
confidence of the Crown'.

I myself heard in Parliament an engaging exchange between Lord Henry Bentinck and
Lord Hugh Cecil who, in the early stages of the Irish problem after the First War,
were taking different views of the question. The latter was rallying the former on his
seemingly abrupt change of opinion and saying it would become him to give some
account of his transition rather on the lines of Newman's Apologia. Lord Henry rose
with the interruption that the principal factor in his conversion had been his
unfortunate experience of listening to Lord Hugh's speeches in the opposite sense.

The rejoinder was: 'If it did not imply any offence to my noble friend, I should be
tempted at this stage of our discussion to make a transient reference to pearls'.

How much the character of people is reflected in their wit. It is amusing to compare
the English variety with the French: for example, Madame du DerTand's reply to a
tedious cleric who insisted on the miracle that a saint had walked six leagues after his
head had been cut oft—il n'y a que le premier pas qui coute—made familiar to
English readers by Lytton Strachey. Less well known in the anti-clerical tradition still
to be found within French life is Clemenceau's letter to an abbe with whom he had a
dispute about a tree which cast a shadow into his garden. When the branches were
finally cut back he wrote a letter of thanks and appreciation which began: 'Mon pere,
je peux enfin vous appeller mon pere, car vous m'avez donne la lumiere'. French wit is
not always so delicate and sometimes joins our robust English examples: for instance,
Henri V, gallant and beloved King of France, relieving himself in the garden when a
beautiful lady of the court came suddenly round the corner: 'Passe, ma belle, je le
tiens'.
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The leading English hostesses of those post-war days evoke different memories; they
were sedate, very sedate. Mrs. Ronnie Greville inherited a brewer's fortune and lived
in Charles Street, with a country house at Polesden Lacey; appropriately she looked a
rather blousy old barmaid, but she had an intelligence acute enough to attract the
diverse allegiance of the ascetic Sir John Simon and the bucolic Sir Robert Home. She
mixed her company well and also her dishes. Persistent of invitations to all well-
known people was Lady Colefax, who had a charming house in King's Road, Chelsea,
with a garden at the back, Argyll House. Endless were the jokes and stories about her,
authentic and invented. But she was a kind and agreeable woman, and a provider of
much fun to many people. Never has anyone hunted lions with such persistence, and
the chase was almost always triumphant. The gay and learned head of the School of
Oriental Languages, Sir Denison Ross, recounted that she asked him to lunch on a
Monday, and, on his refusal, continued to do so through each day of the week,
compelling him to find always a different excuse; finally he said, 'Dammit, I'll come,
Monday'. Osbert Sitwell, whose wit I much appreciated, chose Lady Colefax for a
favourite butt.

Practically everyone of interest in London life went to the house of this quiet
bourgeois figure, presenting such a remarkable contrast to the sparkling Americans
who in mind and character were in some curious fashion nearer to the aristocratic
English hostesses of earlier periods—of the eighteenth century and the Regency—
with their audacity, their wit and their vitality. The reason is perhaps that such
expatriate American women develop an extraordinary capacity for assimilating
themselves into other people's ways of life completely different from their own, and
even into the manners of other epochs if the trend again makes them fashionable.
Lady Colefax remained solidly and traditionally English. Harold Nicolson observed
this quality one day acutely as we left her house together. She had upset with
considerable mess the coffee cona in which she laboriously cooked the coffee of her
guests. 'Dear me, [ am a real Auntie Nervous,' she said. "That moment,' said Harold,
'took us right back to the Simla nursery.'

Harold Nicolson was completely at home in that world, and should never have left it.
His metier was diplomacy and the writing of belles lettres, to which he made
charming and various contributions; in fact, his erudition went further and entered
some really interesting ranges of thought. I remember him quoting a phrase I may in
memory have improved—a foible of mine—'the only tears which mingled with the
Hellenic waters were not for sins committed but for joys foregone'. He was one of the
most civilised products of the London official and social world. Also he had
considerable wit, he said good things. For instance: 'Lloyd George plays on an organ
with many stops, Philip Kerr (Lord Lothian) is the vox humana'. I had some hope that
H.N. might be such a stop in my organ, but he gradually insisted on becoming the vox
tremula. He was quite unsuited to politics, as he appears to have recognised in his
later diaries. He would have made an excellent ambassador and a possible Foreign
Secretary in combination with a strong Prime Minister, but was unsuited to the rough
and tumble of a new movement advancing novel ideas contra mundum. He was
attracted by the thought, but repelled by the process; he loved the end, but could not
bear the means.

I first met Harold Nicolson during the war in Leicestershire, where I used to escape
from my hospital treatment in London to hunt each weekend directly I was allowed to
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ride again in leg-irons. Our brilliant hostess in a beautiful house believed in the
sophisticated concept that the rigours of the chase should be softened in the evening
by the imported company of London intellectuals, including the flower of the Foreign
Office. The days were magical in this war-time continuance of hunting; the master of
foxhounds was then the old Lord Lonsdale of yellow carriage fame; 'just to keep the
foxes down'. This sport took the fortunate participants back to the life and spirit of the
early nineteenth century, without crowds, only horses, hounds and the beautiful,
weeping scenery. I can still never pass through it without emotion.

The great hostesses on the Continent really belong for me to a later stage in this story,
the later twenties, but it is interesting to compare them with their London counterparts.
Again, some of the most prominent were American, though in Paris and in Rome, as
in London, exquisite and charming women also entertained in distinguished though
less conspicuous fashion in their own cities. Comparable in wit with Lady Cunard was
Princess Jane di San Faustino, who presided over a lively Italian and cosmopolitan
gaiety in Rome and Venice. But the two styles differed sharply because Lady Cunard
was almost a prude in conversation, while Princess Jane was outrageous. She would
say anything, and the utterance was the more striking because it scintillated in clear
loud American from an appearance of the utmost dignity, a Roman matron if ever
there was one. Clad in the midday sun of the Lido at Venice in complete widow's
weeds of white, in Rome corresponding clothes of black, relieved only by a slight
border of white round her strong but clearly moulded features and snow-white hair,
she mourned her husband with pious reverence and simultaneously regaled the
fashion world with the extremities of scandal floodlit by her unfailing and eccentric
humour. She occupied the central capanna of the classic beach where all newcomers
must pass. A French friend said to me there only recently that after a long life and
much experience he had never encountered anything more unnerving than the basilisk
stare from that capanna, accompanied almost certainly by some searing comment to
her fellow judges which youth might apprehend: 'mais quelle mechancete', he sighed
with nostalgic appreciation.

I once had an account of her long mourning which blended so incongruously with the
sparkling sunshine of Rome and the even brighter sparkle of her conversation. She
was in most expansive mood at a small dinner party which included Dora
Labouchere—daughter of the English politician, and later married in a Roman
series—Cole Porter, the song writer, was also present with his Yale friend, Monty
Woolley, who later became familiar to cinema audiences. Both Princess Jane and
Dora Labouchere reviewed their past lives. It is always difficult to determine at what
points these outstanding entertainers retain contact with the truth, because art comes
first, but the show was the thing and on its own stage it was some show. Princess Jane
said she had lived with her distinguished husband for a long time in married bliss—
eleven years I think, without a cloud on the horizon—until one day they were out
driving in an open carriage. He then signalled to the coachman to stop, teed up on the
kerbstone as for a golf-shot, and hit her as hard as he could over the head with his
umbrella. After this first and abrupt indication of a marriage rift, he departed, and she
never saw him again. She then explained in vast, uproarious and u