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Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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