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‘We were conscious, now and then vaguely and overcheerfully perhaps, of living on the verge of an unimaginable catastrophe.’

Peter Quennell

‘As usual, I think, Oh, this will blow over. But it’s odd how near the guns have got to our private life again. I can quite distinctly see them and hear a roar.’

Virginia Woolf


Introduction

LATE IN DECEMBER 1936 the liner Queen Mary, pride of Britain, flagship of the greatest maritime nation on earth, sailed into a winter storm in the North Atlantic. She had been completed only six months earlier at Glasgow’s Clydebank shipyards and was carrying 2,000 passengers in great luxury to New York. As the liner steamed into the storm that evening, some of the wealthy patrons of cabin class thronged the ship’s ballroom high on the promenade deck, dancing to a live band while the ‘thyratron’ controller dimmed and raised the lights in tune with the music’s changing mood. On a lower deck in the panelled tourist lounge passengers relaxed over cocktails before dinner, serenaded by the resident pianist.

The Queen Mary had never before encountered such ferocious weather. Battered by gale-force winds and high waves, she began to roll, leaning over to one side by as much as 45 degrees, pausing, returning to upright before heaving over 45 degrees in the opposite direction. The dance floor in the ballroom and the tourist lounge emptied as passengers groped their way to the relative comfort and safety of their staterooms. Such extreme rolling had not been anticipated. The ship’s furnishings were unsecured. Sofas and armchairs slid across the polished floors of the saloons. Crockery and cutlery cascaded from the dining-room tables, clattering and smashing on the floor.

After a while loud rumbles and thuds could be heard coming from the tourist lounge. On inspection crew members discovered that the upright piano, bolted to the bulkheads, had worked itself loose. With every roll the piano was cannoning into the room’s wood-panelled walls. It was too dangerous to enter the lounge to capture the rogue instrument. For two days it slid back and forth across the open space, crashing from side to side. Each time the instrument hit a bulkhead, it emitted jangles, bass booms and eerie strumming sounds, as though crying out in agonized death throes.

Nineteen thirty-six, the crucial year of the 1930s, also set sail in a spirit of optimism and ended in despair and destruction. For the majority of British people the 1930s had not been the period of gloom and darkness, ‘the devil’s decade’, that was the general experience around the world. The trauma of the First World War cast a long shadow, but many still held to the faith that it had been the war to end all wars. The country had recovered relatively well from the slump that followed the Wall Street Crash of 1929. For those in work falling prices increased prosperity and raised living standards. Britain had been isolated in the early years of the decade from the troubling developments on the Continent. But in 1936, when Mussolini used poison gas against the tribespeople of Abyssinia, Hitler marched his forces into the Rhineland and the Spanish Civil War broke out in July, the march of world events could be ignored no longer. Fear of war and preparation for conflict came to overshadow everything.

At home, changes were also taking place that made 1936 a pivotal year, one that has justly been called ‘the hinge of the decade’. If the 1930s had a dramatic unity – starting with a global depression, ending with a global war – then 1936 had its own symmetry. It began with the death of George V, continued with the troubled reign and abdication of Edward VIII and culminated in the accession in December of his brother, George VI. The story of the abdication, often told, is always compelling. Its elements of love, jealousy and family betrayal and, above all, of the human fallibility that lies behind the mask of royalty, have Shakespearean overtones and a universal significance. It is not an exaggeration to say that the abdication of Edward VIII played its part in hastening the onset of war. With the recent release of documents and the publication of previously unseen diaries and letters it is now possible to take a broader view of a crisis that reflected the strains of a changing society.

King Edward’s attempts to modernize the monarchy reflected a changing country but were unacceptable to traditionalists in the establishment. In rejecting Edward, the old guard might have succeeded in arresting his attempts at modernization, but change was coming whether they liked it or not. Nineteen thirty-six saw the birth of television and a continuing communications revolution, the explosion of the suburbs, the rise of the middle classes, the growth of consumerism and the worship of celebrity. It was the year when some of the key ideas that would lead to the creation of the welfare state were born. The economist John Maynard Keynes published his world-changing General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money.

The roots of the Labour government’s post-Second World War settlement could also be seen in the reform of maternity care that took place that year, and in the growth of a public mood that demanded that action be taken to remove the stain of social injustice. Although the Jarrow marchers of 1936 may have regarded their crusade for jobs as a failure, it turned out to be a very modern triumph of public relations. The march brought the plight of the devastated industrial regions of the north to millions and added to the demands that something be done about the social injustice of the country. Many of the events and developments that year can be seen to have been the precursors of change that led to the modern world we know today.

The country was divided in 1936, even more than it is today, not only by wealth and class but also by knowledge. While all were aware of the Empire and with the development of radio millions could follow the rise of the dictators in Europe, the way others lived at home was often a great unknown. People from different backgrounds lived in parallel worlds. This mutual ignorance was heightened by the isolation of areas of extreme poverty, such as south Wales, the north-east of England and parts of Scotland. Given the remoteness of the poor communities, sealed from the outside world, there was little chance for radical movements such as Communism and Fascism to take root.

The year saw a move to end the country’s lack of awareness of much that was taking place in its own backyard and, in particular, to publicize the life of the working classes and the plight of the unemployed. George Orwell, a former imperial policeman, went to Wigan to report on the poverty of the northern industrial areas. John Grierson used the emerging medium of documentary film to bring ordinary people’s work to the screen. The birth of television would in time lead to the breaking down of many barriers and give the country a new sense of shared experience and self-knowledge.

For all the poverty and inequality, though, Britain in 1936 was a proud country. Most people still believed that it was the greatest nation in the world. The British Empire stretched further than ever before. A quarter of the world’s population were subjects of the Crown, and the Royal Navy ruled the oceans. Schoolboys of the time could recite the superlatives of greatness – the highest, fastest, longest; most seemed to be British. The nation’s supremacy, however, was a façade. Britain had paid a high cost for victory in the First World War. The conflict had sapped its strength, drained its financial reserves and knocked its self-confidence. The ideas that had sustained the imperial mission were losing their currency. For those who cared to look, the cracks were showing everywhere. India was in revolt, and the country’s imperial defences were overstretched. Politicians such as Neville Chamberlain were well aware that, if war came again, Britain’s claims to greatness would be finished. It was this knowledge that motivated and justified the policy of appeasement.

Nineteen thirty-six was the pivotal year for Britain between the two great conflicts, the First and Second World Wars. Until that year the prospect of another war had been unthinkable. The cataclysm of the Great War had so traumatized the nation that the cry for peace was universal. Winston Churchill’s warnings of the danger of a resurgent Germany were largely disregarded. But after 1936 the clash of events could be ignored no longer. The piano hurtling from one side of the tourist lounge to the other had to be confronted.

After the storm, when calm returned to the Queen Mary, the crew entered the tourist lounge to inspect the damage. They found a scene of devastation. The piano lay on the floor, a steel skeleton. The room’s wooden panelling had been destroyed. Splinters were strewn across the floor, mingled with fragments of the instrument’s oak case and shards of its black and white keys. But the ship had to keep to its schedule. The stewards cleared away the mangled instrument, the ship’s carpenter patched up the wood panelling and, in a couple of days, the tourist lounge was opened once more to passengers making the next voyage. Few noticed the damage but many were no doubt surprised to be told that there would be no dancing in the lounge or the ship’s ballroom. As the year ended, the forecast was for more storms ahead.


1
The dawn of the year

‘AT LAST THE sun!’ Winston Churchill rejoiced. ‘I thought we should never overtake it!’ For two weeks, ‘wandering, sun-seeking, rather disconsolate’, he had tried in vain to escape the incessant rain that had dogged him through Spain and Morocco on his way south. ‘I never take holidays’,1 Churchill once told a friend, but at the end of December 1935 he was in desperate need of a respite from the political difficulties and family troubles that beset him at home. His career was going nowhere, one of his daughters was infatuated with an unsuitable man, and his son was a perpetual embarrassment. Now at La Mamounia, his hotel just outside the walled city of Marrakesh, he had found the sunshine he craved and could finally relax, welcome the new year of 1936 and set to work painting and writing, away from the depressing distractions of home.

In the south of England days of torrential rain had brought floods from Devon to Kent, and in the north a mixture of frozen snow and sleet covered the ground, which by New Year’s Eve had started to thaw into a grey slush. For those trapped in the British Isles, Tatler advised its befuddled readers not to let the bleak weather and long hours of darkness get them down: ‘Wake up – Rouse yourselves – BE ALIVE. There is work to do, glory to be attained, happiness to be enjoyed.’2 Many agreed. On New Year’s Eve ‘the streets of London were gay’, the Daily Mirror reported, ‘restaurants thronged with merry-makers’.3 They had much to celebrate. Britain was at peace, and the country’s economy was prospering. Victory in the First World War had extended the Empire’s reach further than ever, and during the summer 500 million subjects paid homage to George V in his jubilee year. ‘With hopes higher than at any time since the War,’ the Mirror enthused, ‘millions of people all over Britain welcomed 1936.’4

Sixty thousand revellers came to the West End that evening. The Savoy Hotel had decked out its public rooms in seasonal ‘red, green, heliotrope and onyx in ordered confusion’. White-stockinged flunkeys ‘with an abstract air of enjoyment on their faces’5 walked round offering champagne to guests. In the ballroom a vast hour-glass was suspended above the dancers, the last grains of sand running through its narrow tube as the clock struck twelve, to a fanfare blown by trumpeters from the Life Guards. All things American were in vogue, and downstairs in Harry’s Bar consumption was reaching record levels, with 319 martinis drunk since nine o’clock. Equally popular was the fashionable new year cocktail just imported from the USA, the ‘Silent Third’, made up of ‘lemon juice, Cointreau, rest Scotch’. Across town at the Grosvenor House a dance band played for 1,400 guests. There was a cabaret with an American theme, ‘New York 1936’. Those wanting more traditional entertainment could go to The Trocadero in Piccadilly, where George Robey, the veteran music-hall star, performed his usual blend of patter, song and doubles entendres, waggling of the eyebrows, all interspersed with the familiar mock telling-off of the audience, when they got the joke, ‘Desist!’ or ‘Kindly temper your hilarity with a modicum of reserve’.

One and a half thousand miles due south, Winston Churchill was delighted with La Mamounia, his hotel facing the rose-coloured walls of the Moorish city. It was, he reported to his wife, Clementine, ‘one of the best I have ever used’, with its spacious suite of rooms, its balcony looking out over orange trees and olive groves, and the houses and ramparts of Marrakesh in the near distance. To the east the snow-capped peaks of the Atlas Mountains ‘like a great wall’ reflected the ever-changing sunlight, ‘as good as any snowscape I have ever seen’. It was the perfect place for painting: clear and fresh, but warm enough to sit outside. There was time enough, too, to allow him to get on with the dictation of his current work – the life of his forebear the Duke of Marlborough – to his secretary, Violet Pearman. Churchill could not function without Mrs Pearman. She made all the arrangements for his journey, coped with his moods and last-minute changes as he hopped disconsolately from hotel to hotel across a wintry Spain and rainy North Africa, and had sacrificed her own family Christmas to be with her boss.

But he could function without his wife. Curiously for such a close and loving marriage, the couple often spent their holidays apart from each other. Clementine did not like her husband’s friends, and she hated political conversation and drinking sessions late into the night. This year, at the age of fifty, she had decided to take up skiing and had gone before Christmas with her daughter Mary to the resort of Zürs, in Austria, leaving her husband to make his way south without her. ‘Here we are 5,500 feet up above the clouds in the eye of the sun completely enclosed in a little valley’, she wrote to him. There were few lifts in those days, and Clementine watched as the experts struggled up the mountain through the ‘glistening powder-like snow’ with skins on their skis. ‘It takes them 1½ hours to climb up and perhaps 12 minutes to swirl down in lovely curves.’6

On New Year’s Eve she telephoned her husband. Just to get through was a triumph at a time when international calls were a rarity, connected by operators and carried over thousands of miles of copper cable. The Churchills’ brief conversation, interrupted by constant crackles and clicks, was more a gesture of love than an exchange of news. ‘My beloved I have just heard yr voice on the long distance’, Churchill wrote affectionately to Clementine after the call, ‘It was vy Miaou Cat & I cd not hear much but it was sweet to get in touch across all these distances & foreign countries. All my wishes for yr happiness in the coming year.’7

Winston Churchill always travelled in luxury, and never alone. A caravan of cronies, all dissidents and bitter enemies of the Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, had journeyed south to enjoy the hotel’s stylish blend of Art Deco and Moorish luxury with him. They were the buccaneers of the age, out of tune with the more sober old guard who ran the country. The former war leader David Lloyd George was a guest, with his wife and daughter, working on his memoirs. Like Churchill, Lloyd George was an outsider. His attempted political comeback at the recent general election had failed to capture the public’s imagination. He was a spent force in British politics, embittered and antagonistic, his reputation curdled by the corruption of his last years in office. ‘What a fool Baldwin is’, Churchill expostulated to Clementine, ‘not to gather his resources and experience to the public service.’8 He could have been speaking of himself.

The press baron Lord Rothermere was at the hotel too, enjoying a new year break. The owner of the Daily Mail was, with his great rival Lord Beaverbrook, the leading press-baiter and critic of Stanley Baldwin. Rothermere had backed Oswald Mosley’s Fascist movement and was a friend and admirer of Adolf Hitler and Nazi Germany. He kept in close touch with the Führer even during his holiday in Morocco and showed Churchill the letters and telegrams Hitler had sent him. Despite this close Nazi connection, his newspapers urged greater rearmament. Churchill had long accepted Rothermere as a useful member of his colourful and eclectic circle.

Another friend and loyal supporter, Frederick Lindemann, ‘the Prof’, was also holidaying at La Mamounia. An abrasive and fearless character (he had learned to fly in order to prove his theory of how to get out of a tailspin, and saved many lives as a result), the Prof acted as Churchill’s unofficial scientific adviser. He was the opposite of his friend, being a strict teetotal vegetarian, but he had the knack – which endeared him to Churchill – of being able to explain complex scientific ideas in plain English. Lindemann regularly caused mayhem and fury in official circles by championing, with Churchill’s backing, his favoured schemes. Many were crackpot, but some – such as radar – would help win the coming war.

Over a long and bibulous dinner at La Mamounia on New Year’s Eve (no doubt watched over disapprovingly by the Prof) this self-appointed government-in-exile’s conversation turned to new year’s resolutions. Rothermere bet Churchill £2,000 that he could not give up alcohol until his sixty-second birthday the following November. It was an enormous sum of money, equivalent to £75,000 today,9 and tempting for a man with as heavy outgoings as Churchill, but he did not take the wager, telling Clementine ‘I think life would not be worth living’.10 Given that an average wage for a worker that year was about £150 a year, the offer showed the degree of concern that Rothermere, not usually a helpful influence in his friend’s life, felt about his drinking. Churchill did, however, accept a lesser bet of £600 from the press magnate, that he would not drink brandy ‘or any undiluted spirits in 1936’.

Churchill’s drinking was no secret in political and society circles. With his support for lost causes, his raffish friends and his overblown eloquence, Churchill was a character that ‘the respectable tendency’,11 led by the homely and pipe-smoking Stanley Baldwin, Conservative leader of the coalition National Government, believed could not be trusted with power. Although when together they observed the usual courtesies, the two men detested each other. Baldwin said of Churchill: ‘When Winston was born lots of fairies swooped down on his cradle gifts – imagination, eloquence, industry, ability, and then came a fairy who said “No one person has a right to so many gifts”, picked him up and gave him such a shake and twist that with all these gifts he was denied judgment and wisdom.’12

It was a view that many shared. As the editor of The Spectator wrote at the time, Churchill had ‘defeated himself by his own extravagance’.13 He was in the wilderness, brooding and unpredictable, considered by most to be a magnificent but reckless liability. The year 1936 was to be a terrible one for him, with or without the fortification of brandy, and by its end almost everybody – apart, of course, from himself – would believe his career was finished.

While Churchill was sinking, Neville Chamberlain, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, was approaching his zenith. A ruthless operator, he brooked no opposition to his management of the economy. Chamberlain had first come to prominence as Lord Mayor of Birmingham, where he had embarked on an ambitious programme of slum clearance. At Westminster in the 1920s, as health minister, he continued to push forward with a wide range of social improvements. Since 1931, when he became Chancellor of the Exchequer, he had skilfully steered the country through the slump and now planned to use the country’s healthy economic surplus to embark once more on reform.

No one doubted that Chamberlain was next in line to be Prime Minister. He himself was waiting impatiently to take over from Stanley Baldwin, constantly carping at Baldwin’s sloth and indolence. Early in the new year, in one of the many letters to his sisters that he used as a diary to collect his thoughts and to let off steam, Chamberlain complained: ‘I saw the P.M. last night, but was totally unable to extract any opinion from him on any of the questions I wished to discuss. I never knew him worse.’14 Chamberlain, formal and buttoned up, seldom prone to laughter, was nonetheless a man of many parts. He spent the Christmas break relaxing at home, looking after his orchids and indulging his love of Shakespeare by re-reading Hamlet not once but twice – ‘a thing I don’t remember to have done with any book before’, he told his sister Ida. ‘It was Hamlet that first attracted me to Shakespeare and now he is more absorbing and interesting than ever.’15 Politicians in those days had what Denis Healey later called ‘hinterland’.

The worst of the Depression was over. Neville Chamberlain, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, gleefully proclaimed in his 1936 budget that the recovery had been remarkable. Industrial output was up by 29 per cent, exports were up by £50 million, and unemployment was down; revenue had expanded to allow the redemption of £70 million of national debt. Chamberlain felt justified in thinking that the ‘two main pillars’ of his policy, cheap money and tariffs, had made a considerable contribution to the economic recovery.16

Life at the time, for those in work, seemed full of promise. John Prichard was eleven years old in 1936. He had recently moved with his family from the slums of east London to a modern bungalow in Bexleyheath. His father worked in the new electronics industry as a telephone engineer. ‘The country itself was prosperous and happy’, he remembered, anticipating the words of Harold Macmillan twenty years later, ‘for many people it was an age of “you’ve never had it so good”.’ Four years of growth had fuelled a housing boom, which in turn had led to an explosion in sales of the latest gadgets. Millions, from the Prime Minister’s wife, Lucy Baldwin, who installed a ‘Frigidaire’ in the larder at Number 10, to the new occupants of the ‘Tudorbethan’ semis that were marching across the southern countryside, were buying the latest consumer gadgets. Electricity powered two-thirds of the country’s homes, and with the new power came light at the flick of a switch, along with fridges, cookers and vacuum cleaners. Credit, in the form of hire purchase, helped to fuel the boom. Radio was almost universal, and the BBC was about to begin the world’s first scheduled television service. Outside, in the garages of the richer middle classes, a new car often gleamed.

For those in the upper classes with money – and most had plenty – life was easy. Everybody had servants (although they were harder than ever to find and keep) to manage the household, to cook, clean, do the laundry, drive and garden. Women did not go out to work after marriage, and the wealthy occupied themselves with the social round of the Season, weekend house parties, dances and charity work. For the young it was a time of increasing freedom and opportunity. Hermione, Countess of Ranfurly, was twenty-three years old in 1936:

More and more young people owned cars and began to explore Europe. The theatre and cinema were extremely good, and dance music and lyrics excellent . . . most of us now owned a wireless and a camera. Attractive and well fitting clothes were available for those who could not afford haute couture. The young were very independent . . .17

But the prosperity that had brought new freedoms and ease of life existed in a bubble that many feared would soon burst. The poverty of the so-called ‘special’ or ‘distressed’ areas was a constant running sore on the face of plenty. Hunger marches, where unemployed men from these blighted regions came to London to publicize their suffering, were a frequent sight. Newsreel images of the grim but determined men tramping their way south magnified the plight of communities that were all too easily forgotten. Britain was a divided nation with a guilty conscience. Alongside such poverty the threat of future conflict hung over the country, a dark pall that it seemed nothing could blow away. The technology that had brought the very marvels of modernity that made living so easy could just as well be harnessed for war. The menace of the dictators grew ever stronger. Hitler was rearming, building a modern air force that, it was widely believed, could pulverize London in minutes. John Prichard remembered a sense of escapism that lay behind the New Year celebrations: ‘the jollity was partly occasioned by people thinking enjoy ourselves now, because in another of couple of years we might be dead.’18

Winston Churchill was well aware of the threat. ‘We are getting into the most terrible position’, he warned Clementine in a letter from Morocco, ‘our defences neglected, our Government less capable a machine for conducting affairs than I have ever seen.’19 He had been out of government for seven years, in five of which his own Conservative Party had been in power, watching British politics from the sidelines with mounting anxiety. At the beginning of 1936 he was pinning his hopes on a return to office in the new post of Defence Minister, which was soon to be announced. He could then set to work on the job he considered of paramount importance: the rearming of Britain. But much stood in his way. Many mistrusted him as an unreliable flamboyant maverick. Despite having held in his time most of the great offices of state – Chancellor, Home Secretary, First Lord of the Admiralty, Secretary of State for War, for Air and for the Colonies – Churchill had learned to his frustration that no one is indispensable in politics. He lacked the steady, quiet manner and respectability that suited the spirit of the times. He had too often backed the wrong causes and opposed the right ones: most recently he had campaigned against government moves to give India some degree of independence. As the editor of The Spectator commented, ‘it has been a crowded, an adventurous and in its way spectacular, life’, but Churchill had, to his cost, ‘made his reputation by sharpshooting at his own Front Bench.’20 Now, to Churchill’s surprise and fury, his son was about to do some sharpshooting of his own.

Randolph Churchill had just announced he was going to challenge the government’s candidate, Malcolm MacDonald, in a January by-election. Randolph’s decision to stand for the Tories against the son of the former Labour Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, was hugely embarrassing – ‘unfortunate and inconvenient’, Churchill complained to Clementine – putting ‘a spoke in my wheel’.21 Malcolm MacDonald, like his father, had lost his seat in the general election. Baldwin wanted him back in government as a token Labour man to keep up the pretence of a coalition government. Churchill was well aware that his son’s cheek might spoil his own chances of a return to office.

Clementine Churchill shared her husband’s foreboding and his frustration at his impotence outside government. They both hoped that he might return to government to help Britain rearm in the face of the rising threat of Hitler. The problem was that they despised Stanley Baldwin as a mediocrity, and Clementine worried that to serve in his National Government would be a sacrifice of principle too far. ‘I really would not like you to serve under Baldwin’, she wrote, ‘unless he really gave you a great deal of power.’ Despite her reluctance to mix with Churchill’s circle, she did consider coming to La Mamounia from Austria. ‘The idea of joining you in Morocco attracts me very much. For one thing I miss my Pig very much; but I want to stay out here until the 21st and I suppose by then you will be thinking of moving home?’22 Events at home, however, would soon cut short both their holidays.

For some time those close to the King had been concerned about his health. At Sandringham, where he had been celebrating Christmas, if the word ‘celebrating’ could apply to the monarch’s gloomy family festivities, the wintry Norfolk dankness had further lowered the royal family’s spirits. His eldest son, Edward, Prince of Wales (known to family and friends as David), noticed with apprehension that the King had grown ‘thin and bent’. But the Prince’s concern for his father was only passing. He had little thought for anything other than the object of his adoration, Wallis Simpson. He was suffering from a monomania. He cared only for her, his mistress, whom he loved with such overwhelming passion that many considered him close to insanity.

Wallis – American, divorced, remarried and totally ‘unsuitable’ – was the ghost at the royal Christmas party that year, casting a shadow that the King’s closest friends feared was driving him to an early grave. ‘After I am dead’, he had prophesied to the Prime Minister, ‘Edward would pull the whole throne and Empire about his ears before a year was out.’23 The Prince and his father had long been far apart in outlook, manner and attitude. George V may have had fine qualities as a monarch, but as a father he was appalling. He was a martinet, always ready to criticize and mean with praise. He was feared rather than loved by his sons. Now he and his eldest son could barely talk to one another.

Like an addict, the Prince had to have his fix of Wallis. He bombarded her with letters, notes and gifts. He spoke to her on the telephone for hours at a time. When he left the room at Sandringham, all those present knew he was going to call her, but none reproached him. Instead there were the long silences and false jollity that make a troubled family Christmas such a trial. ‘It really is terrible here’, the Prince complained to Wallis, ‘and so much the worst Xmas I’ve ever had to spend with the family.’24

The Prince left Sandringham as soon as he could, to spend New Year’s Eve with Wallis, whose husband was conveniently away on business in Canada. Colin Buist, a former equerry, and his wife, Gladys, had invited the couple to their country-house party near Melton Mowbray. That evening they went together to the Craven Hunt fancy-dress ball, held at Edward’s old stamping ground, Craven Lodge. The theme was ‘pre-history’. ‘Horses have a peculiar effect on their owners’, Wallis sniffed, ‘I’ve never seen the English so gay!’25 She was not exaggerating. Pre-history was the excuse for an aristocratic bacchanalian romp reminiscent of the last days of Rome. Many of the women, in their revealing leopardskin loincloths or scanty Roman togas, captured by the unwelcome Tatler photographer, looked positively alarmed. Their cavemen partners in the foxtrot took advantage of the ladies and their own semi-nudity to press themselves ever closer. Mrs Peter Quennell was clearly not happy to be hugged by a bear-skinned Captain Rollo. Judging by the grimace of Lady Dorothea Head, lovely as the god Pan, she would rather not have been held close by a gap-toothed, skimpily clad and hairy-chested Mr Beatty. Lady Jersey and Captain ‘Flash’ Kellett sensibly sat out the dance, but the Captain’s mini-skirt toga revealed too much as he sat on the sofa.

Upper-class society in 1936 was divided between a belief that standards should be maintained at all costs and a desire for sexual and marital freedom. The Prince of Wales was caught between the two. He detested the moral code of the older generation, which he regarded as a personal strait-jacket, and chafed against the view that his role as a member of the royal family demanded that he should abide by it. That week’s edition of Tatler had examples on every page of the façade of propriety that the upper classes maintained at the time. Most egregious, perhaps, was the photograph of ‘The Hon. Mrs Bryan Guinness with her sons and her sister, the Hon. Unity Freeman Mitford’.26 Everybody in Society knew that Mrs Bryan Guinness, formerly Diana Mitford, had scandalously left her husband and was living openly as the mistress of Tom (Oswald) Mosley, the Fascist leader, but this was never spoken of in public. They knew too that Unity was infatuated with Adolf Hitler, hanging around his favourite haunts in Munich and throwing herself at him at every opportunity. But to say so publicly would have been regarded as an unwarranted breach of decorum.

For convention’s sake the Prince of Wales and Wallis had to maintain a formal distance as the revellers at the pre-history Craven Ball brayed around them. Late in the night Wallis sent the Prince new year’s greetings, to which he responded in the loving baby-talk he used in private with her: ‘Your lovely new year message helped a boy a lot in his lonely drowsy and he was feeling sad. Give Mary an eanum [little] note for me until WE can be alone together again.’ He added, perhaps hinting at his hopes for 1936, ‘Oh! My Wallis I know we’ll have Viel Gluck to make us one this year’.27 If he was thinking of marriage, his plans were about to be dealt a catastrophic blow.

Not far from Sandringham, across the Fens in a misty and damp Cambridge, John Cornford, another star-crossed lover, was alone that New Year, pining for his love. Cornford, just twenty years old, a direct descendant of Charles Darwin, was one of the most gifted young men of his generation. A scholar of Trinity College, he had graduated with a starred First in history. Now he was at a loose end, considering whether or not to take up a graduate scholarship at the college. With his Byronic dark looks and curly black hair, he was extremely attractive to women. Margot Heinemann, who had been a Cambridge undergraduate at the same time, was the second love of his life. His first, Rachel Peters, had given birth to his baby out of wedlock, and they had lived together in a direct challenge to the conventional morality of the time.

Bourgeois values meant little to Cornford. Like so many of the intellectuals and artists of his time, he was a Marxist. Drawn to Communism by what he saw as the failure of the older generation to deal with unemployment, spurred on by the rise of Fascism, and – perhaps most importantly – motivated by a general sense of youthful rebellion, he and his fellow believers became zealots for a faith that they were certain would inevitably transform a sick society. Some, such as his acquaintance Anthony Blunt, went underground and joined the Comintern to spy for Soviet Russia. Others, like Cornford himself, were openly activist, selling newspapers at street corners, organizing demonstrations and trying to radicalize a slumbering British proletariat.

John Cornford’s life was not as clear-cut as his Communist faith would have him believe. Try as he might, he found that human emotions got in the way of his political beliefs. At the beginning of 1936 it was love that clashed with commitment. As the new year approached, alone and sorrowful, he wrote a moving lyric poem to Margot, ironically entitled ‘Happy New Year’, which seemed to run counter to his usually ice-cold Marxist outlook:

All last night we lay so close,
All completeness of the heart
The restless future will efface;
Tomorrow night we sleep apart.

In the last verse Cornford addressed himself and his own grief at his separation from Margot. The onward rush of time could not be halted:

Though your nerves are frozen numb,
Your sorrow will not make time stop,
You’re not a statue but a man;
O don’t grieve, it doesn’t help.

The poem expressed Cornford’s agonizing inner conflict between love and the call of ‘the restless future’. That year, as hard choices became inevitable with the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, he dedicated his life to fighting Fascism.

While the solitary Cornford wrote poetry in Cambridge, all over the country thousands celebrated the New Year. In London those who could not afford the high prices charged by the West End’s more classy hotels and night spots drank in pubs and thronged the streets. Others, preferring to greet the new year in a more reflective mood, went to the many churches that were open for Watch Night services.

The two worlds of revellers and faithful, temporal and spiritual, collided at St Paul’s Cathedral. The churchyard was the annual gathering-place for crowds of Scots, many of them dressed in kilts, intent on celebrating Hogmanay in style. This year they were joined by thousands of Londoners, streaming up Ludgate Hill to assemble outside the floodlit cathedral under the two great Christmas trees, gifts from the King. There were foreigners too, from the different parts of the Empire, distinctive at a time when the 46 million people of Britain were almost all white. Everyone waved balloons, threw paper streamers and brandished bottles. As the crowds mixed, Cockney girls could be seen with sporrans round their necks, dancing Highland reels, or attempting to do so, to an impromptu mouth-organ accompaniment. According to the shocked Daily Express reporter, it was ‘like a vision from Paradise Lost, Dante’s Inferno . . . Hogarthian’. Inside the cathedral a very different scene prevailed, as worshippers kneeling in prayerful meditation tried to ignore the sounds of bedlam that floated in from outside.

The Cathedral Chapter had anticipated the problem. Encouraged by one of their canons, the modernizer and pacifist campaigner Dick Sheppard, they had reluctantly arranged for the New Year service to be relayed outside the cathedral on giant loudspeakers. But to no avail. As the clocks of the City struck twelve, the Scots launched into ‘Auld Lang Syne’, and the Cockney crowds responded with ‘You Can’t Do That There ’Ere’, drowning out the mournful strains of ‘Oh God Our Help in Ages Past’, relayed from the cathedral. Undaunted, Dick Sheppard came out from the service, mounted a platform specially erected for the occasion and tried valiantly to lead the crowds, 10,000 strong, in community singing. The loudspeakers broke down. Sheppard, suffering from asthma, gave up the fight and, as the Daily Mirror reported, descended into the crowds, where his bent, cassock-clad figure and round, smiling face could be seen moving among the revellers: ‘with characteristic good humour he had parried the sallies of the swaying crowds.’

Inside St Paul’s, Sheppard’s colleagues tut-tutted. They had no liking for this campaigning celebrity priest, whose attempts to bring the cathedral some way into the twentieth century had met with bitter resistance. This conflict epitomized the great theme of change that was to make 1936 so extraordinary: the clash between the old and the new, between British tradition and American fashion, between those who resisted modernity and those who welcomed it, between the revellers outside and the moralists within.

For campaigners such as Dick Sheppard, who sought to bridge this gap, the year 1936 was to bring seemingly impossible challenges. For politicians such as Churchill and Baldwin, faced with the threat of Hitler abroad and a tottering throne at home, the year would deliver catastrophe and success in equal measure and, in the long run, have consequences quite different from those they expected. For the Prince of Wales it would bring the crown and with it the personal turmoil of love and abdication: a crisis of kingship that would test the nation’s ideas of morality and modernity to their limits. For John Cornford, the poet hero of the left, it would bring martyrdom fighting Fascism in the Spanish Civil War. It was a year when optimism turned to pessimism, and when the war that so many dreaded became, however much politicians tried to avert it, inevitable.


2
The King’s life is being moved towards its close

THAT CHRISTMAS, AS the Prince of Wales had noticed, the seventy-year-old King, George V, was not his usual self. The celebrations of his Silver Jubilee the previous summer had exhausted him, and through the autumn he had grown depressed and lethargic. He had also become alarmingly shrunken and emaciated. He lost interest in his hobby, stamp-collecting. He was often breathless. His doctor, Lord Dawson of Penn, diagnosed a narrowing of the arteries, which caused him to fall asleep during the day, even at mealtimes.1 At night he was restless, kept awake by worries. His nurse, Sister Catherine Black, had to give him oxygen to calm him.

As the autumn of 1935 turned to winter, the King’s condition worsened, apparently aggravated by concerns about the international situation, particularly Italy’s invasion of Abyssinia. His depression was greatly increased by the death of his sister Princess Victoria on 3 December. Most of all, though this was never spoken openly, he was anxious about his son David’s love for Wallis Simpson. For a man for whom attention to public duty was an obsession, his decision to cancel the state opening of Parliament in December was a warning that all was not well. To Stanley Baldwin it seemed as though ‘he was packing up his baggage and getting ready to depart’.2

Over the Christmas holiday the King had not taken part in the shoots at Sandringham. As his Assistant Private Secretary, Alexander ‘Alec’ Hardinge, anxiously told his wife, Helen, the King had preferred to follow the guns, riding Jock, his favourite grey pony.3 This, for a man who had made it his life’s mission to massacre as many pheasants as was humanly possible, was another sign that the end could not be not far off. As the guests departed Sandringham at the beginning of the new year, the Queen told her family to prepare for the worst.

Alec Hardinge returned from Sandringham to his grace-and-favour mansion at Windsor Castle for the new year. He shared his anxieties about the King’s condition with his family and his mother-in-law, Lady Milner. At a time when many yearned for continuity and stability, the prospect of the King’s death was deeply troubling. Hardinge was utterly loyal to the unchanging customs and traditions of the court of George V and Queen Mary. Like the King, he was an ultra-conservative, and, like the King, he was highly strung and prone to fits of bad temper.

On New Year’s Day the 63-year-old Violet Milner ventured out to look at the floods, perhaps seeking respite from her son-in-law. ‘Eton is almost an island’, she wrote in her diary, ‘it came on to rain and I came back soon.’4 As a consolation for the grim weather, and to take their minds off the King’s health, Alec Hardinge took his wife and his mother-in-law to the castle library, where they looked at the Leonardo drawings for an hour before returning home to write their thank-you letters. Violet concentrated on reading articles for The National Review, the monthly magazine that she edited.

By 1936 Violet, Viscountess Milner seemed a throwback to another age. She was a product of the late Victorian and Edwardian eras, when Imperial Britain was at its most confident. She came from a family of die-hard reactionaries, the Maxses, and under the influence of her father she had taken a precocious interest in literature and politics. She made friends with the artist Edward Burne-Jones and the poet Rudyard Kipling, both men of her father’s circle. In 1894 she had married Lord Edward Cecil, son of the Prime Minister Lord Salisbury, and so joined a political dynasty. It was a dreadful match. The couple were unsuited temperamentally and intellectually. During the Boer War, while Edward was cooped up in besieged Mafeking, Violet stayed in Cape Town as the guest of the High Commissioner, Alfred Milner. There she fell in love with the great colonial administrator, and he with her.5

After the relief of Mafeking, Edward was posted in 1901 to Egypt, where Violet visited him briefly, before returning to Britain to be with her children (and nearer to Alfred). Edward conveniently died in a Swiss sanatorium at the end of the First World War, leaving her free to marry the man she adored. Their marriage was tragically brief. Milner died in 1921, but he left Violet with the imperialist inspiration of her life – ‘the speech, the tradition, the spiritual heritage, the principles, the aspirations of the British race’6 – an inspiration that by 1936 had become increasingly anachronistic. The Empire still meant a great deal to millions and was regarded by most as a force for good in the world, but its heyday was well past. Its sheer size, far from being a strength, made it exposed and vulnerable. Britain’s defences were hopelessly overstretched, independence for India was becoming inevitable, and in places such as Palestine riots and disturbances were a daily occurrence.

Violet was one of a dwindling number of Conservative political hostesses: Nancy Astor, Emerald Cunard and Edith, Marchioness of Londonderry, who could still afford to entertain in the Edwardian style. She kept a town house in London where she held luncheons for fellow Empire loyalists and the leading Conservatives of the day. With her connection to the court through her son-in-law, and her links with right-wing politicians and journalists, she was a woman at the heart of the Conservative establishment. Unsurprisingly, Winston Churchill, the mistrusted outsider, was anathema to her. Despite sharing his hostility to Nazi Germany and his outspoken opposition to Indian independence, she never forgave him for the verbal pasting he had once given her husband in the House of Commons.

Violet owned a large country house in Sussex, Great Wigsell, which was close to Bateman’s, home of her soul-mate, the arch-imperialist Rudyard Kipling. Just as anxieties about the King were growing, so Kipling’s state of health also became a cause for alarm at the beginning of the year. It seemed that two great relics of another epoch, one the embodiment of Empire, the King–Emperor himself and the other its bard, were on the point of death. Kipling, King George’s friend and contemporary (both men had been born in 1865), was an obsessive hypochondriac, but on this occasion his duodenal ulcer was real enough.

On 30 December he had celebrated his seventieth birthday, receiving numerous telegrams and letters, including a message from the ailing King. While he shared many of George V’s values, above all a deeply felt conservatism, Kipling was not nearly as popular as the King. Since the First World War, in which his son had been killed, his celebrity had waned. His work had grown increasingly dense, filled with arcane spiritualism and Freemasonry. He had become a snob who enjoyed walking with the King so much that he had lost the common touch. He was also such a reactionary that he hated much of the modern world and used his position to pester ministers with warnings about the dire consequences of social reform.

At the beginning of January 1936 Kipling’s domineering wife, Carrie, decided they needed a short holiday in the south of France to escape the winter in England. They set off from Sussex to Brown’s Hotel in London, to prepare for the journey and deal with various family affairs, including the writer’s will. Unexpectedly, Kipling fell ill on 12 January; his stomach ulcer burst and he was taken to the Middlesex Hospital for an emergency operation. Violet Milner was at work at her desk in Manchester Square. She wrote in her diary that her maid ‘came in to tell me that Rudyard Kipling was very ill indeed’.7

On hearing the news, Violet rushed to Brown’s to be with Carrie, and there she was slightly reassured. ‘He is very ill, though not hopelessly so. I stayed with her [Carrie] for some time. I can think of nothing else.’ But Kipling’s condition worsened. ‘Something has come adrift inside’,8 he told his surgeon. Carrie and her daughter Elsie moved into the Middlesex, where beds were made up for them. Violet meanwhile took her granddaughter Elizabeth to the pantomime. ‘I was in tears most of the time, but in the dark this did not show. Rud is desperately ill.’ When they left the theatre, the news vendors were shouting the news of Kipling’s illness. Violet’s daughter Helen Hardinge reflected that, having been ‘born in 1865 when the British Empire was at the height of its fortunes and formed the most powerful community in the world, Rudyard Kipling was now, in 1936, dying with his epoch’.9

Kipling died just after midnight on Saturday 18 January. It was his forty-fourth wedding anniversary. Violet Milner was devastated. She had first met him nearly fifty years earlier. The following morning she wrote: ‘Alas that I should outlive all those who have given me all I care for. The world is bare and empty without them. I have been so miserable all day that I have hardly known how to bear myself.’ She walked about aimlessly all afternoon in her house in Manchester Square and telephoned Carrie. ‘She was, as she always is, perfectly rational. I can’t bear to think of her.’ Then there was more bad news: ‘The King is ill. The word anxiety has been used and his family is assembled.’10

Six days earlier, on Sunday 12 January, the King’s doctor, Lord Dawson, alarmed by reports from Nurse Black, had driven to Sandringham, where he ‘found him feeling unwell, no energy – felt life on top of him’.11 Death in the very near future seemed inevitable, and as the King’s health declined, so the apparatus of state started to gear up for the transfer of the crown to the heir, a process where public and private grief would mingle in a theatrical display of funereal pomp. For the royal family, at the centre of events, and especially for the dying monarch privacy was swept away as the rituals and mechanisms of the British constitution took over. In that January of 1936 the death of the King highlighted the changes taking place in society at large. The development of the mass media, especially radio, meant that everybody could follow the developments minute by minute. The death was not just a matter of national grief, it was an opportunity for the manipulation of opinion with the management of public relations. Even the very moment of death would be chosen by courtiers to maximize its impact. The body of the monarch became public property as he took his last breaths.

The King’s wife, Queen Mary, did not object. She shared her husband’s absolute belief in duty and doing the right thing, which included never letting her feelings show. She maintained an icy and dignified composure throughout this painful time. Her family was beset with tensions. All its members, including the Prince of Wales himself, dreaded the accession and the leap into the unknown that it must bring.

On Thursday 16 January the Queen sent a note to the Prince of Wales, alerting him to his father’s condition. ‘I think you ought to know that Papa is not very well’,12 she wrote with typical understatement, and suggested that he come to Sandringham at the weekend. Knowing his mother as he did, the Prince flew to Sandringham the next morning in his own private aeroplane. There he found his father, dressed in his faded silk Tibetan dressing gown, sitting before the fire in his bedroom. It was rumoured later that all the King could find to say to his heir was ‘You look just as big a cad as ever’.13 Certainly there had been little love between father and son, and at this moment, drugged and near death, the King seemed barely aware of the presence of his son.

That evening the first of several medical bulletins was issued to the press and pinned to the railings at Buckingham Palace. Each one was carefully composed by Lord Dawson to prepare the public by stages for the worst. It read: ‘The bronchial catarrh from which His Majesty the King is suffering is not severe, but there have appeared signs of cardiac weakness which must be regarded with some disquiet.’14 The words, printed in the morning’s papers on Saturday 18 January, resonated across the country. ‘Chips’ Channon, the American-born socialite and Conservative MP, wrote in his diary: ‘The year has, indeed, begun in gloom. The King ill – and Kipling dead.’15 The prospect of the passing of these two titans of empire, champions of the Victorian age, when Britain had dominated the world, seemed for almost everybody, whatever their class or political outlook, to herald a new era. The controversial Bishop of Durham, Herbert Hensley Henson, may have exaggerated the power and influence of the sovereign, but he captured the national mood when he wrote in his diary:

Two evil announcements dominate the newspapers: the King is ill, and Rudyard Kipling is dead. If, (which may Heaven avert!) His Majesty were taken away just now a formidable blow to European security would be given . . . I cannot but feel alarmed at a bulletin which talks darkly about ‘cardiac trouble’.16

As news of the King’s condition spread, crowds gathered at Buckingham Palace, waiting for further bulletins to be posted on the railings.

At Sandringham the two brothers David and Bertie, the Prince of Wales and the Duke of York, accompanied their mother on a walk in the grounds while their father lay dying in his room upstairs. The atmosphere was agonizing as this tight-lipped and emotionally repressed family made small talk, each one privately knowing, as the King’s death approached, what none dared say: that the Prince of Wales was in love with a woman whom they considered totally unsuitable to be the companion, let alone lover, of the monarch. The same day the Prince had written to Wallis telling her that there was now no hope whatsoever for the King, and ‘I love you more and more and need you so to be with me at this difficult time’. Using their joint pet-name, ‘WE’, he repeated how he longed for her, and wrote: ‘You are all and everything I have in life and WE must hold each other so tight. It will all work out for us. God Bless WE. Your DAVID.’17 It was a letter from a man looking into the abyss.

On Sunday morning he drove to London to brief Stanley Baldwin on his father’s state of health, but his first priority was to see Wallis. He made straight for her flat in Bryanston Square. Baldwin was well aware of this, as the security services had long been monitoring the Prince and his lover.18 He told his friend and confidant, the Welsh busybody Thomas ‘Tom’ Jones, a former deputy Cabinet Secretary, that the Prince ‘had been to see the Mrs S before he came to see me . . . The subject is never mentioned between us.’19 Over tea at Number 10 the Prime Minister, who liked to play an avuncular role with the Prince, steered clear of the subject that was on both their minds, but he did give him a pep talk, telling him ‘that the King’s life was really “a dog’s life”, so incessant and monotonous were his official tasks’.20

While he did not agree with his morals, Baldwin had a fondness for the Prince of Wales.21 In 1927 he and his wife, Lucy, had accompanied the Prince on a tour of Canada, and the two men had got to know each other well – perhaps too well. Baldwin, a God-fearing and clean-living man whose values harked back to Victorian times, had seen the Prince’s womanizing and drinking at first hand. Now he faced the prospect of being the King’s principal adviser, and he told Thomas Jones that he was ‘distinctly nervous about him’. He hoped it was ‘going to be a case of the Prince in Shakespeare’s Henry IV, and the King in Henry V’.

The Prime Minister was in mourning for Kipling, who was his first cousin, and was wearing a black armband. He was put out when the Prince made no mention of this, and drew attention to it himself: ‘I wonder if you know, Sir, that another great Englishman, a contemporary of your father’s, died yesterday.’22 The Prince thought that Baldwin’s question showed his resentment at the King’s illness putting the death of his illustrious cousin in the shade. More likely the Prime Minister took the Prince’s ignorance of Kipling’s death – a man of world renown, a Nobel Prize winner – as a sign of his general lack of interest in current events and ignorance of culture. He regarded Edward as an ‘abnormal being, half child, half genius’ and more than once remarked on the fact that he had never read a book. He politely let the Prince off the hook, saying, ‘But of course, Sir, you have a great deal on your mind. I should not have expected you to know. It was Rudyard Kipling, my first cousin.’23 After this sticky moment the atmosphere relaxed, and the two discussed the responsibilities of kingship and the tea party ended harmoniously, with Mrs Baldwin saying to the Prince ‘we have faith in you’, as she grasped his hand. He squeezed hers in gratitude and left.24 Afterwards Baldwin made it plain that he had less faith in the heir to the throne than his wife did, telling Thomas Jones that it was a tragedy that Edward was not married, and that ‘When I was a little boy in Worcestershire reading history books I never thought I should have to interfere between a King and his mistress’.25

After years at the top Stanley Baldwin was suffering from exhaustion and nervous strain. Nonetheless he was buoyed up by the prospect of dealing with this potential royal crisis. Baldwin prided himself on his friendship with Edward and thought it put him in a good position to deal with anything that might arise when the Prince became King. He felt, given this, together with his great experience and legendary ability to manage the most sensitive affairs of state, that providence itself had faced him with this role.26 Edward would find out later that he was no match for this world-weary Prime Minister, who hid a stiletto behind the façade of fatherly friendliness.

Although he served in office three times and dominated the inter-war years, Stanley Baldwin was an unlikely Prime Minister. A cartoon by Max Beerbohm showed the young Baldwin confronting his older self and exclaiming ‘Prime Minister, you. Good Lord!’27 It was his outward character that made Baldwin seem such an improbable figure to lead the country. He gave the appearance of a comfortable insouciance, of being a man who took it easy, who relaxed by playing patience in the private sitting-room at Downing Street while his wife knitted, and who liked to keep a low profile. Once, he told Thomas Jones, when as Prime Minister he was travelling in a railway carriage, ‘He was asked by an old Harrovian who saw S.B. sporting the old tie: “Were you not at Harrow in my time? What have you been doing since?”’28 It seemed that politics was just something he had fallen into and that the job of Prime Minister had simply happened to come his way. He said he was happiest when walking in the English countryside or leaning on a fence, scratching a pig with a stick. He spoke not with the strangulated vowels of the ruling class of the time but in a plain Englishman’s accent in which the traces of his native Worcestershire could be heard. This ordinary manner endeared him to the public. His broadcasts, such as his BBC tribute to King George V two days after the monarch’s death, were turned into discs and sold by the thousand.

But Baldwin’s outer calm marked an intense inner nervousness. As time passed, he suffered increasingly from depression and had periods of listlessness in which colleagues found it almost impossible to rouse him to action. He admitted openly to being a ‘skrimshanker’. He frequently came close to breakdown and could not have continued without the support of his wife. Lucy Baldwin’s diaries for 1936, a particularly testing year for the 63-year-old Prime Minister, are littered with comments such as ‘Stanley rather depressed about the fatigue attacks and worried generally’, ‘Stanley very tired’ or ‘Stanley looked very tired’.29

Above all, Baldwin was a politician. To serve as Prime Minister three times and to control a political party for more than a decade required a supreme political ability. He was a sophisticated game-player, a tense operator who could sense the prevailing wind at Westminster merely by sitting in the tearooms for half an hour, and could act with devastating ruthlessness if that was needed to achieve his goal. In May 1926, as Prime Minister, he had crushed the General Strike in only nine days and faced down the striking miners. Radicals on the left saw him as a reactionary oppressor of the working classes. He was regarded by his political foes on all sides as a man of guile, a Machiavelli in a morning coat.

His preference, when faced with a potential crisis, was to do nothing, in the hope that the trouble would go away. Most often it did. To the persistent irritation of Neville Chamberlain, Baldwin was a profoundly lazy man whose conservative political philosophy was to let things be, until force majeure prevailed. This was often successful, but when Baldwin was faced in 1936 with the challenge of a constitutional crisis and a resurgent Germany led by a cunning and dangerous fanatic, the path of least resistance was not enough. As Chamberlain complained: ‘I am afraid that it is a source of weakness to have a leader who gives no lead in this particularly trying time.’30 The Chancellor took on much of the Prime Minister’s heavy burden, as Baldwin withdrew almost completely from active leadership. Chamberlain moaned to his sister that ‘as I slave over my papers into the small hours I think a little bitterly of him snoozing comfortably away next door’.31

At Sandringham meanwhile, while the Prince of Wales was away in London seeing Baldwin, the King was approaching the twilight zone between life and death and was lapsing into incoherence. The King’s friend the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Most Revd Dr Cosmo Gordon Lang, a man for whom the word ‘unctuous’ could have been invented, had invited himself to Sandringham, where he padded about mournfully, ‘a noiseless spectre in black gaiters’,32 as an embittered Duke of Windsor would later describe him. Sensing the end, the Cabinet Secretary, Sir Maurice Hankey, decided to call the Privy Council to Sandringham to ensure that the machinery of government would continue while the King was alive but incapable.

The following morning, Monday 20 January, at midday, the Council was held in the King’s bedroom. It was a pathetic occasion, miserable and undignified for the dying man. Hankey arrived at Sandringham at eleven in the morning together with the Lord President, Ramsay MacDonald, a long-standing friend of the King, the Lord Chancellor and the Home Secretary, Sir John Simon. For half an hour the men discussed in hushed tones the appropriate legal precedents and, with the King’s doctor and the Archbishop, how the special Council meeting should be conducted. A document handing the power of royal assent to his close family was drafted for the King’s signature. His right arm was so weak that they feared he might not be able to sign, and they agreed that a mark would do if a signature were impossible.

The Council members then went upstairs to the King’s private sitting-room, next to his bedroom, where they waited, under the beady eye of Charlotte, His Majesty’s pet parrot, while Sister Catherine Black prepared the dying
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