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Introduction

In this book I have tried to put the political career of Harold Macmillan into some kind of perspective, and to assess his achievement against the problems of his age. Macmillan had the longest unbroken term as prime minister – six years and nine months – of any man since Asquith; and that period was long enough, and defined enough, to have some meaning as ‘the age of Macmillan’. It began, dramatically, with the collapse of the Suez adventure; and it ended, equally dramatically, with the aftermath of the Profumo affair and the prime minister’s sudden disappearance. His premiership coincided with the penultimate stage of the retreat from Empire, and with unprecedented domestic affluence, both of which came to be closely associated with his presence: and Macmillan’s style and methods stamped themselves so firmly on the country that when he resigned Britain seemed a noticeably different place.

I have not attempted to write a comprehensive biography. For many important facts – both public and private – we must wait another twenty years. My method has been to pick up the important threads in his character, to trace them through his career, and to dwell on significant moments. I have interspersed contemporary evidence with my own recollections of him during his premiership, when I spent some happy times observing him, particularly on his tours abroad; I have also drawn heavily on the impressions and recollections of his colleagues, to whom I am indebted for their helpful candour. For information about Mrs Helen Macmillan I am much indebted to Mr James Eldridge, himself from Indiana, who is writing her biography.

In assembling this book, I have owed much to Mrs Mollie Philipps, for her great help in research and advice; and also to my secretary, Miss Alexa Wilson, for her patient assistance, typing and re-typing. I must specially thank Tony Godwin for asking me to write it.


1 Four Macmillans

Pure English blood does not seem capable of producing a really strong man.

– de Gaulle; talking to Kennedy about the mixed ancestry of Macmillan, Churchill, Lloyd George and Disraeli1




There are several different Harold Macmillans. All politicians are actors, and prime ministers play a variety of roles. Any man who has both to preside over a cabinet and to make electioneering speeches must have some kind of split personality. But Macmillan’s special complexity is made up, not only of subtlety and theatricality, but of the tangled roots which appear and reappear throughout his career. I have traced four particular roots: the Scottish publisher; the radical intellectual; the Guards officer; the duke’s son-in-law. Each of them goes quite deep, and each has a remarkable history. The contrast between these backgrounds gives the key to Macmillan’s character, but it also accounts for the flaws.

The Publisher

The deepest, and the most enduring, heritage belongs to Macmillan the publisher; and it is certainly the memory and the experience of this family tradition which helped to give Macmillan his special confidence and toughness. His family background went far into the nineteenth century. His grandfather Daniel, who founded the Macmillan fortunes, was born in 1813; and in his short lifetime – he died at forty-four – he thrust into the midst of Victorian religious, intellectual and commercial life, and forged a powerful tradition.

Harold Macmillan often referred to himself as ‘a crofter’s grandson’; but Daniel, though never a crofter, was one of the most remarkable of the Victorian self-made men. The Macmillan family had settled on the island of Arran, at the mouth of the Clyde, in the early eighteenth century; they were poor proud people of Covenanting stock. Daniel’s father, Duncan Macmillan, had migrated to the small town of Irvine on the mainland, and Daniel was brought up in great poverty, the misery of which he never forgot. He was educated at the local Common School, and at eleven was apprenticed to an eccentric Irvine bookseller. At the age of twenty, in spite of bad health, he came to London. He could find no bookselling work – he was refused a job by Longmans – and finally went to Cambridge where he found a place at £30 a year, and worked twelve hours a day. He read prodigiously – including Jeremy Taylor, Landor, Carlyle and Leighton – and suffered from religious doubts about ‘Calvinistic cobwebs’. He became a Baptist, and started a diary full of his spiritual experiences as well as rules on study, ‘fixing the attention’ and ‘improving the memory’.

Later Daniel moved to London with his brother Alexander, started his own shop in Aldersgate Street, and in the same year bought another shop in Cambridge – with the help of a loan of £500 from Archdeacon Hare, whom Daniel had met following a correspondence. Soon afterwards the brothers published their first book, called The Philosophy of Training.

So began the publishing house of Macmillan. Like other Victorian publishers – Thomas Nelson, Collins, Hodder and Stoughton – it was founded on a mixture of Christian zeal and commercial shrewdness. Its success was based on the surging desire for self-improvement, the growth of schools and the need for educational books; but Daniel and his brother always emphasized their high ideals.

In selling books [Daniel wrote to his friend Maclehose], you never, surely, thought you were merely working for bread … if the business should prosper, we shall, both of us, do our best to realise some of our ideals … we feel however, that the world can go on without us, or our ideals; and, in the meantime, we shall strive to do the work that lies nearest us in the best manner we can.

The Macmillans prospered. Archdeacon Hare introduced them to Cambridge figures, liberal churchmen and social reformers, who not only bought their books, but also brought them their own work to be published. They had met Charles Kingsley and in 1855 published Westward Ho!, their first best-seller. Two years later they published Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays.

Daniel’s correspondence with Archdeacon Hare led to, among other things, his involvement with the Christian Socialist Movement, which had a large influence on the family. Before their first meeting Daniel had written to Hare,

It may be as well to let you know that I am only one of the Clerkly species whose singular and unfortunate position with regard to spiritual culture was the first cause of my writing to you. I have no learning, can speak no language except English, speak none except a partly intelligible Scotch-English dialect.

Hare introduced him to his brother-in-law, F. D. Maurice, whose book The Kingdom of Christ had already impressed Daniel – ‘A book I could not live without’. Maurice was an Anglican theologian, who had been shocked by the year of revolutions of 1848. He agreed with the Chartists and radicals on the necessity for reform, but felt that Christianity should take the place of socialist doctrines in the reconstruction of society. He was the spiritual leader of ‘the Christian Socialist Movement’, irreverently called ‘muscular Christianity’, of which Charles Kingsley was a leader. Maurice became a close friend of the Macmillans, they called him ‘The Prophet’, published his numerous books and were indefatigable in promoting his beliefs. Largely due to Maurice’s influence Daniel left the Baptist Church for the Church of England.

The Christian Socialists believed that ‘politics for the people cannot be separated from religion’. They made contact with working-class leaders and encouraged cooperative production. They were called Christian Socialists ‘to commit us to the conflict which we must engage in sooner or later with the unsocial Christian and the unChristian socialists’. Their curious slogan was ‘consumption is the merely human element in life; production is the divine’. Alexander Macmillan helped to found the Cambridge Working Men’s College and wrote a tract called ‘British Industry and Socialism’ which foreshadowed some of his great-nephew’s thoughts in the 1930s. In the end Christian Socialism faded away, and the cooperative associations failed, but its leaders had
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A Note on the Author

Anthony Sampson (1926-2004) was a British writer and journalist, educated at Westminster School and Christ Church, Oxford and served with the Royal Navy from 1944-47. During the 1950s he edited the magazine Drum in Johannesburg, South Africa. On returning to the United Kingdom he joined the editorial staff of The Observer, where he worked from 1955-66. Sampson was the author of a series of major books exploring main themes including how Britain works as a state, and large corporations. He was also a founding member of the (now defunct) Social Democratic Party (SDP).




Sampson took an interest in broad political and economic power structure, but saw power as personal. His books read like series of interlocked biographies – of arms merchants, oil company executives, etc., according to the theme of each. He was a biographer and personal friend of Nelson Mandela.
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