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CHAPTER V

THE RESIGNATION OF ANTHONY EDEN

While the Spanish war continued to rage Britain was plunged
into a political crisis when Eden resigned.1 Although in Channon's
words, "He has had a meteoric rise young Anthony . . . at 38 he is
Foreign Secretary. There is hardly a parallel in history", Eden for
thirteen years had devoted himself almost entirely to the study of
foreign affairs.2 Shortly after entering the House in 1925, he
became Parliamentary Private Secretary to Sir Austen Chamberlain, then
at the Foreign Office. In the MacDonald/Baldwin coalition of 1931
he was appointed Under-Secretary of State and served under the new

Foreign Secretary, Sir John Simon, whose conduct of affairs was not

viewed with favour. Eden began, therefore, to acquire prominence,
becoming Lord Privy Seal and retaining, by the desire of the Cabinet,
an informal but close association with the Foreign Office. With the
Cabinet reshuffle of June 1935, he was appointed Minister for League
of Nations Affairs, working in the Foreign Office with equal status
to the Foreign Secretary, now Sir Samuel Hoare, and with full access
to the despatches and the department staff. "Mr Baldwin's object',
Churchill wrote, ''was no doubt to conciliate the strong tide of
public opinion associated with the League of Nations Union by showing
the importance which he attached to the League and to the conduct of

our affairs at Geneva".3 Six months later, in the wake of the

1 MP warwick and Leamington, 1923-57.

c Diary entry, 23 December, 1935, The Diaries of Sir Henry Channon, p.49.

The Gathering Storm, p.l118.
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Hoare-laval fiasco, Baldwin, sensing the need to conciliate pro-
League opinion once again, installed Eden as the new Foreign
Secretary.

Eden, above all other Ministers, caught the public imagination.
"His good looks, his charming smile, his elegant clothes, and his
evident attachment to the cause of the lLeague won him great opinions
from the public".l Nor were these confined to the Tory Party, for
Socialists and Liberals alike were attracted by what appeared to be
a new "Sir Galahad". In a world falling apart, with the democracies
governed by elderly men, Eden stood out to many as the one young
man who might save the world from war.

It is an irony of history that Eden should actually have welcomed
Chamberlain's succession in May, 1937, on the ground that the new

Prime Minister would take a more active interest in foreign affairs

than his predecessor. Chamberlain certainly did, and was convinced
that a determined effort must be made to end the drift and disarray
(as he and the various opposition elements saw it) in British foreign
policy since 1931. Unknown to Eden he had developed clear-cut views
on the desirability of actively appeasing the dictators in the hope
of averting a future conflict or, at the very least, reducing the

2

number of Britain's enemies. The Chiefs of Staff had advised the

Cabinet that Britain was in no condition to fight a war against
Germany, Italy and Japan simultaneously. If Germany was the most
threatening of these three powers, Japan nevertheless had the most

powerful navy; and if Russia intervened on the side of Britain and

1 R Churchill, Sir Anthony Eden, p.l1l03.

< For Eden's ignorance of Chamberlain's intentions see Harvey of

Tasburgh Papers, 16 March, 1937, 56394.
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France this might bring Japan in on the side of Germany and Italy,
and thus would '"in fact be an embarrassment rather than a help".
The value of the Russian army was also in doubt as a result of
Stalin's purges.l As for the United States, popular feeling there
in favour of isolation appeared to be as strong as ever, and so,
as Chamberlain observed, 'he would be a rash man who based his
consideration on help from that quarter'. Consequently Britain had
to recognise that France was her only possible major ally; and for
the rest it was essential to "take political or international
action . « « to reduce the number of our potential enemies".2
Whatever the rights and wrongs of Chamberlain's course he did
provide Britain, from May 1937 until March 1939, with a coherent
and consistent foreign policy. Yet unlike that of his predecessor,
Chamberlain's conduct of affairs had a marked effect on the divisions
within the Conservative Party, which became harder, harsher and
longer lasting. They left, according to Robert Blake, a Mlasting
mark on the party, not wholly obliterated even as late as 1957".3
Two incidents led to the break between the Prime Minister and
his Foreign Secretary, although by the turn of the year it had
already become apparent to Eden and his entourage that his position,

rather than being strengthened by Chamberlain's accession, was

rapidly l::eingunderl:n:hzled.l+ Harvey, Eden's private secretary at the

1 COS Report, Comparison of Strength, Cab 244273.

2 Cabinet Minutes, 8 December, 1937.

> Blake, The Conservative Party from Peel to Churchill, p.240.
4

Eden was also profoundly worried about the state of Britain's
rearmament in relation to the international situation. 1938 was,
according to the Foreign Secretary, going to be a very difficult
year, and yet Britain's rearmament was far from complete,
necessitating Eden felt, some acceleration in the programme. See
Cabinet Memorandum 210, "The Forelign Secretary's Views on the
Rearmament Programme', 31 December, 1937.
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Foreign Office, recorded in his diary that "in the Cabinet he is
criticised and thwarted by half his colleagues who are jealous of

him and would trip him up if they had half the chance".’

And again,
reporting the conclusions of a conversation held with Jim Thomas,
he wrote:
"He (PM) must either support A.E. or A.E. must resign

and the Government would then fall. The Cabinet cannot

use A.E's popularity and sabotage his foreign policy.

The majority of the Cabinet is against A.E. and the

Cabinet are far to the right both of the House of Commons

and of the country."

The first incident arose from President Roosevelt's conference

proposal. Roosevelt, deeply disturbed by the progressive deteriora-

tion of the foreign situation, proposed to take an initiative along

the only lines which, in the state of public opinion in the United
States, was open to him. He would call a conference of the leading
powers to consider ways of returning to more peaceful international
relations, provided he received the assurance from Britain that it
would meet with the cordial and wholehearted support of His Majesty's

Government. Without consulting Eden, who was on holiday on the French

Riviera, Chamberlain rebuffed the President's offer on the grounds
that it would cut across his own efforts to come to terms with the

dictators. Subsequently Eden was annoyed at the way the American
initiative had been handled and felt it would annul all the progress

so far made in Anglo-American co-operation, which he had described
b

elsewhere as the "most encouraging sign in the international scene''.

1 Harvey Papers, entry for 15 October, 1937.

€ Ibid, entry for 3 November, 1937.

2 "The Foreign Secretary's views on the Rearmament Programmey Cabinet
Memorandum 210.
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After arguing about the matter for several days, an agreement was
reached between Chamberlain and Eden whereby the President was asked
to postpone his plan for the time being while the Prime Minister
continued his efforts to approach the dictators unilaterally. 1In
his memoirs Eden maintains that but for the strict secrecy of
Roosevelt's offer he would have left the Government on this issue.l
Indeed he apparently informed his secretary that he ''cannot go on
like this", and the latter felt that 'the gang' will '"do him down
if they can get him to swallow such treatment. He is the most
important person in the Cabinet and if he went the Government would
fall".2

The second incident was concerned with British policy towards
Italy. During the previous September Eden had made known his fear
that the Prime Minister had a '"certain sympathy for dictators whose

efficiency appealed to him and that he really believed it would be
possible to get an agreement with Mussolini by running after him.".3
Thus when the latter made an offer of negotiations, in February 1938,
for a general reconciliation, the Prime Minister was enthusiastic.
Not so Eden, who was sceptical, with good reason, of Italian good
faith and insisted there should be an agreement on the conditions of
the withdrawal of Italian volunteers from Spain, and the beginning
of actual withdrawal, before conversations began. Meanwhile, the

British Government should not go beyond the informal talks which

had already began with Count Grandi, the Italian Ambassador in London.

Eden, Facing The Dictators, p.565.

€ Harvey, diary entry, 17 January, 1938,

> Ibid, entry for 22 September, 1957.
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To overcome the deadlock Chamberlain took the issue to the
Cabinet. After listening to both cases, the Cabinet supported the
Prime Minister's decision to begin talks immediately, viewing the
digpute as a minor one of timing, and not one of principle.

W N Medlicott, thirty years later, reiterated the Cabinet view and
confessed to difficulty in seeing "in the breach between the two
Englishmen anything more than a difference in timing on the part
of two very self-willed men".l Yet at the Cabinet meeting Eden
maintained his ground and insisted - correctly, according to these
researches - that the "differences were not merely time time and
method, but of a deeper outlook'", indicating his belief in the
necessity for a firmer approach to Mussolini (and by implication
for the future, Hitler) with Britain insisting on concessions -

carried out - to overcome genulne fears as to Italy's intentions.2

Feeling himself out of sympathy with Chamberlain‘'s new approach of
faith, without necessarily mutual works, and preferring instead a
greater emphasis on closer links with obvious friends -~ France,
Belgium, and if possible the United States, he announced his intention
to resign.

This threw Ministers into considerable dismay, and there was
some discussion of the political crisis that would be produced by
Eden's departure, the Minister of Agriculture, W S Morrison, describing
the probable effects as 'calamitous'. Thereupon the discussion turned
on finding some modus vivendi whereby Chamberlain would have his way

and Eden would remain in the Cabinet, but no compromise proved possible.

Medlicott, British Foreign Policy since Versailles, 1919-63, p.l73.

In his memoirs, written in 1962, Eden still insisted that it was
‘neither timing nor temperament nor the gap in years'" which had

made it impossible for him to work with Chamberlain. Facing the
Dictators, p.435.
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The latter, therefore, resigned thanking his colleagues for "the
years of close co-operation, and expressed the hope that he would
not be an embarrassment to them outside".l The only person who
resigned with Eden was Lord Cranborne, his Under-Secretary, but
their Parliamentary Private Secretaries, respectively J P L Thomas
and Mark Patrick, naturally followed them onto the backbenches.
Ronald Tree, Parliamentary Private Secretary to R S Hudson at the
Overseas Trade Department also gave up his post "in sympathy with
Mr Eden".2

The announcement of the resignation caused a sensation. Fears
or hopes were expressed, according to which side of the fence one
was on, that it would be a ''tremendous blow!' to the Government and
might even bring about its "f’all".3 Duff Cooper records how his
Parliamentary Private Secretary, Hamilton Kerr, rang him up in alarm
and then came round to see him. "He said that the situation in the

House would be hopeless, that more than one hundred of our supporters

would vote against us. I gathered that he would be inclined to do

50 himself"-u Aneurin Bevan, too, thought that the day when Eden

was to make known the reasons for his resignation would be the most
exciting sitting since 1931. '"No one could be sure who would emerge
the victor . . . the determined Premier with the rather sinister,

repellant appearance! or ''the youngest, the most colourful, the most

1 Cabinet Minutes, 19 February, 1938.
< Daily Telegraph, 235 November, 1938,
> Duff Cooper, Old Men Forget, p.clec.
L

Ibig.,
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controversial, the most important and at the same time the most popular

Minister of State".>
Churchill recorded how acutely disappointed he was at the news:
"] must confess that my heart sank, and for a while
the dark waters of despair overwhelmed me . . . There
seemed one strong young figure standing up against long,
dismal, drawling tides of drift and surrender, of wrong
measurements and feeble impulses. My conduct of affairs
would have been different from his in various ways; but
he seemed to me at this moment to embody the life-hope
of the British nation, the grand old British race that
had done so much for men, and had yet some more to give.
Now he had gone.'t

In retrospect historians have questioned whether Eden was a "strong

young figurey standing out against the 'drift', and one observer, a
Foreign Office official at the time, felt that he "never made the
full impact of a Foreign.Secretary".3 If the ensuing debate and
elighteen months are anything to go by Eden far from embodied the
‘life-hope' of the 'grand old British race'.

In what Hansard refers to as a ''personal explanation" Eden
ireely admitted that the Government, when he was a member, had
committed itself in principle to conversations with Italy and that
the "immediate issue'", dividing him from his colleagues, was as to

"whether such official conversations should be opened in Rome now."

1 Aneurin Bevan, p.272.

2 The Gathering Storm, p.226.

E A J P Taylor, for instance, remarks "Eden did not face the dictators;

he pulled faces at them'. English History, p.627. The observer
was G McDermott; The Eden Legacy, p.50C.
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It was his conviction that the attitude of the Italian Government,

with the continuing propaganda against Britain and lack of co-operation
over Spain, was ''not yet such as to justify this course", He placed
"emphasis on performance as opposed to promise'" from Italy and felt
that her '"now or never!" stance to negotiations was little less than

a "threat". "This is the moment for this country to stand firm",

he said, '"not to plunge into negotiations unprepared, with full
knowledge that the chief obstacle to their success has not been
resolved.”

Eden's speech may have been "dignified and impressive" but it
left Members, according to Macmillan, somewhat "uncertain as to what
all the fuss was about".2 Lord Hailsham, the Lord Chancellor, for
one felt quite unable to explain why Eden resigned 'because I couldn't

3

make it out myself".” Clearly Eden had failed to present a strong

case for his resignation, for instead of drawing out the more general
difference of outlook that separated him from the Prime Minister, he
narrowed the issue, in Aneurin Bevan's words, to 'la point of
diplomatic 15‘:11:1&}550""«»1P His ineffective performance, however, does

not alone account for the confusion that existed in the minds of

MPs, even those sympathetic to him, but must also be related to the

occasion on which he had chosen to separate himself from his colleagues.

The timing and conditions for talks with Italy seemed scarcely

sufficient to warrant a resignation, and Vansittart is probably correct

House of Commons Debates, 21 February, 1938, Cols.45-50.

Winds of Change, p.538.

3 szggd in R F W Heuston, Lives of the Lord Chancellors 1885=-1940,
Pe N

M Foot, Aneurin Bevan, p.272.
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in his opinion that Eden made a mistake in going ''on a point which,
if not really a mere point of procedure, was at least not a clear
issue and one which would be difficult to explain to the country'.
Since the former Foreign Secretary had failed to present a
strong case for his resignation Members were disposed to credit the
rumours that were freely circulated that Eden was suffering from a
nervous breakdown. Eden puts this story down to Sir John Simon, who
on the 18th had told him to take care of himself: '"You look rather
tired. Are you certain that you're all right?" That same day Simon
had sought out J P L Thomas,. Eden's Parliamentary Private Secretary,
saying that "he was as fond of Anthony as if he had been his own son,
that he was becoming more and more depressed in watching A.E. at
Cabinet Meetings and in realising that he was both physically and

mentally ill. Nothing but six months' holiday could restore him . .

« o During this period he and his Cabinet colleagues would keep his
seat warm for him and look after foreign affairs'. Thomas replied
that Eden had just returned from a holiday and that his health had
never been better. Simon then informed Thomas that the resignation
would be ''fatal to the Government, the country, nay the whole world';
that all,this lay in Thomas's hands and that he must be sensible and
take Eden away. The Parliamentary Private Secretary refused.2

Simon appears to have followed this up on the 21st by telling

National Iiberal Members that Eden was far from well and that his

1 Nicolson, Diary entry, 28 February, 1938, Diaries and Letters, Pe 327,

2 Thomas's account (presumably from his diary) recorded in Eden,

Facing The Dictators, pp.584-85. Chips Channon mentions a
conversation with Thomas over the subject of his diary: "Jim has
kept a diary, dictated daily, he told me, since September (1937),
soon after the first major row between Chamberlain and Eden took
place. Jim, one day, intends to publish it, but he dare not do it
nowe It would, he assured me, '"let in the Socialists for a
generation'", so dark a villain, according to him, is the Prime

Minister." Diary entry, 20 June, 1938, The Diaries of Sir Henry
Channon, p.159. *

b
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resignation was influenced by health reasons.l The Times gave full
publicity to the story, which Eden attempted to allay by attending
the Commons the following day. However his subsequent retreat to
France could have done but little than strengthened the rumours that
he was feeling the strain of recent weeks. Perhaps if Simon had
known how easily the administration would survive the resignation
he would not have continued with "his canard'.

Lord Cranborne, attempting to make the most of a bad job, was
less restrained than Eden and referred to the "numerous agreements,
agreements which, perhaps, to put it mildly have not proved to be
50 binding upon the Italian government as upon us".3 He saw
Britain's entrance into official conversations with Italy at that

4

moment as ‘''‘surrender to blackmaill'. It was, Macmillan recalled,
a more ''pungent speech) but even Cranborne could not overcome the
fact that there were issues of greater significance on which they
might, with advantage to the nation and themselves, have resigned.
That is not to minimise the differences that existed between them-
selves and Chamberlain, differences which became more apparent once
the Prime Minister pursued the appeasement of Germany, but to say
that the timing and conditions for talks with Mussolini pales into
insignificance besides the Anschluss, the question of national
defence and Czechoslovak territorial integrity.

Chamberlain then stated his position, confident that a worth-

while agreement could be obtained. In a characteristic phrase he

1 The Times, 22 February, 1938.

€ Facing The Dictators, p.601.

3 Eldest son of the fourth Marquess of Salisbury; MP Dorset, 1929-
41; Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs,

1935-38.

House of Commons Debates, 21 February, 1938, Cols.51-2.
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informed the House that he had 'never been more completely convinced
of the rightness of any course that I have had to take than I am
today". Dismissing the actual timing and conditions for talks with
Italy as too insignificant to stand in the way of negotiations

between the two countrlies, he remarked it did not seem that such
differences of opinion as have arisen upon the immediate question
at lssue were of sufficient importance to make it necessary for
my right honourable Friend to leave us'l,

Both opposition leaders then attempted to draw attention to
the differences between Eden and Chamberlain and what they felt to
be their far-ranging implications. Sinclair, perhaps the most
effective of the two, pointed to the paths facing Britain:

"On the one hand, we may buy a few years of peace

at the cost of the people of Spain and Abyssinia, and at

the cost of abandoning the effort to organise security

on the basis of equal justice for all nations and of

surrendering strategic positions . « . or, on the other

hand, we can organise a defensive system which would be

able to resist aggression and thus avert war . . « "

Rather than the latter course, "in every crisis in recent years we
have retreated before the bluff and the threats of the dictators“.2

Although both Sinclair and Attlee wished to bring the administra-

tion into disrepute they were in deep sympathy with Eden's action.

As expected Greenwood subsequently introduced a motion of no

House of Commons Debates, 21 February, 1938, Cols.63-6k.

2 Ibid, 001- 78"'9
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confidence in the Government's conduct of foreign affairs. The
motion deplored the “circumstances in which the late Foreign
Secretary has been obliged to resign his office and has no
confidence in His Majesty's present advisers in their conduct of
foreign affairs'". Greenwood drew attention to the absence of any
reference to the lLeague of Nations or collective security in
Chamberlain's outlook, and saw '"very bleak prospects' for settled
peace coming from "“this policy of truck—and-scuttle".l Liberty
could not be maintained by a relapse to the standards of the jungle
nor by a base subserviance to the ruthless will of the dictators.
Several National members, who were soon to be associated with
Eden, including Nicolson, Cartland, Crossley and Adams, made
speeches in support of Eden's contention that the situation required
a firmer approach to Mussolini, with Britain insisting on concessions
to overcome genuine fears as to Italy's intentions. In view of this
it would be inaccurate to assume, as Maurice Cowling has, that
"Eden and his entourage misunderstood Chamberlain's opinions and made
the wrong assumptions. They . . . did not make the serious point
that he was over—0ptimistic".2 The Premier's optimism, in fact, was
basic to their case, as it was to that of the opposition parties,
and although it was Greenwood who put the matter most succinctly -
that whereas Eden had stood for faith and works the Prime Minister

stood for blind faith - these words reflected the approach of the

majority of those critical of Chamberlain's course.

During the course of the two-day debate a total of 26 speakers
voiced dissatisfaction with Eden's resignation and the course

Chamberlain had decided upon. While the brunt of the criticism was

1 House of Commons Debates, 22 February, 1938, Cols.209, 218.

Cowling, Impact of Hitler: British Politics and British Policy
1233'401 P.176.
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made by 11 Iabour and 4 Liberal opposition speakers, 7 Conservatives,
in addition to Eden, Cranborne, and Nicolson, the National Labourite,
were among the critics. Only 13 supported the Government's course,
and in fact three of those, Amery, Boothby and Richard Law,l were
soon to join the dissidents.

The latter three were of the opinion that Mussolini, as a
realist, would sincerely welcome the opportunity of extricating
Italy from the steady drift towards, what would be for his country,
a disastrous war. '"When we consider the position of Italy", said
Amery, "“with her new Empire overseas, her immense coast line, her
vulnerable land frontiers, her limited economic resources, is it
really likely that Mussolini would wish lightheartedly to commit his

country to such hideous peril to its very existence?" If Britain,
letting bygones be bygones and abandoning any further pretence of a
League policy, could come to a reasonable understanding with Italy
then the dangerous situation, whereby there was a "definite
crystallisation into two hostile leagues, ourselves, Russia and
France on the one side, Germany, Italy and Japan on the other, with
such followers as each side may have!, might be retrieved.2 "I do
not", said Law, "see how anybody can deny that the Prime Minister did
right in attempting to break out of this appalling vicious circle
of hatred, suspicious and anger", while Amery entertained the hope
that '"the policy which the Prime Minister has inaugurated has come
in time to save the world from catastr0phe".3 Thus they envisaged

the possibility that success might extend beyond an understanding with

Italy and bring into being "a new quadrilateral based on the co-operation

MP Kingston-upon-Hull, 1931-45.

e House of Commons Debates, 21 February, Col.l82.

2 Ibid, 22 February, Col.8%.
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and goodwill of the four great Powers of Europe', which would
"do something to preserve the peace and pave the way to that
ultimate building of a European commonwealth".l

K W watkins has written that Amery '"held to the line of
attempting to win Italy until the Anschluss".2 On the contrary,
with the seizure of Austria and the impending threat to Czechoslavakia,
Amery more than ever cherished hopes of a real understanding with
Mussolini. During the Easter recess he briefly visited Rome adding
his efforts to those of the Government to get '"something of substance'
in the proposed Anglo-Italian agreement, which was just approaching
completion.3 And when on the 2nd May Chamberlain commended the
agreement to the House, Amery followed "to give my impression of the

welcome with which the restoration of our ancient friendship had
been received by the Italian people, as well as to say something of

what I had seen of the better side of the Fascist regime". All the

same he feared that the reconciliation had come too late to ‘''save

L

us from the difficult decision which would soon face over Czechoslovakial'l,
Four other opponents of Munich, Duff Cooper, Bower, Sandys and

Wolmer, all of whom supported the Government on the occasion of Eden's

resignation, shared Amery's hopes of reaching an agreement with Italy.

Duff Cooper's attitude to Mussolini - "a man whose earlier work in

his own country I had admired!" - was such that, even after he had

resigned from the Cabinet over the Munich Agreement he was still

"clinging to the hope of improved relations with Italy'. Not until

1 House of Commons Debates, 22 February, Col.83. Significantly
Amery left Russia out of his calculations. He shared the wide-
spread reluctance of the Conservative Party to a close association
between Britain and the Soviet Unlon.

e Britain Divided, p.90.

5 fThe Unforgiving Years, p.239.

A

Ibid ¢ Po 2"""" *
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the Italian invasion of Albania, on Good Friday, 7 April 1939, did
he abandon this hope. He wrote on the 12 April: "Another blow has
fallen. Another proof has been given that friendly and peaceful
relations are as impossible with Mussolinl as they are with Hitler.
Where there is no mutual confidence, no reliance upon good faith,
there can be no friendship and no peace. Mussolini has now demonstrated
that his word is worthless. He has treated the Anglo-Italian
Agreement of less than a year ago as contemptuously as Hitler treated
the agreement of Munich."1 It is probable that the others, too,
on the occasion of Albania's seizure, finally abandoned any illusions
they may still have had about Mussolini, although Amery makes no
mention of the dashing of any hopes, merely that the duce "determined
not to be outdone by Hitler . . . seized Albania“.2

While the dissidents were then united in a conviction that
Mussolini was utterly worthless there remained the possibility that
he would not be so foolhardy as to plunge his country into a
disastrous war. Churchill voiced this hope in the House:

"In spite of the bad faith with which we have been
treated by the Italian Government, I am still not convinced
that Italy has made up her mind, particularly the Italian

nation, to be involved in a mortal struggle with Great

Britain and France in theMediterranean.“3
What the Anschluss did do for Amery, however, was not to shatter

his vision of Anglo-Italian partnership but any prospect of a deal

The Second World War - First Phase, pp.195, 207.

The Unforgiving Years, p.310.

> House of Commons Debates, 15 April, 1939, Col.l5.
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with Hitler, and this was where he, as well as the above Members,
began to diverge noticeably from Chamberlain's policy. Whereas the
Prime Minister wag fortified in his conviction of the urgent necessity
of coming to terms with Germany, they were equally convinced that the
rape of Austria removed any real possibility of a worthwhile agree-
ment with Hitler. Consequently, Amery intervened in the memorial
debate over Austria to advise the Government to tell the Germans

"in language as plain and simple as we can make it that the first
German soldier or aeroplane to cross the Czech border will bring

the whole of the might of this country against Germany".l With that
speech Amery, in effect, abandoned his persistent opposition to any
further European liability, recognising that with Germany acting as
she was, Britain could no longer remain impervious to what was

happening on the Continent. That same day The Times published a
letter of his outlining the policy he would advocate in the
immediate future:
"Austria has fallen. The discussions with Italy have come
too late to save her, even if they may help to avert further

disaster from Europe. But let us remember what it is that

has fallen with her.

She has fallen, because she has dared to assert not merely
her external independence as a State, but her right to

decide for herself whether she is to be a Christian as

well as a German State, her right to maintain equality before

the law, religious toleration and the ordinary decencies of

civilised life within her own borders « .« . For the time

being the reign of brute force, of racial hysteria, of

mechanised barbarism has prevailed.

House of Commons Debates, 14 March, 1938, Col.87.
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What of ourselves? Clearly there is an end of all discussion

for a settlement with Germany. For the rest we can only

read the writing on the wall, press on with greater determination

with our rearmament, secure such good will as we can in

Europe, stand close on France, and above all, strengthen

the bonds, political and economic, which hold the

Commonwealth together."
Noticeably absent was any reference to collective security or to
Russia in hils scheme of things, doubtless because he believed that
co-operation with Italy would '"help to avert further disaster
from Europe'',

When the vote was eventually taken Greenwood's motion of
censure was defeated by 330 votes to 168, a majority of 162. The
Government's total of 332, including tellers, was made up of 295
Conservatives, 29 Liberal Nationals, 5 National labourites, 2 Natiomals,
and 1 Independent Liberal, J P Maclay, the Member for Paisley. The
minority of 170 consisted of 144 labourites, 18 Liberals, 3 Independents,
5 1.LePsy 1 Communist and 1 Conservative.2 With total Government
strength standing at 422 seats it becomes apparent that a sizeable
proportion of the National Members did not take part in the division.
The voting figures, in fact, reveal that, excluding whips and
officials, 87 supporters of the Government, that is 80 Conservatives,
5 Liberal Nationals, 2 National Labour and 2 Independent Nationals,
were conspicuous by their absence. According to The Times lobby
correspondent 11 Conservatives and 1 Liberal National were paired

against 12 labour Members, and most of the remainder were either ill

1 The Times, 14 March, 1938.

€ The Independents were Rathbone, T Harvey and Saltér; the latter

two entering the House in 1937, as a result of by-elections in
university seats. |



or abroad, but "about 25 Conservatives abstained'.

The small number of abstentions does not accurately reflect
the dislike of Chamberlain's Italian enterprise felt within the
Government ranks. Not a few of those who voted for the Government
did so with a complete lack of enthusiasm because they feared the
whips too much to abstain.2 Nevertheless a decisive defeat of the
vote of censure was to be expected as very few supporters could
feel able to abstain or vote for it considering the terms in
which it had been drafted by labour's executive. However, a small
group of MPs, led by Spears, did try to move an amendment to the
Iabour motion which left out the words after "“office'" so that it
would have read "this House deplores the circumstances in which the
late Foreign Secretary has been forced to resign his office". The

other Members associated with Spears were Cartland, R A Cary,3

Crossley, B Cruddas, P T Eckersley, kmrys-Evans, Hills, Macmillan,

4 RA Pilkington,5

Macnamara, E Makins, G Nicholson, Nicolson, M Patrick,
and R H Turton. As the amendment was not called a statement was
given to the Press so that the Members concerned might make known

their point ofview.7 All these Members except Cruddas, Eckersley,

1 The Times, February 23, 1938.

e Nicolson, for example, puts Bernays and Mabane, both Liberal
National Members, into this category. Letter dated 22 February,
1938, Diaries and Letters, p.325.

5 MP Eccles, 1935=-45.

+ Entered Yoreign Office 1919, serving in Cairo, the Hague, Berne,
Moscow; MP Tavistock, 1931-42; Parliamentary Private Secretary,
Eden, twice in the thirties; executive member of the League of
Nations Union. )

2 MP, Widnes, 1935-45; travelled extensively in Furope, Russia, the
Middle East, Africa and America.

6

MP Thirsk and Malton, 1929-74.

Daily Telegraph, 23 February, 1938.
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Makins and Nicholson abstained from voting on the censure motion.
Other than these members it has proved difficult to track down
any further abstentionists, for no other reason than that the
absence of a given name does not equal a lack of confidence in the
Government. As has been noted, many there were that were ill, abroad
or paired, and unfortunately there is no way of knowing who these
definitely were, and therefore a certain amount of deduction is
required to trace those declining to support the Government on this
occasion. Removing from the 87 members (the total number of
absentees), known offenders, either in the past or in the immediate
future, as over the Munich Agreement, it is possible to isolate,
other than those above, 12 possible abstainers: Atholl,'Bracken,

Richard Briscoe,1 Churchill, Hubert Duggan,2 Sir Sidney Herbert,
Dudley Joel, Hamilton K’.err,3 Keyes, Leonard Ropner, Thomas and 'I‘ree.4
To their number I have included another seven members, not voting on
the 22nd, but able to do so on the 23rd, too soon perhaps to have
arrived home from abroad, recovered from an illness or whatever,

and this being so it is unlikely that they would have missed

the most important debate in three years. These were Lord Balniel,5

1 Served in the diplomatic corp; attache British Embassy in Berlin
19233 MP Cambridgeshire, 1923-45.

2
MP Acton, 1931-43,

> MP Oldham, 1931-45; Parliamentary Private Secretary, Duff Cooper,
1933-38.

+ Eight of these were present on the 23rd, while the others were known
sympathisers.

2

Balniel told Harvey that he had listened to the Prime Minister's
speech and was aghast at what he had said and believed that there
had been a ''tremendous miscalculation by the Government of the
effect in the country of AE going'". Harvey, 23 February, 1938.



Viscount Castlereagh, A Hopkinson, G Palmer, H Selley, S Storey
and J Withers. This brings the total to 33 possible abstentions,
including Eden and Cranborne, eight more than The Times figure of
25, although 2 of the former were not Conservatives.l Adams, who
voted against the Government, can also be added to the list of
dissidents.

Some members of this group were '"habitual suspects', such as
Adams, Atholl, Bracken, Cartland, Churchill, Hills and Macmillan,
but they had on this occasion been joined by such respectable back-

3

benchers as Briscoe, Macnamara, Patrick, RoPner,2 and Turton. Together
the dissidents had declined to support the Government on a motion of

censure and although abstention, it may be said, was not the most
courageous of Parliamentary gestures, some of those participating

had ensured that their absence from the voting lobby was well

publicised.

An analysis of the 32 Conservatives in their number (including
Adams) revealed that their average age at the 1935 election was
41 years 5 months, 8 years lower than the ﬁarty average. The figure
would be more impressive if the elder statesmen, Churchill, Hills,
Keyes, Selley and Withers, aged 61, 68, 63, 64 and 72 respectively,
were omitted. It cannot have been entirely accidental that the
majority of Eden's supporters were young both in actual y;ars or in
terms of parliamentary service. In education the group was similarly

unrepresentative, witha higher percentage attending public school and

university:

L Rock records that about 50 Conservatives abstained, Appeasement on

Trial, p.37. Thompson puts the figure at 21, The Anti-Appeasers,
p.153. The first is too high while the second is too low.

e MP Sedgefield, 1923-29; Barkston Ash, 1931-64.

2 Macmillan, Winds of Change, p.538.



436.

Fdenites Party

Public School 86.7% 56.¢2%
Univ erBity 70 0% 60. 9%

More important perhaps was the armed forces and official services

slant of the group:

Edenites Party '
Land 10.0% 9. 7%
Professions 30.0% 324 3%
Armed Forces and
Official Services L46.7% 19.4%
Business 6.7% 40.9%

Surprisingly, at a period when the business element was rising as
never before, only 6.7% could be referred to as such.

Turning to the constituencies, one member was unopposed and
only eleven had majorities of 10,000 or more. This is in sharp
contrast to previous occasions of dissent when the majority of those
involved had safe seats, normally exceeding 10,000 votes. Here the
majority did not hold such safe seats; in fact 12 of them occupled
seats which had belonged to the Opposition in 1929. As their majorities
were narrower, they had much more to fear from the wrath of the party
whips and the Conservative Central Office as a result of their
intransigence. Several members, however, including Adams, Emrys-Evans,
Joel, Macmillan, Spears, and Nicolson, of the non-Conservatives, sat
for marginal industrial areas, where the 'liberal' vote, which was
attracted by Eden's record in connection with the League, might make
the difference between re-election and defeat.

The Manchester Guardian's reporter depicted the break between
Eden and Chamberlain in terms of collective security: "Chamberlain
has set the Government's course on a new road leading anywhere but

Geneva . « . he regards the League as defunct.'' "The long latent
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antagonism', the report continued, "within the National Government
ranks to what they call League ideology at last becomes open and
affirmed."l There is some evidence for these assertions. Certainly
Channon felt that Eden's support within the party derived from "The
Left", the pro-Leaguers, and an examination of the abstainers

strengthens this view.2 Thirteen of them have already been distinguished

as firm advocates of the League of Nations, including Palmer3

and
Withersh, both absent on the 22nd but present the following day.s

On the 24 February, two days after the debate, the Foreign Affairs
Committee of the supporters of the National Government met; Both
Emrys-Evans, the Chairman and Nicolson, the Vice~Chairman, offered
to resign on the grounds they had spoken against Chamberlain's
policy and subsequently abstained on a vote of confidence. "The room
was packed and there was one great shout of 'Nol!' That sounds
splendid but what it really meant was that they thought our resignation
would embarrass the Government, as indeed it would. Several people
got up quite shamelessly and suggested we should not resign at once

but merely do so later when feeling had diminished."6 Apart from

1 Manchester Guardian, 23 February, 1938.

l : .

The Diaries of Sir Henry Channon, p.49.

2 MP Cambridge University, 1926-39; member of the New Commonwealth
Society.

i
MP Winchester, 1935-45; executive member League of Nations Union.

2 Another notable feature of the group was that it included 10 members,
some already referred to as pro-lLeague, who were gravely concerned
with the threat posed by Nazi Germany: Adams, Atholl, Bracken, Cartland,
Churchill, Crossley, Emrys~Evans, Macmillan, Nicolson and Spears.

6

Nicolson, letter dated 25 February, 1938, Diaries and letters, p.326.
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Nancy Astor the meeting was unanimous in favour of their not resigning.
Within a fortnight, however, both were '"put through the hoops'" and
asked whether they were 'pro-Chamberlain' or 'pro-Eden'.l As a

result Nicolson resigned on 7 April and the Committee met on 5 May

"to liquidate finally the internal difficulties that arose on

Mr Eden's resignation by electing new officers".2 Emrys-Evans did

not stand and loyal Chamberlainites were installed into the key
positions on the Committee.

On the other side of the House the Labour Party issued a
manifesto condemning the foreign policy of the Government and
demanding a general election. The resignation of Eden was described
as ""a crowning act of humiliation' and the Government was accused
of "capitulating to the encroachments of the dictators".3 The party
pledged uncompromising opposition to any agreement with either
Fascist Italy or Nazi Germany on the basis indicated by the Prime
Minister and demanded a clear declaration that Britain stood for
the enforcement of treaties against "lawless forces'. It also wanted
an immediate assurance to Czechoslovakia that Britain and the other
League Powers would fulfil their obligations to maintain her
integrity and independence.

The following month the party conducted a special eight days!
campaign, beginning on the 6th, to present a "Peace and Security"
policy to the electors. The campaign was planned several months

before but the circumstances surrounding Eden's resignation made the

1 Nicolson, letter dated 25 February, 1938, Diaries and Letters p.333

€ The Times, 5 May, 1938.

> Ibid, 24 February, 1938. o :
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new propaganda effort particularly relevant to recent events, and

brought into sharper contrast the foreign policy of the National
Government and that of the Labour Opposition. One thousand meetings
were arranged in the constituencies and Attlee, Greenwood, Cripps and
other leaders went on speaking tours.

Similarly the Liberal Party jolned the chorus of disapproval.
On Saturday, 26th, the party had arranged a demonstration, in Hyde
Park, protesting against the Government's course. A few days later
Sinclair, speaking at a meeting of the Council of the Liberal Party
Organisation, held at Caxton Hall, paid tribute to Eden as "a
great Foreign Secretary. A man to whom progressively minded men and
women, irrespective of party, looked to champion the rights of

freedom, democracy, international justice and peace".l

Undoubtedly the Liberal and Labour enconiums were strained, and
certainly the Conservative Member for Southend had reason to find the
situation incongruous:

"the Socialists now proclaim Eden as their saviour

and leader. Eden, the man whom they have been attacking

for years! ne
Of course they had bitterly attacked his abandonment of sanctions and
his non-intervention policy in the Spanish Civil War, but he now
appeared in the light of a champion of collective security sacrificed
by a reactionary Prime Minister in his eagerness to do a deal with
Mussolini. Myth or not, his resignation had clearly salvaged his

reputation, shaking off any responsibility he held for the conduct

1 The Times, 3 March, 1938.

Diary entry, 21 February, 1938, The Diaries of Sir Henry Channon,
D.145.
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of affairs prior to that date, and thereby the foundation was laid
for his later career. There is therefore much justice in Taylor's
comment that Eden, 'the man of strong words, acquired retrospectively
a mythical reputation as the man who favoured strong acts and became

a symbol of resistance to Chamberlain's policy".1

On February 25, Eden was due to address a constituency meeting
at leamington, and this, as he confessed to his secretary, placed him
in an "extremely difficult position' as he had to '"decide what his
future attitude should be'. Harvey, ever ready with advice, told
him to make a speech setting out his faith and then "wait and see =-
elither there would be an immediate reaction from the country which

would upset the Government or there would be no immediate reaction
and in that case Eden should sit back, let the Prime Minister have
his run and then attack when he was getting on the rocks".2 It
does appear that Eden followed this advice and at the Leamington
meeting merely repeated his case for resignation. Thus it was not
a fighting speech, and, as Harvey recorded, '"the Cabinet are much
relieved. Halifax told me it was an awfully good speech".3

Eden was absent from the country during the month of March, at
his sister's villa at Cap Ferrat in the South of France. Thus he does
not deserve Randolph Churchill's censure that following the Anschluss
"Eden conspicuously failed to add his views to those of Churchill in

protesting against this unlawful act of‘violence".h In April he

1 English History 1914-45, p.h423.

2 Harvey Papers, the entry for 22 February, 1938.
2 Ibid.

4

R Churchill, The Rise and Fall of Sir Aﬁthonz Eden, p.1l40.
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arrived back and, to quote the same source, '"did not attach himself

to the more powerful and growing group of 60 or 70 members which

1 In fact Churchill had no such

Churchill had gathered round him'.
following, for his group consisted of Bracken, Sandys and, on
occasions, Boothby, a membership which gave the impression of being
""more bitter than determined, and more out for a fight than reform".
Rather he met with a number of Conservatives, most of whom had abstained
on the vote of censure of 22 February, and who shared the same
opinions about the '"threatening international dangers".3

Hugh Dalton's diary is very informative about the thinking of
some of Eden's associates. On 7 April Dalton ran into Cartland,
whom he spoke to at some length after the House had risen. Cartland
salid that they now had a Fuhrer in the Conservative Party; the
Prime Minister was getting more and more dictatorial. It was
astonishing how the bulk of the party followed him blindly, though
there had been great peturbations both at the time of Eden's
resignation and when Hitler took Vienna. Apparently Eden had been
got rid of as a result of activities "pursued over many months" and
as evidence of this Cartland related how Lord Swinton, under the
influence of drink at a dinner party some’time the previous year, had
announced that Britain's foreign policy must be remodelled, that
Vansittart must go, and that a group of four - the Prime Minister,

Hoare, Simon and himself - must run foreign policy in the future.

Someone had asked "what about Eden?" Swinton had replied, after some

1 R Churchill, The Rise and Fall of Sir Anthony Eden, p.lk2.

: Nicolson, letter dated 9 November, 1938, Diaries and Letters,
pp.377-8.

5

Eden, The Reckoning, p.32.
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abuse of his colleague, '""He will either have to do what we tell him
or go.'"

There had been, he continued, several occasions on which Eden
might have resigned, and quoted the Chamberlain/Mussolini correspondence
and the Halifax visit to Berlin as examples. But in each case it
would have seemed a question of personal pique. Dalton interrupted
to say that the right time for him to have resigned was over
Abyssinia, with which Cartland agreed, adding that it was always
very difficult to judge the right time for resignation. When Eden
did resign the old gentlemen in the Government and the sly people
in the Conservative Whips' Office put round the story that it was
partly through personal plque, and partly that poor Anthony was
completely exhausted by the strain of the Foreign Office and had lost
his grip and judgement. The second explanation, in particular, had
"infuriated" Eden. '"Now they were trying to treat him like the Duke
of Windsor, and persuade the world, and particularly the Conservative
_Party, to forget all about him. But this would not be possible, because

he had just come back from a holiday in France, by all accounts very
full of fight'".

Cartland thought that some 40 Conservatives had been s0 deeply
disturbed by the Austrian affair that they would be prepared to
vote against the Government in favour of some alternative combination.
Now, however, the 40 had shrunk to about 20, of whom he was one. It
was quite astonishing how many of his colleagues were still terrified
of the Communist bogey; he agreed with Dalton that the Anti-Comintern

Pact was simply an anti-British and anti-League pact with a title

1 Harvey also recorded this occurrence, diary entry 6 February, 1938.
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that would be "dust in theeyes of the simple''s On the other hand,

he said, "it was astonishing how few Tory MPs realised the imminent

danger to this country from the continual strengthening and diplomatic

successes of Germany. He supposed that some would never realise it

until German aeroplanes were over London'.

If Eden regarded Chamberlain as treacherous and was '"full of

fight", as were some of his associates, it is not surprising that

scholars have wondered why Eden did not go on to attempt to break

the Chamberlain administration. "Since he believed the policy he

deplored inimical to his country's interests, was it not his duty

to denounce appeasement openly as being destructive of Britain's

safety? Should he not have devoted his power and prestige to

organising opposition to a course which he considered disastrous?"

It has even been argued -~ an opinion resting on contemporary views -

that Eden could have broken the Government had he challenged it.3

The views of Duff Cooper and Hamilton Kerr have already been alluded

to, but they were parallelled within the Opposition. "If Eden had

been big enough', wrote Bevan at the time, '"he could have ruined

Chamberlain', while Gallacher claimed that a concerted move on the

part of the Government's opponents, including Eden, would have

finished Chamberlain in the Commons and in the countz:'yi..bl'L

1

2

Diary entry, 7 April, 1938, Dalton Papers.

Rock, Appeasement on Trial, p.44. Louis Broad has also argued that
many Conservatives would have followed Eden's lead had he chosen to
give one, and the resulting effect on British policy might have been

significant. Anthony Eden: Chronicle of a Career, p.l1l07.

Connell, The Office: A Study in British Foreign Policy and Its Makers,
Pe 2?0-

Foot, Aneurin Bevan, p.272; Gallacher, The Chosen Few, p.54. That

the concerted move was lacking Gallacher did not put down to Eden.

"Only the Labour Party could have given the leadership to such a

movement and the labour Party was not prepared to take the responsibility.
It decided to pursue its own course, independent of all other sections
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Vhy then did he not attempt to break Chamberlain? Three
reasons have been put forward and the first is that he was
constitutionally incapable of leading a revolt. Temperamentally,
it is argued, Eden was not built for opposition, as A J Cummings
noted:

"He is a man of sensitive feelings. I doubt very

much whether he enjoys the rough and tumble of political

controversy. I am quite sure it must be utterly distasteful

to such a man to be at variance with his colleagues and

friends in the Cabinet."l
There is much in the view that Eden could not by nature be combative,
viewing the hurly-burly of politics with those he knew as almost

ungentlemanly. Years later he recalled how he valued the comradeship

between labour and Conservative in the War Cabinet, when party
politics did not matter, and subsequently found it "very difficult

to get passionately worked up about people with whom I felt such

affection".2

The second, and the view that Eden put forward in his memoirs,

is that in the circumstances it was political folly to contemplate

a collision course with Chamberlain. He admits that he received

encouragement to form a new party in opposition to the Prime Minister's

4 (continued from previous page)

of progressive opinion and so the opportunity passed'. Gallacher,
The Chosen Few, p.5k4.

Quoted in W R Mogg's Anthony Eden, p.76.

e Radio Times, 17 October, 1974. See also Channon's diary entry for

2l February: "Anthony Eden makes a big speech tomorrow at Leamington.
There is some apprehension lest he be too bitter: but I believe not:
firstly because he is a gentleman, and secondly because he is too
shrewd a statesman to burn his boats irretrievably. Already there is
talk of him coming back, like Sam Hoare, in the autumn,! The Diaries

of Sir Henry Channon, pp.l46-47.
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foreign policy and that he actually considered the idea during the
next few months, but that he rejected such a course on the grounds
that it was Jjust not '"practical politics".l ""Within the Conservative
Party, I, and those who shared my views, were a minority of about
thirty members out of nearly four hundred. Our number might be
expected to grow if events proved us right, but the more complete
the break, the more reluctant would the newly-converted be to join
us".2 This conviction that nothing could be accomplished without
the party may well have been a cautious approach, but it was one
shared and acted upon, Eden records, by Cranborne and by "the few
Conservatives with whom he and I were in contact“.3 Consequently,

while still critical of the Government's foreign policy, Eden
claimed that he avoided aggravating the split in the governing party
and remained loyal. With little alternative he utilised reasoned
and careful persuasion in favour of the formation of a National
Government, including the Iabour and Iiberal Parties, to carry out
nis policy of rearmament and getting to grips with the approaching

menacee.

Apart from the view that the former Foreign Secretary had no
option politically but to hide his light under a bushel, it has been
suggested that Eden was "playing a subtler game, expecting the
Administration to collapse and the country to rally behind him as

the great national leader".u In support of this view Randolph

Urged on him by 30 MPs, including Lloyd George. D Bardens,
Portrait of a Statesman, p.200.

"

: Eden, The Reckoning, p.4.
2 Ibid.
L

Thompson, The Anti-Appeasers, p.148.
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Churchill's biography of Eden is adduced as evidence, even though
the writer admits that it is a "hostile and frequently unreliable
study". According to Randolph, Eden sought the advice of Stanley
Baldwin who said that "if his resignation should create a political
crisis involving Chamberlain's position and were he consulted

by the king as to whom he should invite to form a Government, he
would recommend Eden. Baldwin and Eden saw each other frequently
at this period and went so far as to draw up a list of names for an
alternative Government".l' Further proof is drawn from Vansittart
who, when he advised Eden to wait and resign on a bigger issue,
recalled him defending his decision by saying: "They will not be

able to stand it".2

The argument that the ex-Foreign Secretary was calculating
that the Government would collapse as a result of his resignation
and that he would be called upon to become Prime Minister is
interesting but hardly convincing. However much Eden would have
liked this to happen he must have known that governments do not
fall - outside a general election - without being pushed, something
which he conspicuously failed to do at the time of his resignation.
And why, if this view is accepted, within days of the resignation,
when it must have been apparent to Eden that the Government far from
'not being able to stand it" had weathered the storm successfully,
with his help, did he not attempt to make the best of a miscalculation
and break it then? No, his conduct becomes quite inexplicable by

such an interpretation. The simplest explanation of Eden's conduct

The Rise and Fall of Sir Anthony Eden, p.149.

c I Colvin, Vansittart, p.193.



by,

ijs that he did not want - nor did he have it in his nature - to try
to break the Government. Only this can account for the mildness of
his resignation speech when he '"proved once again how much there

was to be said on the other side of the question".l "My judgement
may well be wrong « . » my right honourable friend the Prime Minister
and my colleagues take a different view. They believe in their
policy, and they believe in their method, and they may be right « « o
It may even be that my resignation will facilitate the course of
these negotiations. If so, nobody will be more pleased than I."2
And how else can we explain his failure to continue his "arguments
from a back bench in the House of Commons during the next few

weeks! but deciding to go abroad to his sister's villa in France?3

This was hardly at the centre of affairs, anxiously awaiting the

King's commission. Neither, by any stretch of the imagination,
were his tactics, upon his return to the Commons, three months after
his resignation, threatening to the Government.

What seems more likely, therefore, is that Eden - bearing in
mind earlier divergencies -~ had come to the conclusion, in the light
of the latest difference, that of the timing and conditions for taiks
with Italy, that he could no longer continue to work with Chamberlain.
Therefore, he had decided to resign, not with the intention of leading
a full-blooded attack on the administration = he could hardly do that
on such an issue = but to await either Ministers' acceptance in the

light of events, of his point of view (which he would remind them of

Aneurin Bevan, p.272.

House of Commons Debates, 21 February, 1938, Cols.lL7-8.

2 he Reckoning, pe.>3.
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from time to time) or, should they blindly continue their course and
ignore realities, the eventual break-up of the Government. Either
way Eden's own prestige would be enhanced and his return to power,
with a freer hand, seemingly inevitable. Above all there was the
added possibility that he might emerge as the new Prime Minister,
assuming Chamberlain, whom he had no wish to serve under again,
would be so discredited by his foreign policy as to be unable to
continue in that office.

Eden was therefore keeping his options open, and was intent,
as Harvey had advised, on sitting back and letting the Prime Minister
"have his run''. In a significant passage from his memoirs he
recorded that the Cabinet "with some doubters, had taken its decision
and now events must speak. When the attempt to negotiate with
Mussolini and Hitler failed to produce results of value would be
the moment to point the moral and try to influence British policy".l
This impression of waiting upon events to prove his diagnosis
correct is reinforced by the conversation he had with the Prime
Minister after his return to the Commons, when he was invited by
Chamberlain to rejoin the Government. Eden declined on the grounds
that he '""could not yet discover the improvement in Anglo-Italian
relations which he had mentioned. Chamberlain assured me that this
was taking place and so I added: 'Well, perhaps we had better see
first how all this works out. If the future is as good as you

2

believe, we can, if you wish, have a talk again.' Further support

can be adduced from passages in Harvey's diaries. Harvey recorded

1 The Reckoning, p.3.

e Ibid, p:l?-
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a conversation with Eden in June, in which the ex-Foreign Secretary
had decided not to intervene in a forthcoming debate over Spain.
Harvey's comment "I said I was sure he was right: events were

passing out so exactly as he (Eden) foresaw that it was more
dignified to be silent"; and his earlier advice - followling Swinton's
resignation the previous month - '"not to speak yet . . . events

seem to be moving fast in his favour and it is better that he

should not appear to seek to precipitate them. He can afford

to sit back", seem to refute any other interpretation.l
Seen in the light of waiting upon events the Jjigsaw of the

mild resignation speech, the retreat to France, and the unimpeachable

conduct afterwards, including the avoidance of Churchill, takes

shape. Eden, the true Conservative, was working on the belief that

time - coupled with reasonably polite pressure within the party -

would necessitate the amending, if not the reversing, of Chamberlain's

foreign policy and the reconstruction of the Government with

himself included, hopefully as head of a truly national government.

Although he occasionally muttered about forming a new party or

co-operating with Labour these were temporary inconsistencies, for

Eden had no real_desire - indeed he did not have it in him - to

rock the boat.2 Rather Chamberlain would do it for him so that Eden,

with his striking national image as a result of his detachment from

Diary entries, June 20 and May 20, 1938.

Aneurin Bevan, p.273. Some time later Bevan taunted Eden with

his tameness. '"The honourable Member for Ebbw Vale', said Eden,
"will perhaps forgive me if I do not follow him in the definition
of what he is pleased to call 'yes men'. I do not know that I
should be accepted as an unexceptionable authority on that subject'.
Bevan retorted: "The right honourable Gentleman is not a 'yes man',
but he still wears the same tie.'" 1Ibid, pp.272-3.
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political conflict, his depressed areas tours and general speeches
on topics such as 'Democracy and Young England', could then step
in and steer Great Britain out of the dangerous waters into which the
previous administration had taken her.1

This makes purely academic the view that Eden could have over-
thrown the Government, as certain observers considered. The Government,
Eden hoped, would fall anyway, and the Conservative Party - minus
Chamberlain and hls chief lieutenants - would only willingly place
itself into his hands if he kept them clean. Such a non-Brutus
role was, as we have seen, in line with his character as well as the
practical politics angle. A successful revolt, as Eden clearly saw,
would have required a much more substantial number of rebels than
the 32 that abstained, considering the Government's majority was in
excess of 200. Perhaps if Eden had presented a stronger case for
resignation and then made an outright attack on the Government the
numbers of his supporters would have grown, but that is not to say
that they would have been sufficient to overthrow it. In any case
the path of revolt was fraught with danger and possible failure for
Eden, his associates, and the party he hoped to lead, and it was a
path he never trod, neither in 1938 nor at any subsequent time.

It is necessary to add that rumours did circulate of a plot,
in which Eden was supposedly involved, to overthrow the Government.
While he was holidaying in France, in late March, it began to be
rumoured that a strong and influential body of opinion in the

Conservative Party, convinced that Chamberlain had lost grip of the

1 Nicolson, diary entry 11 April, 1938, Diaries and lLetters, p.334.

Eden, according to Thomas, was to make speeches indicating he
stood for postwar England against the o0ld men.
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international situation, was pressing for his resignation. A new
coalition government would then be formed with Churchill as Prime
Minister and Eden as Foreign Secretary and both the Opposition
Parties strongly represented in the Cabinet. It was 'calculated
that there would be so large a breakaway from Chamberlain in the
Tory Party that this breakaway plus labour plus Liberal would
command a majority in the House of Commons. It was said that five
Cabinet Ministers - Hore-Belisha, Morrison, O Stanley, Ormsby-Gore
and Elliot - were prepared to resign from the present Government and
join such a new one'. Apparently Attlee "at the beginning had been
not unfavourable to the idea. later he had changed his mind.
Greenwood had been much interested and Morrison even more so. Such

a Government wculd have sought allies everywhere and made a definite
commitment to Czechoslovakia. It would have actively explored the
possibility of bringing the Russians right into a scheme of mutual
guarantees. But the idea died away within a few days. By the

following Monday there was nothing left of it_ul

According to the Daily Herald the "moving spirit" amongst the

Conservatives was Nicolson, but the affair is not even mentioned in

his Diaries and Letters.2 Channon appears to have been convinced

of the genuineness of the plot. His diary entry for the 17 March
reads:
"The House of Commons is humming with intrigue

today, and the so-called "Insurgents" are rushing about,

very over-excited. They want to bring back Eden and their

1 Dalton, diary entry, 8 April, 1938, Dalton Papers.

? Daily Herald, 18 March, 1938.



Shadow Cabinet is alleged to include Lloyd George, Winston
and Eden. Shakes Morrison and Leslie Belisha are said
to be concerned in this wild scheme, but I think they
are innocent."l
It is likely that the affair was largely rumour, as on a previous
occasion in 1936 when Chamberlain, Churchill, Croft and Grigg had
met at Winterton's home, although Cartland's comment to Dalton
that 40 Conservatives had been prepared to vote against the
Government in favour of an alternative combination gives some
slight credence to parts of it.

Having determined upon what Asquith would have termed 'wait
and see' the question that Eden now had to face was what his tactics

were to be while the Government 'stagger along more and more discredited,

politics getting much more bitter, losing bye-elections and all

support from the 'floating-vote'!, and further resignations later".2

It was here that Baldwin's advice seems to have been paramount. When
or why Eden sought the advice of his former leader is unclear, but
according to Thomas he was in constant consultation with Baldwin
while he was in the South of France.3 The latter favoured Eden's
"staying outside (the Cabinet) and occupying his time by studying the
depressed areas and unemployment'. Hlis role would be to constitute

himself the leader and spokesman of the floating vote which the

1 Diary entry, 17 March. The Diaries of Sir Henry Channon, pp.l51-2.
Channon listed the insurgents as: Churchlll, Sandys, Nicholson,
Gunston, Tree, Emrys-Evans, Spears, Cazalet, Macnamara, Amery,
Nicolson, Ropner, Cartland, Atholl, Adams, Boothby and Bracken.

€ Harvey, summary of Eden's views, entry for 27 February, 1938.

b

Nicolson, diary entry 11 April, 1938, Diaries and Letters, p.334.
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Government had now lost and thus become '"an alternative head of the
National Government for all those, and they were in a majority, who
did not want the Prime Minister's present Conservative trend any
more than a labour Government''. He was to make speeches on the
theme of 'moral and material rearmament!'', higher and broader speeches
than the Prime Minister made, and the study of industrial conditions
would all be part of this campaign. Eden ''need not, and perhaps
better not make any purely foreign affairs speeches at all at
present".l

The relatlionship with Baldwin was doubly important, as the
earlier quotation from Randolph Churchill implied. Eden apparently

realised the '"immense importance of S.B's approval and is obviously

thankful to have it . . . S.B. will be essential for the 'switch-

over', however it may come from Neville to JL..»E..."2 Eden's ex-secretary,

Harvey, also noted the significance of Baldwin's support:

"The difficulty of course that all see is how A.E.

is to succeed N.C. It is impossible to foresee how

circumsténces will fall out but I feel sure S.B. will

play a vital part in securing the succession. A.E. will

have difficulty with his own party unless S.B. weighs in."3
Clearly Eden and his associates were expecting Baldwin, who
presumably had committed himself, to recommend to the king that the
successor to Chamberlain, once his ministry broke up, should be the

ex-Foreign Secretary.

Harvey, diary entry, 22 April, 1938.

€ Tbid.

5 Harvey, diary entry 1 June, 1938.
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Apparently as the year 1938 advanced Eden's attitude hardened
and he became determined never to ''come to terms with Chamberlain
or allow the latter to profit by his return to the Cabinet. He
regards Chamberlain as having been definitely treacherous".l He
was also becoming more and more reconciled '"to the idea of Number 10'".
Harvey commented that '""he feels it inevitable now. What he woulgd
have liked best, I think, would be to remain at the Foreign Office
with a Prime Minister he could work with".2 The conviction of the
coming dissolution of the Government was fully shared by Eden's
closest colleagues. Following the resignation of Lord Swinton
in May, Thomas thought '"the rot" would "go very fast now'", and

by the next month he had the '"firm impression that the Government

was beginning to break up".3

In retrospect, Eden's resignation, instead of being the most
important sitting of the House of Commons in recent years, passed
off relatively quietly. Nevertheless, the departure of the Foreign
Secretary was a significant marker in the growth of opposition to
the Government's foreign policy. Its importance lies in the fact

that over 30 Conservative MPs abstained from voting on a motion

of no confidence, the first real breach in the Government's majority.
Dissenters there had been before, as over the pace of rearmament,
but they had not taken their opposition to such lengths. The

resulting split in the Conservative party was vital. Divisions
became far more acute than they had been since 1922: the battle over

appeasement belng more important than dissension over India.

1 Nicolson, diary entry 11 April, 1938, Diaries and Letters, p.334.
Harvey, diary entry 22 April, 1938.

3 Ibid, entries for 16 May and 1 June, 1938.



CHAPTER VI

THE CZECH CRISIS OF 1938

The origin and development of the Czech crisis are so well

known and so thoroughly traced as to preclude any need for repetition
here, except in general outline. Despite Germany's peaceful
assurances to Czechoslovakia on the occasion of the Anschluss,

it became increasingly clear that the German Government intended to
force a settlement of the Sudeten question. Encouraged by Hitler,
the Sudeten German leader, Henlein, issued a programme of demands
which included full autonomy for the German areas and the revision
of Czechoslovakia's foreign policy. With the tension increasing,

the attitude of the British Government was a vital question. Already
Chamberlain had been asked to give some pledge of support for
Czechoslovakia, should her independence be threatened, but he had
refuseds When the National Council of Labour had proposed that the
peace-loving countries, particularly Britain, France and Russia,
should unite in a common stand against aggression, the Prime Minister
had replied that this would only divide Europe into two opposing
blocks, and so far from contributing to peace, 'would inevitably
plunge us into war'". Rather, every possible step should be taken

by Britain and France to help remove the causes of friction in
Europe, including encouraging the Czech Government to urgently seek
a settlement of questions affecting the position of the German
minority. In his "off the record!" remarks to journalists on 10 May,

Chamberlain set out his position in more detail. Britain and France

would not fight for Czechoslovakia in its present boundaries, and
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that he looked forward to a peaceful solution, followed by a four-
power pact to preserve the peace of Europe; the fourth power to be

Italy, to the exclusion of Russia.

Certain members of the lLabour party had kept an eye on Hitler's
ambitions regarding Czechoslovakia for several years before he made
his moves to destroy that nation. 1In March, 1936, for instance,
Phillips Price had drawn attention to the German minority in the one
democratic republic which remained in the sea of dictatorships, and
had suggested that the Sudetens "might easily become the object of
attention of the Gentlemen in Berlin".l Once Austria had been
incorporated into Germany, labour immediately recognised that this

raised the question of the German-speaking minority in the western
part of Czechoslovakia, and when Austria was discussed in the
Commons on 2% March the party pressed Chamberlain to give a prior
guarantee of involvement in a war occasioned by some incursion upon
the integrity or independence of Czechoslovakia. The Prime Minister
turned this down flat, as he did their proposal that the peace-
loving nations should unite to withstand the aggressor.
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