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The significance of Stanley Baldwin (1867–1947) is self-evident. As Conservative party

leader and three times Prime Minister, he was at the heart of most of the great political

debates and national events of interwar Britain. Yet understanding the positions he

adopted and his contribution to public life has not been easy, in part because of his

unusual political character and in part because private evidence on him was neither

conveniently assembled nor readily interpreted.

This edition contains a selection of Baldwin’s letters, reports of his conversations and

related documents and illustrations, with an extensive commentary. It has two main

purposes. The first is to publish important documents on Conservative and ministerial

politics, as perceived and practised by their leader. These deal with major issues and

episodes from the destruction of the Lloyd George Coalition to the Abdication, and with

relationships among leading politicians and other public figures, notably Churchill, the

Chamberlains, press controllers, and three kings. Less explicit but of equal importance

is considerable evidence on the environments, routines, courtesies and culture of high

political society.

Baldwin’s colleagues found him difficult to understand, and during a severe relapse

in his reputation after his retirement the criticisms turned on supposed deficiencies in

his character. The second purpose of this edition is to provide a documentary account

of Baldwin himself, revealing in his own words his circumstances, personality, beliefs,

friendships and enmities. Beginning with his election to Parliament in 1908, the volume

contains testimony tohis early values, andbycontinuingbeyondhis retirement it includes

his own reflections on his career. These sources on national politics and the Prime

Minister will make this edition indispensable for studies of public life in interwar Britain.
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preface

�

Edward Baldwin

The only written communication I have from Stanley Baldwin is a picture
postcard of the interior of the church at Bourg en Bresse. It is dated 21 August
1938, addressed in mauve ink to ‘Monsieur Edouard Baudouin, Astley Hall,
Stourport-on-Severn, Angleterre’, and reads ‘Please give our love to your Par-
ents. G. F.’ Nothing remarkable: just a gently humorous message via a seven-
month-old grandson from the ex-Prime Minister and his wife as they made
their way to their usual summer destination of Aix-les-Bains.
He was not ‘S. B.’ to my generation of the family. He was ‘G. F.’, standing

for Grandfather. Curiously our Grandmother was not ‘G. M.’ but ‘G.’ I was
the youngest of the grandchildren, and was not quite ten when he died in
December 1947. Although I could not have known him as well as my older
cousins did, I probably absorbed as much or more of his ethos and person-
ality by virtue of my father’s unremitting efforts, as I was growing up, to
counter the distortions of fact, motivation and character which attached to
Baldwin’s reputation soon after he retired. I grew up to hear many hurtful
things said about my grandfather; and I clearly remember the climate of the
1950s in which my father found it difficult to persuade a publisher to touch
his book My Father. The True Story (1955), involving as it did some neces-
sary criticisms of Churchill, who had been responsible for some of the more
damaging imputations, and who was still in office with the status almost of a
demigod.
This edition, which owes its existence almost entirely to the efforts of my

co-editor, will present new perspectives on a man who for so long puzzled
his contemporaries and later commentators. The reasons for this puzzlement
should be clearer in the wake of more recent historical writings. In the words
of an old neighbour, writing at the time of a Baldwin centenary event in 1967:

xi
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xii Preface

‘There was never anyone like Stan . . .Hewas always so different from all other
politicians!’
Families, except of course where there are feuds and factions, can be ex-

pected to support their own. But I have reached retirement age without, from
an extended family, ever once hearing a hostile comment about SB; and that
must be unusual. From family near and distant, and from Worcestershire
neighbours, the sentiments have been those of love, admiration, devotion, or
all three. From a son-in-law, to my father: ‘As I think you realize, I revered
and loved your father, who was in many ways a second father to me.’ From a
grandson: ‘He always had time to see me, with or without my friends, when I
called in at Astley Hall. He loved the young.’ The same can be heard from res-
idents of Stourport, Bewdley, Kidderminster, some of whom still remember
him from the 1930s and have a fund of stories of his kindness, humanity and
humour. Not long ago, from a wider context, the son of one of his parliamen-
tary private secretaries remarked to me ‘My father adored your grandfather.’
It was said with real intensity. This devotion to SB from those who knew him
well was exceptional.
Readers will form their own impressions from these letters and recorded

conversations. There is a light-heartedness that lay not far below the surface
of a man who found, early in his tenure of the top job, that public humour
carried too high a risk ofmisunderstanding. Theminister who told theHouse
of Commons when introducing a finance bill ‘The next clause is incompre-
hensible. I can’t understand it and you won’t either, but it’s all right’, became
more careful when speaking as PrimeMinister. But the Baldwinwho appeared
calm and phlegmatic at the centre of affairs could be high-spirited, vehement,
incautious, and surprisingly critical when he felt it safe or appropriate to un-
button his feelings. There was never malice, however, and always the desire to
see good in his fellow man.
I wish I had truly known him. The humour does not surprise me, nor the

sharp and often striking use of language, nor the engaging whimsicality which
sometimes shows through; these can be seen in other generations of the family
as well. Perhaps the passion does, when Iwatch videos of old newsreels and see
the energy which Baldwin put into big speeches, giving the lie to epithets such
as ‘bovine’ which were coined by commentators in later times. But it should
not, for how else could he have held audiences and commanded a following
in a way that few others were able to do? You do not achieve that simply by
being the ‘nicest’ PrimeMinister of the twentieth century, as he has sometimes
been called. And if the nervous output often left him spent, how essential to
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Preface xiii

ensure that he had the rest and the holidays which he knew his constitution
demanded, acknowledging the strains of an unbroken twenty-year period
in office when his leadership of the opposition is included. If he was right
in his stated belief during his premiership that half the bad decisions since
the war had been taken by tired men, he would have been irresponsible to do
otherwise.
His family and friends could experience his quickness of mind and his

breadth of reading and knowledge, which unusually for one of his calling he
did not parade much in public. (‘S. B. went through his correspondence at an
incredible speed’ wrote a manager who worked under him in business, while
adding how ‘My chief’s sly humour was always peeping out.’) ‘Avoid logic’
is an injunction of his that many find difficult. Did he really believe that ‘no
one was ever persuaded by argument’? It may, as My Father has suggested,
have been a way of bringing calm when his children were fractious. It was
also, without doubt, a denial of the primacy of the intellect, which caused
obvious problems for his later reputation with certain articulate sections of
society. Baldwin, while intensely practical, operated much in the realms of
the heart and the spirit, which was why so few colleagues talked ‘the same
language’ as he did, or grasped what (in his own words) he was ‘driving at’.
It was a form of realism in his public life, not to say wisdom, to recognise
that most people make up their minds on grounds deeper than logic, and
that this was the level on which, with perfect integrity, any discourse must be
directed.
‘Be yourself always’ was the advice he gave Sir John Reith when the latter

entered theHouse of Commons in 1940. It was largely because Baldwin was so
obviously himself, and this self was more concerned with service than power,
that he was trusted and respected by an unusually wide spectrum of British
society. If oratory to him was the harlot of the arts, it was because of what he
saw as its falsity. Many of Baldwin’s speeches were humdrum: others, on big
themes such as peace in industry, India and the Abdication, drew extravagant
praise from old political hands for their eloquence, sincerity, emotional force
and lofty vision. Ars est celare artem, perhaps: the art that conceals art. If
Baldwin was an artist, however, there was not much artifice in him, in the
sense of a wish to dissemble. An exception might be made for his tendency to
portray himself as slower and less intelligent or informed than he really was,
another curious trait in a politician. Part of this was due to a genuinemodesty,
and part perhaps to his ever-present desire to break down barriers, to be the
‘one of you’ which he so strongly felt himself to be, even if it was one who
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xiv Preface

was ‘called to special service’. It led to him being consistently underestimated
by those who did not know him well, an advantage of which he was surely
aware.
He had a broader awareness, too, that probably ran deeper than most. As

PrimeMinister his days as a managing director in industry and as an efficient
departmental minister were behind him. It was his task now to think out
strategic directions: the restoring of high standards to public life in the early
1920s; then the ‘binding together of all classes’ into a healthier and more
united society; then the emphasis on the spiritual foundations of democracy
when faced with the rise of totalitarianism, leading to practical measures of
rearmament in the early to mid 1930s as the electorate were weaned away
from a near-pacifist mentality which had outlived its time. These were not the
product of chance, or political tactics, or justification after the event. They
sprang from a thoughtful and wide-ranging intelligence, as his contemporary
speechesmake clear. Baldwin’s combination of the reflective and the practical,
and his sense of duty and honour, were familiar to those who knew him of
old, and they can be seen inmany of the letters in this collection. And hemade
little attempt to disguise his blunders, of which he certainly had his share in
public life. Indeed he could be over-quick to apologise, which endeared him
to the public if not always to the more combative elements of his party.
All thismade for a character uncommon in its breadth anddepth and, as his

Worcestershire neighbour remarked, in significant ways different from other
politicians. It is hard to get the true essence of a personality after sixty years of
conflicting interpretations and confused psychology. Those who were closest
during his lifetime knew best what he was made of. One who started working
for him as an office boy wrote on his death: ‘The name of Lord Baldwin was
a household word with the . . . family, and my late Father held him before
his family and before all comers a great ideal [sic], and as one who had few
equals and no superior.’ Another workman wrote: ‘He was a grand man, and
I feel too big for this little world of intrigues and selfishness.’ A Downing
Street private secretary, recalling that ‘It is 26 years since I came within his
influence’, went on ‘It is a wonderful thing to work with someone one loves –
quite different from working with someone one just likes . . . I never met any-
one who possessed somuch essential sweetness and sanity or carried somuch
“of the herb Hearts Ease in his bosom” or, at any rate, could give so much
of it away to other people.’ ‘God rest his dear heart & soul’, wrote another
parliamentary private secretary who had recalled ‘his genuine affection and
concern for close colleagues in the Govt’, as well as ‘the kind of impish chuckle
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Preface xv

with which he used to greet the foibles of correspondents or minor errors in
service on the part of his staff ’.
Two who did not know him well shall have the last word in describing

the man. The writers Hesketh Pearson and Hugh Kingsmill decided to visit
Baldwin at Astley in the year before he died, and recorded in Talking of Dick
Whittington (1947) the conversationof a longMayevening inwhich the threeof
them looked back over people and events in Baldwin’s life. Their account ends
with the words; ‘As they drove off, Pearson murmured “Very, very lovable”,
and Kingsmill gave an assenting nod.’ If this edition leaves something of that
impression, whatever else it may show of Baldwin’s motives and actions in a
long public career, then those who knew and admired him as family, friends
or neighbours will be content.
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All letters to Louisa Baldwin are in SB add. papers.

Original diaries – e.g. Tom Jones diary, Mackenzie King diary – are easily located
among the papers of the diarists, as listed in the Sources: accordingly no precise
source reference for these is given.
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xxii List of abbreviations and conventions

Unless stated otherwise, the place of publication for cited books is London.

Contemporarymoney sums are also expressed in approximatemodern (i.e. about
the year 2000) values, using the Economic History Services program on EH.NET.
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