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'The Great War was the epitome of lovelessness in Western Civilisation. That is the theme that has long possessed me.'

                                                     Henry Williamson: The Gale of the world.
PERRY ANDERSON'S OVERSIGHT

The London Review of Books has recently (July and August 2018) published two long articles by Perry Anderson on the novel sequence by Anthony Powell - A Dance to the music of time, in particular comparing it to Proust's A la Recherche de temps perdu. Arguing that Powell's project is unique, and that Proust's sequence is the only valid comparison, he says:

'In scale and design, the architecture of A Dance to the Music of Time is unique in Western literature. Scale: the novel covers a period of more than half a century, from 1914 to 1971. Design: it forms a sequence of 12 self-standing but completely interconnected works. Why is this combination unique? Balzac’s Comédie humaine, covering the history of society from the Revolution to the last years of the July Monarchy, is comparable in span. But its 91 volumes form no single narrative: they are separate fictions, in which characters may reappear a few times, but the stories are essentially disconnected, at best unified ex post facto by the more or less arbitrary categories of the creator’s ‘system’. The twenty volumes of Zola’s Rougon-Macquart cycle start with a prelude in the Ancien Régime, but as their subtitle, ‘The Natural and Social History of a Family under the Second Empire’, indicates, 18 of the novels are set in the two decades of Louis Napoleon’s rule, integrated only by a doctrine extraneous to them, ostensibly obeying a biological determinism. In Spain, Galdós produced 46 Episodios Nacionales, from the Battle of Trafalgar to the fall of the First Republic, but these are historical novels in the strict sense, comprising five distinct series, each with a new hero, and each recounting major political conflicts through the adventures of an individual.'

It is extraordinary that no mention is made, here or anywhere else in the articles, of Henry Williamson's novel sequence A Chronicle of ancient sunlight. It consists of fifteen novels covering a period from the late nineteenth century to the end of the Second World War. It has a single central figure - Phillip Maddison, loosely, or perhaps rather tightly, based on Williamson himself. The first novel - The Dark lantern - treats of Phillip's father but the rest of the sequence follows Phillip through childhood, through the First World War (five very powerful novels), disorientation after the war, taking up a career as a nature-writer, engagement with Oswald Mosley's British Union of Fascists, taking up farming and finally suffering the isolation of someone identified as a Nazi lover through the Second World War - the whole seasoned with a seemingly endless succession of romantic affairs with young women.

I might also express surprise that Anderson doesn't mention Jules Romain's 27 volume novel squence Les Hommes de bonne volonté, covering the history of France through a coherent group of central characters from 1908 to 1933. Of course no-one would expect him to acknowledge the sequence on the history of Serbia from the late nineteenth century to the rule of Tito by Dobrica Cosic (President of 'rump-Yugoslavia' in 1992 in the early stages of the Bosnian war). Only five novels - Roots (late nineteenth-early twentieth century tension between traditional peasant Serbia and modernising European Serbia), Time of Death (First World War), Time of Evil (Communist Party in the inter-war period and the German occupation), Time of Power and Time of Deceit (the period of Tito's rule) - but Time of Death and Time of Evil are each over a thousand pages long.

HENRY WILLIAMSON AND FASCISM

But we are concerned here with Williamson and the Chronicle of Ancient Sunlight. I read it about ten years ago and at the time I had the feeling I was reading THE English novel of the first half of the twentieth century. It has no ambition to present a very wide ranging picture of everything happening in England at the time but it seemed to me that Phillip Maddison, with his despair over the destruction as he sees it of the natural world, his inability to make sense of the war he has lived so intensely, his conviction that Mosley is the man who can restore dignity to Britain while at the same time preventing a new European war, and his continued loyalty to that idea through the Second World War and its aftermath - which was indeed one of the main motivations for writing the book - all that has a symbolic quality - symbolic in the proper etymological sense of the word of bringing a large number of elements together in a single image, or, as in this case, a single person.

Williamson of course, best known as author of the 'animal sagas', Tarka the Otter and Salar the Salmon, hardly corresponds to the usual caricature of a 'Fascist'. He was indeed a born hero-worshipper but his heroes, apart from Mosley, were Blake, Shelley, Francis Thompson and above all the nature writer Richard Jefferies, the model and inspiration for his own career as a writer. His biographer and daughter-in-law, Anne Williamson, who maintains the very impressive website of the Henry Williamson Society, tends understandably enough to downplay his Fascism. In an essay on 'Henry Williamson's Credo', she says, describing his visit to Germany in 1935 when he was deeply impressed by the Nuremberg Rally:

'It may be considered quite extraordinary that a man of HW’s personality and standing should fall for any of the propaganda with which he was bombarded. But HW was indeed naive and gullible – and the German propaganda was very cleverly presented ... HW was like a horse with blinkers on: he could not see the dangers lying all about him.'
 

But as we shall see, Williamson never repudiated the joy he felt during the German visit in 1935. He described it at the time in his 1937 book Goodbye West Country  and again, after the war, with no apparent diminution of his enthusiasm, in The Phoenix Generation. It hardly does credit to Williamson's quality as a thinker to say that having been duped in 1935 he never realised he had been duped over the next thirty years of his life (despite all the pressure he was under to admit to having been duped).

On the other hand, in a short book - Henry Williamson - The Artist as Fascist, Guy Yeates
 stresses that Williamson was quite serious in his commitment to the British Union of Fascists (difficult reading the Chronicle to believe he wasn't) but tries to fit him into the caricature Fascist mould (product of an unresolved psychological disturbance):

'What, then, was the psychological condition which caused Williamson to embrace the fascist solution to social and economic problems facing the world between the wars, what blinded him to the truth? That, it seems to me, is the real puzzle about this artist. Without any attempt at what would be a wholly inexpert psycho-analytical investigation, I should like to suggest that insoluble tensions arising from his unbearable relationship with his father appear to have been the major influence in his adult life ...

'Williamson’s complete failure ever to establish a loving relationship with his father is, quite probably, fundamental to an understanding of his character; partly because, as I suggested earlier, it may have caused him to seek a compensatory father-figure; but it may also have been this that led him to adopt authoritarian attitudes himself, sub-consciously to expiate his own feelings of guilt about his part in this failed relationship. These attitudes allowed him to support an authoritarian regime whilst at the same time his effective withdrawal from general society, as an artist, meant that he could claim either to be unaware of or not responsible for the grosser behaviour of the political systems he supported ...'  (p.41)
'Possibly this disastrous relationship caused him as an adult to seek a father-figure whom he could admire, love even. If this were so, the significant point is that it was a Hitler/Mosley icon that he chose, rather than a liberal humanist.' (p.10)

Both these approaches presuppose that 'Fascism' is a known quantity, that it is something very wicked - unlike 'liberal humanism'. It would of course not occur to Guy Yeates to think that 'liberal humanism' might have been responsible for the First World War.

WILLIAMSON AND THE WAR

Williamson's sympathy for Fascism in general and for Hitler in particular has its roots in his experience of the war and most particularly his presence at the famous 'truce' of Christmas 1914.

He describes the truce at some quite ecstatic length in A Fox under my cloak, fifth volume of the Chronicle. But he also evokes it in The Pathway, last of the four-volume sequence The Flax of Dream. This was his first major writing project after the war. It concerns Phillip Maddison's cousin, Willie, also based on Williamson himself but perhaps in a more fanciful and romantic form. The first two volumes concern his boyhood (The Beautiful Years) and adolescence (Dandelion Days). The last two volumes (The Dream of Fair Women and The Pathway) his adulthood and early death. The story of Dandelion Days, published in 1922, finishes in 1914. The Dream of Fair Women, published in 1924, begins in 1919. As Anne Williamson comments: 'HW avoids any direct portrayal of the war itself in this early work: he was still too close to this shocking era to be able to write about it – that was to come later.'

Although with nothing like the depth of the five volumes given to the war in the Chronicle, it came quite soon, in two books - The Wet Flanders Plain, an account of a tour round the battle sites in 1927, and A Patriot's Progress, published in 1930. The progress achieved by the patriot is well shown in the illustrations by William Kermode. They begin with the patriot (an English everyman figure - 'John Bullock') in civilian life sitting at a desk in front of a typewriter with an old man standing behind him keeping an eye on what he is doing. They end with John Bullock as an older man sitting at a desk in front of a typewriter with a younger man standing behind him, keeping an eye on what he is doing. Bullock is now missing a leg. He has learned nothing from the dreadful experience he has been through. The book, a very powerful account with no hint of heroism in it, was serialised in Oswald Mosley's paper Action, in 1939.

The last volume of The Flax of Dream - 'The Pathway' - was published in 1928. Tarka the Otter, his first and perhaps his only taste of major success, was published in 1927. Anne Williamson makes the interesting suggestion that Tarka, full of violence as it is, 'can - and perhaps should - be read as an allegory of the First World War.'
  

In The Pathway Willie Maddison emerges as a figure vaguely reminiscent of Dostoyevsky's Prince Myshkin in The Idiot. Like Myshkin he disturbs the settled life and ideas of a minor gentry family both because he has lived through something they cannot imagine and because he is possessed by a semi-religious idea which he sees as the necessary antidote to the ideas that created the war. In the course of a conversation in the novel, he describes the truce:

'"We were in trenches under Messines Hill, and had a truce with the Saxon regiment opposite. It started on Christmas Eve, when they were singing carols, and cheering 'Hoch der Kaiser!', and we cheered back for the king. Then they lifted a Christmas tree, lit with candles, on their parapet, and shouted for us to come over. We feared a trap; but at last one of us climbed out into no-man's land -"

'"That was you, I expect."

'"Well, yes, I did go. A German approached me. It was bright moonlight and the ground was frozen hard. We approached each other with trembling smiles, and hands fumbling in tunic pockets for gifts for each other. He could speak English. 'I saw you coming,' he said, 'and I've told my comrades not to fire, whatever happens. They appear to be afraid of a trap.' I was so moved that I could hardly speak. We shook hands over our barbed wire fence - in those days our barbed wire was a simple fence of five strands. He gave me cigars, and I gave him a tin of bully beef and some chocolate. After a while other men came out, and we stamped about and swung our arms to keep warm, smoking each other's Christmas tobacco ...

"The trenches were about a hundred and fifty yards apart where we were, and we stood about all Christmas Day in the flat turnip field, in which dead cows were lying - most of them riddled with bullets fired by young soldiers - including myself - wanting something to fire at, from both sides during the preceding days and weeks. The ground was bone-hard but we managed to bury the dead who had been lying out in no-man's land since the October fighting. We marked the shallow graves with crosses made of the wood of ration boxes. I talked with my German friend and asked him what the words 'Fur Vaterland und Freiheit' which were written in indelible pencil on their crosses meant. He said 'For Fatherland and Freedom.'

"This staggered me, for I had not thought for myself before; I believed, as nearly all English newspapers, priests, and politicians had declared, that it was a righteous war, to save civilisation; and that the Germans were all brutes, who raped women and bayoneted babies and old men, and had to be rooted out of Europe like a cancerous growth before the world could be safe. I was very young, you see, not then eighteen. My German friend said Germany could never be beaten; and I said, Oh no, England can never be beaten. He said Germany could not be beaten, because his country was fighting for the Right. I said, but we are fighting for the Right! How can you be fighting for the Right, also? We smiled at each other. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out another cigar. 'Please smoke it, English comrade.'" (The Pathway, 1969 edition, p.226).

Earlier in The Pathway, in a conversation with Mary Ogilvie, a young woman who has befriended him, and her mother, Mrs Ogilvie, matriarch of the family, Willie protests against the way German was treated in the post-war settlement:

'"You know, William Blake, the poet who died about a hundred years ago! He was supposed to be mad, of course - the English always deprecate, or even destroy, their best minds. Blake wrote that lovely poem which was sung in so many schools during the war - Jerusalem:

'"I shall not cease from mental fight

Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand

Till we have built Jerusalem

In England's green and pleasant land

'"which various head masters and mistresses thought was a perfect expression of England's war aims for the annihilation of the German people. What stupidity, what blasphemy! The 'dark satanic mills' of Blake's earlier verse referred to the industrial system, which began the ruin of England: and which the financial power went to war to defend against continental industrial systems, first Napoleon, and then Germany! Poor Blake, a long watch he has been keeping! The lies that were told in the war, and are still being told, about the Germans! The humiliation of their Rhineland being occupied by the conquerors who knock off the hats of civilians who forget to raise their hats to French and Belgian officers! The agents provocateurs who arrange clashes between the rival political parties of resurgence in order to proclaim martial law! I have just been walking through Germany" he went on, in a rapid nervous voice, amidst complete silence, "and I know a little about it. It is terrible to see how that proud and truthful nation is brought low. The poor little starving children - why the starvation blockade was maintained until that revengeful treaty was signed at Versailles, eight months after the fighting ceased. Their bread was half sawdust. Scores of thousands of babies have died because of starvation."

'"It is retribution," exclaimed Mrs Ogilvie. Their defeat was the judgment of God! How can anyone think otherwise?" Her face was pale, her voice trembled.

'Maddison hesitated. He too was pale. He took a deep breath. "Good-bye," he said. "Thank you for welcoming me to your fireside," he added, while standing before her uncertainly, and holding out his hands to the flames. "I feel rather deeply about the war," he said, in a low, trembling voice.

'"You are not the only one," said Mrs Ogilvie.

'"Because, you know, it will happen again if all people do not examine themselves and see the cause of war in their own understanding of their neighbours. We are all war-makers, unless we know and watch ourselves."

'"I would rather not discuss it, if you do not mind," replied Mrs Ogilvie, putting down her needlework.'

Mrs Ogilvie had lost three sons in the war.

PHILLIP MADDISON AND MOSLEY

Phillip Maddison, central figure of the Chronicle, has also, like Willie, experienced the 1914 truce but where Willie has tried to develop a world view, part political, part mystical, in response, Phillip, a decorated war hero, has gone to pieces, putting himself together again, like Williamson, by becoming absorbed in the natural world and becoming a writer, under the influence of Richard Jefferies. In 1930, though, politics suddenly become interesting:

'When the paper-boy brought the morning papers he got up to meet him, and returning to the deckchair glanced through the London paper. By this act he broke his rule never to look at the papers until after the morning stint, of a minimum thousand words, was done.

'On the front page was the news of a junior minister’s resignation from the Labour government. The name of Birkin was prominent ... GREAT SPEECH TO THE HOUSE, ran the headline.

'"If this loan of one hundred million pounds cannot be raised," continued the Minister, "then unemployment, as an urgent and immediate problem, cannot be dealt with. We are told by the City of London that we cannot have the money to help the workless back to work - in reclaiming land, in afforestation, in building great new roads to replace the narrow, wandering tracks that so frequently link town with town, creating obstacles for traffic and danger to life; in electrification projects; and in everything needed to bring this great country up to date in the public utility services—all these things are needed for our survival. More important still, for our true wealth lies in our people, not only should children be kept out of industry, but an ad hoc pension scheme must be instituted whereby old people shall be encouraged to retire from industry at sixty by payment of pensions of twenty-five shillings a week. Thus more jobs will go to those who urgently need them - those on the threshold of adult life who are now growing up in idleness and subject to demoralisation of every kind ..."'

The 'junior minister', Birkin, is, of course, Oswald Mosley, at the time Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster in the Labour government under Ramsay Macdonald (a personal friend as it happens). The account in The Phoenix Generation (pp.52 et seq) is very closely based on Mosley's actual resignation speech after his 'memorandum' - putting forward ideas very close to those of Jimmy Maxton of the Independent Labour Party (Mosley was also a member of the ILP, as had been MacDonald and his chancellor Philip Snowden) and those that had been discussed by, for example, Keynes and Bevin in the recent Mond-Turner talks, 1928-9.

Maddison's reading continues:

‘"The Chancellor of the Exchequer [Philip Snowden - PB] has told us that the unemployed figures have risen, that they are bad and getting worse. He has told the House that if the unemployed problem is regarded from a purely Party point of view a tremendous case can, in the light of the published figures be made out against the Government.

'"The solution lies in the system of an import control board. Applied to agriculture, and particularly to wheat, an import control board can increase the price to farmers by ten shillings a quarter above the present world prices without any increase in the price of bread. Many thousands of men can thereby be found employment on our derelict arable farms, and the policy of controlled imports can be applied no less to other trades. For if we are to build up a home market, it must be agreed that this nation be, to some extent, insulated from the electric shocks of present world conditions. You cannot build a higher civilisation and a standard of life which can absorb the great force of modem production if you are subject to price fluctuations from the rest of the world which dislocate your industry at every turn, and to the sport of competition from the virtually slave conditions in other countries ...

'"If that effort is not made, we may soon come to a crisis, to a real crisis. I do not fear that so much, for this reason: that in a crisis this nation is at its best. This people knows how to handle a crisis; it cools their heads and steels their nerves. What I fear much more than a sudden crisis is a long, slow crumbling through the years until we sink to the level of a Spain, a gradual paralysis beneath which all the vigour and energy of this country will succumb. That is a far more dangerous thing, and far more likely to happen unless some effort is made. If the effort is made, how relatively easily can disaster be averted. You have in this country resources, skilled craftsmen among the workers, design and technique among the technicians, unknown and unequalled in any other country in the world.

'"What a fantastic assumption it is that a nation which within the lifetime of everyone has put forth the efforts of energy and vigour unequalled in the history of the world, should succumb before an economic situation such as the present. If this situation is to be overcome, if the great powers of this country are to be mobilised and rallied for a great national effort, then the Government and Parliament must give a lead. I beg the Government tonight to give the vital forces of this country the chance that they await. I beg Parliament to give that lead."'

His enjoyment of the article is a little disrupted by the interjections of the drunken odd job man, Rippingall ("I've seen the ghost of the murdered priest") and writer, Cabton, whom he dislikes. After finishing the article he is joined by his wealthy uncle Hilary:

'"Talking of cobwebs, have you read Birkin’s speech following his resignation from the government, Uncle Hilary?"

'"Yes, I have, and in my opinion it’s a lot of unrealistic idealism. Birkin was born with a silver spoon in his mouth, and yet he pretends to be the friend of the working man."

'"He is the friend of the working man, Uncle Hilary, surely? His generation led them in battle, after all."

'"That’s not enough to run a country in these difficult times, with a world slump threatening to become worse. Noble sentiments I agree, but they come from a hot head. Birkin wants to ignore world conditions, which rule our overseas markets. He knows nothing about finance, which is ruled by the world situation, as I said," replied the older man, his voice between the persuasive and conciliatory. "I hold no brief for Churchill, but he was right when he urged the raising of the Bank Rate, which stopped Labour’s wildcat schemes. Now Birkin, in resigning, has turned his coat again, as once before he turned it when he was a Conservative. The fellow lacks stability."

‘"Birkin said that Churchill, who raised the Bank Rate, is like a man who sets fire to his house, then throws stones at the fire brigade."

'"If these wild-fire socialists came to power, the first thing they would do would be to block Sterling. Then where would our export markets be?"

'"We could export to the Empire, surely, and invest all Sterling there, chiefly in raw materials."

'This did not please Hilary, who wanted to be free to invest his capital where he could get the biggest yield.'

PHILLIP MADDISON IN NUREMBERG

In 1935, Williamson was whisked off by his friend Sir John Heygate (also, as it happens a friend of Anthony Powell's and author of Decent Fellows, a novel published in 1930, treating of homosexual activities in Eton College) to Germany, where he attended, and was deeply impressed by, the Nuremberg rally. He describes this in The Phoenix Generation (published, we remember, in 1965):

'They went out to drink and eat in a large restaurant called Kempinski’s, resembling the Trocadero in London. Phillip was surprised to see so many prosperous-looking Jews eating there. Piers [Sir Piers Tofield, the fictional representation of Heygate] said, 'It’s owned by Jews.' This surprised Phillip, who, while knowing what he considered to be the distortional magnification of the newspapers, nevertheless had been affected by the reiteration of hostile criticism of the Nazis. He had thought vaguely of all Jews hiding in cellars, or being held in concentration camps.'
This may seem bizarre but in the mid-thirties many Jews thought that the raw violence that accompanied Hitler's rise to power had been brought under control. Obnoxious as the Nuremberg Laws were they seemed to provide a stable framework. You knew what you could do and what you couldn't and Jews had a long historical experience of living under restrictive legal systems. Many Jews who had left in 1933 were returning thinking that life though difficult could be tolerable. The illusion was shattered in 1938 with the kristallnacht and the violence that accompanied the anschluss with Austria, The obligation to wear the yellow star was first introduced in occupied Poland in 1939 and in Germany itself in 1941. Williamson as it happens continues his account with some details that are less accommodating to the Nazi viewpoint, including a sudden outburst of raw antisemitic feeling on the part of Maddison's friend Tofield.

Williamson's account continues:

'Next morning he went to buy a shirt at a department store owned by Jews and found it thronged. Occasionally it was picketed, said Piers; Germans were asked why they bought from aliens and not from German tradesmen. Many other Jewish shops were open, it appeared. There were no beggars on the streets. There was work for all who applied for it. Nine million unemployed had been found work ...

'His mornings were spent wandering about Berlin. Everywhere he saw faces which looked to be breathing extra oxygen: people free from mental fear. What a difference from the strained faces in certain parts of London! Would there be another war, he asked again and again, and got the same reply, No: Germany was now strong, and would create her own destiny: no more crowd-hysteria or mass-panic. No more political parties were fighting for power - there had been forty-eight such parties between 1918 and 1933, said the young Party-member who spoke English. He had appeared one morning at the hotel to take Phillip around the city. Proudly this young man wore the small gold and red badge of the 1923 Party-member. He had been a boy during the 1914-18 war, he explained.

‘"You are an ex-service man. Good! You, like our Führer, are a phoenix from the flame and steel of those days!” He spoke in clipped, sharp tones, obviously copied from Hitler in his speeches, which Phillip had heard (but not understood until he read them in translation) over his wireless set in England. “I am honoured to meet a front-line soldier, like the Führer!"

On the way to Nuremberg:

'They stopped again to look at a landscape of new peasant-cottages, white and pink, spaced regularly and built a quarter of a mile away from the main road. Each, said Martin proudly, had its four hundred square metres of land.

'“They are for workmen, from the cities. There is an adviser for garden cultivation. Each man is encouraged to make and cultivate his garden to his own ideas. Our Führer does not want us to be like bees or ants, you see. Each man must be a leader to himself. The Party will always remain, but when all our natural ideas are learned, the direct control will wither away.”

'They passed a troop of boys in shorts, marching along under a taller boy. “Hitler Youth, see for yourself how open are their faces, my friends !" They certainly looked happy, and smiled to see the little Union Jack pennant above the radiator cap.'

In a letter (never in fact posted), Phillip describes his impressions of the rally:

'"Three figures, Hitler in middle, walking in slow march up the white approach to the urns of remembrance, while softly the band below played I had a Comrade, that lament equivalent to our Flowers of the Forest. The tiny trio went past the masses paraded there below : helmets of the new Reichswehr, small and dark-grey, like poppy-seeds: clay- brown squares of the S.A.; blacker S.S. rectangles. These clerks, farm labourers, waiters, tram-conductors, newspaperboys, sons of generals and princes, poets, writers, labouring men, comedians and wounded soldiers - all who heard him in those early days and were shocked, rightly or wrongly, truly or neurotically, into a new way of thought, and gave up all for the Idea, and bound themselves together for their beliefs, fighting the forces of gold and disintegration and rival Ideas, meeting terror with terror and death with death, and driving the Communists off the streets until more than 30,000 Nazis (according to Martin) were slashed, cut, shot, blinded and finally killed in the struggle which has shocked the mind of the old Europe. I do not forget the opponents, tens, hundreds of men in a rival cause, millions of communist youths believing that the only way to a new world was by total destruction of the old civilisation, while Hitler wanted to base the new on the century-old virtues which were maintained in what was Old Europe. Yet many Communists heard the fanatic, and were disturbed anew, put into self-conflict, and went over to what they finally decided was the clear light."'

He then enters into prophetic mode. It would be interesting to know if the letter was written at the time or if this is hindsight:

'Germany is boycotted. Germany will not break the idiom of money invested for the greatest profit, irrespective of human life. The free for all is dereliction and death for millions. Oh Christ if this boycott leads to war! There will not be a Jew left in Central Europe, there will not be a Germany, there will not be an Empire, England will no longer be Shakespeare’s “precious gem set in a silver sea, this realm, this England!” Yet Hitler is now within an economic trap, isolated in the centre of Europe, dying not from individual Shylocks, for the Jews are splendid family folks, and created one of the first corporate states in the known history of the world, but from an obsolescent system which no longer serves modern world-needs. War is war. I have seen German prisoners, surrendered during battle, bombed in communication trenches when led to the rear, and this by a Battalion of Foot Guards. "Truth is the first casualty in war.’"As for Birkin able to rouse our people in time, he is making no real headway. The sad truth is that the great masses of people never feel keenly about anything outside their home and jobs, and that is good. They’re usually too tired after the day’s work to want anything but food, social life and necessary beer in their clubs (i.e. pubs). And the intellectual minority which formulates, indirectly, their destiny, is not prepared to struggle for peace. They are isolated souls, seldom prepared to be good neighbours first.'

This is followed by an incident which obviously made an impression on him, since he refers to it several times subsequently - a close-up look at Hitler:

'The next day I was invited to the Party headquarters hotel. I sat not far from Hitler in the drawing-room. He was talking to several people. Very quick head movements. His face, in happiness, has a luminous quality, his eyes particularly, being pale blue with a kind of inner shining. A Shelley self-driven by an inner tyranny to strike evil? Or a saint who will never draw the sword?

'Among the guests were the two young Mitford sisters, no longer wearing blue print dresses, but tweed coats and skirts, with no hats. Hitler in their presence seemed light and gay. He spoke rapidly, but was also a courteous listener. I could see that his natural pace was much faster than the normal. He glanced at me several times, I could feel sympathy between us. He had the look of a falcon, but without the full liquid dark eyes: an eyeless hawk whose sockets had burned out in battle and later filled with sky. A man of spiritual grace who has gone down into the market place and taken on the materialists at their own selfish game. Has such direct action ever succeeded in history?'

PHILLIP MADDISON AND NAPOLEON

In the hotel afterwards there is an interesting conversation which gives some idea of the notions of history Maddison is picking up from reading 'Birkin's weekly paper'. Maddison is talking to a Dutchman

'“Money does more than talking. It can send men to death. Hitler is only Napoleon over again.”

'“That is so. No money, no gold. ”

'“Napoleon tried to divert the use of money as usury, you see, and so tried to create a self-sufficient and united states of Europe,” Phillip went on hopefully. “That, of course, was not the British bankers’ idea at all. They wished for trade, in order to lend, and so make more money. You know that, you and old Van Iromp with his broom to sweep the British ships off the seas.”

'“Ja ja, Van Tromp, he did some sweeping, too, my friend!” 

'“The bankers, or banksters. of Lombard and Threadneedle Street wanted a gold-based Europe, since they had the gold in their vaults.”

'“What’s wrong with that?” asked the pipe-puffing Liberal journalist.

'“Bad for trade, sir. Very bad.” Phillip drank his tenth glass of champagne and said, “Zum Wohl!”, before continuing with what he had read in Birkin’s weekly paper. “You see, France after the revolution was bankrupt, So she could not afford to buy sugar and other commodities brought from the British colonies in British ‘bottoms’. So he started a new system.”

'“And ten million died in Europe as a consequence.”

“Yes, when England started to blockade Europe. If Napoleon’s system had prevailed, Europe would have become self-sufficient, with a share in the trade from the East.”

'“Then why did not Napoleon try peaceful overtures? Shall I tell you? Because he had a lust for power. ‘And all power corrupts, but absolute power corrupts absolutely.’ Lord Acton said that, if you know your history.”

'“My history, sir, is not of the law, such as Judge Jefferies and those judges who said, or one of them, that Englishmen would not be able to sleep safely in their beds if children were no longer hanged for stealing anything to the value of half-a-crown and upwards. But the point is this, Lombard Street bellies would have to shrink if Napoleon and his system prevailed. He offered a prize for anyone who discovered a substitute for cane sugar. It was won by someone in Poland who cultivated a weed which became what today we call sugar-beet. He offered a prize of ten thousand francs for a substitute for bicarbonate of soda from sea-water. Someone made it. Cotton from America was substituted by silk from Lille [sic. should be Lyon? - PB] and elsewhere. Europe was blockaded, Nelson burned Danish ships which traded with Napoleon."

“'But Napoleon used force. And found his grave in Russia ..."

'“Russia, under Alexander the King, double-crossed Napoleon, don’t forget. Napoleon was promised Russian wheat, then Alexander bilked and accepted a bribe of four million pounds in gold from Lombard Street not to deliver in bulk. So Napoleon went to give Alexander a punch on the nose and was defeated by General Winter. And - no, don’t interrupt me - I know your point of view, in a way it is mine too - cheerio.” He swallowed another glass of wine. “In eighteen fifteen Napoleon said, ‘These English will rue the day they refused to work with my system. In a hundred years there will arise a nation across the Rhine which will break the strangle-hold of gold in Europe. And he was one year out; for ninety-nine years later there was nineteen fourteen!”

'"Who are you? Why are you talking like this in Germany, when very soon we are likely to be at war all over again!"

'"My name is Phillip Maddison, and I write books."

'"Phillip Maddison? You wrote the Donkin Tetralogy? [fictional equivalent of The Flax of Dream - PB] That was a fine work, an idealistic work. What has happened to you since you wrote those novels, and that even better book, The Water Wanderer? [Tarka - PB] Stick to your last, my lad, and don't try to play Hamlet."'

WILLIAMSON AND MOSLEY

Henry Williamson was not - and never claimed to be - a political thinker as such. One of the strengths of the Chronicle of Ancient Sunlight, though - like Les Hommes de bonne volonté but unlike, I think, A la recherche du temps perdu or Dance to the Music of time - is that thought runs through it. But it is thought about the things of his own immediate experience, the interaction of his own sensibility with the world about him. The early books on Phillip Maddison's childhood reflect on family relationships and on what was/is in his view an inhuman education system. The war books and immediate post-war books on what effect war has on those engaged in it. Then there is his own encounter with Germans in 1914, his outrage at the way Germany was treated after the war, his own despair at the condition of Britain in the 1920s, his own delight at hearing someone (Mosley) who seems to be able to make sense of it all, his own joy at seeing Germany recover and once again able to reassert itself in the world. He never does what novelists do routinely - invent a fictional character who would experience the world, say, as a German soldier or a British politician. People with experience other than his own appear in the novels more or less as he experienced them.

In Mosley, Williamson encountered, and recognised, what he himself wasn't - a first class political mind. I am sufficiently of my age and generation to find some of Mosleys' ways of expressing himself - notably on the subject of 'negroes', Slavs, 'orientals' or Jews - distasteful. But Mosley was of his age and generation. As far as he was concerned, Western European culture and its extension in the USA had achieved huge things in the world which negroes, Slavs and orientals had not achieved - he saw Jews as a particularly clever variety of oriental which had become too closely entwined with Western European culture. This is, shall we say, a large theme which I won't be able to discuss properly here.
 That the achievement of Western European/American civilisation was enormous and had dragged the rest of the world into its wake, could hardly be denied.

There was within Western European/American culture, however, a recognition that the ultimate end of this huge technological/military achievement was an increase in material comfort, and that this was not actually a very high end of human endeavour. Hence the appeal in England of what we might call non-British, or non-Protestant, religions, starting with Roman Catholicism and then extending further to the East. That Williamson could be attracted to this way of thinking was shown in the person of Willie Maddison in The Pathway and in the book The Star Rover, supposedly the book written by Willie, as remembered by the small group he had read it to shortly before his death, when the actual manuscript was burnt. This is as close as Williamson gets to pure fiction, indeed fantasy, unless we count the animal stories which were however based on very intensive research.

Although this is a tendency of my own I think it is to Williamson's credit that he wasn't satisfied with it - that he recognised that the material problems of unemployment, the degeneration of agriculture, and war required a material solution.

So what do we make of the material solution proposed by Oswald Mosley? What do we make of 'Fascism'? And how did it look to the other major contender as radical alternative to the nightmare created by 'liberal humanism', to Communism? Since after all it is the Communist understanding of Fascism as an absolute evil that is still with us, still rendering thought on the subject so very difficult.

ON 'SOCIAL FASCISM'

In 1928-9, more or less coinciding with the ascendancy of Stalin in the Soviet Union and the policy of rapid industrialisation and the collectivisation of agriculture, the Comintern adopted a policy of refusing to distinguish between 'Social Democracy;' and Fascism and indeed suggested that this 'Social Fascism' could represent a greater threat to the Socialist future than Fascism red in tooth and claw.

In retrospect the policy looks like a foolish mistake but the retrospect is structured by the rise of Hitler. In fact the Comintern responded quite quickly to the new threat posed by the Nazi government, switching to the policy of the united, or popular front. Prior to 1933, however, Fascism in power was the rather less bloody rule of Mussolini in Italy. Social Democracy in power could be seen as the SDP in Germany which, in the anarchy following the end of the war and the embargo forcing Germany into a humiliating treaty, had used the proto-Fascist Freikorps to prevent a Communist revolution; or it could be seen as the Labour governments in Britain, with a large element of the old Liberalism into it, unable to break free of the supposedly scientific principles of classical economics. Or it could be seen as 'Mondism' (from Alfred Mond, Lord Melchett, manager of ICI who had organised the 'Mond-Turner talks between leading industrialists and trade union leaders) - the willingness to learn from and work with the existing entrepreneurial class that was embraced by Bevin.

What Fascism and Social Democracy had in common was an effort to improve working class living conditions within a capitalist framework, still leaving control over the means of production and exchange in private hands. The difference between them was the extent to which capitalism and the private owners of industry were expected to adapt to the requirements of the state as representing the interests of society as a whole, including the working class. The reason for ultimately preferring 'Social Fascism'/Social democracy to real Fascism was that real Fascism also wanted to bend the institutions of the working class - the unions - to the requirements of the state, thereby severely constraining the activities of the Communists. The liberalism of the Social Democrats which prevented them from challenging the bourgeoisie also prevented them from effectively challenging the Communists so that, although in terms of social policy they might have been worse than the Fascists, they were, from the Communist point of view, less dangerous. 

THE CRITIQUE OF 'DEMOCRACY'

Fascism agreed with Communism that the tendency of capitalism left to its own devices was to impoverish the working class, inevitable consequence of the need imposed by competition to reduce production costs. It also agreed with Communism that the solution to the problem (at least for the Communists the immediate solution, the first stage of a solution) was a strong state. The state had to be above the society, able to impose its will on the society. Mosley compared it to a very idealised view of the Tudor monarchy, able (he said) to impose the interest of the nation as a whole, including the powerless people, on the powerful barons who had precipitated the country into the Wars of the Roses.

Whether that makes good history or not, it is quite a good image for how he envisaged the state. It could not be democratic, as that term was understood in Britain in the 1920s. A democratic state, subject to the vagaries of party propaganda, the influence of money, the 'people' as an amorphous mass, a jumble of conflicting social interests, could only be a weak state. Mosley, scion of the old British landed aristocracy, probably understood better than many that the real strength of the British state lay in the coherence of the ruling class. Nor was he embarrassed by this - he maintained so far as possible his contacts within the class throughout his life. But he felt them to be at a loss what to do in the crisis of the 1920s. His argument was that the social problem - in the first place unemployment - had to be addressed in the same state of mind and using the same means as the state of war. The mobilisation of the economy to address the problem did not require as the Communists would have argued the destruction of the aristocracy, of the bourgeoisie, of the spirit of the entrepreneur (far from it) but it did require those elements to be bent to the needs of a national plan, an economy organised not to secure the highest return on money invested but the needs of the society as a whole, working class included.

Although the state was placed above the society the idea of democracy wasn't entirely excluded. The 'corporate state' recognised that the society was made up of distinct interests. Instead of a democracy consisting of parties covering all areas of government competing for the affections of the people as an amorphous mass, it was proposed that the different interests could be given each their own means of organisation, with a large autonomy in organising their own affairs and making representations to the state. I don't know how this idea - in principle very attractive - worked out in the practice of the actually existing Fascist states. After the war Mosley dismissed it - or at least the scheme worked out by his colleague Alexander Raven Thomson - as overly bureaucratic.

Within the Fascist mindset it was perfectly possible to admire Bolshevik Russia. A slogan of the Spanish Phalange was 'Long live the society of the future. Long live Fascist Italy. Long live National Socialist Germany. Long live Bolshevik Russia.' Willie Maddison as it happens in The Pathway expresses enthusiastic admiration for Lenin. Phillip Maddison in The Phoenix Generation informs his German minder in 1935 that Willie also (perhaps rather in advance of his time) admired Hitler. My copy of the writings of the Futurist theorist Filippo Marinetti has gone missing just when it's needed but I remember he had a political manifesto in which he argued (or it might be better to say pointed out) that to plan an economy you need to have a clear idea of the limits of the area to be covered by the economy. A national plan requires a nation living in a clearly defined territory. Marinetti argued (or it might be better to say pointed out) that Lenin understood this. He (and Stalin after him) had concentrated on building 'Socialism in one country'. The objection to European Communism was that they did not understand this. They were 'internationalists', which meant in practice that they subordinated the national (French, Italian, German) interest to the Soviet, or Russian interest. It was quite understandable that the Russians should manipulate these foolish 'internationalists' in their own interest; it was equally understandable that the Fascists should resist that manipulation with everything in them. In France, Jacques Doriot's passage from Communism to Fascism was based on the feeling that the French Communists were simply the stooges of a Russian interest.

Unfortunately, however, the national economy did not necessarily provide everything that was needed for the fulfilment of a national plan. The basic problem of capitalism, or rather industrialisation - the need to find markets to dispose of production beyond the needs of the nation; the need for a secure access to raw materials - hadn't gone away, hence the resurgence, or maintenance, of imperial ambitions, the need for action beyond the borders of the nation state. The ideal proclaimed at Versailles through the League of Nations was a system of nation states trading with each other on an equal basis in an international market. This of course was a fiction. The Fascist idea admitted the existence of leader nations and subordinate nations. Fascists such as Quisling in Norway, Degrelle in Belgium, Doriot and Déát in France had to accept a subordinate status and press for the best deal possible for their country in a system dominated by Germany. For Mosley, however, Britain already had a more than adequate market and source of raw materials in the form of the Empire
 and should concentrate on cultivating that without trying to obstruct the efforts of Mussolini or Hitler to build Empires of their own. And, leaving aside the possible demands of his own psychological makeup, Hitler would not have needed to expand Eastwards if Versailles hadn't destroyed the Austro-Hungarian Empire (but in that case, of course, Hitler would never have been in power).

PEACE WITH GERMANY

Britain, however, Mosley argued, could not win a war against Germany with its own resources. It could only win by mobilising America and Russia on its side. That could only mean American and Russian hegemony and the end of the Empire.

Robert Skidelsky, in his biography of Mosley
 sums up his position as follows:

'Mosley's quest for peace and his National Socialism alike propelled him towards Anglo-German agreement, just as Churchill's refusal to contemplate such an agreement sprang from his lack of commitment to peace and from his hostility to Continental "tyrants". Churchill has recorded how he was "obsessed by the impression of the terrific Germany I had seen and felt in action during the years of 1914 to 1918 suddenly becoming again possessed of martial power ..." Mosley was obsessed with the gruesome slaughter of those years. To Churchill the First World War had been a successful if costly operation to preserve the traditional balance of power. For Mosley it finally discredited the whole idea of the balance of power. For Churchill nothing had changed. Britain must continue to "oppose the strongest, most dominating power on the Continent ..." For Mosley one purpose had replaced all the others: to remove the causes of war.

'But it is equally true that Churchill and Mosley were on different sides of the ideological divide in the 1930s. In Churchill's view Philip II, Louis XIV, Napoleon, Wilhelm II, Hitler were all tyrants endangering the liberties of others through their insatiable ambitions and who therefore needed to be "struck down". This was the main English tradition, the ideological basis of balance of power as England has always seen it. Democratic socialism, Liberal capitalism and League [of Nations - PB] idealism fitted into this tradition easily enough since all three were offshoots of the English ideology. Once Mosley had lost his belief that England's "free institutions" were the last word in civilisation, his commitment to this particular version of England's historic mission, already severely jolted by the First World War, disappeared altogether.' (pp.433-4).

At the last moment before the war broke out Mosley had to dissuade Williamson from a quixotic project of going to Germany to speak to Hitler as one war veteran to another. Williamson naturally felt sympathetic to Rudolf Hess who had tried to do the same thing in reverse. The last novel in the Chronicle - The Gale of the world - features an old First World War fighter pilot ace, 'Buster' Cloudesley who develops a scheme for rescuing Hess from Spandau using glider planes. He has fond memories of chivalrous treatment at the hands of his wartime opponent, Hermann Göring:

'Herman Göring shot down Manfred Cloudesley over Mossy Face wood at Havrincourt in 1918. He saw that his enemy, who had killed nine of his Richthofen Staffel pilots, had the best surgeons and treatment in hospital. This morning Göring committed suicide. Better to have died on the cross, old Knight of the Ordre pour le Mérite.' (p.98)

Maddison's sense of outrage at the progress of the Nüremberg trial runs through the novel.

The title 'Gale of the World', incidentally, is a quotation from the Serb General Mihailovic, executed in 1946 on the order of Marshal Tito - 'shot in front of one of his daughters—a Communist; the father a Fascist, grey-bearded, manacle’d. I and all my works were caught in the gale of the world. The hail of bullets cutting bone and flesh. O fortunatus tu, mon general! If only I had died of my wounds on the Somme. Morbid thoughts no good. Breathe in slowly; as slowly respire; twenty times. "Be still, and know that I am God."' (Williamson).  Prior to the German assault on the USSR, Mihailovic was the only person leading a military resistance in occupied Europe. When I was living in France I became friends with a distinguished former associate of De Gaulle's who told me De Gaulle had sent him on a private mission to Yugoslavia to inform Tito that so long as he (De Gaulle) had any power, Tito would not be allowed to set foot in France because of what he had done to Mihailovic.

THE PATH TO POWER

But how did Mosley imagine that he and his Fascist movement could ever take power, providing the country with the sort of determined government he believed it needed? What did he think he was doing when he left the Labour Party (in which he was a force to be reckoned with)  and, after the interval of the New Party, when he still commanded wide respect within both Labour and Conservative ranks, into the margins of British politics with the British Union of Fascists?

The expectation of classical liberal economics as practised by Snowden and Baldwin and the National Government was that, left to its own devices, the economy would right itself. All government could do was to hold the fort, to muddle through, until that happened. Mosley on the other hand expected the crisis to deepen, leading to a collapse and the emergence of physical force politics. But the only people prepared for physical force politics were the Communists, a marginal element in the existing political scene, but they had also been a marginal element in the Russian political scene in 1917. Hence the need for a body like the BUF, organised on a paramilitary basis. The precedent he pointed to was Edward Carson and the UVF.

According to Williamson, the violence at Mosley's rallies was almost entirely the result of Communist infiltration: 'Uproar by Communist mobs was usual at a Birkin meeting; stones, half-bricks, razor blades in potatoes flung in the face, coshes, chair legs bound with barbed wire' (A Solitary War, p.330). More surprisingly this view is supported by Robert Skidelsky. Skidelsky is now best known as the author of a massive biography of Keynes and as a major promoter of a Keynesian approach to economics. His biography of Mosley (1975) follows on his early book (1967), Politicians and the Slump: the Labour Government of 1929-31, in which he argued that the 'Mosley Memorandum' of 1929 could have been the saving of the Labour government. In the introduction to the Mosley biography, he says (after expressing his admiration of Hugh Gaitskell): 'As the Labour Government of 1964 staggered from disaster to disaster under an obviously inadequate Prime Minister, Mosley took shape in my mind as Labour's "lost leader"' (p.14).

He continues:

'the creativity with which he is now generally credited before 1931 did not suddenly disappear when he put on a black shirt. Rather, a highly unusual and penetrating mind went on developing and refining certain basic positions present only in embryo in the 1920s. Secondly, Mosley's political stands provide a mordant and ironic commentary on the history of his own lifetime. To study Mosley's thought is to be presented with an alternative history of Great Britain in the twentieth century, a history of "what might have been" which has a fascination of its own. But it would be a mistake to treat it merely as fantasy. Mosley had a remarkable gift for being in tune with the main historical tendencies of his age. When his responses to twentieth century challenges are set side by side with those of Britain's rulers, it is their lack of attunement to the new age that appears to be striking. Mosley may have been out of tune with British political culture; but Britain itself was notably failing to adapt its nineteenth century ideas to twentieth century reality. Mosley may best be seen as an "authoritarian moderniser" in a society which had "resolved unwittingly to stand on the ancient ways." It was the inherent difficulty of this position, as much as Mosley's "character defects", which wrecked his political career. But the very quality of futurism which helped bring his political ambitions to dust keeps his ideas fresh for present and succeeding generations.' (pp.16-17).

On the subject of political violence, he says:

'This whole complication of challenge and response makes it extremely difficult to assign responsibility for violence. Legally, the responsibility rests with the opponents of Fascism. They attacked Fascist meetings, processions and occasions. By and large fascists did no more than the law entitled them to do to defend those occasions. The basic reason why more communists than fascists were convicted in the courts in the 1930s is that communists broke the law more frequently than fascists. Morally, the verdict has gone against Fascism; and the Public Order Act of 1936 was certainly passed on the assumption that the fascists were the guilty party. To the Left the anti-fascists were right to attack fascism simply because it was a "bad thing". And even the moderate Right found it very hard to sympathise with Mosley. Their attitude was very much that of the newspaper which remarked of him at the time of the Smethwick by-election: "Mr Mosley rather asks for it, as he is a very provocative young man ..."

'The general context in which violence took place was also favourable to opposition propaganda. The B.U.F.'s use o force always appeared to be more calculated, visible, more obviously organised than its opponents. In fact, the communists organised just as thoroughly, with as much military precision as the fascists. But their use of force was largely concealed; they were the guerrilla army; fascists the traditional army ... a fascist march through a working-class area was a visible, open act. But when bricks were hurled at it what did anyone know about those hurling them? Who were they? Where did they come from? It looked like a "spontaneous" expression of anger. But usually it wasn't ... "It is fashionable to allege that we were starry eyed idealists, but we certainly knew where to put razor blades in the potato when it came to a fight," says that veteran of many battles, Claud Cockburn ...' (pp.361-2).

Because of the Mosley biography, Skidelsky was denied tenure at John Hopkins University and Oxford. Somewhat bizarrely, after passing through the Labour Party and SDP, he was made a life peer by the Conservative government (under John Major) in 1991, becoming Conservative spokesman on Treasury affairs in the Lords (which seems odd for a Keynesian) before being dismissed by William Hague because he opposed the war on Serbia over Kosovo.

AND IN THE REAL WORLD ...

Obviously the establishment of a Fascist government envisaged by Mosley through social collapse and confrontation with the Communists did not happen in Britain. But it could still be argued that the transition from classical economics to Keynesian economics did require a suspension of democracy - the suspension that took place during the war and virtual dictatorship of Ernest Bevin.

Skidelsky says that at the time of the Mosley Memorandum, despite an obvious similarity in political outlook, Bevin kept his distance. A comparison between them would be interesting. Bevin too could be said to have been the commander of an extra-parliamentary force - the TGWU, vastly more effective than the BUF. And vastly more effective in countering Communism - as Skidelsky points out, the confrontational methods of the BUF were well calculated to strengthen the Communists.

Mosley had argued that the reorganisation of the economy required wartime measures which he hoped could be applied in peace time. The irony was not lost on Williamson:

'Rural England, outside the desolate areas of airfields under construction, was becoming arable England again. Grass fields were ploughed up by orders of Agricultural Committees. Bad farmers - the obdurate "C" men - were dispossessed at fourteen days notice. Businesses were closed down if they were considered "unnecessary to the war effort". The Government at last controlled Money. A British subject who had money in America and failed to sell his dollars to the British Government was liable to face a fine of thrice the value of the dollars and the original sum confiscated.

'Young men in the Forces looked well and fit ... Village boys no longer had factory-made trash toys. They were beginning to carve and model their own - generally aircraft - out of odd bits of wood ... Evacuee boys from London who at first had given trouble in the school, and helped in the spreading of obscene words and attitudes among the children, were changing ... It was pathetic to see how, after a few words of praise - as it were in confidence to equals - a "bad" boy would become alert and eager, anxious to be of use. The aimless kick-about-in-the-streets expression went from their faces. Phillip, after a few days, could almost see them reverting to type: the type of their rosy-faced forefathers, before the industrial revolution drew so many from the fields to the pallor of sweat-shops and factories. These things were ony indications pf the incipient community spirit; but all of them were du to the precipitating agency, to use a term in chemistry, of the modern Lucifer.' (Lucifer before sunrise, pp.74-5)
'Lucifer' being Williamson's code word for Hitler.

But Mosley was imprisoned during the war together with other leaders of the BUF. He was released in November 1943 owing to ill health - the ruling class looks after its own. He was examined by the King's doctor, Lord Dawson of Penn - but his release had been opposed by Bevin 'behind him was the general council of the TUC which according to Beaverbrook mistook itself for a committee of public safety. Enmities on the Labour side went back a long way: Labour leaders, too, were genuinely worried about the effect of Mosley's release on industrial relations, particularly on the handle it would give to communist agitation inside the trade union movement.' (Skidelsky p.461)

In his major publication after the war, The Alternative, he (Mosley) expresses little sympathy for the change that had taken place in British politics, in particular attaching no importance to nationalisation. He believed that for initiating industrial projects individual entrepreneurs were necessary but that once they were well established they should pass over to workers' control. The key role for government in his eyes was not management of production but control of finance: 'His basic idea was still that the system of finance capitalism set up a chronic tendency for demand to fall short of productive capacity, and thus for the system to collapse into depression  ... Labour's policy was simply to reinstate nineteenth century capitalism with America replacing Britain as the world's chief money lender.' (ibid p.489)

There is a certain grim relevance in all this to our present situation. Once again, as in 1929 and through the 1930s, mainstream politics is in the grip of the idea that 'classical' economics is scientific fact. Once again we are part of a globalised economy, more or less equivalent to what Lenin identified as 'Imperialism', in which British industry and agriculture have both been gutted by cheaper imports. And since the deregulation of the 1980s (did Skidelsky as Conservative spokesman on treasury affairs support this?), the financial sector has been liberated from any concern it may have had about fulfilling social need. One great difference is that Britain no longer has the possibility of exploiting the resources of Empire - a major concern of Mosley's, transferred in his immediate post-war vision to Africa as a hinterland for the whole of Europe , an idea that seems now to have been taken up by China. The challenge facing Jeremy Corbyn is to bring about a change equivalent to the one Mosley envisaged, or the one Bevin achieved. But Mosley's tactic of establishing a Fascist dictatorship in conflict with militant Communism is not available to him. Nor, hopefully, is Bevin's war. So can it be done in a "democracy"?

� There's also Georges Duhamel's ten volume Chronique des Pasquier.


� In Search of Truth – Henry Williamson’s credo, accessible at https://www.henrywilliamson.co.uk/57-uncategorised/129-in-search-of-truth


�  Independently published in 2017. One wonders if Guy Yeates is related to Victor Maslin Yeates, Williamson's boyhood friend, First World War fighter pilot who published an account of his wartime experiences, Winged Victory, with an introduction by Williamson, in 1933. Victor Maslin's understanding of the causes of war rather resembles Williamson's: 'a state living by finance must always have neighbours from which to suck blood, or it is like a dog eating its own tail.' He had a son called Guy, obviously not the author of this book..


�  In her account of The Dream of Fair Women, accessible at https://www.henrywilliamson.co.uk/bibliography/a-lifes-work/the-dream-of-fair-women


� I In search of truth.


� I do hope to discuss it elsewhere. I'm currently engaged in writing a series of articles built round Solzhenitsyn's book Two Centuries Together, trying to understand antisemitism in the context of the Russian Empire - http://www.peterbrooke.org/politics-and-theology/solzhenitsyn/ Williamson seems to have shared the vaguer antisemitism that was very widespread in Britain in the 1930s but in his novels he stresses the problems 'Birkin' had with the more extreme (or perhaps we should say even more extreme) antisemites attracted to his party.


� Williamson's fictional name for the British Union of Fascists is the 'Imperial Socialist Party.'


�  (8) Robert Skidelsky: Oswald Mosley, Macmillan, 1975.


�  In The Alternative, discussing the atrocities committed by German soldiers in occupied territories in the late stages of the war, Mosley remarks: "That is a situation which seldom confronts Churchwardens, but is often met, in varying degree, by military police in an occupied country, where resistance is being organised on a large scale. Did all the Black and Tans emerge quite so spotless from the same test in much the same situation in Ireland, as the Churchwarden would have liked to think in Church on Sunday, just after he had voted for the Coalition Government which used them in the attempt to break the spirit of the Irish by terror? Let us remember that Britain was not fighting for her life at the time the Government employed the Black and Tans in Ireland, but that every country, which occupied another country in the late war, was, at that stage, fighting for its existence." Mosley in Parliament in the early twenties (sitting as a 'Conservative and Unionist') began his career as a fierce critic of the government's terror campaign in Ireland


�  In 1926, when Mosley stood as a Labour candidate against the Chamberlain dynasty. It is perhaps his opposition to the Chamberlain domination of Birmingham which prevented him from acknowledging the similarity of his ideas to those of Joseph Chamberlain.


� Since writing that last paragraph I've realised that in fact Skidelsky, following the failure of Labour in the 1970s and the apparent universal acceptance of neo-liberalism, had converted to what might be called Friedmanite ideas. This becomes clear in the conclusion to his Keynes biography which is very critical of Keynes. He admits this himself, for example in a talk given in 2011 - Robert Skidelsky: Keynes for the 21st century, a talk given to the Renner Institute in Vienna, May 18, 2011, accessible at http://www.skidelskyr.com/site/article/keynes-for-the-21st-century/ It was the 2008 Great Financial Crash that persuaded him that 'the master' had been right all along. Return of the master was published in 2009.
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