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Foreword

Some people sometimes wonder why the Government decides to do something, and to do it in a certain way. Speculation of this kind becomes more common as the authorities interfere, as they do, more and more frequently, and at more and more points, with the private lives of us all. We are all deluged, all day long, with speculation or explanations of the reasons for government action, some true, some false, put out in the Press and on the wireless, sometimes by officials, sometimes by journalists; and at the end of it all, we are often uncertain what to believe.

Now, I happen to have been involved, many years ago, in one Government decision which affected me and my family both closely and deeply: whether my husband was to be sacked with ignominy from the Diplomatic Service, in which he had served for over sixteen years, recently with immense distinction. In 1927, when in China, the negotiations concerning what came to be known as the O’Malley-Chen Agreement made world headlines for weeks on end. This because the occasion was the first major row for some time between England and China, Chinese forces having over-run the British Concession at Hankow, 800 miles inland from Shanghai. Owing to an interregnum between two British Ministers in Peking, my husband was in charge, and was sent to Hankow to learn what had happened and to sort out the situation. His success in doing this was loudly and generally acclaimed, not least in the House of Commons. That less than six months later his resignation should have been demanded is, on the face of it, distinctly peculiar.

Our own situation at this time was not very comfortable. When we left for China two years before we had let our house for three years, then the normal turn of duty in the Far East; we had to leave China suddenly owing to our son’s serious illness, but, as we could not resume possession of our house, we had no home of our own. The doctors insisted that the boy must spend the winter in Switzerland, so I took him to a small cheap pension in Chateau d’Oex, where there were good English schools. Our daughters were parked in houses of friends, Jane with a governess, the youngest, with her old Nannie. At this stage, our joint private income was about £300 a year. When we married, it had been nearly £600, modest enough in all conscience, but I had had to trench on my small capital to fit us out for China, and the subventions from my mother-in-law had been cut as her income fell away during the War. Now, with three children, two of school age, was not a good moment for my husband to lose his job and his salary.

Moreover, the misdemeanour for which the penalty of resignation was demanded had taken place four years earlier, and at the time it was perpetrated attracted no attention whatever. Early in 1923, my husband had speculated, in quite a small way, in French francs with a firm in the City; he had lost more often than he had gained, and had given it up. Unfortunately, the head of his department, Mr Don Gregory, also started speculating, with the same firm; he plunged heavily, and lost thousands of pounds. Still more unfortunately, he did not plunge alone; many of his transactions were undertaken jointly with a Mrs Aminta Bradley Dyne, the wife of a former school-friend. She also lost heavily, and worse still, when she could not meet her losses, pleaded the Gaming Act to escape her liabilities – whereupon the City firm sued her for over £38,000. She lost – and the resulting scandal was enormous. That she should have pleaded the Gaming Act was widely, and naturally, regarded as thoroughly disreputable, and brought all the transactions – hers, Mr Gregory’s, and my unfortunate husband’s – out of the relatively respectable area of ordinary speculation and under the blanket condemnation of ‘gambling  in francs’; the Press seized on the ‘wickedness’, as they regarded it, of Foreign Office officials indulging in such practices, in view of their possible effect on Anglo-French relations.

The Government, of course, could not ignore all this, and on 1 February 1928, the Prime Minister, Mr Stanley Baldwin, directed that an enquiry should be held forthwith into ‘certain statements made in the course of the case Ironmonger v. Dyne affecting Civil Servants’. The Special Board of Enquiry was to consist of Sir Warren Fisher, Permanent Secretary to the Treasury; Sir Malcolm Ramsay, Comptroller and Auditor-General; and Mr Maurice Gwyer, H.M. Procurator-General and Solicitor to the Treasury.

From the outset, the Minute setting up the Board of Enquiry quoted above presented at least two peculiar features. One was the phrase ‘affecting Civil Servants’, since all the government employees referred to in the case of Ironmonger v. Dyne were in fact members of the Diplomatic Service, and not of the Home Civil Service, as commonly understood. The other peculiarity was the composition of the Board. Since its task was to enquire into the conduct of members of the Diplomatic Service, it might have been expected that some senior member of that Service would have been asked to serve on the Board – but not so. Sir Warren Fisher was Head of the Home Civil Service; Sir Malcolm Ramsay, an officer of the House of Commons; and Mr Gwyer, more commonly known as The Treasury Solicitor, the legal expert. Much has already been written, and more doubtless will be, about Sir Warren Fisher’s protracted struggle to extend his authority as Head of the Civil Service to include the Diplomatic Service as well, and the strong resistance put up by many senior members of that Service to what they regarded as an unwarrantable encroachment on a distinct body. This struggle should be borne in mind in considering what follows, since it illuminates the attitudes of most of the protagonists. Sir Warren Fisher certainly felt that he had gained an opening point by the use of the phrase ‘affecting Civil Servants’ in the Prime Minister’s Minute setting up the Board of Enquiry. (Much later, he told me this himself.)

It will perhaps be convenient at this point to quote from a couple of paragraphs in the Report presented by the Board of Enquiry to the Prime Minister on 28 February.

Paragraph 2

‘The case of Ironmonger & Company v. Dyne was heard in the King’s Bench Division of the High Court of Justice... The Plaintiffs, who are foreign bankers, carrying on business in the City of London, obtained judgement against the Defendant, Mrs A. Bradley Dyne, for £38,938 in respect of foreign currency bought and sold by her. Statements were made in the course of the case to the effect that three Civil Servants, Mr J. D. Gregory, Mr O. St C. O’Malley and Lieut-Commander H. F. B. Maxse, all employed in the Foreign Office, had been engaged in speculative transactions in foreign currencies with the same firm, though admittedly none of these transactions were in any way connected with the subject-matter of the proceedings in the High Court. We have interpreted our terms of reference as requiring us to investigate the truth of these statements, to ascertain the nature of the transactions referred to, and to consider whether the three persons above named made use of any official knowledge in these transactions for the purpose of private profit, and whether, even if they did not, the transactions were proper and becoming in the case of a Civil Servant...’

Paragraph 3 lists the names of the large number of witnesses interviewed. (The Report is printed as an Appendix at the end of this book.) Paragraph 4 proceeds

‘We had, of course, no power to compel the attendance of any witness, to hear evidence on oath, or to insist upon an answer to any question. But we are glad to be able to say that in no single instance has the absence of these powers limited our enquiry in the slightest degree, and that no material information or document for which we asked has been withheld by any witness. We are in these circumstances reasonably assured that we have been able to elicit all the facts which are or may be relevant to the subject-matter of our investigation, and we desire to express our appreciation of the assistance which has throughout been afforded to us.’

This paragraph is rather revealing in its distinct complacency of tone; it is interesting to note that despite this complacency, so far as I can ascertain, no subsequent enquiry, by any Government, has been conducted on these lines.

Following the introductory paragraphs, the Report was divided into three parts. Part I dealt with the cases of Mr Gregory, my husband, and Lt Comd. Maxse; Part II enquired into speculation in francs by ‘other Civil Servants’, especially Mr Villiers and Miles Lampson (afterwards Lord Killearn) who, in fact, were both diplomats. But Part III of the Report of the Board of Enquiry dealt at some length with the now almost forgotten, but still mysterious, subject of ‘The Zinoviev Letter’, as it came to be called. (No one that I have ever encountered knows for certain whether the original document was a forgery or not.) This occurred in 1924, when the first Labour Government was in power. By a perfectly normal chain of circumstances, Mr Gregory, as Head of the Northern Department in the Foreign Office, in the absence from London of the Secretary of State, signed a letter on the subject to the Soviet Charge d’Affaires; and someone in the Department, on the instructions of Sir Eyre Crowe, the Permanent Undersecretary of State, handed a copy to the Press for publication. After the Labour Government lost the next General Election, the sending, and, still more, the publication of this letter became the subject of ‘acute political controversy’, in the words of the Report. When the resounding scandal of Mrs Bradley Dyne’s lawsuit broke early in 1928, Mr Gregory’s involvement with it sent Labour’s memories back to 1924, and Mr Ramsay MacDonald and Mr J. H. Thomas communicated to the Board of Enquiry all that they had heard or suspected of Mr Gregory four years before. The Board felt it incumbent on them to go into this matter very fully; in fact, it did Mr Gregory no particular harm, since even the Board had to recognize that as far as the Zinoviev letter was concerned he had only acted in the  normal course of his duty, and that the furore about it had no possible connection with his speculations in foreign currencies; though they took upon themselves to ‘regret his reticence’.

But the Labour Party’s deep concern with Part III of the Report was very useful to us, as things turned out. That Part I might possibly be discredited as factually incorrect was obviously in their interest, since this would throw doubt on the accuracy of Part III. Hence they pursued my husband with requests for an interview or a statement; all these he refused. Hence, also, their summons, indirect, but none the less urgent, to me to return from Switzerland at once. Nor could the Conservative Government themselves be unaware of this aspect – and they were not.

Before leaving the subject of the Report, it is worth considering the closing paragraphs, Nos 54 to 59, embodying the Board’s conclusions. Paragraph 54 states: ‘We think in conclusion that we shall not be travelling outside our terms of reference if, as three Civil Servants of some experience and jealous for the honour and traditions of the Service, we indicate what we conceive to be the principles which should regulate the conduct of Civil Servants – whether engaged in Home Departments or on diplomatic missions – in their relations to the public.’ (Note that home departments merit capitals, while diplomatic missions do not!)

These final paragraphs are interesting for the further light they throw on Sir Warren Fisher’s determination to extend his empire, and on his passion for sermonizing! The words ‘Diplomatic Service’ do not once occur in them, although they purport to lay down rules for the conduct of the private affairs of diplomats. Their general sermonizing tone aroused very great resentment, among senior diplomatic officials especially: such phrases as ‘The public expects from their Civil Servants a standard of integrity and conduct not only inflexible but fastidious’, smacking, as it does, more of the Headmaster of a public school addressing his upper forms than of an official exhorting members of a service which did not even recognize his authority, exasperated the older members of that Service, and aroused the derision of their juniors; all felt that the Board was, indeed, travelling a long way outside its terms of reference. One diplomat, the late Sir Percy Loraine, actually sent in a memorandum saying that he had always understood that he owed allegiance and obedience to two masters only, the Sovereign and the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs; was he now to understand that he owed them also to the Head of the Treasury? The answer, an official one, was an elliptical but unmistakable negative. In effect, the whole Report, from the Minute setting it up to its closing paragraphs, leaves a strong impression that the main preoccupation of at least one member of the Board was quite as much to establish a new principle in the administration as to seek out the facts.


Part One


Chapter I

The story that follows is a highly personal account of the impact made by the Report of the Board of Enquiry on the family of one of the members of the Diplomatic Service whose actions it enquired into, and of the judgement based upon it – namely, a demand for his resignation. This story was written within a few months of the events it records, when all encounters, and even the details of conversations, were still indelibly imprinted on my mind. It would be possible, of course, to re-tell it with, perhaps, greater clarity for the reader, to whom all the events and persons referred to are unfamiliar; if one were writing a novel one would do so. But this is not a work of fiction; it is the plain, sometimes the bitter, truth; I feel that any value it may have must lie, precisely, in its immediacy. So I have decided to leave it as it stands. Even so, it seems to me to throw a lot of light, unsuspected by most people, on the degree to which the quite little things – the quirks of character, the accidental happenings, the personal emotions – may, in the end, affect even governmental decisions.

But, before coming to the actual account, which I wrote in the autumn of 1928, I would like to recreate, if I can, my husband’s frame of mind before this crushing blow fell. Fortunately, there is plenty of contemporary evidence; I set out for Switzerland with John Patrick, our boy, in the middle of January, leaving Owen (my husband), Grania and Nannie at Denton, and Jane in the Acland Nursing Home in Oxford after an accident to her leg – I was of course anxious about her, as Owen was about how John would stand the journey (he was as fragile as that, after his illness) so we wrote to one another almost every day. Owen’s letters display an acute concern about the children’s health, both John’s and Jane’s, and, at first, very little about the impending Ironmonger v. Dyne case, which everyone knew was coming off towards the end of the month. Owen was still on leave, so was able to devote himself to the home section of our now separated family.





	
18.1.28.


	
Denton






‘My dear. Jane is home. Wagstaffe took the stitches out on Monday not hurting her much; the scar is now all closed up. She is allowed to put her foot to the ground and to walk a few steps, but she won’t be able to walk up and down stairs for another week, but she sat comfortably in the back of the car with her leg up, and we got home in triumph by lunchtime.

I haven’t heard from Nevile yet.

Nanny can’t find Jane’s brown shoes. Can you think of anywhere where they can be?

We were glad to get your letter from Dover. Love from us all.

Your O.’





	
19.1.28.


	
Denton






‘My dear

We were excited to get your letters from Dover and on arrival. I gather that the journey and its effect on Pat was not quite as bad as might have been. I have sent Dr Cameron the pathologist’s report and given him a summary of recent temperatures. This brings his casebook up to date and will enable him to give intelligent advice on any letters you or the Swiss Dr may have to write to him. I said you were going on with glucose.

I have now seen Jane’s leg. It’s the neatest scar you ever saw – just a red line with stitch holes. I am just going to take her out in the car.’





	
21st.


	
Denton






‘I have just got your letters of 18th and 19th and am immensely relieved that John seems to have recovered from the journey all right. But keep me au fait with temperatures and other symptoms if any.

Take care of your own scar if you do any skiing yourself and always wear a tightish belt for it. [I had had my appendix out six months before.]

It’s a good thing to live as cheap as poss:, but don’t stint yourselves unduly – you get the sun and the sparkling nights for nothing anyhow...

Jane is getting on fine and we’ve started lessons together. Next week I go to London to see a gov: called Denham. I am impatient to get the governess fixed and Jane to Pendell and then start work.’

This is hardly the letter of a man expecting to see his job imperilled. The next, on 24 January, mentions a friend having interviewed another governess called Bichard and reporting favourably. Owen says he has offered her £125 a year, and ends – ‘Much love and mind you and P don’t strain yourselves or break yourselves.’ Another, on 29 January, mentions that he is, himself, giving Jane lessons in history, maths, and Latin. He notes, ‘She does the Latin exercises very carefully and translates Caesar intelligently; if Bichard is any good she ought to get onto Livy before long. I find teaching very interesting.’ On 31 January he says he is going to see another governess in Oxford, as Bichard hasn’t replied. On 1 February he is glad of John’s progress in skiing but urges me not to let him strain his heart, ‘remembering his size and weight and the immense strain that climbing on ski is on the heart’. He also wonders what to say if Bichard asks £150: ‘If she really were the goods 10/– a week more or less isn’t here or there – but it’s all a gamble.’ He ends with the news that Kate and Nannie are to go to my sister Helen, in mid-February, for an indefinite time.

I have mentioned the dates on these letters, almost obsessed as they are with his family’s health and Jane’s education, because the case of Ironmonger v. Dyne was being heard in the King’s Bench Division during the week from 26 January to 1 February, and of course, was fully reported in the Press; yet  Owen does not so much as refer to it. However, on 3 February, after six pages devoted to the question of buying a car (he had sold ours when he left China, and had been lent one by a friend) he writes:

‘Aminta has lost her case, and I don’t know what will happen to her now. There’s apparently been immense excitement over Don’s participation and an official enquiry is being held into the truth of the statements made in court about the actions of civil servants. I didn’t know anyone but Don and Fitz [Lieut Commander Maxse] had been mentioned in court, but I must have been as Nevile [Nevile Bland, Private Secretary to the Head of the Foreign Office] tells me I shall be wanted to give evidence someday soon. I come into it as having given Don De Wael’s [the stockbroker’s] name in the first instance, besides which I bought and sold some francs some time in 1923 or 24... I’ll tell you as soon as there’s any more news about it.

Did I tell you Bichard had written a very decent sensible letter? Yes I did. I shall hope to see her in about a week.’

A letter of 4 February begins with a long account of having taken Jane over to a lantern lecture at Ockham, our home village, given by Ursula Nettleship; for this they had stayed at Westbrook, Ruth Mallory’s family home. It goes on

‘I’ve got an appointment with this committee which is examining the statements made in the Dyne trial for Wed. at 11, which is convenient as it won’t clash with Bichard – and I want to see them soon as I feel uncomfortable not knowing what they are after or what line they are going to take, and whether they want to victimize Don or Fitz or me or any of the other people in the service who have ever bought or sold foreign government loans or currencies. I shall keep away from Don and Aminta as I don’t want to be called into their counsels. I can give any committee perfectly plain answers about anything I did myself, but I hope to goodness they don’t ask me about what other people have done.’

The next letter, of 5 February, again devotes six pages to the question of buying a Buick Saloon, and adds,

‘I am going up to London again on Wednesday to be examined by the “Dyne Case” Committee. I haven’t got any further clue as to what it’s all about, as I have kept clear of everyone connected with it.

I envy Bichard her job of teaching Jane. I make her rush at her Caesar – construe unseen – and the thing really begins to go. Jane is no fool, and she is really interested in her work... I only hope Bichard won’t brutalize her – but there! – it’s a gamble.’


Chapter II

Then, at last, we come to it.

Denton, Feb. 8.

‘I have just got your two letters (thanks for stockings!) from which the news of you and John sounds really good – I’m delighted that he’s getting to look hard and brown and that he is learning to take his slopes straight and to dash at bridges. Oh how well I know that dashing at bridges! I am also very glad to hear that you are absorbed in him. I have given much more time and attention to Jane as you say than ever before, and I am bound to say she is a most engaging and intelligent pupil and companion.

I went up by road this morning and attended this here court of enquiry at the Treasury. Apparently I was mentioned in cross-examination by Aminta as having dealt in francs, which is true.

The court consisted of Warren Fisher, Malcolm Ramsay and one of their lawyers. I told them exactly what I’d done and why I’d done it. They were quite nice and friendly, but they are not sitting in judgement on us; they are merely ascertaining facts on which the P.M. and Foreign Secretary will eventually mete out punishment or censure.

I explained to them that the origin of my dealings in francs was a desire to lay off the risk of depreciation in a holding of French bonds which I knew Father had and in which I naturally had a reversionary interest. I had lost on my deal, had endeavoured to recover the loss, lost again and then shut up shop (a) because having had a stab and lost it seemed wisest to cut my loss (b) because I was uneasy about the propriety of dealing in francs at all.

On the whole it seems to me unlikely that they can give me the sack. I myself can see no distinction between French francs and French bonds payable in francs, or between French bonds and the bonds of any other country. It’s all a question of degree and taste.

Ironmonger & Co. apparently tried to make out that there was a group in the F.O. who used Aminta as medium and I think the Court’s object is largely to expose the falsity of this. They will almost certainly say that everyone involved (and they’ve got one or two cases besides D, F, and self) were mugs and acted without due regard to the unwritten laws of the Service, but I don’t think they can go much further than this; and in my own case they probably won’t go so far as in the other cases and will probably pay due regard to the very intelligible reason why I started on this thing at all. It seems to me therefore as I say rather unlikely that they can give me the sack. My reputation in the F.O. (not as an honest fellow but a wise one) may suffer for a time, and I suppose they could devise means of penalizing me in some way, but as I say, I don’t really think it’s likely to come to hunting for another job. It certainly wouldn’t except for its having got mixed up with politics (attack by Labour party, Don, echoes of Zinoviev letter and so on) and I don’t incline to think that even political expediency could move the P.M. to make a clean sweep of us.

I continue to hold no communication with anyone else involved; but I went to see W.T. [Sir William Tyrrell] today, who does not seem at all savage or vindictive or unreasonable. It’s horrid for you being away with a show like this going on, but I hope you won’t lose sleep or weight or cease to enjoy the sun and snow on my account. I suppose the court will make its report in ten days or so and that the Government’s verdict will follow in a week or so after that. Meanwhile I am grateful to you for not being excited or resentful at my having involved the family, not thank goodness in the risk of a disgrace but in the risk of being made to look a fool and being made to suffer in some way or other.’

Denton, Feb. 10.

‘My dear. There’s no more news of any sort today. I am just off to take Jane to the Meet at Cowley.

The Vincents hold out hopes of leaving Bridge End on Oct. 8.

J. and K. flourish.

I spent yesterday correcting my transcript of evidence given before the Court of Enquiry. I suppose I shall be examined again at the beginning of next week. I’ve no more light or view on their operations.

It’s a continuing pleasure to think of John getting brown and hard and making a fair show of his work.’

A letter the following day, again from Denton, after welcoming my satisfactory report of the effect of the first three weeks at Chateau d’Oex on John’s health, again goes at length into the question of buying a car, and how to raise the money for it. We had had a set of crystal trees in alabaster pots made in China, to economize on flowers on the table for dinnerparties, and these we had decided to sell; Owen had left them for that purpose in an objets d’art shop partly run by Mrs Bradley Dyne. He writes, ‘The shop is a Limited company, so isn’t affected by Aminta’s financial difficulties. I went in there immediately, afraid of a receiver getting his hands on them, but on finding things as I’ve said, left the trees.’ He goes on,

‘I think I’ve decided what answer to give [at the Board of Enquiry] to a request for the names of colleagues who bought or sold exchange. It’s this. I shall say that I find it extremely difficult to settle such a question of divided loyalty for myself, but if they attach sufficient importance to it, and will agree with me on the name of some independent person about whom I have no doubts as to a sense of personal honour and about whom they have no doubts as to public spirit, I shall be ready to surrender my decision into his hands, and do as he advises when he has heard the case stated.’

Owen’s preoccupation with the matter of giving evidence about his colleagues was shared by his father, old Sir Edward O’Malley; clearly they discussed it a great deal. Among my masses of papers about the francs case, not seen for many many years, I was surprised and touched to come on a bundle of sheets in the old gentleman’s writing – once so beautiful and so clear, now rather wavering and even illegible – rehearsing arguments about various points for and against; the possible effects on others, the probable effect on Owen himself of withholding or showing reluctance to give evidence. Sir Edward had spent his active life, from the age of thirty onwards, holding various overseas judicial posts under the Colonial Office – he ended up as the principal British judge of the Supreme Court of the Ottoman Empire, and even after his retirement he had been chairman of Quarter Sessions in Oxford for seventeen years. So the legal aspects were very much in the forefront of his thinking: he asks whether the people whose activities are being enquired into may themselves call witnesses? How the Cttee (he means the Board) was appointed? By whom and how Owen was invited to give evidence? (Most relevant, this.) In fact, there is clear evidence in these sheets of paper of a fine legal mind wrestling with a problem which concerned him closely and cruelly. But, alas, my father-in-law was now nearly ninety, and the effort to marshal his ideas and arguments and set them out in lucid language was almost too much for him. There are crossings-out, insertions, repetitions, even when the writing – sometimes in ink, sometimes in pencil – is legible; often it is quite undecipherable. I find this very pathetic. I am eighty now myself, and am familiar with the increasing effort that it requires to marshal and express my ideas, even when I am tranquilly writing a novel or setting down peaceable and cheerful reminiscences – what must have been the distress and frustration of the old old man, striving to do battle for the son whose hitherto successful career in the public service had so rejoiced his heart?

But, if the legal aspects were kept well in mind, another aspect, the religious one, dominates the whole. On the first sheet of all, quite clearly and unhesitatingly, are written these words:

‘On the morning of Feb. 15th, 1928, before dear O. went off, we stood together and prayed –

Show Thou me the way that I should walk in, for I lift up my soul unto Thee. Ps. 143, 8. That and Ps: LXXVIII, 7 and 8, are precious today.

When thou passest through ... I will be with thee.

E.W.O.M.

Let me enter into and dwell in the Sanctuary.’

On a later page, in pencil

‘Does your conscience require refusal?

Conscience is the one safe and honest guide, under God.

It has been the guide of all martyrs and Saints.

Pray God for its supreme guidance.’

This is hardly the family background, one would have thought, from which a deliberate wrong-doer, such as was depicted later in the Report of the Board of Enquiry, was likely to have come.

A day later Owen writes again.

Oxford & Cambridge Club. 16/2. 5 p.m.

‘My dear

I had another hour and a half with the Board of Enquiry this afternoon. We got out of the difficulty of talking about other people’s affairs quite well. They brought it up again and I said I couldn’t meet them. Neither could they accept my proposal for a mediator. Finally after much pow-wowing among themselves they proposed to tell me the name of a man not hitherto publicly mentioned whose name will anyhow appear in their report. Was it Villiers? [Gerry Villiers, a colleague.] Yes it was, so that was that. Then I told them the other, about whom I was uncertain, was Lindsay [The Rt Hon. Sir Ronald Lindsay, then till recently Ambassador in Berlin] having pretty well guessed from their conversation that they had already gone into his case. It turned out that they had – so that difficulty was laid to rest and honour preserved on both sides.

The only other thing worth saying is, I think, that Warren Fisher and Malcolm Ramsay seemed rather friendly. Very little importance attaches to this ... but all the same the fact makes it less difficult to bear this period of suspense. I am grieved that you should have to suffer in the same way as myself.’

On the 19th, however, his mind was again entirely on his family. He writes from Pendell Court

‘My dear

You will be anxious for the first impressions of Bichard. I picked her up yesterday at 11 in Reading, and got here for lunch. She is rather older and rather smaller than her photograph leads one to suppose – on the other hand, she is extremely self-possessed, nicely dressed and goodmannered, and bears out the photographic impression of strength of character. All the Ottley-Bell crowd consider her most promising. She makes no fuss about anything and is starting straight in to get on with the job. I’m going to have a talk to her now about lessons and then drive back to Denton.

Denton

‘I’d meant to go on later but now no time owing to tyre trouble. After discussing lessons my opinion of B. is very favourable.’

He resumes his account of the new governess next day.

Denton, Feb. 20.

‘I’ve sent one letter off today to give you some reassurance about Bichard. I went to have a heart-to-heart with her, then found a flat tyre and had to bustle in order to get everything fixed in time to get here tonight to take Kate and Nannie to Virginia Water [my sister Helen’s house] tomorrow. Charlie’s tyres are getting a little old. [Charles Orde had lent us his car.]

When I talked to Bichard everything she said was sensible, competent and sympathetic. She is much more of a professional teacher than anyone we’ve had yet, but not opinionated or pig-headed. The only thing she wants to buy for the present is a book on the theory of music and some scale or sight-reading exercises.

I think the Pendell ménage will work out all right. Jane is assistant-general of a Brownie corps and there are several girls of 14-16 in the offing.’

But as the time for the Board’s report to appear approached the tension began to increase. On 22 February, Owen writes from Pendell,

‘My dear

Yesterday I deposited Nannie and Kate at Stonington [my sister’s house] and went on to lunch with Don, who is living with Gwen [his wife] in a new house near St Albans Road. What follows is private. Don’s real gain is that Gwen has played up like a man over all this business – D. said she had done everything that a perfect brick would do, down to seeing Aminta and jollying her up ...

He and Gwen’s view of the issue is that Don would emerge a fool but not a knave with a grey mark on his name. Naturally not a white one, improbably a wholly black one. He says Tyrrell and Wellesley [a Deputy Under-Secretary of State in the Foreign Office] have been very helpful and nice to him.

Tyrrell’s appt to Paris [as Ambassador] and Lindsay’s succession are I think quite unconnected with all this. Vansittart [a colleague and friend in the Foreign Office, afterwards Head of the Foreign Office, and subsequently Lord Vansittart] has gone as P.S. to No. 10.

All well here. Jane and Bichard being very workmanlike with time-tables and so on. We can’t settle plans till the report is out. Nannie hasn’t got Pat’s P.O. savings book.’

On 23 February, again from Pendell.

‘Yesterday I went down and lunched with Eva [his unmarried sister] and had an hour or two of talking round and round her plans ...

That report is supposed to come out next week. Then we shall be able to make plans. I go to S. and B. [friends] this afternoon till Sunday, then home again to change clothes, cheer Father and await judgement.

Jane and B. getting on well. B. says she is backward in Algebra, Geom and Arith and getting a crash on those. B. very pleased with her French. May [Mrs Bell, Jane’s hostess at Pendell] is of course as kind as possible and I may come whenever I like.

Don’t do too much – that ski-carrying walk sounded to me too much. Keep your courage up and get fit and strong.’

And once more, on 25 February, he writes from Kent, where he was staying with Stephen and Bridget Tallents – after describing their lovely house, St John’s Jerusalem, Sutton-at-Hone – ‘Tomorrow I’m going home again, looking in on Kate and perhaps Jane also on the way. Then I shall stay at Denton till I know what’s going to happen to me; and then at last it will be possible and necessary to make more definite plans for the spring and summer.’ This was the last letter to reach me before the Report was published and the blow fell.


Chapter III

But before coming on to my personal contemporary account of the impact of that blow on me, out in Switzerland, I should like to quote from my husband’s record (in his book, The Phantom Caravan) of how it fell on him. After describing the tone of his sessions, giving evidence to the Board of Enquiry, he says that after the last of these,

‘Unlikely as it may now seem, I went back to Denton with the impression that I had left them ruffled, but without any serious grounds for penalizing me. This impression was fortified by the fact that even when my evidence had been completed I was not suspended from duty, as had been my two colleagues.

I heard nothing more of this affair until a fortnight or so later, when I was staying alone in Oxfordshire with my father, now aged eighty-six. At about eleven o’clock one night the servants were aroused by the back door bell – a most unusual occurrence at Denton, which lies remote from railways and high roads. I was summoned to see a Foreign Office messenger, who handed to me an official envelope. The house and garden were plunged in their habitual deep silence, and all lights had been put out but one oil lamp in the hall. By the light of this I read a letter from the Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs enclosing first, a copy of the Report of the Board of Enquiry, and secondly a minute signed by Mr Baldwin, Mr Churchill, and Sir A. Chamberlain and containing their decision that one of my colleagues be dismissed from the Service, one adjudged to lose three years’ seniority and myself to be permitted to resign. The report and the minute were to be given to the Press in the course of the night.

Having thanked the messenger for the trouble to which he had been put in making his way out from Oxford at night, and expressing my regret that at so late an hour I could not direct the servants to give him any refreshment, I went into my own study to collect myself before going to my father’s room to tell him what had happened. When I did tell him he was very much upset, but I noticed at the time and have remembered ever since that the impact of this shocking news upon him was different from what it would have been upon a younger man. My father’s brain at eighty-six years of age was still perfectly clear, but it seemed to me that he had moved so far from the strivings and passions and turbulence of middle life towards the peace and detachment which a singularly well-balanced nature and a profound sense of spiritual values had prepared for his old age, that he could accept in its true light as a mere modification of exterior circumstances a shock which I, for my part, found barely tolerable.

People frequently say that they have passed a sleepless night, but in fact a night wholly without sleep is very rare for healthy people. This night was one of the few on which I have not slept at all, and it was indeed a very memorable and important vigil. For me the religious experience is to want nothing for myself, to be rid of myself, being in this way liberated and ready to to be identified through worship with goodness and beauty. The blow which I had received had this liberating effect, so that in the same moment that I was assaulted by pain I found myself outside myself, and apprehended that pain and pleasure and personality were, so to speak, irrelevant to my true purpose, which was to be something not myself. Such a thing had never happened to me before, and I must add that it has never happened to me again. I knew at the time that the revelation would become dim, and so it has; but I know quite well that what I think happened really did happen, that what I now see through a glass darkly then filled the whole range of my vision. My concern ever since has been to get back to where in those moments I belonged.

Something else of importance was brought home to me simultaneously which also related to the nature of suffering in general as much as to the ‘Francs Case’ and my part in it. I felt that I had been selected for a particularly hazardous and alarming duty. Irrespective of the whole rather distasteful setting and of any real or imputed delinquencies on my part, I had suddenly been called upon to leave the ranks of ordinary people and put my faith and courage to the test. It was of overwhelming importance that in this I should not fail, for the spiritual well-being of others seemed for this brief instant of time to have been put into my custody. It was irrelevant that others did not know, and would probably never know of the struggle or of my part in it. If my fortitude now failed, the failure would recoil on the heads of others; if it did not fail I should have rendered them a real service. What little courage I myself had was inadequate to this end, but it was not my business to rely upon myself. My affair was to make myself a channel through which courage from some other source could flow; to be a willing, almost a passive instrument; to be poor in spirit. Nor was I alone in this emergency. I was surrounded by a great company who in their time had been exposed to anxieties and losses and humiliations and the relentless fatigues of pain. They rode behind me clothed in the panoply of fortitude, and if I did not fail them now, all would draw strength and increase from my fidelity.’


Chapter IV

Amie Fremantle (whose family are old friends of ours) reviewing my book Facts and Fictions in the New York Times, took me to task for not having included the episode of the Francs Case. This would have been wholly inappropriate and out of key with the rest of the book, which is a light and cheerful account of the real adventures which lay behind my various novels. However, she quoted two or three sentences from my husband’s account, printed above, and added: ‘Perhaps Ann Bridge will some day write a novel about the separate effect of one experience upon two people.’ This was rather astute. My own account of the whole business, which now follows, shows clearly enough that though it was a searing experience for me, and taxed my fortitude severely, I did not reap the same sort of spiritual harvest that my husband did; as usual, I was absorbed in the practical aspects. (I was in fact christened Mary, but that was a mistake; I should have been called Martha.)

And there is another point which I wish to take up here. More than one person of mature experience and sound judgement to whom I have shown the contemporary account that now follows have – cautiously or bluntly according to temperament – expressed the view that it shows my husband in a poor light; that he did nothing much to save himself, while I came home from abroad and fought his battles for him quickly and triumphantly.

This criticism, if made by wise persons, is still more likely to be made by what Virginia Woolf called ‘the Common Reader’, and so I think it right to rebut it in advance. It arises, I think partly from ignorance of the circumstances, and partly from inattentive reading. My husband was told to resign; he duly tendered his resignation to the Head of the Foreign Office, then Sir William Tyrrell, and accompanied it by a memorandum pointing out some of the inaccuracies and mis-statements of fact in the Report on which his condemnation was based. This was a very telling document, but Sir William practically suppressed it; even Walford Selby, the Private Secretary to the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, had never heard of its existence, let alone seen it, till I handed him a copy forty-eight hours after my return, at least a fortnight after it was sent in. Nor did the Foreign Office accept my husband’s resignation, and until it had been accepted he was still a member of the Service. He felt that this precluded him from taking any other steps to defend himself, or authorizing anyone else to do so. (Hence his refusal even to see Will Arnold-Forster, adviser to the Labour Party on Foreign Affairs, although Will was one of his oldest, dearest, and closest friends, and begged to be allowed at least to come and talk to him.) In effect, by not accepting the resignation, the Foreign Office (or Sir William Tyrrell) effectually muzzled my husband, with the strict sense of official propriety then obtaining in the Service.

Even if his resignation had been accepted, it would have been highly inappropriate for the victim to go round himself brandishing the memorandum, which was, in fact, a very complete rebuttal of the worst accusations against him, and an admirable defence; whereas, for his wife to do so seemed to me – and to those, like Walford Selby and Sir Victor Wellesley, one of the Deputy Under-Secretaries of State, to whom I showed a copy – a perfectly right and proper action.

Now, Sir Warren Fisher had been Chairman of the Board of Enquiry, and it was obvious to all who knew him that the one hope of getting a reversal of the monstrous verdict on my husband was somehow to upset Fisher, and shake his complacently stubborn conviction that the picture of Owen drawn in the Board’s Report was a fair and accurate one. Here again, helped by Nevile and Portia Bland, Owen began this process himself. This is what I mean when I refer to ‘inattentive reading’ by his critics. I have said quite clearly in my account of this episode that when the Blands had Fisher and Owen to luncheon together at their house, Fisher, as Portia was driving him back to the Treasury afterwards, ‘shed tears’. Now the Head of the Civil Service doesn’t weep in other people’s cars, in broad daylight, unless he is very much upset indeed; and this effect was produced entirely by Owen himself – I was still out in Switzerland. (Nevile Bland, recalling this occasion, told a friend of ours recently that Owen’s first words to Fisher, on being introduced, were, ‘Well, for a clever man, you have written a lot of bloody nonsense’.) And, at the same luncheon, as I have also recorded, Owen was astute enough to give Fisher that early letter of mine from Chateau d’Oex, quoted in my account, rightly judging that it would upset him still more; it did, and moved him to send me that little note of attempted consolation which gave me the opportunity to reply to him at length, mentioning the mistake in the Report about Owen’s seniority. If I had not already been in correspondence with him I should never have dared to ring up the Treasury from 19 Dean’s Yard (the private house of the Headmaster of Westminster School) on the afternoon of my return home, which led to that momentous luncheon at Fisher’s flat, from which all the rest flowed.

Oh no, I think Owen did all that could be expected of any man in his situation to help himself; that he then got ill was not his fault. If one gets influenza and has a high temperature the doctor sends one to bed, and there one has to stay till the temperature goes down and one has recovered – as in due course happened to him.

And I also think this misapprehension about him is partly my own fault, and is due to the exuberance with which I reported what was, in spite of the initial misery, a rather exhilarating experience for me. His Majesty’s Government had made a wrong and cruel decision; with endless help from all sides, they were induced to reverse it. This does not happen every day; still less do common mortals have a hand in bringing it about.

My contemporary account follows.


Part Two


Chapter I

On the afternoon of Tuesday, 28 February 1928, I received the following telegram at the Villa Prima-Flora, Chateau d’Oex, a pension where I was staying with my son of ten – ‘Am thinking much of you love Helen.’

I had known that the Report of the Board of Enquiry set up in connection with the so-called ‘Francs Case’ was to be presented to the Government at the end of the previous week, consequently this telegram from my sister alarmed me very much. I at once telegraphed to my husband as follows: ‘Bitte Resultat sofort telegraphieren man kondoliert und ich weiss nichts. [Please telegraph result immediately people are condoling and I know nothing.] Marianne.’

I got no reply that evening, and spent a wretched night. The Continental Daily Mail reaches Chateau d’Oex at 9.30 a.m., and I had a dread of reading bad news first in the Press – or of having to face curiosity or condolence from comparative strangers without knowledge or time to brace myself to meet it. Till my sister’s telegram came I had not been seriously disturbed – so many people in the Foreign Office were, to my knowledge, involved, and my husband’s dealings had been so small in comparison with those of others that a reprimand, or a year’s loss of seniority, at the very worst, was all I had feared. But such a telegram could only mean bad news, and I hardly slept. At eight next morning while I was still in bed hearing John’s Latin preparation, a telegram was brought in; the maid waited while I read it. It was from Owen, in answer to mine, and said: ‘Don dismissed me to resign Maxse loses three years seniority others reprimanded remember it is courage that counts not circumstances. Owen.’

I read it, and told Jeanne ‘Il n’y a pas de réponse’.

John wanted to know what it was about.

‘Only business – no one is ill – they are all right’, I told him, and then went on with my knitting and made him go on with his prep.

When he had gone off to school I got up and dressed, and went down and sought out Madame Juvet in the kitchen. I thought it expedient to tell her, partly because of the curiosity aroused in the chalet by two telegrams in twenty-four hours, partly because I knew she would see it in the Swiss papers at noon, and also because I did not particularly want M. Juvet to have the London news on the wireless at meals that day. She was, as always, extremely kind and extremely sensible.

‘I am sorry’, she said – and then, stirring my porridge, ‘I suppose it will mean beginning all over again?’

I assured her that that was indeed so. She then told me how her husband’s business had failed after the War, and how they had been ruined, with five children, and had come through in spite of everything. She exhorted me to courage and faith, in a very simple but compelling way – we kissed, my landlady and I, with a tear or two, and then I went off and had my breakfast.

Soon after nine I went down to the town to buy a Daily Mail. There is a short cut through the fields below the chalet, across the railway, and through a gap in the fence behind the English Church, which brings you out just opposite the Librairie Martin. Such cowardice will hardly be believed, but I went by this route to avoid meeting anyone. I bought my paper and glanced at the headlines in the shop. There it was, sure enough, in blinding capitals:

‘FOREIGN OFFICE SCANDAL

MR GREGORY DISMISSED

MR OWEN O’MALLEY PERMITTED TO RESIGN’

I hid the paper in my jacket – I could not bear to be seen with it in my hand in the street just then – went up to the Post Office, and sent off my telegram to Owen: ‘My dear don’t worry secunda adversa fortuna vicissim sed amor virtusque semper. Marianne.’

When I had done this I sat on the bench in the little upstairs room outside the telegraph office and read my Daily Mail – it was empty there, and quiet, and warm, and I was very cold. I read it all – the torrents of condemnation in the leader, the incredible tone of the Report. It was not given in full, but there was enough to stagger me. I could not think what could conceivably have happened for such a case to be made out. It was like getting a lot of blows on the head with a heavy hammer, one after another.

At last I saw that it was nearly eleven o’clock. I had a job to do at once, and I went and did it, leaving my Mail on the bench. I went up to the English School and asked for the Headmaster. There is half an hour’s break at eleven and I knew he would be free. When he came out I told him what had happened and asked if he would like me to take John away from the school. He was puzzled and worried, but said no, of course not – as I left he said ‘So sorry!’

(A few days later this same headmaster, whose acquaintance I had only made a few weeks before, sought me out and told me, very diffidently, that he felt we had been treated with grave injustice; that he realized that things would be hard for us for some time to come, and if we cared to agree to the arrangement, he would like to take our boy into his school and keep him till he went to public school – a period of over three years – at less than half fees. We did not accept; but I should like to put on record, and here to do honour to, the generosity and sense of fair play of a man of little showing, not rich, to almost total strangers.)

Then I went back to the Librairie Martin. By this time the English papers had arrived and I got a Times and a Morning Post. I didn’t buy any more because they cost 50 centimes each and I was not feeling very rich. I returned by the fields, crossed the railway, and sat down in the sun on a ladder under a big barn below the chalet – it is a place screened from observation more or less, and there I read my papers. They were as bad as the Mail, or worse – not a word of pity or sympathy anywhere. After reading them I felt more battered and blinded than ever. But it was getting on for lunchtime, so I hid them in my coat again and went in and got tidy and went down to lunch.

After lunch I wrote to Owen. Then I took John out. I do not remember where we went, but we had a jolly walk with lots of fun, and then tea. Afterwards he went off to a Latin lesson, and I don’t remember what I did, but when he came in I had the room all tidy for him to do his prep in, and when that was done I put him to bed, with jokes over the bath and reading aloud. Then I went down to dinner. It may be thought rather morbid and foolish to have found these meals with sixteen people a strain that first day, but I did find them so. Still, I was sure that it was no good giving in to such feelings, so I went into the salon after dinner as usual and read till Mr King, a master at John’s school, came, when we played Bridge till bedtime.

Mrs Renton, a woman in the chalet, to her eternal honour, came straight into my room at some period that day and said she was very sorry and that it was a damned shame. She also said that if I should want to go home she would look after John for me.

After that it was just a case of writing letters and getting – or not getting – letters. Sometimes I did not get a letter from Owen for forty-eight hours. Then I could not sleep. When I had had a letter I generally slept. May and Archie Bell sent a good telegram saying ‘Official friends seem to recognize necessity for exerting themselves as regards future’, which was a sort of prop. The letters speak for themselves. At one point, three days after hearing the news – it was on the Saturday – I decided that I must go home to Owen. And next day there was a case of scarlet fever at the chalet and in the school. So we were in quarantine and I could not go, and had to fall back on letters again.

This prolegomena I have purposely written in order to give the moral background, so to speak, from which our great effort was launched, so far as I was concerned. I have left the letters to speak for themselves of the spiritual struggle to accept the loss of all earthly things, even our good name, and to maintain our integrity under injustice. But in days to come, in good and in ill fortune, I wish to remember those first hours of shock, of helplessness, and of isolation, just as they were; and to remember not only that I lived through them but that out of them came the strength to cooperate with Owen in his struggle for life.

‘And if I drink oblivion of a day

So shorten I the stature of my soul.’


Chapter II

The whole business of the reversal of the verdict is very curious and intricate and – almost – accidental; one episode leading on to another in a way at once so involved and so haphazard that it is hard to apportion the responsibility for the final success. But the first and one of the biggest marks goes to Nevile Bland. He decided that Owen and Sir Warren Fisher must meet, and had them to lunch at his house on 29 February. They talked religion and metaphysics, and it is hard to know which was most surprised to find that the other cared more about such things than about anything else. Fisher certainly suffered a strong revulsion of feeling, and as Portia Bland drove him back to the Treasury shed tears. He wrote Owen two letters, which follow, and sent him some books – the Verba Christi and some by Grayson.

29th Feby, 1928

6 Treborough House     

Gt. Woodstock Street

Marylebone, W.1.

‘My dear O’Malley

I have ordered the Graysons. The little book now enclosed is, to me, a wonderful ever-deepening philosophy of Life – Life itself – not in any sense what is currently spoken of as “religion” which is one of the incomprehensibles so aptly illustrated by the Athanasian Creed.

I have marked a passage on page 49, and another on page 101. (These are Matt. VI, 24; Mk. IX, 19; Luke IX, 37. M.O’M.) All things to constitute real happiness are added unto us, I deeply believe, if we have trust in our Father who is Love.

Yours sincerely

                         N. F. Warren Fisher

I am sure you will not think of me as trying to preach. But this little book has been a rock that has stood the test of suffering – telling us to seek and trust the God who is Love.’

And

Treasury, S.W. (No date)

‘My dear O’Malley

The Graysons are going off to you today to your Oxfordshire address: I know you will like them for what they say and how they say it. The other little book reached the Blands just after you left and was forwarded on. You will remember, won’t you, that you promised to take “short views” about the future and to have a simple trust. And the present (I don’t admit the truth of time, but language and habit force a reference to it) is, as I told you, witnessing that fullness of sympathy and understanding which is the mainstay of Life, indeed Life itself.

[image: Image]

Yours sincerely      

                    N. F. Warren Fisher’

They met one morning a day or so later, again at Portia’s house. Owen there read the memorandum which follows to Sir Warren Fisher. The reason for this meeting was that on the first occasion Sir Warren had obtained from Owen a promise to do absolutely nothing for the time being, and since sending in this memorandum was a definite démarche, Owen wished to make Sir Warren aware of what he was doing. Fisher however raised no objection, and next day the memorandum, accompanying Owen’s resignation, was sent in to Sir William Tyrrell.

Memorandum by O.O’M., accompanying his letter of resignation.

‘1. The procedure of most English courts provides that an accused person shall be charged with certain definite offences and shall be entitled to plead and to hear the evidence against him. The procedure under which I have been compelled to leave the Foreign Office differs, and for all I know quite rightly differs, from this. It was comparable not so much to criminal justice or to the exercise of justice in the Army or Navy as to the procedure under which an unsatisfactory servant in ordinary civil life is removed from his employment. I have not now got the knowledge or desire to criticize this procedure, which was framed and applied with the most complete wish to ensure to me, amongst others, fair treatment. It is, however, the fact that no definite charges were brought against me by the Board of Enquiry, that no invitation was extended to me to plead, and that it was only subsequent to my examination that charges were formulated, verdict given and sentence pronounced without an opportunity being afforded to me to speak on my own behalf. In these circumstances it would seem to be not inconsistent with the ordinary principles of fair play that the statement I now make should be read by the Prime Minister and the Foreign Secretary, as well as by the Board upon whose Report they acted; and to them I respectfully submit it.

2. There is one sentence (paragraph 20) in that Report, and that the most damaging to myself, to which I must demur; and its character is such that I can, in my own interest, only usefully express my disagreement with it now or not at all. It is this: “In his (Mr O’Malley’s) case ... we cannot doubt that he knew well what he was doing.” Whatever be the exact meaning of the Board expressed in these words, they will always be read by ordinary persons to mean that in the Board’s opinion I did what I well knew to be wrong. That charge I deny. But if in future I apply for employment in some position of trust, I must expect to be refused on the grounds that I stand condemned of moral turpitude; and that by my silence, if I now am silent, I assented to the justice of the Report. It will be useless, in such circumstances, to protest my innocence of that particular offence. “Why”, I shall be asked, “did you not protest to the proper people at the time, when all the witnesses were available, and the Enquiry was fresh in the minds of all concerned? If your statements had then been explicitly declared to be untrue, so much the worse for you; but you should at least have given your judges the opportunity of considering what you call injustice. To resign in silence shows that you had little confidence in your case.”

3. I have not the slightest doubt that the sentence I have quoted was drafted with the most sincere desire for accuracy, but I deny that in dealing in francs as I did, I did what I knew to be wrong, nor so far as I can recollect did I ever admit this in my evidence.

4. Since the Report has been in my hands I have re-examined my recollection and my conscience on the point with all possible care. It is not an easy task at this distance of time for a somewhat disordered mind. But if those for whom I write will recall any experience which has shaken the foundations of their life, they will understand and forgive me if, of such cases, I say that, in the crucible of the mind, thought can be purged of self-esteem and fear by the fires of circumstance, permitting the conscience to speak with a singular detachment. Experience of this kind during the last few days allows me to believe that what I have written in the preceding paragraph is the truth.

5. Another sentence (paragraph 11) in the Report to which I beg leave to demur is as follows: “Eventually her (Mrs Dyne’s) house became the regular meeting-place of the circle who were interested in the subject.” Although I was much interested (but not financially interested) in Mr Gregory’s dealings, and spoke to him about them constantly, it is not at all the case that Mrs Dyne’s house or any other place ever became for me a regular meeting place with anyone interested in francs.

6. In paragraph 15 of the Report it is stated that Lt Comdr Maxse “yielding it would seem to persuasion, agreed that Mrs Dyne should undertake some small transactions in her name on his behalf”, and in paragraph 21 the words are used “if he was not actually induced to follow the ill example that had been set him”. It is not directly implied, but this sentence is open to the construction that I took part in persuading or inducing Lt Comdr Maxse to deal in francs. There would be no foundation whatever for such a charge.

7. In paragraph 11 it is stated that I should “probably seldom if ever have been financially in a position to give or take delivery of (francs sold or bought)”. This statement, which is not in accordance with the facts, is not based on any evidence of mine.

8. It may well be due mainly to my circumstances that I am unable to follow on several points the mind of the Board of Enquiry; to understand, for instance, why in Mr Villiers’ case dealings with a firm of brokers similar in amount to mine but extending over two instead of five months should be dismissed as an “isolated transaction”, while in my case not more than three additional transactions concluded a year later with a colleague and a private acquaintance, should have brought my acts as a whole within the expression “systematic operations of the members of a circle” (paragraph 26); why he alone and not I is entitled to whatever credit a “voluntary statement” may deserve; or why in paragraph 26 “systematic operations” in which I am stated to have taken part are an aggravation of my offence, whereas in paragraph 21, operations by Lt Comdr Maxse to a much larger amount and extending over a longer period of time “do not necessarily import an aggravation of his offence”. There are other points where I cannot fully understand the Board’s reasoning, but I have not seen the evidence, I am not as well qualified as they are to draw conclusions from it, supposing I had seen it, and no man is a good judge in his own case. Had it been open to me, in the face of this Report, to plead my case, I should have hoped to show that my offences were not so great in comparison to the offences committed by Mr Villiers and Lt Comdr Maxse as the Report and the judgement declare them to be. As it is, I must limit myself to statements which I can make with assurance about my own doings.

9. I do not for one moment wish to cast doubt on the desire of my examiners or my judges to be scrupulously fair to me, and I realize the great public importance that nothing should be done, if it can be helped, to keep recent events alive or to disturb public confidence in the issue. But if by what I have written I have raised any doubt about the fairness of my treatment in the minds of those among whom rests the responsibility for the Report and the decisions arising out of it, I appeal to them to consider whether means could not be found, even if not immediately, to test the truth and if necessary qualify the damaging character of the words of which I have complained. I feel constrained to go further. Whether or no they consider that all the requirements of fairness have already been satisfied, I appeal to them for mercy. If they have been merciful already, I appeal to them to be more merciful, to consider whether my sixteen years of service, filled with greater efforts to fit myself for that service than they can ever know, do not only, as the Report states, aggravate my offence, but also justify that appeal.’

Denton, March 2

On this second occasion at the Blands, Owen showed Sir Warren Fisher my telegram and the following letter:

Chateau d’Oex, March 1. ’28

‘My dear

I am just waiting for the post to come, when surely I shall get a letter. I want so terribly to hear how you are and also all about it and any reasons you have gathered for this unexpected severity. You can’t do anything more valuable these days than write to me rather fully, because being out here cut off from everything and everyone and unable to afford more than one paper because they cost 45 centimes, is like being in a heavy artillery preparation blindfolded. May and Archie sent me a kind telegram and I got yours of last night about Fisher. But is it any good going round to see all these people? Fisher presumably heard all you had to say before, and he has said what he thought in the Report – well, if he thinks that, will anything you or anyone else says make any difference? Wouldn’t it be better to sit absolutely tight and not say a word and try for a job through Addis or Gull or some City person? I don’t give much for any amount of friendliness from any of these people. They are always friendly.

There are one or two things in the Report that look queer to me. I thought I remembered you frequently warning Fitz against plunging so in francs. If I’m right, how is it that he let the Board put you under the imputation of having “persuaded” him to gamble, equally with Don? Is that just yellowness? And why is Gerry Villiers, who gambled five times to your six and with the same firm, merely censored, when you have to resign? I suppose it is because the sort of moral bad smell round poor old Don is so overpowering that everyone who was closely associated with him shares it to some extent.

However these are questions that you may not be able to answer, and are probably idle ones. What you will like to hear is that John has put on nearly a pound in the last week and I nearly half – that his temperature is still steady, and that he is starting with the Wolf-Cubs today. I haven’t told him anything; there seems no need – he is a little curious about such telegrams as he sees arrive, but as he had a nice quiet evening with plenty of jokes and fun and reading aloud, all quite normal, he isn’t in the least upset or worried and it is better so. Give me – oh my darling give me a mark for making jokes and being normal, when I want so terribly to come home and see for myself how you are and what you are up to.

Mme Juvet whom I told as soon as I got your telegram is a great comfort, talking so sensibly and so kindly and seeing to small comforts. Indeed the whole Juvet family have shewn the greatest kindness and natural tact – even Monsieur was terribly upset and puts Moscow on the wireless for me and makes very Swiss jokes. Madame can’t get over the fact that I don’t shut myself up in my room and cry, and says – “Well, you are brave!” – at intervals. John’s Mr King came down last night and played Bridge and that took my mind off it for an hour or two – I had an Allonal and got some sleep. Step by step is all one can go at present, but a time will come when one has to think over the next move. However I can really initiate nothing out here and must wait on you.

There isn’t a letter! But my dear you will write, won’t you? You won’t go on leaving me without, when it’s the only thing I have to hold to? I don’t want to bother or tire you, but if you knew what it’s like alone out here you would write.

Now I’m going to try to get a nap till lunch. Bless you, and keep your heart up.

Your M.A.

5 p.m.

I didn’t sleep before lunch but I have had a nice nap since while John was out with the Wolf-Cubs. He enjoyed himself. I am resting a good deal today because I am sure the tip is not to get tired, so that when the reactions come along one has plenty of strength to cope with them. In a way it seems impossible to suffer more than in the last 48 hours, but I know that it’s later on that it gets you, when it’s all stale and no one bothers about you and you begin to think hard about money and details. I feel much better this evening – I’ve got warm at last (I was so cold all yesterday) and my head doesn’t ache. I’m going out now to post these letters and get a paper – I’m still afraid of The Times in the salon – and then I’ll be back for John’s prep and bath and reading aloud.

I suppose I shall get a letter tonight, but I hate the evening post because it comes at dinner and either you must read it before everyone or you must wait till dinner is over.

Goodbye – Oh my poor dear I think of you so much.

Your lov.

        M.A.’

I had written at once to William Strang (now Lord Strang) who was a very close friend of us both:

‘Dear William

Will you write to me about all this bloody business? I wish you would. It is rather nasty out here where one only sees the papers.

William why have they been so savage with him?

Yours

             M.A.’

He replied promptly and fully; his letter has not survived, but this is what I wrote in return –

Villa Prima-Flora,

Chateau d’Oex,

Vaud,          

Suisse.     

March 8, ’28.       

‘My dear William,

Yours is the letter I most want to answer of the pile. Thank you awfully for writing. That is what I wanted. Let me say at once that I am grateful to you for not preserving a proper reticence, and that I will respect your courage in so doing and not let you suffer for it.

Yes, I agree with you that the mystery is why the Report dealt so with Owen. I have two things to say about that. I know that the first time they asked Owen for names of colleagues who had done the same he protested, and suggested an elaborate plan for submitting his conscience to an arbitrator or something. He wrote and told me he was going to, and I besought him by return, whatever he did not to do that, or it would certainly be regarded as fanciful, obstructive and silly. But he did do it, of course. Even so, it was an honourable scruple. And William dear, the second thing is one which troubles me very much. Read the Report again and see whose evidence most of the most damning implications come from. “He came into a going concern.” “If not actually yielding to persuasion.” “Her house became a regular meeting-place for the circle.”

All these come from Fitz’s evidence, quite clearly and on the face of it. And all contain, as far as Owen is concerned, a suppressio veri or suggestio falsi. Fitz came back in December ’23. Owen stopped dealing in June of that year and only began again in ’24 – the Report gives no date. But the going concern into which Fitz came did not include Owen. Owen denies absolutely having ever persuaded Fitz to join, and certainly I have myself heard him tell him to chuck it. The Cottage was never a “regular meeting-place” for Owen, who was in the country. Yet Owen is made to lie equally with Don under these three imputations. Oh William, can any sane person doubt that Fitz allowed his yellow streak to get the better of him, and gave, not perjured, but tendentious evidence? I wish I could think otherwise, but I can’t. And this abuse of “benefits forgot” bites very close.

I often hear from Owen. He finds his friends – the Bells and Mrs Mallory and others – a great support. I am sure he does – it must be a comfort to be able to talk. The isolation out here is hard. He is to a great extent preoccupied with the metaphysical side at present. I’m all in a muddle, William, over that. Sometimes I can see this as a splendid opportunity for letting the spirit shine and all that; and sometimes I am overwhelmed with the waste and injustice of it all; and at other times I am just miserable at losing so much of what I enjoy in a sweet-eating sort of way, which of course is very low. But then I am rather an earth-bound spirit. And of course I am kept busy to a great extent just being cheerful and jolly and gay with Pat, who knows nothing, bless him. That was difficult at first – but Owen gave me a good word for it, as he can, you know. He says in one letter – “Every joke you make to Pat is one of the stones of which the Heavenly City is built; nothing else – not honour nor security nor ease – is good enough.” Well they are damned expensive, those jokes.

Curiously enough I’m not much afraid about the future. My middle name really is fight, and I feel quite good enough to wrest a life out of a reluctant world. Being bloody but unbowed presents no special difficulties. (Every third person uses that phrase.) The one thing I worry about is finding something good enough to occupy Owen fully. People make me furious by writing and saying that they are sure I shall manage to steer the family safely through and so on, as if he were out of it.

And I do try to get to the point of accepting it quietly – to get through into the place where love and courage count for more than prestige and fun. I’m sometimes haunted (you’re still Scotch enough to understand this, William) by a feeling that God is after my soul in all this, that He was determined to cure me of my vanity and greed for material things, and that as nothing else would do it, He did this. So that it’s I who’ve let Owen in for it. This is so strong that it quite drowns the fact that when I first heard of the francs industry I besought Owen not to touch it on grounds of common prudence.

Yes, I well remember saying to you that I was afraid of Aminta. I always have been. People like us who are frugal and fundamentally religious and serious don’t belong with people like her. I felt that so strongly the first time she came to Bridge End, in her furs and scent and pearls and silk stockings, when the little dog was sick in the hall and Don fainted and Aminta told me that she had never lived with Don. Aminta was very kind to us when we went to China, and amused me always – but I was never happy with her or with Don in the way I’m happy with you and most people.

Well William I didn’t mean to write such a long letter. Send me the Spectator and Nation and Statesman, will you? Write again as you promised. Do you remember this:

    “Gentleness, Patience, Wisdom and Endurance

These are the seals of that most firm assurance

Which bars the pit over destruction’s strength.

To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite;

To endure wrongs darker than Death or Night;

To defy power, which seems omnipotent;

To love, and bear; to hope till Hope creates

From its own wreck the thing it contemplates;

Never to change, nor falter, nor repent:

This, like thy glory, Titan, is to be

   Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free

   This is alone Life, Power, Empire and Victory.”

In the last resort I take my stand on that.

                                                       Mary Anne’


Chapter III

Sir Warren kept my letter to Owen and gave it back to me many weeks later. At the time he wrote me the attached note, which I received on 9 March.

7th March. 1928.

6 Treborough House,         

Great Woodstock Street,

Marylebone. W.1      

‘Dear Mrs O’Malley

This little line is written – not by the official who was Chairman of the Board of Enquiry – but by one who in his private capacity has, I hope, a human understanding of your distress. And it is written to assure you that even among the officials, whose conclusions and advice must, I fear, seem to you severe, there is personal friendship to you and your husband. This is not play-acting on our part; and, if I may, I wd. like quite simply to say that you and he have friends who will stand by and see you through, and your children, during this time of strain, and for the future are keeping their eyes open so that no chance of work in some congenial line of life may be lost for him.

In the meanwhile will you try, please, to have trust and confidence and not to be afraid.

Yours sincerely

                        N. F. Warren Fisher’

I had previously written a letter for Sir Warren which I had sent to Owen to send on if he thought fit, the sense of which was to ask, really, what his offers of help and instructions to sit tight and to trust were worth. But, meanwhile, I had the letter from William Strang and Owen’s own memorandum, quoted above, to read. William’s letter made the seniority point, which Owen’s memorandum omitted. On all this I wrote a letter of seven typed pages to Sir Warren Fisher, making these various points; I spent most of the night of the 9th writing it, wondering if it would do more harm than good, but unable to refrain from the attempt. I posted it on Saturday the 10th, and by the same post sent Owen Sir Warren Fisher’s letter to me. That was at 5 p.m. At 7.30 p.m. I got a letter from Owen and one from Vincent Baddeley (Financial Secretary to the Admiralty) both urging me in the strongest possible terms to do nothing and say nothing.

Then I had a really bad half hour. My heart failed me about my letter, which was a little truculent. At all costs I felt that I must prevent Fisher from reading it. But I had sent it to his private address, and, as Sunday intervened, no telegram to the Treasury would reach him before he got it there by the first post on Monday. I had sent on by the same post his letter to me, for Owen to see – and I found that I had forgotten his address; I had not put it in my book, and it had gone clean out of my head.

I made then one of those extraordinary efforts of will and memory which sometimes succeed and give one the sense of a miracle. Holding down, almost by a physical effort, the rising flood of panic and flurry, I made my mind quite clear and still; and remembered first the wording of the letter, and then the look of the sheet of paper; and then slowly, like squeezing icing out of a tube, I forced the words of the address back in to my mind: ‘6 Tredborough House, Great Woodstock Street, Marylebone.’ Yes, that was it – (I had got one letter wrong, though I didn’t know it) – and physically trembling with relief I dashed the words down on the back of a time-table in pencil and locked it up (panic lest I should lose it again well on me now). After that I had actually to lie down for a little.

Next day, Sunday the 11th, I sent the following telegram to Sir Warren Fisher: ‘Please burn Chateau d’Oex letter unread. Mrs O’Malley.’ On Monday I wrote a little wail of despair to him, explaining what I had done, and a rather abject apology to Owen. That was the worst day I had. I missed the early post and took the letters to the afternoon train. However, it was not a train poste, I found: the officials were brusque and rude; I was trying to arrange with the conducteur to post them in Lausanne when a woman came forward and said in a very kind voice – ‘I am going to Lausanne. I’ll post them at the station for you.’

I turned to her and tried to thank her, but all I found myself saying was ‘They’re rather – they’re rather –’. I meant to say ‘urgent’, but her kindness, after the rudeness of the officials and my sense of helplessness and despair was too much; I broke down, stuffed them into her hand, and ran across the line and up into the fields crying.

That was my one real collapse – my nadir of misery and despair.

But Ruth Mallory came that day to stay with me – blessed Ruth, when I was sick for home and stood in tears in alien fields. Next day I wrote another and a better letter to Fisher, and on Wednesday I typed and sent it. Here it is:

March 13, 1928

Villa Prima-Flora

Chateau d’Oex

‘Dear Sir Warren

I have now given myself time to think more carefully over what I wanted to say to you, and tried to say in the letter which I asked you to destroy. It is your kindness in writing to me which emboldens me to write to you – you have offered friendship and invited trust, and if I ask more from you in the way of advice than you are able to give, you will remember that; and if I express myself badly or seem indiscreet, I hope you will remember first my inexperience in writing letters to people like you, and secondly the urgency of my distress. For a fortnight now I have known of this, but I have had no one from whom I could ask advice or help – I am terrified of making matters the little worse that they could be by some indiscretion, and yet I feel a responsibility to my husband and children that I cannot evade. My husband is almost knocked out for the moment; we have £300 a year and three children, and the boy’s health is seriously damaged by our time of Government service in China. I am sure you will see that I feel I ought to be up and doing to look out for a living somehow – try to get a job for myself at once, perhaps, and see about something later for my husband. Pity evaporates almost as quickly as our spring snow here – just now sorrow for our misery, which is very great, is still alive, but if we wait it may be too late. I am told that you have it in your power to help us more than anyone; certainly no one could need help more than we. And you have told my husband to do nothing, and told me not to worry. But I think you will see the difficulty I have in understanding how you can possibly help my husband by recommending him for a job, when you have just reported him to be unfit for the job he did admittedly rather well, and he has in consequence been removed from it with every circumstance of disgrace. And I really want – I know you cannot be very explicit – but I want to ask you whether I at least ought not to try for work at once? If I had any idea of how long my husband would be “out”, as the poor say, I could judge better about this.

That is my first difficulty. This is the second.

There are people who want to try to do something to – what shall I say? – vindicate my husband. They feel, rightly or wrongly, that if the Report was severe, the sentence was savage. My husband will have nothing to do with anything of the sort. He will see no one and say nothing. He says that his duty is to do nothing to embarrass the Government, but to keep perfectly quiet. But I – oh, surely you must be able to see that to lift off even the least scrap of this load of public ignominy would mean more to me than any money? And I ask myself all the time – am I bound to such scrupulousness towards a Government which has punished an impropriety admittedly grave, but four years old, with such a penalty?

So I have thought and thought, and at last it seems to me that the right and proper thing for me to do is to put before you, his judge, certain matters which I think ought, in the interests of justice, to be taken into consideration. That can embarrass no one, because you need take no notice. But if you think that what I have to say has any weight, if it moves you to feel that inadvertently a little less than justice was done to my husband, then perhaps – I don’t know what then. Disgrace is disgrace and sacked is sacked and that is that. But still I feel that I must put these things before you.

The first point is this:

In para. 20 of the Report it is said that “he (my husband) occupied an official post in the Department only less responsible than that of Mr Gregory himself”. These words can only be taken to mean, and will only be taken to mean one thing – that he was second in the Department. But when he began his dealings in francs my husband was only fourth in the Department; Mr (or is he now Sir?) Esmond Ovey was second and Mr Selby was third. My husband only became second later. I do not know how this slip crept in, but it is used in the Report as constituting an aggravation of my husband’s offence. And it is bitter to know that it is not strictly true. Mr Selby or Mr Gregory could corroborate this I am sure. Sir Hubert [Sir Hubert Montgomery, Chief Clerk in the Foreign Office] ought to know too.

Secondly, in a Report such as this I am sure you will agree with me that implications or suggestions are as damning as direct statements, and there are three to which I wish to draw your attention. They all occur – or two certainly – in the evidence of one witness. Lt-Cmmdr Maxse told you that when he returned from sick-leave in Dec. 1923, he came “into a going concern”. Now my husband’s direct dealings closed in June 1923, and his indirect ones only began well on in 1924 – the Report gives no date, but if my memory serves me it would be about July. So any “going concern” into which Commander Maxse came in December 1923 did not then include my husband. It may seem a small point, but there is clearly in it an element at least of suppressio veri and suggestio falsi, as there is in what follows. There is the question of “yielding to persuasion”. My husband has stated in his protest that he denies ever having persuaded Cmmdr Maxse to deal in francs. I can remember an afternoon spent in the study at our house – I could give you no date, because Commdr Maxse was always coming, but it was autumn or winter, 1924 – when I heard my husband urging him not to gamble in francs, because his financial circumstances made it so fearfully risky. Yet my husband lies under this imputation equally with Mrs Dyne and Mr Gregory. Thirdly there was the suggestion that my husband was a regular frequenter of Mrs Dyne’s house for the purpose of discussing deals. I know from my own knowledge that this was not true of my husband in the sense that it was true of Commdr Maxse and Mr Gregory. From 1923 till he went to China in 1925 he was living in the country, not in London except when at the Office; and long after he had gone to China the “circle” continued to flourish without him.

Now if some of the most damaging parts of the Report can be proved, perhaps to you alone, to be based on half-truths, might there not later be a chance of clearing our name to some extent? That is what I want so terribly. My husband did do wrong, he did gamble in francs, did commit an impropriety. But I would most humbly submit that the Report and the sentence together make his impropriety and his offence appear far greater than the facts – if you accept his statements and mine – warrant. The gambling in francs alone has not ruined Mr Villiers, his senior, a wealthy bachelor with far less temptation to try to increase his income. Most of our statements can easily be checked. If they are verified, surely much of the gravamen of my husband’s offence disappears? The statement as to his seniority in para. 20 goes: his position in the “circle” in regard to his “systematic operations” (known to be limited to three) is greatly altered; he is cleared from the charge of having seduced Commander Maxse from the path of rectitude. He has denied that he well knew that what he was doing was wrong. There remains the fact that he began it. But he began it for himself – can it seriously be suggested that he corrupted the guileless innocence of poor Mr Gregory, who but for him would still be leading a blameless life? It has seemed to me all along that without these further imputations it would have been impossible to lay so much stress on the fact of a junior, fourth down in the department, being the first to do something which he did to such a mild extent.

Will you forgive me if I ask you – if you had known all that you now know before drafting the Report, would you have drafted it precisely as you did? Now that you have seen my statements and my husband’s, do you not think that justice calls upon you to verify such of them as are verifiable? If you then satisfy yourself that they are true, even any of them, can you be satisfied to leave us under the stigma of behaviour so disgraceful as to necessitate summary removal from the Service? Can you be quite easy and happy in your mind to let my children grow up in the shadow of disgrace not wholly deserved? And in poverty too? If we were cleared, work would be easier to get; and education and good doctoring and good food even, all the things they can now only have by charity – it is that, however kindly given – would be more easily obtainable.

Please forgive the great length of this letter. Excuse its being type-written, but my writing is very bad. And if it seems to you indiscreet or uncalled-for or wrong in any of the thousand ways in which it may be wrong, if you will recall the circumstances in which it is written you may perhaps be lenient to me. I can get no advice. I have had to meet this sharpest crisis in our lives, spiritual as well as material, quite alone. I feel that I must contend for my husband’s good name, but I am terribly handicapped by my ignorance and inexperience, as well as by anxiety and distress and confusion of mind. If I have seemed discourteous or presumptuous in any of my expressions, I can only ask your pardon, and say that I have at least tried to write with moderation on a subject of which it is hard for me even to think without despair and tears.

Yours sincerely

                     Mary O’Malley’

And then another of those curious, almost accidental episodes happened, which again turned the course of events. This time the mark goes to Hope Costley-White. I had now got Ruth with me; I had shot my bolt at Sir Warren Fisher; and though I still felt doubtful about the wisdom of letting the occasion of the Zinoviev Debate (at which the whole question of Mr Gregory’s connection with the Zinoviev letter and the francs case was to be discussed) pass without a single question, I had decided to stay where I was for the time being. I knew that through Will Arnold-Forster (who was a leading member of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the Labour Party, and a close friend of ours) the Labour people had made overtures to Owen, asking him to put the facts of his case before them so that they might take it up – and I knew that he had refused to say anything till his resignation was accepted. I saw, and he saw, the risk that the Government might muzzle him by not accepting his resignation till the Debate was over, and all chance, or at least the best chance, of raising his case lost. But he had decided, and I was prepared to follow suit. I was in bed, resting after the labours of composition and typing of the previous days, on the morning of Thursday the 15th, when a letter from Hope was brought in. George Young had been to see her, she wrote, more than once. (Joris Young – later Sir George Young, Bart. – had been in the Diplomatic Service, and was also a member of the Labour Party’s Foreign Affairs Committee.) He said it was urgent that Owen should meet the Labour people. He would not. I must come home and see about it. ‘He says it is essential that you come home this week – as soon as you get this, if possible.’


Chapter IV

I read the letter at noon. Ruth and I left on the 8 p.m. train for London that evening. In the interval we packed John off to the school as a boarder, took our tickets, and packed a sufficiency for me – I also sent two telegrams, one to Pendell, where Owen was staying, merely giving the time of my arrival at Victoria; one to Hope as follows: ‘Arriving Victoria fifteen fifty Friday arrange meeting Baddeley that afternoon. Marianne.’ I was determined to get Vincent Baddeley’s advice at once, before seeing anyone else. But there I reckoned without Hope.

I enjoyed the journey. I was thankful beyond words to be going back to Owen, and deeply relieved to be about to get to the centre of things, where I could see, hear and judge for myself how matters stood. I amused myself working on a mass of suggestions for the next Wives’ Fellowship Joint Conference, which I had been asked to look over and work up into a programme – I got it finished before we reached London.

At Victoria we found the Rolls from Pendell waiting, with Jane, my daughter, who was living with her governess at Pendell Court, in the kind care of May and Archie Bell – May was her godmother. But we also found Hope! Hope, full of subdued determination, who said that I must come back with her to Dean’s Yard at once, and see Joris Young at 5.30. So we packed into the Rolls with Jane and drove off to Dean’s Yard and tea, over which Hope explained that she had suppressed my message to Vincent Baddeley because Joris said it was imperative that he should see me before anyone else did. She then ran out to a meeting and left me alone. Jane had gone to the schoolroom. I sat over the fire in the diningroom at 19 Dean’s Yard, with the sober portraits of former Headmasters of Westminster School looking down on the deserted tea-table, and spent the first of many hours of solitary meditation and anxiety that I was to pass with those portraits before a month was out. I was apprehensive about the meeting with Joris, before I could get any advice, and wondered what Owen would say to it. I was worried about Owen, hearing for the first time from Jane that he had been in bed with a temperature for nearly a fortnight. Fretted by these thoughts and by inaction, it occurred to me at last that I might as well try to find out whether Sir Warren Fisher would be in town over the weekend, in the, as I thought, unlikely event of Owen’s being willing that I should see him. I went to the telephone, rang up the Treasury, and asked for his secretary. Getting him, I asked rather nervously if Sir Warren Fisher would be in town over Sunday? The secretary would find out – but what was my name? This was a terrible complication, but I could only give it and hold the line as I was bidden.

In a moment he was back again, ‘Sir Warren wishes to speak to you. I will put you through.’

‘Oh, but I didn’t want –’, but it was lost in the buzz of connection, and then I heard for the first time that low, peculiar, prolonged ‘Hullow?’ Yes, I was Mrs O’Malley.

‘I was in the middle of writing a letter to you,’ he said. ‘I’d written about six pages. Are you back in England?’ Yes, I was in London.

‘Well, can I see you?’ I said I hadn’t meant to ask to see him, or even speak to him – only to find out where he would be, just in case.

‘But I want to see you,’ he said. ‘Will you come and see me tomorrow? What time?’ Any time.

‘Well, will you lunch with me tomorrow? 1.30? Are you sure that suits you? At my flat will be best, I think – we shall be quieter there.’

He told me how to find it and rang off, leaving me wondering more than ever what Owen would say to these goings on? Before I had even seen him, to meet with a member of the Labour Party, and to have arranged to lunch with Sir Warren Fisher!

Then Joris came. I shall not put down the course of our conversation. It is enough to say that it gave me a very welcome assurance that there were people who wished to have us set right – an assurance that helped me very much later – and were prepared to speak and fight on our side if we would brief them up in our case. That they were not doing it solely for our beaux yeux was certain. I had seen for myself already what a weapon in the hands of the Labour Party it would be if Part I of the Report were proved to be substantially incorrect or even untrue – for what would then become of the prestige of Part III, which dealt with the Zinoviev Letter? It also gave me a fresh sense of the need for speed. This was Friday night, and the Zinoviev Debate was to take place on Monday. However, I could only listen to Joris, promise to put his views before Owen, and explain that till I had his permission I could say nothing at all – that indeed I had overstepped his express wishes even by our meeting.

Then Jane and I drove down to Pendell, and I went up and found Owen in bed in the room at the end of the corridor by the Panelled Room. Of the impression that I got there that night I really cannot write. My honest, honourable man so stricken, so tormented, so desperately ill in mind and body. Who will blame me if then I said, ‘God do so to them, and more also, who through panic, haste, and prejudice brought him to this pass!’

We talked before dinner and after till nearly ten, when he had to sleep. He took both my ventures quite calmly, and even seemed glad that I should see Fisher. On the subject of the Labour people he was adamant. Until his resignation was accepted, he said, he was still a civil servant, and his duty and loyalty were still imperatively binding on him. He forbade me formally to see Joris Young, or write to him, for the present. I rang up Hope and asked her to give Joris a message to say that Owen would see no one and say nothing, so that there was no point in my seeing him again as I had promised. I also rang up Vincent Baddeley and arranged to see him at the Admiralty between 3.30 and 4 p.m. next day – allowing ample time for Fisher, as I reckoned. And Sybil Thesiger, with whom I undertook to have tea about 4.30. (I had a vague idea of mobilizing Lord Chelmsford in some way; I knew he had been connected with the Labour Party, but believed he had left it – and anyhow I wanted to see Sybil.) How I kept these two appointments will be seen. And so to bed, after as strenuous a thirty-six hours out of it as I remember.


Chapter V

Next morning I breakfasted in bed, and spent an hour or two trying to collect my ideas and settle exactly what to say to Fisher. Owen assured me that I should have to hear rather than to speak – which proved true enough – and there was my letter, to which I might now expect an oral answer. In the end, I found that the most I could do was to clear my own mind on what were the essential points and the most conclusive arguments to keep before me, for use if I got the chance. Owen was, of course, anxious to prime me with what he wished to be said, implied, and understood. I remember his saying one thing with intense earnestness. I had been speaking of our hands being tied by the non-acceptance of the resignation.

‘But don’t hurry them to accept it,’ he said. ‘I don’t want it accepted. The longer they leave it, the more hope there is. Don’t break that thread.’

It was a formidable encounter, this meeting with our executioner, who alone had the power, I was assured by everyone, to modify the sentence or maintain it. May Bell, most ardent of partisans, flung herself into the task of fortifying me for it. She gave sound advice as to points to raise and avoid. She passed my frocks in review, and chose with care one which seemed to her suited to the importunate widow’s role! And when I was dressed and leaving, she kissed me and said ‘Don’t worry, Mary Anne – there’s nothing so powerful as pluck!’

I went up by train and went straight to see Will Arnold-Forster at the League of Nations Union. He was surprised and pleased at my having already got into touch with Fisher, but terrified at the line I told him I meant to take – namely in the last resort to let Fisher know that the Labour party felt that there was a case to take up. He begged me to promise him not to do this – which I wouldn’t do – I would only promise to be careful. He also gave me some useful information as to the line taken about Owen by the Foreign Affairs Committee of the Labour Party. He had to catch a train at King’s Cross, so I took him in my taxi as far as Baker Street, and dropped him there. Two minutes later I was ringing the bell at Treborough House.

A neat little person with a charming youthful face, who was not dressed as a maid, opened the door and told me that Sir Warren was not yet come. I waited in the little drawingroom, trying to deduce the owner from his possessions. They were simple and undefined and did not help much. And then the door opened and I stood face to face with the enemy.

A small man – slim, alert and spry, with grey hair and a youthful unworn face. Something rather sweet about the eyes and mouth. Bad, weak, obstinate hands. Very smart and natty in his dress, very smooth and urbane in his speech. ‘You can say anything to him,’ Owen had said, and so I found it; we talked easily from the outset – simply and almost naturally. We lunched – a martyrizing meal to me. Bunny who, though not in maid’s uniform, was in fact Sir Warren’s house-keeper (she had been his children’s nurse) and was in and out with the food; she was being pressed to stay, and pressed to eat, and pressed to allow Sir Warren to clear the table. Bunny and I are good friends now, but in my then state of nervous tension the peculiarity of these proceedings made me almost hysterical.

Sir Warren began by lecturing me about sensitiveness. The sentences in my letter about ‘charity’ and ‘disgrace’ had upset him, as indeed they had been meant to do, and he argued with energy that charity was not charity but Love, and that to be asked publicly to resign from the Foreign Office contained no hint or element of disgrace. I disagreed rather gently. Then we repaired to the drawingroom with coffee, and started a regular dog-fight over the Report. We went through the points in my letter one after another, and to all but one his answer was the same – and a most curious one for a man in a position of such responsibility to give; namely, that he could write another Report which would meet all my objections and yet be much nastier than what he had written! The one point on which he budged was that of Owen’s having been fourth and not second in the department: ‘that ought to be verified,’ he said, and promised to do so. But on all the rest he would not budge one inch.

Then an important thing happened. He was speaking with considerable animus and great severity of Owen’s voluntary statement to the Board that he had not asked Sir Eyre Crowe’s (Head of the Foreign Office) advice as to gambling in francs because Crowe would not have understood and would have ‘barked at him’ – the Board had considered this complete and damning proof that Owen had a guilty conscience over the francs business. I had to make a difficult decision here. What I had to tell on that point cleared Owen, if only I could make Fisher see it – but if I could not, it was corroboration up to the hilt of the Board’s view. I risked it.

‘I know all about that,’ I said. ‘It was I who told him to consult Crowe.’

‘You did?’ Fisher was plainly astonished at this.

‘Yes. I told him before he began that I thought he had no business to gamble in francs, being in the F.O.; and when he persisted I told him that if he asked Crowe and Crowe didn’t mind, I should be satisfied.’

‘And what did he say to that?’ Fisher asked.

‘He said that he himself was satisfied that it was right, or he shouldn’t do it, and he had no need to ask anyone’s advice. And that was true – he did think it right.’

Fisher considered this for some time, and asked me a few more questions; at last he said – ‘Well, I believe you – it’s a strange story, and it puts his judgement in a very odd light, but I believe it. But I wonder if I could make anyone else believe it?’

It was clear that my plumping out so double-edged a statement, one moreover which I could so easily have suppressed, had made a considerable impression.

But the dog-fight went on, more and more hopelessly. 3.30 had long passed, and my appointment with Vincent Baddeley. I let it go. 4.30 was approaching, and Sybil – I let that go too. I had a most insistent conviction that below all our words, and almost independently of them, a soundless struggle was going on between me and Sir Warren, and that unless I won in this round I should never have another chance. Nothing else mattered but somehow to beat him, to breach his defences. As the afternoon wore on, this emotional tension deepened. But I was getting tired out with the strain of picking my phrases and marshalling my arguments against such a skilled and remorseless opponent, and at last I gave that line up. There was a pause. I thought of the sentence in the last paragraph of Owen’s memorandum: ‘I ask not for justice but for mercy.’ I had better, I thought, ask for it too. But the words stuck.

‘I suppose ...,’ I began, staring hard at the top of the curtain and trying to steady my voice. ‘I suppose ...,’ I failed again.

‘What is it?’ said Sir Warren kindly – ‘Tell me – surely you aren’t afraid of saying anything to me now? Don’t be afraid – you needn’t be.’

‘I’m not!’ I said irritably. ‘I’m trying not to cry.’

Then I got it out – ‘I suppose it would seem quite – ridiculous – to you if I were to ask – for mercy?’

He said nothing at all in answer to that. He leaned his head on the wing of his chair and tapped, tapped, lightly on the arm of it with opened fingers. He closed his eyes, but I thought I saw tears. We sat so for ten minutes or more, and I stared at the curtain and held on, in some strange way, with my spirit.

Then it occurred to me that he probably wanted to tell me it was hopeless, and found it hard to begin. In that case I ought to help him out, so I said, ‘Are you trying to tell me it’s impossible? Because if so, carry on.’

‘No,’ he said, raising his head and looking at me as if he had come back from a great distance – ‘No; I was asking for help. I can’t see yet. You must give me time.’

I assured him that my time was his, and then we sat as before – but now, how strongly I wrestled with him in my soul. The soundless conflict had become the only one, and all the strength that I possessed I put out in it. I had no wish to draw it short – my untrained mind, my inexperience and my fatigue were no longer setting me at a disadvantage in this silent warfare.

At last he raised his head again. ‘I must think it over,’ he said. ‘I can’t see yet,’ he repeated. ‘There is ideal right and ideal justice – there is mercy. They must fit in somewhere. Give me time to think.’

And then he gave me his most solemn assurance that if he should come to think it right to show mercy, he would not let any considerations of consistency stand in his way; nor, so far as a man may promise for himself, would he allow any fear of inconsistency to influence his decision on the merits of the case.

The defences were breached at last.

We had tea. We spoke of other things – his family, religion. The tension was over but the emotion persisted. There was, curiously, relief shared between us – the contending hosts fraternized over creature comforts with smiles and little jokes. But his mind, below all this, still ran on the main problem. Before I left he rang up ‘Van’ (Robert Vansittart, the Prime Minister’s Principal Private Secretary) and told him to find the papers with Owen’s memorandum and resignation, and lock them up in his safe, to give more time for thought. He did not want the acceptance of the resignation to go out without his knowledge. I only learned much later how matters stood at that stage. The door was, apparently, about to be slammed, I got my toe in the crack just in time.

As I left, my host said, ‘I hope you’ll look on me as a friend now?’

I said, ‘Thank you very much.’

‘Bother thanks!’ said Sir Warren vigorously.

‘Well, shall I say I’m very glad?’

‘That’s better!’ he said, taking my arm kindly, ‘I’m very glad too.’

It was 6.30 – I had been there five hours. A long battle – but in the first round I had won.


Chapter VI

I decided on Sir Warren’s advice not to tell Owen about the suspension of the resignation. The hope was very faint, and he was not fit to bear ups and downs of hope and fear. So my sheaves seemed pitifully slender when I returned to him that evening at Pendell. But to me – and to May – the achievement seemed astonishing. The night brought counsel and the morning fresh schemes. If one could breach Sir Warren’s defences, why not the P.M.’s? Why not go straight to Chequers, that very day? I got on to the telephone to Fisher and suggested this, rather timidly. He was all for it, surprisingly, and said he would ring up Van and see what he could do to arrange it. Meanwhile, we gathered in my room and looked out distances and roads on maps. There was Sir Austen Chamberlain too: why not him? Archie Bell sat listening astride a chair, saying nothing. At last he rose, and murmuring ‘Ye who have cars, prepare to drive them now!’ went out to see about petrol.

But Van was against seeing the P.M. He was learning his Zinoviev speech by heart and would see no one. Try Sir Austen, who ought in any case to be seen first. I pursued Walford Selby on the telephone. I caught him at Brighton. He was returning to London that night by train. I suggested driving down, picking him up, and bringing him back to town myself. This was arranged. I also rang up Van once more and made an assignation with him for 7.30 p.m.

We were all in rather better spirits by now. Sir Warren was closeted with Mr Vansittart, we knew. The thing, for all its desperation, was becoming a sort of game. The bureaucrats were being stirred up, and they were beginning to buzz. This was better than inaction in Switzerland, I reflected, as the Pendell Rolls purred down the Brighton road. As was becoming my custom, I sat perfectly still, not reading, just marshalling ideas and arguments.

There was a large concourse at the Selby’s paternal house for tea. Dorothy, and some small Selbys. Sir Hubert and Lady Montgomery and some little Montgomerys. Old Mrs Selby. I sat next to Sir Hubert and talked about China. At last the company dispersed, Walford and I settled into the Rolls, and we could talk. Walford was very kind. His nice sincere face was full of concern. But he was also very official. There was of course no chance of anything being altered – that must be clear?

‘I lunched with Sir Warren Fisher yesterday’, I said.

He started a little – ‘Really?’

‘And before I left he rang up Mr Vansittart and told him to lock up the papers, in order to suspend the acceptance of the resignation for the present.’

Walford bounced in his seat at this announcement – and after that he really began to listen. As we swung up the road in the dusk I took him through the Report, pointing out the various mis-statements, the false suggestions, the gross inaccuracy over seniority. Walford warmed. I told him of Owen’s memorandum. He had never heard of it, and got angry. He, the Secretary to the Secretary of State, not to have been shown ...! I gave him a copy that I had in my despatch case. He asked me to dine with him to continue the discussion. We paused at Pendell for a whisky and soda; he talked to Owen while I rang up Hope, bespoke a bed, and threw some clothes into a suitcase. Twenty minutes after we arrived, we set off again. Walford was momentarily deflected from the main theme by the furniture and panelling of Pendell, but was recalled without difficulty. Much of what I had told him was entirely new to him, and he became warmly partisan. When we reached Cadogan Gardens he went in to telephone to Fisher, and the indomitable chauffeur drove me on to Park Street to see Van, whom I had never met. He was standing before the fire in his lovely library, and I was taken at once with his strange face, his quickness and cleverness.

I only had a few minutes to speak in, and, by now, thanks partly to Walford, the next step was taking shape. Van took it a stage further. Since Sir Warren might later be moving on our behalf the first thing was to get the Zinoviev Debate over without either the P.M. or Sir Austen saying anything in the course of it which would result in their digging in their toes publicly about Owen. I explained shortly to Van my points, one or two. Little was necessary, for he had spent most of the day with Sir Warren. I asked him to let me see the P.M. next day before the Debate. Walford had already promised me an interview with Sir Austen at eleven on Monday. Van would do his best, but asked whether, failing an interview, a guarantee through him, Van, from the P.M. would do? I had to say it would. And then I had to go. Van said very little, but I felt that I had left a friend in that room.

Walford had been very apologetic in advance about his cold mutton, but he gave me an excellent supper (which I was more than ready for), and opened the iron ration of champagne which is always left out when his cellar is locked. During supper, he told me some facts of material importance about our appointment to Peking. When Don Gregory had proposed to make O.O’M. a Counsellor there over the heads of several others, Walford had told him emphatically that guarantees previously given by himself made it impossible for Owen to be given substantive seniority over Campbell and Cadogan. It was in the face of this declaration that Don had come down to Bridge End, taken me for a walk, and made a bid for my support of the Peking scheme by pointing out to me that if we went, O.O’M. would be promoted over twelve people’s heads, would be the youngest Counsellor in the Service, and that this would make him a ‘marked man’, and would be the best investment that I could make for the children’s future. I told Walford of this.

‘But he couldn’t do it!’ he said. ‘He knew at the time that he was offering what he could not fulfil.’

There remained the Debate to consider. Labour questions might be expected. I said I knew that Captain Crookshank intended to raise Owen’s case from the Conservative benches. I had told Van this, and Van had been emphatic that he must be stopped. Walford was equally emphatic, but said that he could not possibly do it himself. I asked if I should, and was urged to. So I rang up Captain Crookshank and told him that, much as we appreciated his intention, this was not the moment, and would he refrain? He promised to, though with reluctance. Then, Walford again promising to summon me next morning from Dean’s Yard as soon as Sir Austen was ready to see me, I took my leave.

Monday the 19th was rather a nightmare. All the morning I waited for a summons from Walford. Mr Vansittart rang up about noon to say that the P.M. had given a solemn promise not to so much as mention Owen’s name in the Debate, but was too busy to see me. Hope was struggling to get tickets for the House out of Mrs J. C. C. Davidson, but only got a card bespeaking the good offices of a Mr Jupp or Mupp, who would get us in, she alleged. At 1.30, Walford at last rang up. Sir Austen had given similar guarantees to the P.M.’s, but was too busy to see me before the Debate. But would I go round and see him, Walford, in the Secretaries’ Room at the House after it? I would, of course. At 2.30, Hope and I were waiting in the Lobby with Mrs J.C.C.’s card.

But I never heard the Zinoviev Debate. Mr Mupp or Jupp, who wore a wig, was all kindness and zeal, but there was not a seat or a corner anywhere. Mrs Baldwin, the Prime Minister’s wife, was alleged to be sitting on a kitchen chair in a corner of the Press gallery. We waited in vain till 4, and then I crept miserably away to Albert Napier in the House of Lords for a cup of tea and consolation.

Albert was in a curious mood, I thought. He asked me a lot of what seemed rather irrelevant questions about Owen’s transactions with his stockbroker in the matter of francs – about his father’s income, the terms of his father’s will, the latter’s holdings in French bonds and so on. He asked me about the Report, and, as before to Walford, I made my four or five points. He wrote down all my answers. Finally, he asked me if I thought I could get a copy of the memorandum, and of Owen’s evidence? I felt perfectly at liberty to tell him that Owen himself had been refused a copy of the minutes of his evidence; Albert, a trained lawyer and in fact No. Two in the permanent secretariat of the Lord Chancellor’s Department, was greatly startled by this very original application of the principles of British justice. A copy of the memorandum I could easily have given him, but I was not sure that I ought. The Lord Chancellor’s Office lies quite outside the F.O. beat, and everyone so far had impressed on me the need for secrecy about everything. So I would not promise to do either of these things, and I wondered at Albert’s curiosity.

Later, he took me through into the House of Commons again, and at 7.30 or thereabouts piloted me into the Secretaries’ room. The Debate was over – we passed Baldwin on the stairs.

At the door I met William Strang. He started, ‘Hullo, Mary Anne! You here?’

‘As you see, William, I am.’

‘Well, come and see me.’

‘I will tomorrow.’

Inside, Walford was fussing about with boxes, with the telephone, with Captain Eden (later Lord Avon).

‘Well, Mrs O’Malley, it went very well! Not a word said: Splendid!’

I said I was glad – and now, when was I to see Sir Austen? Tomorrow, perhaps? Walford looked blank. Did I want to see him, now that the Debate was over? What for? Surely all was right now?

‘But you promised!’ I stammered, beginning to lose my nerve in this official atmosphere.

Bzzzz! went Sir Austen’s bell. With an exclamation of impatience Walford went in to his room.

He came out a few minutes later. ‘Sir Austen doesn’t want to see you,’ he said – ‘he can’t think what you want to see him for – and to tell you the truth, nor can I!’ he added rather crossly.

I ought of course to have left it, but I was worn out with the efforts of the last three days, I was childishly disappointed over the Debate, and nearly in tears.

‘I just want to see him,’ I said absurdly, trying to steady my voice – ‘only for five minutes. You promised I should. Can’t I see him tomorrow?’

Walford raised his hands despairingly and went in again. He came out two minutes later. ‘It’s no good, Mrs O’Malley – he won’t! He says “What does the woman want to see me for? There’s nothing new for her to say.” And I can’t tell him there –’

‘Tring!’ went the telephone.

With a stifled ‘Damn!’, Walford lifted the receiver.

‘Yes! Yes, speaking. Yes. Now take down the Secretary of State’s engagements for tomorrow, will you? Eleven a.m., the French Ambassador, Twelve, Sir John Tilley. One o’clock –’

But I stopped listening. Sir John Tilley was in town, and would be seeing the S. of S. at twelve next day. This was a chance of a sort and I must do something about it. When Walford rang off I thanked him, and took my leave. It was useless to press further. Walford was irritated, Sir Austen adamant. The latter promised later to see me before any final decision was taken. He never did. I cannot applaud Sir Austen’s behaviour. I find it hard to acquit him of a serious failure in pity, in courtesy, in common humanity in the matter.

Some time that day Sir Warren Fisher had rung up to say that he had ‘come down on one side – the side you would wish. Do you understand?’ I did, and was grateful. I wrote him a little note some time over the week-end, as follows:

‘Dear Sir Warren

I have realized by now that thanks make you a little restless. But gratitude is not a burdensome emotion to me – when I feel grateful it gives me pleasure to say so, and I am sure you would not wish to deny me any pleasure just now. So I hope you will let me say that I am grateful to you for yesterday – for the amount of time you allowed me, for one thing; for your sincerity, which helped me to be sincere; for your patience and goodwill.

And you will remember, will you not, what this means to us? And that I trust you?

Yours sincerely

                    Mary O’Malley’

Next morning, on Tuesday the 20th, I went to breakfast with Vincent Baddeley. He greeted me with great gaiety.

‘Well, my dear, you are a wonderful woman!’

‘What’s all this, Vincent?’

‘You’ve done what no one else living could have done, that’s all.’

He had seen Van and heard what was afoot the day before, and he proceeded to explain how only on the previous Thursday he had spoken to Walford Selby, asking if there was no chance of doing just what had been done – suspending the whole thing to give time for re-consideration. Walford had said that it was utterly and totally impossible. Six months hence, perhaps – but now, hopeless. ‘And now you come home, and sail in to lunch with the head of the Board of Enquiry, and in one afternoon turn him completely upside down!’

Well, all this, even allowing for Vincent’s affectionate exaggeration, was very cheering, and I needed cheering after my failure and rebuff of the night before. Vincent went off to the Admiralty, and I remained to try to get hold of Sir John Tilley’s address. I rang up Mary Palairet. She didn’t know it, but gave me the address of someone who might. I got it at last and bundled off to 7, Wilton Crescent. Sir John was kind and sympathetic. He hadn’t seen the Report and was completely vague about the whole thing. I did not waste any time on putting him au fait. I just told him of Owen’s memorandum, and what was being attempted, and asked him, if occasion offered, to put in a kind word with the S. of S. that day.

He was not very hopeful of getting a chance – ‘One doesn’t talk much oneself on these occasions.’

‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘I know that Sir Austen will probably spend fifty-five minutes out of the hour telling you all about Japan!’ (Sir John was Ambassador at Tokio.)

He laughed at that, but promised to lose no opportunity.

I was close to Grosvenor Crescent, so I ran into the League of Nations Union to report progress to Will Arnold-Forster. Will was fearfully pleased and excited. We walked up and down outside, talking.

He paused on the pavement and said suddenly, ‘Mary Anne, if you were to pull this off ...!’

‘We mustn’t hope,’ I told him. ‘It’s fatal to hope.’

‘No, don’t hope, Mary Anne,’ he said slowly. ‘It isn’t really possible, you know – they couldn’t do it.’

I lunched with William Strang at the Ship. We had a long talk. He was pleased at what I was attempting, but like everyone else thought it hopeless.

‘You’re enjoying yourself, Mary Anne!’ he told me presently. I admitted to liking a fight. Well, for a fighter I had ideal conditions, he said – ‘Things are so bad that you can’t make them worse, and so desperate that you’re justified in going all out.’

As we were walking back down Whitehall towards the Foreign Office he asked if I had seen Wellesley? (An Assistant Under-Secretary of State in the Foreign Office.) I said No. Would I like to? I said would he like to see me? William would find out, but thought he would, so we went into the F.O. together and waited on that tidy sofa which is outside the Secretary of State’s room, till William came back and took me in to see Sir Victor.

I stayed an hour. Sir Victor was very kind, and spoke warmly of Owen and his work. Him, also, I primed on the main points of controversy in the Report. He asked me to write them down for him, and I promised to. I mentioned Owen’s memorandum in passing.

Sir Victor’s eyes opened wider than ever, behind his glasses. ‘What memorandum?’

He had not seen it, any more than Walford Selby, and a slight irritation slowly manifested itself. He was surprised that he had not seen it. Tyrrell – he checked himself. He had better see Tyrrell. He looked at his watch – perhaps he could just catch him now. Secretly delighted at having apparently laid the astute Sir William a second stymie in the matter of the memorandum within twenty-four hours, I left. It seemed only too clear that, for reasons of his own, Sir William Tyrrell had sat as tight on that memorandum as he possibly could. His reasons were not far to seek. Don Gregory was like him a Roman Catholic, and his dear friend. Don was irretrievably ruined. It would be Catholic nature to have no great desire to emphasize Don’s ruin by assisting in the rescue of a Protestant who was no friend of his own.

I went back to William to report. William was busily engaged in thinking out a memorandum that he would write to show what Owen had done for his juniors, and what his departmental work had been. Like everyone else, on finding that there was hope, he was prepared to do what he could to help. I encouraged him in this good work and departed.

Sir Warren rang up later that day. He was distinctly more hopeful. I was not to tell Owen, but he was more hopeful. And he was very emphatic as to the rightness of his decision, now that he had taken it.

‘I am doing this because I have come to think it right,’ he said – ‘I am not doing it for anyone’s beaux yeux.’

He thanked me for my letter.

‘Oh, you did get it?’

‘Yes, I got it all right,’ said Sir Warren. ‘It’s in my drawer here now. I didn’t answer it, but I’ve answered it often enough in my mind.’

And on that I went back to Pendell, considerably encouraged.


Chapter VII

To make this record clear, I must now forestall my own information, and mention what was going on behind the scenes, unknown to me. Everyone to whom I had access found it necessary, for reasons which I do not pretend to understand, to preserve the utmost reticence as to what was being said, done, or attempted. Fisher said, ‘Trust me.’ I had less reason for trusting him than anyone living, but I did make a real venture of faith and decided to trust him absolutely. Walford and Mr Vansittart had only one piece of advice between them: ‘Leave it alone, now.’ This ignorance made it extraordinarily hard to make up my mind to any fresh course of action, and it was really sheer amazing luck that I did not perpetrate some quite shattering floater at this stage. But what had so far happened was this:

Owen’s memorandum and resignation were sent in on 2 or 3 March, and certainly reached the Foreign Office by 5 March. The memorandum was seen by Nevile Bland and Sir William Tyrrell and I believe the Secretary of State also at that stage – but not, as we have seen, by Walford Selby or the Assistant Under-Secretaries. This appeal, like that of Sacco and Vanzetti, was referred back to the very tribunal whose justice it impugned, and on 13 March, the Board of Enquiry met again to consider it. They apparently made it plain that they had not intended to imply ‘moral turpitude’ by the phrase ‘he well knew what he was doing’, but apart from this, declared that they found nothing in the memorandum to cause them to modify in any way the substance of the Report. The appeal for reconsideration they simply did not refer to. Thus minuted, the whole dossier went back to the Secretary of State and the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and was on its way to the Prime Minister when stopped by Sir Warren. On Saturday the 17th, I lunched, as we know, with the Chairman of the Board. On Monday the 19th, Sir Warren Fisher saw Sir William Tyrrell, who forthwith asked the Board to reconstitute themselves to consider the final paragraph of the memorandum, that containing the appeal for mercy and reconsideration. Having thus met at his instance on Tuesday the 20th (the dates are interesting), they reported that they would not consider it in any way inconsistent with the findings of the Report if the Secretary of State now saw fit to mitigate Mr O’Malley’s sentence.

And it was on this Report, which he signed with his two colleagues, that Sir Warren Fisher sent me that encouraging message over the telephone.

But there were fresh difficulties ahead. Next day, Wednesday the 21st, there was a meeting to consider the matter at the Foreign Office. Sir William Tyrrell, Nevile Bland, and Walford Selby were all present; with Sir Hubert Montgomery, Sir Victor Wellesley (fully primed the previous day), and Mr Vansittart. The three members of the Board of Enquiry were, of course, present too. (Behold how great a matter a little lunch kindleth!) Sir Warren Fisher harangued them for an hour and a half. He made the point that two new facts emerged: I. the definite mistake in the Report on the facts of O.O’M.’s seniority; II. that his evidence as to his failure to discuss francs with Sir Eyre Crowe might be taken in two ways – as evidence of a guilty or a clear conscience. Sir Warren pleaded that my statements corroborated Owen’s as to his having a clear conscience, and laboured at the theme. I had made, in his view, a thin thread into a stout rope. But he said that he found the meeting very sticky. (Since Walford Selby and Mr Vansittart were warmly for Owen, Sir Victor friendly and Nevile Bland certainly not inimical; I assume that this meant that Sir William Tyrrell was the one who stuck. When I said this to Sir Warren, he giggled.)

Later that evening he told me over the telephone that he was less hopeful. ‘Yesterday I should have said that there was a fifty per cent chance,’ he said, ‘but now it looks rather black. Don’t raise your hopes, whatever you do.’

Besides these events, other things happened for which I can give no exact dates. A deputation of juniors – Walford, Van, and Nevile – waited on Sir William Tyrrell and begged formally for O.O’M.’s reinstatement. William Strang was prevented from presenting his memorandum because Sir Victor Wellesley was presenting one in the same sense.

But I knew nothing of all this at the time. It was many weeks later that I pieced together what I have just written, for almost all of which, however, documentary evidence exists. I spent that Wednesday at Pendell, resting and talking to Owen. I concealed from him alike Sir Warren’s hopeful and depressing messages, and kept a dull grey level of 100 to 1 against success. William Strang came down to Pendell for the night. He told us that buzzing had now become general. It was impossible to walk along a corridor in the Foreign Office without coming on Van talking earnestly to Walford Selby, or Walford colloguing with Nevile Bland, or Sir Warren Fisher popping in or out of Sir William Tyrrell’s room. We spoke of his letter to me and of the whole business endlessly. I happened to mention that Sir Warren had said to me, apropos of my contention that ‘coming into a going concern’ was not a fair use of words in the Report (since there cannot be a ‘going concern’ of one) that there was ‘an atmosphere of gambling in the whole department.’

‘That’s nonsense!’ said William. ‘I came into the Northern department in January 1923, before all this began, and I never knew that anyone was gambling in francs till the summer of 1926, when Owen had been in China for six months.’

‘Why didn’t you tell the Board so?’ I asked him.

‘They never asked me about that,’ said William.

‘Well, you ought to tell Sir Warren so now!’ I said.

‘I would,’ said William, ‘if I got the chance. But I can’t just walk in and see him, you know, Mary Anne.’

‘Do you mean it?’ I said. ‘Would you go and tell him that if he would see you?’

William stuck to his guns, in spite of a slight but evident dismay; he would, if he were allowed to – yes, and read Sir Warren his letter to me too. Very well – it should be arranged.

I went to the telephone and came back to William a few minutes later. ‘Sir Warren will see you in his room at the Treasury at 11.30 tomorrow.’

So poor William was mobilized to go as a lamb to the slaughter and throw his mite of evidence into the Treasury.

We sat up in the Panelled Room, William and I, long after we had packed Owen off to bed. We talked about Owen – his character and his difficulties. I had spent a few minutes with Van on Tuesday morning, and had been very much touched by the way he spoke of Owen: so much admiration for his gifts, such gentle candour over his all-too-well-known failings – his scratchiness, his dogmatic certainty that he was right. They had, if only from motives of policy, to be admitted, though I had tried to convince Van of how much his technical skill in dealing with others had developed in China. William spoke with understanding greater than Van’s, since he spoke from greater love and greater knowledge. And he said some words that I have remembered. ‘He’s leaning on you now, Mary Anne – I can see it.’ I only half-believed it, but I went to bed warmed at heart.


Chapter VIII

May Bell was, throughout, one of my best advisers. She has a very remarkable mind. It looks at things as detachedly as a man’s; grasps essentials; and yet is lightning quick and delicate as a seismic needle at picking up tiny indications. I think Tyrrell was her idea. Tyrrell, she felt sure, was the prime obstacle to the success of my campaign. And Tyrrell, as Permanent Head of the Foreign Office, had a real ground for his obstructionist attitude about taking Owen back, or he thought he had. He was saying, according to her information, that if Owen had been difficult before, he would be quite intolerable if he came back to the F.O. with a grievance. And it would save everyone trouble if he were pushed into some other good job. She was convinced, and easily convinced me, fresh from my talk with Van, that I ought to see Tyrrell and give him an assurance that if Owen returned to the Foreign Office, his happiness at being back would override all grievances – that he would be in future more and not less coulant than before.

Now, Tyrrell was a pretty stiff proposition. I had only met him once, but I knew a good deal about him. And there was Nevile Bland in the way. I had seen Nevile and Portia on Monday night, and had sounded Nevile gingerly on the subject of seeing Tyrrell, simply because, while I was turning so many other stones, it seemed almost pointed to leave him lying. Nevile had been the perfect private secretary and had given me a thousand excellent reasons for not seeing his chief. It couldn’t be done through Nevile, that was clear. But once May had convinced me that to see Sir William was the next step, I knew I could manage it. There was the ever-loyal and efficient Vincent Baddeley. Him I mobilized by telephone next morning. Would he please arrange for me to see Sir William Tyrrell as soon as possible? I was on the point of leaving for town, and should be at 19 Dean’s Yard by 12.30. Yes, Vincent would send a note over at once.

So, on the morning of Thursday the 22nd, I set off to London for the third time. What do I not owe to Hope Costley-White for her house, so handy to Whitehall, always open to me in those exhausting days? Her telephone at my disposal, meals and a bed always ready, and best of all her extraordinarily steady conviction that I should win in the end. ‘You’ll do it, Mary Anne,’ she would say. ‘I know you’ll do it. You see if I’m not right.’ And then she would throw back her head with her delightful half-mocking laugh – ‘You’re a wonderful woman!’

She met me on the doorstep that morning when I drove up. ‘At last!’ she said. ‘My dear, the telephoning! You’re to go to the Foreign Office at once to see Sir William Tyrrell – Sir Vincent Baddeley has been ringing up every five minutes for the last hour to know if you’ve come. Wait – here’s a note too.’

I tore open the note – it was from Vincent. ‘Sir William will see you at 12.45 this morning. V.B.’ It was 12.42 then. I got into a taxi outside Dean’s Yard and drove like blazes to the Foreign Office.

I was five minutes late. Sir William received me with terrifying courtesy. I thanked him for seeing me with more sincerity if less polish. A curious interview ensued. I confined myself to making two points. First, May’s point about O.O’M.’s returning without a grievance. I told him that I recognized what his fears must be, as head of the Service, and offered him my solemn assurance that these fears would be proved groundless in the event of reinstatement. (You can’t give assurances to Sir William – you can only offer them.) He spoke remorselessly if courteously about that. Owen was a mauvais coucheur – there was no getting round it. He was very sticky. With immense difficulty, I kept myself at it, and made my second point. No other job was any good to Owen. What he cared about was the Service. If he lost that, he lost all that he lived for. Sir William received this with incredible tepidity. I have never in my life been so terrified for so long on end. Once I thought he had finished a sentence, and opened my mouth to speak; he hadn’t, and somehow bared his teeth at me with a glare in his yellow eyes like that of one of the Greater Cats. Still, he need not have seen me, and I was grateful. Preparing to take my leave, I thanked him again. I said it must seem ridiculous to him that I should have wished to trouble him, or thought that any words of mine could have made any difference – but that I had wished it, and was comforted to have been allowed the interview.

‘Don’t say that,’ said Sir William peremptorily. ‘Always remember this: if anything should come of all this, your husband will owe it to you alone, and to nothing and nobody but you.’

He wagged his forefinger at me at each phrase, and spoke with terrific emphasis. ‘To you alone,’ he repeated. ‘Never forget it – and never let him forget it either. Never let him forget that he will owe it all to you.’

This was so unexpected that I was completely taken aback. In my embarrassment my first instinct was to turn off what seemed to me an outrageous compliment, and to his final ‘Never let him forget it’, I said laughing – ‘That will be easy, for I shall never make him believe it!’ He flashed his eyes and teeth at me again, at that. At the door I ventured to congratulate him on the Paris appointment. Ah well, he said, it was hard to know. But he was glad for Anne’s sake. He had really taken it for Anne. It would be a great experience for her.

‘And when you have only one child left,’ he added, ‘you are prepared to do a great deal for them.’

Quite suddenly the Greater Cat, the super-diplomat, had become a human being. But no defences had been breached this time.

That last remark of mine to Tyrrell was extraordinarily unlucky. Within forty-eight hours it was all over the place. It was quoted to me by May Bell, by William Strang, by Vincent, and even – later on – by Fisher. Sir William made what I considered a rather unfair use of a remark made only pour rire and in a moment of embarrassment. ‘There’, was the line, ‘You see the sort of man O’Malley is. Even his wife has to admit that he doesn’t know the meaning of gratitude.’ It was, of course, a very silly thing to say. But I found it extraordinarily hard to think in advance of what were the right and the wrong things to say. I am no diplomatist, and never was clever with my tongue in that way, and all these interviews with trained intelligences were a frightful tax on my mental outfit. Later I wrote to Sir William – primarily to thank him for seeing me, but also to send him a note from the Doctor, who had seen Owen in my absence, which made it clear that the latter was really ill and unable to come to London. I had an uneasy feeling that Tyrrell might also be saying that Owen was deliberately remaining embusqué in the country and letting me fight his battles for him. But at the end of the letter I ventured on something else. I reminded Sir William of what he had said about his daughter, Anne, and what the Paris Embassy might mean to her – ‘at that moment I felt that we touched common ground as at no other point of our interview.’ I told him that I, too, had a daughter, for whom I had had, later and on a smaller scale, some of the same hopes and wishes that he had for Anne, and had laboured at her languages so that she might miss nothing when the moment came. And I begged him, when he was weighing mercy in the scales against expediency, to remember how many and how dear hopes would come crashing down if he turned the balance against us.

Tyrrell’s only other reaction to our interview, so far as I could learn, was roughly this: It is all very well, all this fuss to get O’Malley back, but the person I miss every hour of the day is Don Gregory. On the whole, I could not feel that that interview was a brilliant success. Yet I was told long afterwards that I had ‘swung Tyrrell right round’. I wonder! I wonder very much whether anyone has ever swung the late Permanent Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs in any direction.

By this time it was about 1.30. It was only decent to go and see how William had fared at Sir Warren’s hands, so I went to enquire. William came and sat with me in the waiting-room. He had escaped alive – Fisher had been very decent to him. Yes, he had told him about his ignorance of the francs business till 1926.

‘Did you read him your letter?’

‘Only the first part; Sir Claude Schuster was announced and I had to go then. I’m sorry – I did my best.’

This remark about Schuster just dropped into my mind and stayed there – later it had its uses. At the time I thought nothing of it, and we went on talking about Fisher.


Chapter IX

But I had another idea in my head, and got to work on it at once. I was very much worried over the course of the whole affair. Sir Warren had said that it was going badly, and the night before, when I spoke to him about William, he said – ‘I wish you well, and I am doing all I can – but I am not an autocrat.’ And Sir Warren, whom I was coming to regard as my main prop and stay, was going down to South Wales that afternoon to see miners, only returning on Sunday, and leaving again on Monday for Northumberland. I was terribly discouraged. Every now and then my sense of the power and weight of the machine that I was fighting almost smothered me. Talk of tilting at a wind-mill! – I was riding at a battleship. My idea now was this: if I could get evidence, discreetly, that the Labour Party was not as inimical to Owen as I had reason to suppose the Government thought it to be, and if I could get them to make some démarche, I thought it might help. But I could not approach any Labour member directly. Therefore, I had to find someone who was in relations with them but not of them – and my mind turned as before to Lord Chelmsford.

I went to Church House. I found Sybil Thesiger, his cousin, just off to a Committee. I said I wanted her. She abandoned her committee and came with me. Oh wonderful friends! (This misery was almost worth while if only to show us what friends can be.) While I got some lunch in a nasty little tea-room in Tothill Street, I first gave her some instruction on the Report, and then told her that I wanted to see Lord Chelmsford. Well, there ought to be no difficulty getting hold of Fred, Sybil thought – he was generally at the New South Wales Office. She telephoned – he would be there at three. It was now 2.40. ‘We’d better go now,’ said Sybil. So we set forth on a bus for Bush House.

Sybil has told me since of the way in which she ‘jumped’ her unlucky cousin into seeing me. She spoke of the unhappy O’M.s – he was mildly sympathetic. She said Mrs O’M. wished for his advice – would he be willing to see her? Quite generally, and in principle, of course he would. Splendid! – well here she was, in the next room – and she ran out before he could stop her and brought me in, and, with a word of introduction, left us.

One expects ex-Viceroys to be more impressive than Lord Chelmsford – the Curzonian tradition, perhaps. He was embarrassed and formal, though kind. It ought to have been a ghastly interview. It was not in the least. I asked his leave to unfold my mission, and then made him a short speech. My questions, I said, were two. The second arose out of the first, but depended on the answer to it. I would deal then with the first. The Report, which he might have seen, seemed to us to be untrue in many essential respects. I would not trouble him with more than one – and I told him of the admitted mistake in seniority. I could see that that told. Good. Because of all this, we were moving for revision of sentence. I could not but see that the Government were bound to take into consideration the two factors of public opinion and opinion in the House of Commons. Would he tell me whether, in his view, public opinion would raise an outcry over reinstatement?

He considered – he spoke. No; though public opinion had been profoundly shocked by the whole business, in my husband’s case he thought it would not object to his reinstatement, in view of his notable public record.

Excellent – then my second question did arise. Might I put it? Certainly. I had reason to suppose that a section of the Labour Party, at any rate, deplored my husband’s sentence and his loss to the Service. Could he tell me if that was so – and if it were so, how one could make that opinion audible to the Government? It must be clear to him that any expression of such an opinion would carry great weight.

But here he could not help me. ‘I am not in touch with these people any more – the man you want is Lord Haldane.’ He considered again. ‘Would you see him?’ Yes, of course I would. ‘Yes, I think I could do that – I will give you a letter to him.’ And drawing a sheet of paper to him he wrote, slowly and deliberately.

When he had finished he gave it to me. ‘Take this to Lord Haldane’ he said. ‘I feel sure he will see you. When you see him, say to him exactly what you have said to me – in precisely the same order and, if you can do so, in the same words. Lord Haldane is a lawyer, and you, if you will allow me to say so’ – he smiled for the first time – ‘would make a very able advocate’.

He looked at his watch. ‘If you go at once, you will catch him at Queen Anne’s Gate before he starts for the House of Lords.’

I thanked him warmly, and went. I had clean forgotten Sybil, and started when I met her outside. She laughed at me. She told me afterwards how she went in to thank her cousin Fred, and found him quite excited, and feeling very conspiratorial and dashing.

‘I’ve given her a letter to Haldane!’ he said – in the tone of one who should say ‘I’ve given her a dagger and a bomb!’

In the taxi I considered. What about seeing Haldane? This was almost the first step I had taken without first getting the concurrence of Sir Warren. Had I better do it? I looked at my watch. 3.45. No use going to Queen Anne’s Gate – the old man would just be starting for the House. I would go and consult Albert Napier first, and see Lord Haldane either at the House of Lords, after the sitting, or later at his own, if it seemed prudent.

So I stopped my taxi at the House of Lords. I found Albert in his room.

‘Oh, here you are,’ he said, as if he were expecting me. ‘Good – you got my note, then?’

‘No – what note?’

‘I sent a note to you at Dean’s Yard, and a telephone message too.’

‘When was that?’

‘Just after lunch.’

‘Ah, I haven’t been there since 12.30,’ I said.

But I did not want to talk about Albert’s notes – I wanted to discuss with him the wisdom or otherwise of seeing Lord Haldane. Albert, on the other hand, had his own schemes in his head and didn’t in the least want either to think or talk about Lord Haldane. And from our mutual absorption in our own private preoccupations it arose I think chiefly that I ran my head into such a famous hornet’s nest that afternoon.

I showed Albert Lord Chelmsford’s letter, and asked him when, if at all, would be a good time to see Lord Haldane. Without answering Albert rang a bell, and a messenger appeared. ‘Bring me the Order Paper’ – or some such thing.

Then he turned to me. ‘I wanted very much to see you,’ he said. ‘You remember what we were talking about on Monday? I have got some questions here which I want you to answer.’

The messenger at this point reappeared with a paper. Albert studied it. I had no idea what all this was about, and when Albert wrote a note and handed it to the messenger I paid little attention, never dreaming that it was to ask Lord Haldane to see me when the House rose. I tried to get Albert back onto the subject of Haldane – but Albert stubbornly kept on with his questions. He had a list in front of him.

‘I want you to get me Owen’s memorandum, today,’ he said. ‘And a copy of the minutes of his evidence too. It’s important to get them as soon as possible.’

His tone was almost peremptory – quite different from that which he had used on Monday, only three days ago. A curious suspicion flickered into my mind. Sir Claud Schuster was Albert’s chief. Sir Claud Schuster had been announced at the Treasury soon after twelve that morning, and had caused William to leave before he had finished his tale to Sir Warren. And immediately after lunch Albert was sending for me, to ask me, insistently, for the things he had enquired for tentatively three days before. H’m!

‘Does Sir Claud know Sir Warren Fisher?’ I asked Albert casually. Yes, quite well – they had worked together in the Insurance. Aha! and Oho! But it was still not clear to me, and while I was turning it over in my mind the messenger came back with a little pencil note for Albert. It was from Lord Haldane – he would see us at any time during the Debate if we would go to his room and send in word that we were there.

‘We’d better go now,’ said Albert.

So it came about that without any preliminary enquiries or advice I was marched on to my fate. We passed up stairs and along corridors lined, apparently, with the interiors of Cathedral choir-stalls, with policemen standing about like vergers, and what appeared to be pukka vergers standing about like themselves. We paused before the door of a room; something in Gothic characters was written over it in gold. Albert disappeared. I looked up and read the legend – ‘Leader of the Opposition.’ Good Heavens! Was Lord Haldane still that? Then I had torn it! But it was too late now. Down the passage, inexorably, came a murmur of voices, Lord Haldane’s saying ‘But my dear boy, you know I can’t really give her any –’ and then they turned the corner and came in sight, Albert and the little old stout gentleman, who looked and moved so much like an inconceivably wise, learned, and honourable monkey.

I was introduced. We went into his room. I presented Lord Chelmsford’s letter. With solemn courtesy, Lord Haldane asked my permission, read it, and then motioned to me to speak. Mindful of Lord Chelmsford’s injunctions, I got under way as before.

I did not get very far. Almost at once, long before I had asked my first question, the old man weighed in, monumentally. This thing must stand. The Report must stand. There could be no question of going back on such a decision.

‘I am very sorry for you,’ he said. ‘I am very sorry about the whole unfortunate affair. I have the happiest recollections of my few dealings with your husband. I admired his work.’

But these courteous expressions only emphasized a terrific severity. I must leave it alone. He could not hear me.

And then he said a thing which struck out a blinding illumination of the situation. ‘Those who are dealing with this matter wish you well – but they are not autocrats.’ Sir Warren’s very words to me over the telephone the evening before!

It was only too plain. Lord Haldane must be in close touch with Sir Warren. His inexplicable severity was no longer inexplicable; he thought I was intriguing against Sir Warren behind his back.

I retired in as good order as I could in the circumstances. ‘I am sorry to have wasted so much of your time,’ I said. ‘I see that you know as much about this matter as I do myself. Lord Chelmsford told me to put the affair before you as I did before him, and I followed his advice. He knew nothing of it.’

‘Of course he didn’t!’ said Lord Haldane, in a tone which implied that Lord Chelmsford knew nothing about anything. And with more mutual civilities we parted, Albert and I thanking him warmly for having seen us. It was indeed a notable act of courtesy. This old, this learned man, ex-Lord Chancellor and Leader of the Opposition in the House of Lords, on whom I had no sort of claim, official or private, at one word of request left the Debate in the House to come and see me. A striking commentary on the behaviour of Sir Austen Chamberlain!

But it was a crushing defeat – the one really disastrous encounter in my whole campaign. Albert and I returned to his room and discussed it.

‘But why didn’t you tell me he was such a dear friend of Sir Warren Fisher’s?’ I said, when I had told Albert about the autocrats, and learned that Fisher and Haldane were indeed as thick as thieves. ‘And why didn’t you tell me he was Leader of the Opposition? I’d never have gone near him if I’d known that. It was the one thing I ought not to have done.’

Albert had, most naturally, assumed that I knew all that. We had to laugh about it, for if it was disastrous, it was also very funny – and Albert at last took in that I had come much more to ask his advice as to seeing Lord Haldane at all than to get taken to him.

He tried to cheer me up. ‘You did remarkably well, I thought.’

I went off to Dean’s Yard for tea and found Albert’s telephone message written down, and a note, which ran: ‘Please bring me the Minutes of evidence and the Memorandum you spoke of as soon as you can. A.N.’ There, also, I met some people – I have forgotten who they were, but some strategic questions produced corroboration of the fact that Sir Warren Fisher and Sir Claud Schuster knew one another, officially, very well indeed. That, taken with this sequence of times, was enough for me. There must be some sort of collaboration going on between Fisher and Schuster. Albert should have his memorandum. I telephoned to Walford Selby and asked him to send his copy round to Dean’s Yard at once, and as soon as it came I took it to Albert at the House of Lords.

On my return to the House of Lords, I asked Albert point-blank if Fisher was in this? Albert was discreet.

‘I know he saw Schuster this morning just after 12,’ I said.

Albert became less discreet. Yes, he was. I could give any information I chose to him, Albert, as it was all for Sir Claud; and I need not fear being disloyal to Sir Warren, since he was in it, too. What exactly ‘it’ was, Albert did not explain, and I did not press him. By the purest accident I had stumbled on his secret, and a sufficiently remarkable secret it was. I had made up my mind, quite irrationally, to trust Sir Warren Fisher and to believe blindly his assurances that he was doing his utmost for us. His official utmost was all that we had any right to expect; but the circumstances made it clear, without any further explanation on Albert’s part, that besides his open official efforts, Sir Warren was, to some extent and in an obscure way, intriguing against himself behind his own back, so to speak. And I did not need Albert’s emphatic injunctions that I really must not mention this to anyone.

But I went home rather hugging myself. It was so much more fun to have trusted Fisher on nothing than to have waited to trust him till such a piece of evidence of his bona-fides fell into my mouth like a plum. (The O’M.s are all incurable gamblers, it would seem!) It threw a new and exciting light on Fisher too. And it was excessively hard, at Pendell, to keep a certain new hopefulness out of my words and voice.

Before I left, I arranged with Albert to come down to Pendell the following evening and talk to Owen himself. He came on Friday the 23rd. He put his points, asked his questions, and went off primed. From then till the following Tuesday I remained quiet and inactive at Pendell. Sir Warren was away – I couldn’t even ring him up. I wrote to him, thanking him for a book he had sent me, and told him that I had been more or less surprised into doing something of which he might not approve. Otherwise, we heard nothing. Nevile came down and was very stiff with me for having gone over his head to see Sir William Tyrrell. But most of the time was spent in nursing Owen. The doctor had seen him. He had prescribed strong drugs to make him sleep, and only allowed him to get up at 10.30 and remain up till six, with an hour’s rest in the afternoon. Pendell will always be associated in my mind with those endless conversations in Owen’s room and the Panelled Room ‘about it and about’. His tormented mind moved to and fro, up and down about the subject; the problem, ceaseless to me and May, was how much to let him talk and how far to suppress conversation. Will anyone blame me if then I said again: ‘God do so to them and more also, who through panic, haste, and prejudice brought him to this pass?’


Chapter X

Meanwhile, unknown to me, matters were still moving in London, and I must again draw on my later knowledge to preserve the sequence of events. On the Thursday when I was having my very odd series of interviews, Sir Warren Fisher was preparing to leave London for a week. He was worried at having to leave at such a crucial stage of our affairs, and, after seeing Sir Claud Schuster and discussing the matter with him (with the results which we have seen), he sent for Sir Malcolm Ramsay and told him to see Sir William Tyrrell and see what more he could do. He then went off to South Wales. On Friday, still dissatisfied, he wrote or wired to Mr Knox, his secretary, telling him to get hold of Sir Malcolm Ramsay and make him keep Sunday free, as he should wish to see him then.

On Saturday, 24 March, Sir Malcolm Ramsay and Sir Maurice (then Mr) Gwyer had a long interview with Sir William Tyrrell. Sir William said, broadly speaking, this: the Report of the Board of Enquiry made it clear that as between three delinquents, Mr Gregory and O.O’M. fell into one class, and Commander Maxse into another – and this seemed to him logically to constitute an impossible barrier to mitigation of sentence. Sir Warren Fisher travelled back from South Wales that night, and on the following morning, Sunday, 25 March, he sent for Sir Malcolm Ramsay and spent several hours with him. On hearing Sir M.’s account of his interview with Sir William Tyrrell, Sir Warren, unable to do it himself, laid it on Sir Malcolm Ramsay to write a memorandum reinforcing O.O’M.’s appeal for mitigation of sentence with all the force at his command. He suggested lines of argument. The Report implied three categories not two. O.O’M. was in a middle one by himself. Hence resignation not dismissal. New facts had emerged. He did not so well know what he was doing as had been supposed. A mistake had undoubtedly been made over his seniority. All this tended to shift him more and more into the Maxse rather than the Gregory category. Having thus put matters in train so far as he was able, on Monday the 26th, Sir Warren left for Northumberland, whence he only returned on the evening of Thursday the 29th.

On Tuesday the 27th, I went up to London again, and, as before, stayed at Dean’s Yard. I still felt that I ought to be doing something more. Several people had suggested that there might be real use now in getting a general drive on official opinion, and causing the pressure of such opinion to make itself felt. With this idea in my head I went to the Colonial Office and saw Ralph Furse. I spent an hour with him. He listened to my story with his head on one side. But he rose at once to the occasion. He had someone in mind who might help. This someone proved to be Mr J. C. C. Davidson, then the Minister for the Colonies. That was coming rather near the throne, so to speak. I said I must wait to hear what Van had to say before entamer-ing an advance in that quarter. What was said to J.C.C. was said to the Prime Minister, and I mustn’t go behind Van’s back. I promised to dine with Ralph and Celia on Thursday and let Ralph know then whether he should move or not.

But Van was tiresome. He wouldn’t see me on Thursday, and I went to dine with Ralph without any sailing orders from him. We had, however, a long and most interesting evening, spent largely in discussing Fisher’s position.

Next morning I did manage to see Van, at No. 10. I put my case to him quite baldly. A friend of mine knew a friend of the P.M.’s, and was anxious to speak to him on our behalf. I should like it – but I was anxious to do everything on the square with him, Van.

‘I don’t propose to mention any names unless you ask me for them,’ I added, ‘for I imagine you would just as soon not know them.’

Van looked very fine at that, and smiled. Yes, he thought what I proposed could do no harm. ‘But don’t on any account approach the King!’ he added in some apparent alarm. ‘You weren’t thinking of that, I hope?’

This suggestion nearly choked me with mirth, but I assured Van gravely that I appreciated to the full the perils of an appeal to the Crown, and would attempt nothing of the sort.

He wished me all manner of luck, and as he showed me out he said – ‘On the whole I think you had better not have seen me this morning!’

‘Very well,’ I said, grinning, ‘I haven’t!’

And wishing him Goodbye I ran across to the Colonial Office. Ralph was out, but I left a line for him – ‘Carry on.’

Sometime that day, Sir Warren telephoned. He asked me to lunch at the flat next day, Saturday, and I accepted.

So, on Saturday the 31st, just a fortnight after my first momentous visit, I found myself again at Treborough House. Sir Warren’s and my taxis drew up at the same time, and we went in together. He was very gay and cheerful. At lunch I reported progress. I told him that I had found out, quite by accident, of an activity of his left hand that his right hand knew not of, and that I was glad I had trusted him before I found out how trustworthy he was. He wanted to know what I was referring to.

‘Oh, that doesn’t really matter,’ I said.

I told him about Lord Haldane and my crushing disaster there, and made him laugh very much over it – and I told him about Mr J.C.C. – without mentioning Ralph’s name.

‘You’d better tell your friend to hurry,’ he said.

So I telephoned there and then to Ralph and gave him that message. Sir Warren then told me that Sir Malcolm Ramsay had written a memorandum on our behalf – ‘a beautiful thing – really quite Biblical’. This was the first I heard of the famous Malcolm Memo. He also told me about his interview with William Strang. He had liked William. I teased him a little by telling him how all the young men in the Foreign Office now signed their notes to one another, ‘Yours inflexibly and fastidiously’, and so on. It was on this occasion that he quoted W.T.’s quotation of my remark to him, and I told him rather blisteringly what I thought of Sir William’s behaviour over that.

Presently, while we were having tea, he said, ‘As a matter of pure babyish curiosity – do tell me what it was that you found out I’d been doing that made you realize you’d been right to trust me?’

So I told him how, piecing together William’s casual mention of Schuster’s call on him, and Albert’s urgent summons to me within a few hours, I had Sherlock Holmes’d some machinations of his with Schuster.

He was tremendously amused. ‘What fun it all is, really,’ he said. ‘If it comes right, as please God it does, how we shall laugh later on to think of you and me sitting here today, victim and executioner, conspiring together to defeat the ends of justice.

‘Not justice!’ I told him. Well, tyranny if I liked – anyhow to defeat the powers that be, on whose side he should properly be ranged. And indeed we were conspiring. But meanwhile I had yet another idea in my head. I had heard through Will Arnold-Forster that Ramsay Macdonald, the Labour leader, had written a letter to Joris Young, at the instance of the last-named, saying that ‘So far from disapproving of a mitigation of Mr O’Malley’s sentence, I regard him as a serious loss to the Foreign Service, and should welcome his reinstatement.’ But as this letter was only read aloud to me over the telephone, and then burnt, it was not much use. Since my failure with Lord Haldane, my notion now was to try to get hold of Ramsay Macdonald and somehow persuade him to let Mr Baldwin know his views. This scheme I put up to Sir Warren, and this he also blessed. Do it, by all means, if you can, was his line.

As before, I was forbidden to mention the memorandum to Owen, and returned to Pendell that evening with very little of the news for which he was starving, except that Ralph was mobilized, and that we had Sir Warren’s sanction for a raid on Ramsay Macdonald. We discussed ways and means for the latter. The idea of Arthur Ponsonby, whom Owen knew very well since 1923, occurred to us. I telephoned him at his London house and ascertained that he was at Haslemere. So, taking lunch with us, we set out for Shottermill Priory in the car on Sunday. We lunched at Hindhead – and a little thing happened which shows better than paragraphs of description Owen’s state of mind. He turned the car into an open space by the side of the road for lunch – started to back it to get it in neatly – forgot that he was going on and not returning, and turned it right round facing London again! He was always doing things like that in those days, and each one struck me a blow at the heart. Even if we got him reinstated, would he recover his nervous balance? And if we failed? Then the years stretched ahead very black – Owen eating out his heart in injured health, in uncongenial employment, in poverty perhaps; with the sense of bitter injustice poisoning all the springs of hope and happiness at the source. It was a grey drizzling mild day, and these gloomy reflections still hang in my mind across the pictures of blurred slopes of wood, sodden meadows, and swollen sluggish streams which surround Shottermill Priory.

We found it, after many false shots. We found Mrs Ponsonby. ‘Our Arthur’ was playing golf at Cowdray, but would be back to tea and would, she was sure, be delighted to see us. We did not want to plant ourselves on her for the whole afternoon, so, promising to return to tea at 4.30, we went off to Cowdray Castle and clambered about the ruins. I remember that I felt exceedingly cold and very sick – I began to wonder if I was going to be ill. That was an indulgence for which I had no time to spare, so I hoped and decided that I wasn’t.

When we returned they were all at tea in the crypt of that amazing house. Owen explained to Mr Ponsonby that – ‘this is a ramp of my wife’s that she’s come to talk about – I’m merely her chauffeur’ – and when tea was over the others went upstairs, and Mr Ponsonby and I drew chairs to the open hearth, where logs smouldered, and I began.

Those beginnings to interviews – how I hated them! The interviews themselves, in retrospect, stretch out in a ghastly series, mostly with people quite unknown to me – with Sir Warren Fisher, with Walford Selby, with Mr Vansittart, with Sir John Tilley, with Sir Victor Wellesley, with Sir William Tyrrell, with Lord Chelmsford and Lord Haldane, with Ralph Furse, with Mr Ponsonby, with Sir Claud Schuster, with Mr J. C. C. Davidson. With the solitary exception of that with Lord Haldane, the beginnings were much the worst part of them. There was always the painful opening gambit; the endeavour to create an atmosphere of sympathy rather than of hostility; the attempt so to say one thing that I should be allowed to say the next; to use such sweet reasonableness as should cause me to be thought a responsible person, and such cogency as should carry conviction. What is hard to realize and, looking back from a distance, even to remember, was the painful, disconcerting and unwonted conviction that all these people would much rather not see me than see me – were indeed only seeing me at all from a sense of duty or obligation. That certainty is a very trying wicket on which to play a winning over.

But Mr Ponsonby was very kind to me, like almost all the rest. I told him roughly what was happening. I told him our grounds for having a shot at reinstatement, and took him over some of the more serious errors in the Report. He listened gravely.

‘It’s a damning indictment of the whole Report,’ he said at the end.

‘Sir Warren Fisher says these are only debater’s points,’ I told him.

‘They are uncommonly good debater’s points!’ he said. ‘They would be quite good enough for me in the House!’

Then I told him what I wanted of Mr Macdonald. About that he was quite clear. It was impossible for R.M. to approach Mr Baldwin as I suggested. They never met, nor held any but the most formal intercourse.

‘But he might give you a letter, or a message. I will speak to him about it tomorrow. I think you had better see him yourself.’

We arranged that I should be in London next day and await his summons at Dean’s Yard, from 12.30 onwards. He pleased me then by speaking in very high terms of Owen and his work We promised to go and see them again as soon as we could, and drove back in pouring rain to Pendell.

Next morning, 2 April, I went up to town. About tea-time I got a note from Mr Ponsonby, enclosing the following letter which, he said, I could use in any way I liked.

House of Commons

2.IV.28

‘Dear Mrs O’Malley

I saw Mr Macdonald this afternoon and talked over with him the whole question of your husband’s enforced resignation from the Foreign Service. Mr Macdonald was very sorry that he would not be able to see you as he will be leaving London shortly. But he asked me to repeat to you the opinion which you told me you had already heard that he had expressed, namely that in the event of the Government seeing fit to mitigate their published decision with regard to your husband, the official Opposition and indeed the party as a whole would not raise any objection. He could not of course make himself responsible for every individual in the party; but as I explained to you even an isolated protest is highly improbable.

Mr Macdonald is as fully aware as I am of the serious loss to the Service which would be involved in the dismissal of so valuable an official as your husband. If therefore his resignation is not insisted on and, after whatever disciplinary action may be deemed necessary, your husband’s services are retained, such a decision on the part of the Government would meet with his hearty approval.

Yours sincerely

             Arthur Ponsonby’.

I also got a line from Ralph Furse, saying that he had spoken to Mr J. C. C. Davidson, who wished to see me himself. Would I go to his house at 9.30 next morning? I sent a note to say that I would. That was just what I wanted – that he should see me. Sir Warren spoke to me on the telephone and enquired how I had got on – I told him I had some news for him, and he asked me to go and see him at 6.30.

So I went to the Treasury for the first time, and waited in that ghastly room with the hot-water pipes, the cupboards, the Underground map over the fireplace and the remains of Sir Russell Scott’s tea on the windowsill, till I was shown into the Permanent Secretary’s dignified corner room. There, among the official portraits and mahogany, among his own signed photographs of Prime Ministers and his framed mottoes about robins, sat Sir Warren Fisher, and with him sat Sir Claud Schuster. Both had open copies of the Report of the Board appointed to enquire into certain Statements affecting Civil Servants in their hands. Sir Claud greeted me with great friendliness, and I was delighted to see him. Sir Warren was in a gay mood. He told Sir Claud that I was ‘a very dangerous young lady – she’s found out all about you and me, Claud’. Sir Claud looked a little blank at this – Sir Warren began the story of my lucky guess and made me finish it. That amused Sir Claud. Then Sir Warren began to tease me. I was terribly argumentative and almost impossible to quench in discussion.

I appealed to Sir Claud, ‘Isn’t Sir Warren Fisher the most persistent disputant you ever met – and one of the most illogical?’ Sir Claud seemed disposed to agree.

Sir Warren shifted his ground. ‘She can’t quite make up her mind about me, Claud. She trusts me about – what shall we say? – three-fifths? Is it about three-fifths? But she can’t quite make up her mind to make it four-fifths yet. You might tell her, Claud, that she’d be quite safe to make it four-fifths.’

Sir Claud looked as if he thought this a rather peculiar tone for Sir Warren to take in the circumstances – I said, with some energy, that I thought I did rather well to go as far as I had done in the matter of trusting Sir Warren Fisher.

‘I quite agree with you, Mrs O’Malley,’ said Sir Claud.

Then Sir Warren asked for my news, and I gave him Mr Ponsonby’s letter. He read it aloud.

Sir Claud was impressed. ‘That’s very carefully drafted,’ he said. ‘It’s a very impressive letter indeed.’

I now suggested that I should go, as I had obviously interrupted them. Sir Claud said that he must go. Finally, Sir Warren asked me to wait while he and Sir Claud had a few moments talk in Mr Knox, the secretary’s, room. So I waited. In front of me, in an open drawer, my eye fell on a file of papers, with Owen’s name on the top sheet. Manifestly the dossier! There, under my hand, lay the answers to all the questions that Owen was asking me every day, that I asked myself from morning till night. I went and sat by the window till Sir Warren came back.

I stayed till 7.30, and then went back to Dean’s Yard and had an early supper with Hope, who forthwith went off to some nocturnal good works. I sat as before in front of the diningroom fire, alone with the portraits, and thought about my coming interview with Mr J. C. C. Davidson next morning. I attached immense importance to this, and wished wildly that I could get some advice before it. Then I had an illumination. Sir Claud Schuster was the very man. I went to the telephone – he was dining out. Did the maid know where? Yes, at his son-in-law’s. She gave me the number and I rang him up and explained what I wanted. There was to be Bridge, and it was difficult – but when he heard that I was seeing Mr Davidson at 9.30 next morning Sir Claud simply said, ‘Then you must come tonight, of course.’ Again I thought of Sir Austen Chamberlain.

I arrived at 9.30. We sat in a nice little study and had coffee and old brandy. My first need was to find out exactly where I stood. Sir Claud was a very old acquaintance and fellow-mountaineer, and I felt much less fear of him than of most of the people I had talked to.

I began by saying quite baldly that there were several questions I wished to ask him, ‘But I should not necessarily wish to ask them of either the F.O. or Sir Warren Fisher, and I want really to know how far you are bound to them?’

His answer came promptly. ‘In this matter I am bound to no one – but you,’ he added.

They were some of the most welcome words I ever heard in my life. At last I had got what I stood in such desperate need of – an adviser.

‘You can ask me anything you choose,’ he continued.

I did. I began by asking him what he thought of our position generally. I took him over the familiar ground of the Report, our points and Sir Warren Fisher’s replies to them. He was extraordinarily definite. The Report was quite unjustifiable. There was no justification for the setting of Don Gregory, Maxse, and O.O’M. in one category, and Mr Villiers and Sir Miles Lampson in another, to begin with; it was arbitrary, artificial, and unjust. The use of the expression ‘initiator of the whole business’ was unwarrantable, as were the implications of the phrases ‘came into a going concern’ and ‘Yielding to persuasion’. I was startled at his conviction on all these points. For this was an adviser worth listening to. Sir Claud Schuster was permanent head of the Lord Chancellor’s office; a lawyer, and also an official; wise, acute, informed, and in touch with the whole Civil Service.

‘But I’ve put all this to Sir Warren Fisher over and over again,’ I said, ‘and I haven’t budged him an inch.’

Sir Claud smiled. ‘Oh yes you have!’ he said. ‘You’ve shaken him to his foundations.’

‘Then why won’t he admit it?’ I asked.

Sir Claud smiled again. Fisher was a curious creature. No one understood him.

But Sir Claud went on to tell me how, after seeing me, Fisher had sent for him, Sir Claud, and had put my points to him and asked his opinion of them. Sir Claud had given it. And then this astonishing pair had laid their heads together to see what they could do if the direct official efforts to get the sentence reversed failed. The plan almost took my breath away, it was so desperate and bold. They were to press for some sort of rehearing of our case before, I gathered, the P.M., the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir Austen Chamberlain and the Lord Chancellor. The question arose as to who was to plead our case.

‘Certainly not your husband,’ said Sir Claud. ‘He would – you must excuse my saying so – ruin himself as he did before.’

I agreed; and, in any case, he was not fit for the strain. Sir Claud himself was ready and anxious to act for us, and had been preparing to do so; and with that end in view had been collecting, through Albert, all the information he could. Sir Warren Fisher had put him in possession of our points, and had shown him what the official replies were bound to be, so that he might be prepared to meet them. They had been discussing this when I arrived that very afternoon; they had been about to discuss it on that other occasion when Sir Claud’s arrival turned William Strang out.

But now, Sir Claud went on, since I had found out, in any case, what they were up to, and since he had talked to me, it had given him a fresh idea. He was not sure whether he had better act for me, after all.

‘I believe you would do it yourself better than anyone could do it for you,’ he said. ‘You are not like most women – I could rely on you to keep your head and get out all your points clearly.’ He considered. ‘Or we might act together. There would have to be certain admissions made which it would be painful for you to make, or even to hear – but you would stand that, or I might make them, and leave you to plead on your own behalf and make your own points.’

Well, this was a mouthful to consider. I told Sir Claud that if it came to it I could and would act, either alone on his instructions, or with him; and would not jib at anything he might have to say or make me say myself, and that I believed I might fairly promise not to lose my nerve.

‘I am sure you would not lose it,’ said Sir Claud.

Then we went on to consider the more immediate matter of the interview with Mr J. C. C. Davidson next morning, and I asked if I might run through what I intended to say, and get his corrections and improvements. Yes – and Sir Claud relit his cigar while I began. It was the familiar plea – Owen had done wrong, but not nearly so wrong as the Report indicated. The five points that were incorrect or unjust. Nothing but the Service was any good to Owen. Surely with some sanctions applied, the sentence might be reversed?

Sir Claud listened attentively, and at the end he burst out laughing.

‘What is it?’ I asked, a little disconcerted.

‘You really are a born barrister!’ he said, still laughing. ‘I had made up my mind what you ought to say to Davidson, and how you ought to say it, and meant to tell you so. And you sit there and reel off all the essential points, and omit the controversial ones, only you have arranged them in a more telling order than I had thought of. You don’t need any help from me!’

Well, that was all right, and now I must go. Sir Claud impressed on me that I was to come to him whenever I wanted, that he was completely at my disposal at all times and up to the hilt. His great kindness and warm concern for us moved me very much. He told me how he literally had not slept for two nights on hearing of the sentence, and again when he heard from Albert that I had come home and was doing battle on Owen’s account.

At the door he asked, ‘Can you sleep?’

‘Like a top,’ I told him, and no drugs after the first few nights.

‘You deserve everything!’ he said.


Chapter XI

I went back to Dean’s Yard much consoled. I had a legal adviser now! And I had a source of information. After the mystery kings of Whitehall and Downing Street, Sir Claud’s complete unreserve was almost the most blessed and comforting part of a most blessed and comforting state of affairs. And we had a second string to our bow now, though that hadn’t to be dealt with just yet. I had my points for Mr Davidson pat, and I tumbled into bed and slept like a top, as I had foretold.

Next morning at 9.30, I saw Mr Davidson. I waited for him in the little morning-room of his house in Barton Street, with all the shelves stacked with Hansards and histories. Presently he came in, very fresh and trim and pink and brisk. After the usual thanks I asked him how long he would give me – because when I knew I could cut my coat according to my cloth. Twenty minutes. Very well – and I weighed in. He listened quietly – now and then he put a question. I told him at the end that I recognized that there must be sanctions, that the incident could not be overlooked – but I wondered if the sanctions need involve leaving the Service. He asked what sanctions I had in mind.

‘A year en disponibilité,’ I said. ‘That anyhow – it would make things easier all round.’

Mr Davidson was very practical. ‘If you had a year without pay, could you live? How much money have you?’ I told him I had nearly £300 a year, and could certainly get a job at £400 – that our relations would help a bit and we should manage. I took occasion to read him the Ramsay Macdonald letter, and he made notes of that. Then it was time to go.

‘Yes,’ he said, pulling on his gloves, ‘I think it can be done. I think it ought to be done. I’ll go and see the Prime Minister now, and perhaps Tyrrell, too.’

Now, I had been adjured on no account to let him see anyone but the P.M., and especially not Tyrrell. I besought him not to trouble Tyrrell, but I could get no assurance out of him. He gave me an excellent box of Cyprian cigarettes, and we walked through the Yard together. Then I went back to Hope’s and told Sir Warren over the telephone about the interview, and that Mr Davidson proposed to see Tyrrell.

‘Oh bother David! That will never do,’ said Sir Warren. ‘I’ll get hold of the old thing and tell him to shut up.’

He told me later that he had done so, so what, if anything, came of this visit I never knew. Long afterwards Mr Davidson himself told me that after hearing the facts as related by me from him, Mr Baldwin expressed the opinion that the whole thing should be washed out and Owen reinstated without any further sanctions, since the publicity and misery had been in themselves a much more than adequate punishment for the original transgression – but that Sir Austen Chamberlain would not agree to this.

I went and saw Ralph Furse that morning and told him what had happened and thanked him for his good offices. Then I returned to Pendell, where I remained over Easter. We expected that our fate would be decided during Easter week, but we heard nothing. The suspense became so distressing in its effect on Owen that May and I at last decided that we must do something drastic to relieve it. Owen had expressed a wish, oddly enough, to see Sir Warren Fisher, and on Friday, 13 April, I telephoned to him to ask if he would come down to Pendell for the day on Saturday. He was on leave till the following Monday, staying at The Grove, Stanmore, with Mrs Ernest Cunard – he was not at all anxious to come, but in the end, with his usual good-nature, he promised to do as I wished, and I promised to fetch and return him by car.

So, on Saturday morning, the faithful Lawrence, the Pendell chauffeur, was mobilized once more, and I went off in the Rolls to collect Sir Warren. He had asked that I should come and meet him so that we might have a talk before he met Owen. On the way down I told him how dreadfully disturbed in mind Owen was. I was, as usual, derided for thanking him for his very real kindness in coming, and the rest of the drive was spent in arguing on the nature of reality, the Nature of God, and the existence of Evil. I then discovered for the first time how full Sir Warren’s head was of what seemed to me wildly irrational theories, and I made him laugh by pulling him up short at one point and asking him to define some of his terms, reality in particular.

The visit was rather a nightmare. Owen had wished to see Sir Warren alone first, so I told Howell, the butler, to show him up to the Panelled Room, where Owen was waiting. We all met at lunch. Sir Warren contrived to carry the meal off with admirable gaiety. After lunch, we three had coffee in the Panelled Room once more, and then Owen hunted me off to rest. I went in some anxiety as to how they would get on in my absence, but, nevertheless, I slept. Owen called me again at three, and I sat with them till tea. They argued – but I cannot remember anything that they said, only my own vague emotions of discomfort. I stood in an awkward position between the two of them. Sir Warren regarded me as a friend and ally in controlling Owen for his own good. Owen was still feeling Fisher rather acutely as a potential foe, and naturally assuming my complete unanimity with his point of view. They seemed to me very tiresome. Both appealed to me: ‘He says this’ – ‘He says I’m that.’ I was glad when tea came, and with it the Rolls. After tea, in accordance with a previous arrangement with May, who wished to put in a word for us, we all escaped on various pretexts and left her with Sir Warren. She spoke warmly on our behalf, he afterwards told me. He for his part told her that he considered Owen ‘the most honest-minded man he had ever met’. All the same she derived an impression that he regarded me with much commiseration as a femme incomprise, victim of the follies of a husband who didn’t treat me any too well. She advised me to correct this plausible but mistaken view at the first opportunity.

Owen drove us back to Stanmore in the Buick. It was dark and cold. Sir Warren and I sat in the back. I was tired and frightened – frightened of the speed at which Owen drove, frightened at the remarks which he launched over his shoulder at Sir Warren. The suspense was beginning to tell on me, too, and, as we crossed London and bounced down the Finchley Road, I wondered secretly how much more of this sort of thing I was good for?


Chapter XII

The suspense, if I had only known it, was nearly over. On the Monday following Sir Warren’s visit to Pendell I went up to London to stay with Lady Crowe, and to meet John, who was returning from Chateau d’Oex one day that week under Lady Montague Pollock’s escort. I lunched at Elm Park Road, Lady Crowe’s house, and in the afternoon went to see Sir Claud Schuster at the House of Lords. He told me not to move at all any more, but to wait.

He was very guarded, but said – ‘If I were acting for you professionally I should be satisfied with the way things are going.’

After seeing Sir Claud, I went over to the Foreign Office to waste some of William’s time, which I did very contentedly till nearly six. Then I returned to Chelsea – but in Church Street it occurred to me to look up Gladys and Edward Maufe, so I dropped into No. 139. They were out, but Gareth was in, and gave me a cocktail and a very nice half-hour’s chat. So it was a quarter to seven when I finally reached Elm Park Road. I found the Crowe family in fortissimo agitation over my absence.

‘You are to ring up Sir Warren Fisher at once!’ said Clema.

‘He wants you very badly,’ observed Sybil gleefully. ‘He’s rung up seven times since five o’clock!’

‘You’ll want a taxi,’ said Eric practically.

I went to the telephone and rang up Sir Warren.

‘Can you come down to the Treasury at once?’ he said.

‘Now? It will mean a taxi, I’m afraid.’ I said of course I would come if he really wanted me. Yes, he did.

‘I don’t think you’ll regret coming,’ he added.

The last words set an unbearable hope leaping in my mind. Could it be? Could it really be success at last? I asked myself the question with a heart really beating almost to suffocation as the taxi raced up Eaton Square, along Buckingham Palace Road, along Birdcage Walk. I tried, as I had tried a hundred times before, to beat hope down. Probably it only meant that there was another fence to take. Perhaps I was to see Sir Austen, who had promised to see me before any final decision was arrived at, or even the P.M. The hurry looked like something of the sort. Only I would have sworn from the tone of his voice that Sir Warren was smiling when he said those last words down the telephone. Then I was at the Treasury. I was expected, and taken straight in – down the sea-green corridors, round the head of the back stairs, and once again I stood in the Permanent Secretary’s room.

‘Well, you’ve got what you wanted!’ said Sir Warren, when the door had shut behind the messenger. He stood in the firelight, smiling – if ever a human face ‘registered’ happiness, Sir Warren Fisher’s did then. I stared at him stupidly, and said nothing. He steered me to a chair, saying ‘Sit down.’ I sat down.

‘You’ve got what you wanted,’ he repeated, ‘but there are conditions you won’t like.’

I found voice to ask what they were.

‘A year en disponibilité, and five years’ loss of seniority.’ He paused. ‘But you’ve got him back, and that’s the main thing, isn’t it?’

It was. At the time the sanctions, frightfully heavy as they seemed afterwards, appeared scarcely noticeable. I sat back in my chair in a sort of dream, really hardly able to speak. The thing was done. Owen was not to leave the Service, and the work and love of his life was still to be his. And all this nightmare of suspense and effort was over. No need to struggle, and argue, and plead any more. No need to think and think, till my brain nearly cracked, what to say or do next any more. No need to fight down hopes and fears, and force oneself to eat, and sleep, and talk to people when one was ready to shriek with nervous distress; no longer any need to put on a face of brass and do battle with strange officials. I felt rather as I did when we got into Tarbert Harbour on Frolic, after thirty-six hours on deck rounding the Mull of Kintyre in a gale.

The détente was so sudden and complete, after the weeks of strain, that it made me quite sleepy. I just leaned back and smiled foolishly at Sir Warren, who seemed quite content to sit smiling back at me, murmuring, ‘You’re pleased, are you?’ from time to time.

At last I said, ‘I must send a wire to Owen.’

‘But you mustn’t talk about this yet, you know,’ said Sir Warren. ‘It isn’t public property. You can’t telegraph it.’

‘Not if I send it in Latin?’

‘Ah yes – I remember that you telegraph in Latin,’ he said. ‘How would you say it?’

‘I could say it in six words,’ I said.

‘What, then?’

I told him: ‘Sub silentio – factum est – non nobis.’

He considered it. ‘What do you mean by the last words?’

I murmured the whole invocation – ‘Non nobis, Domine, non nobis, sed nomine tuo gloria.’

‘I wondered if you meant that,’ he said – and agreed to my telegraphing.

My happiness was very deep just then. As I looked across at Sir Warren I remembered the first time I had sat in a chair opposite him saying nothing, and had felt that everything depended on breaching his defences somehow. A forlorn hope if ever there was one – my Albuera. This was my Waterloo. The campaign had lasted exactly a month, from 17 March to 16 April. Twenty-four hours later, sitting in the same chair, after an appalling reaction in the small hours, I said something of this to Sir Warren – of how forlorn the hope had seemed; how immense, remorseless and overwhelming the powers arrayed against me, the whole huge official machine – ‘Fixed of old and founded strong’ – and how small, helpless and incompetent I had felt myself by comparison.

‘I don’t think you need complain,’ Sir Warren said then. ‘For an unarmed knight-errant I don’t think you’ve done so badly!’

But that first evening we hardly spoke at all. Sir Warren was perfect to me, just letting me be to get over my joy by myself. About 8.15, he took me down and put me into a taxi and escorted me back to Elm Park Road. Concealment from Lady Crowe was, of course, impossible, and after supper I told her. She kissed me with tears in her eyes.

I may as well explain here what the sequence of events had been behind the scenes which led up to this happy consummation. It will be remembered that on 30 March Sir Malcolm Ramsay submitted to Sir William Tyrrell the memorandum concocted by himself and Sir Warren Fisher, but finally written by him and signed by all three members of the Board. This memorandum, I am assured, reinforced most strongly the plea for mitigation of sentence. It even went so far as to ask what the Foreign Office would gain by hunting O.O’M. into the wilderness with a grievance and a bitter sense of injustice, which might tend to drive him into the arms of those parties in the State whose business it is to foment disaffection – a euphemistic question which showed that the official mind was not wholly blind to the possible uses to which the Labour party might legitimately put the facts and criticisms of the Report which, the resignation once accepted, the O’M.s might equally legitimately publish. The memorandum admitted the error in seniority contained in the verdict, and submitted that, what with one thing and another, Mr O’Malley’s case became a question of finely balanced points of motive – and that in such a case, surely he might be given the benefit of the doubt.

This memorandum went on from Sir William Tyrrell to, apparently, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, who minuted it by a reference to his previous minute. (On an earlier occasion Mr Churchill had minuted the dossier to the effect that the Berthelot case seemed to him to constitute a precedent for reinstating Mr O’Malley – an ingenious suggestion very neatly designed to forestall the Francophile fears and hesitations of Sir Austen Chamberlain.) On Wednesday in Easter week, 11 April, Sir William Tyrrell went down to Chequers, where the papers already were, and took the opportunity of getting the Prime Minister to minute them, which he apparently did in a favourable sense. The dossier was then sent to Sir Austen Chamberlain – who wrote on it ‘So be it’ – and was returned to the Treasury. There it was lying, wound up and finished, while Sir Warren was spending that horrible day with us at Pendell Court.

On his return to the Treasury on Monday, Sir Warren found the papers. Sir Austen’s remark seemed to him a little vague; and it seemed vague also to Sir Claud Schuster, to whom he showed it. Sir Claud felt able to make that reassuring remark to me at 3.30, in view of the minutes by the Prime Minister and the Chancellor of the Exchequer. But before Sir Warren told me anything he wished to make quite certain what it meant. It was late in the afternoon before he could see Sir William Tyrrell and ask him ‘Does that mean reinstatement?’ Yes, it did; subject to the sanctions already mentioned. It was then that Sir Warren began his telephoning. And all the while, if he had only known it, I was sitting within a few yards of him, gossiping to William in the Foreign Office.


Chapter XIII

It might seem proper to close this account here. It would certainly be more artistic than any continuation. But artistry is not – self-evidently – here aimed at. And the final stages throw such a curious and entertaining light on the methods of public departments and on some people that I think them worth recording.

I had supper with Sir Warren Fisher on the following day, Tuesday, as arranged at Pendell. Norman, his son in the Navy, was there – a nice boy. After dinner he faded out, and Sir Warren and I had a long talk. He spent a fair amount of time telling me of his first impressions, and what he had thought and done, and why. It was the first instalment of the long subsequent process of piecing together the sequence of events of which I had not known at the times at which they happened. Sir Warren was as always very nice – rather inquisitive, a little concerned about fractions; at that time he always gave me the impression of someone trying to make a canary perch on his finger who was afraid that any loud noise might frighten it away. I stayed very late. He asked what Lady Crowe would say? Nothing, I told him; British matrons like myself did as they chose.

‘But if she does say anything, I shall tell her that “following the ill example set, if not indeed yielding to persuasion”, like that innocent child Commander Maxse, I stayed and had a second glass of port with you.’

Quoting his Report at him generally shut Sir Warren up, and it did then. He got plenty of it. We used to tell him how when any of the children committed any small crime by accident, there was a nursery chorus of ‘You well knew what you were doing!’

I had expected Owen to come up from the country that day, but he only arrived on Wednesday. He stayed with the Blands. Meanwhile, I had got on to Portia on the telephone and asked her to get Sir Arthur Willert (who does the Press arrangements for the Foreign Office) to meet me as soon as possible. I wished to make sure that the public announcement, when it came, should be properly done, and my limited experience of Government departments had led me to the view that if you want a thing properly done by them it is as well to see about it yourself. The final upshot in this instance confirmed me in this belief. Portia secured Sir Arthur for lunch on Wednesday, and we met there. He and I stayed behind after lunch and discussed publication. Sir Arthur saw snags to every alternative. It was very hard, he said (most truly), to think of any formula which would not make either the Board, or the Foreign Office, or the politicians look considerable fools. We drove together to the Foreign Office, where he proposed to take counsel with Sir William Tyrrell, whose fertile brain might, he hoped, produce some resourceful solution. Whether the timid, almost furtive, and exceedingly discourteous method finally chosen was the one invented by Sir William I cannot say. I hope not.

I dined that night with William Strang in Soho. It was a jubilant evening; we were nearly wild with happiness. We went on afterwards to the Blands, where we found Owen with Nevile and Portia, also a little exaltés, all of them. Owen and Nevile together have a regrettable tendency to become ribald, and they did so now. At a certain stage in the proceedings, someone asked if it was a fact that twice recently Mary Anne had been seen leaving the Treasury with Sir Warren Fisher after 8 p.m., and if this was the sort of ‘inflexible and fastidious’ correctitude of behaviour which one might expect from the Head of the Civil Service?

I had to admit the facts, adding ‘Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?’ Portia cried out that this must be capped.

Now, Sir Warren Fisher’s private secretary is the excellent Mr Knox, and without a pause Nevile murmured from his corner ‘Knox una est dormienda!’

I continued during the next day or so to think about the Press. Sir Arthur Willert had told me that he was going on leave the day after I saw him, so there was no chance of finding out any more from him. To the Press as such I could not go direct, and, in my uncertainty, I turned, as often before and since, to that most faithful of friends, Billy Villiers Cooper. I went out and had tea with him in his charming house in Gloucester Place. I told him in confidence about the reinstatement. He was delighted. I regret to say that I could not resist telling him also Nevile Bland’s mot.

He was more delighted still; and said, with that peculiarly attractive Edwardian smile of his, ‘Tell me about Fisher – is he captivated or intimidated?’

This is just what I should have liked to know myself, but ‘A little bit of both,’ I said, adding prudently, ‘I think.’

Then I told him how much I wished that when any public announcement was made, there should be some veiled reference at least to the grosser errors in the Report, which I detailed to him. Billy listened attentively, made some notes, and said finally that he thought he could manage the Spectator all right. This was what I had been hoping for – Billy was ‘on’ the Spectator, whatever precisely that may mean. But he startled me then by asking if I would like him to write to Geoffrey Dawson? This was almost too good to be true. Of course The Times mattered more than any other paper, but I had no idea that Billy was on those terms with any of the powers thereof. I said yes enthusiastically, and we proceeded to a discussion of ways and means. Of course nothing could be done till the public announcement was imminent; but I naturally assumed that we should get some official intimation at least a day in advance of publication, which would allow time to arrange matters. (So far we had heard nothing more official than what Fisher had told me privately.) We settled that he should prepare his statement for the ‘Dictator’, as Billy always called it, and his letter to G.D., and then await a wire from us – ‘Move’. So much for that.

John arrived in London on Thursday from Switzerland, escorted by Lady Montague Pollock – my little John, whose unconscious happiness during those first days of misery at Chateau d’Oex had made more costly demands on my self-control than anything else that happened. We spent the night at Lady Crowe’s, and in bed the next morning, during our habitual morning-tea chat, I told him very simply and briefly, now that all was well, the story of the past seven weeks. Dear John – all might now be well, but there had been unhappiness for those he loved best, and he cried a little. Sir Warren had suggested a final meeting before we left London, and we asked him to tea at Rumpelmayers on our way to our train at Paddington. John studied him with large honest eyes throughout the meal. At the end of it Sir Warren took out a note-case and offered him a pound note. John flushed scarlet, and looked at me. I nodded. Sir Warren had earned the pleasure of that tip.

What follows will not be believed, but it is true.

As we drove off in the taxi John said to me, ‘I think Sir Warren Fisher is quite a good sort of man, really, Mummie.’ I agreed. ‘I don’t think’, pursued John, as the taxi turned into Berkeley Street, ‘that it was quite his fault that he took the wrong line about Daddy at first.’

‘Don’t you, John? I’m glad.’

‘No,’ said John meditatively. ‘I don’t think he’s the sort of man to do anything wrong, deliberately.’ He paused for some time and then – ‘I thought all that about him’, said innocent John, ‘before he gave me the pound.’

I told Sir Warren this next time I saw him. He was amused – but I think he was also both touched and gratified by the child’s verdict. Anyhow, when John, at his own request, was taken to the Treasury to get Sir Warren’s real signature on the said pound note above the printed one (since few people, as John pointed out, get a tip with giver’s name printed on it!), Sir Warren not only signed the original note (after carefully explaining to John that this rendered it worthless, and being assured by John that he didn’t mind) but gave him another more useful one as well!

All this time, Sir Austen Chamberlain was in Holland with his family, and the announcement of O.O’M.’s reinstatement was presumed to be hung up pending his return. He got back on 24 April. I was again in London by then, staying with Sybil Thesiger, and on the 25th, I lunched with Sir Warren Fisher. He was going off the same day by the midnight train to Glasgow, to see the Lanarkshire coalfields for the Industrial Transference Board enquiry. We lunched at a little restaurant in Craig’s Court, which he patronized because it was run by a friend of his. He spent a good part of lunch telling me how Van had shown him a rather extravagant letter of thanks and joy which I had written, and how they had conned over the last paragraph together. The last paragraph, as I remember, ran something like this: ‘I have been reading Tribute [Van’s last volume of poems] and I can’t help wishing that you would write a poem for me, to say what I feel. At present I can only think of it all confusedly as Owen having “his late espoused saint brought to him like Alcestis from the grave”.’ This was hyperbole, of course; but I thought it would have been sufficiently obvious to Van, or indeed to anyone, that I was referring to Owen’s having the love and work of his life restored to him. But those two dear affectionate mugs put their heads together and decided that this was my way of telling Van that as a result of my recent efforts Owen and I were now a reunited couple! I was dumbfounded. That Warren should invent such an idea was odd enough, but that Van should have even conceived (a) that I should refer to myself as anyone’s late espoused saint and (b) that I should have elected to tell him, whom I hardly knew, that Owen and I were reunited, even if we were, still passes my understanding, and at the time passed my patience very considerably. I was extremely repressive with Sir Warren.

He had told me in the morning that he had a meeting at three, but I found that he had put it off till 3.30. We strolled into St James’s Park after lunch and sat there in the sun, talking – little thinking what was going on on the other side of Parliament Square; it was 3.45 before we parted in the Horse Guards. I called on William and had tea with him, and then started back to Sloane Street. I was dining in Soho with Ursula Nettleship and Charles Orde to see ‘Young Woodley’, but I had a little time in hand and went along to Royal Avenue to look up Enid Smedley. I went so far as to tell her to look out for some news sometime.

Then I went back to Sloane Street to dress – and while I was dressing, Sybil Thesiger burst wildly into my room waving a bundle of evening papers. ‘My dear, they’ve done it! It’s here, in the evening papers! He’s reinstated! Minna saw it in the Star and telephoned!’

Poor Sybil – I treated her very badly. This was her first inkling of what I had known for ten days, and she expected my joy to be as great as hers. But I was merely cold with fury and dismay at the blow to my plans dealt by this unexpected announcement. I looked at the paper. Yes, sure enough – question and answer in the House that very afternoon: Mr O’Malley had appealed for reconsideration, and H.M.G. had decided not to accept his resignation but to impose the sanctions we knew about. Mr Ponsonby was the questioner; Sir Austen had replied. And then a string of quotations of the better-known lies in the Report, including the one about seniority.

This was a facer. Owen was at Denton, but I knew that he would have telegraphed at once if he had heard anything sooner. Now there was no time for the Press, no time for anything. I ran down to the telephone in my dressing-gown and tried to get hold of Billy Cooper; he at least might do something. He was out. He might be in at 7.30 – he would be in at 8. I left a message telling him to ring up Sloane Street as soon as he came in. Then I finished dressing. Billy had not rung up. I went off, still fuming, in a taxi to Soho, where I found Charlie and Ursula both waiting and rather pleased. I was as horrid to them as to Sybil, and spent most of the time when I should have been appreciating Charlie’s excellent celebratory dinner telephoning despairingly to Billy Cooper’s house or marvelling bitterly at this latest effort of the Secretary of State. It seemed to me then, and seems to me still, a most marked piece of discourtesy. I have never found out what moved Sir Austen Chamberlain to it, but the facts are that he only caused the official telegram to Owen announcing his reinstatement to be despatched from the House of Commons when the question and answer had been put and given and were in the hands of the Press. I know nothing of public life and may well be wrong, but I should be sorry to think that this is usually considered a fair and courteous procedure.

I spent a rather distracted evening, grumbling at poor Billy Cooper for not being there when he was wanted – most unjustly. For he was at the Club when the news came through on the tape machine, and chanced to see it. He took a taxi to the Spectator office and hurriedly arranged for a gobbet to go in that same night in the Spectator – collected his letter to Geoffrey Dawson and drove on to Printing House Square, where, somehow or other, he managed to get into The Times an admirable little paragraph which spoke of the ‘further information’ which had made it clear that the original sentence had been unreasonably severe.

Next morning, I rang up Arthur Ponsonby for information. He was very nice. Locker-Lampson (Parliamentary Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs) had, he said, arranged with him days before that a question should be asked as soon as required by the Foreign Office; in fact, they had typed out question and answer together, so that Mr Ponsonby might be ready to act when required. On the previous day between 12 and 1, he had received an urgent note requesting him to ask the agreed question as a private notice question as soon as the House sat that afternoon.

What follows is not really fair to Mr Selby, who was merely doing his duty by his chief under a system which clings to a belief in the mysterious efficacy of truth administered in homoeopathic doses. A little bewildered by what I had heard from Mr Ponsonby, which made the silence of the Foreign Office to O.O’M. more inexplicable still, I rang him up.

‘Well, Mrs O’Malley, I hope you’re satisfied. It went off very well – very well indeed, I thought.’

I said it was rather a bombshell.

‘Ah yes, Mrs O’Malley, but Ponsonby had been waiting to put this question – waiting for days, you know; we couldn’t keep him hanging about any longer.’

‘I’ve just been talking to Mr Ponsonby,’ I said. ‘He told me that Mr Locker-Lampson sent him an urgent chit yesterday at lunchtime, asking him to put the question at once.’

For once Walford lost his nerve, and I heard a rather horrified ‘Good Lord!’ at the other end of the telephone. It still seems to me infinitely odd, this optimistic official assumption that everything said will immediately be believed, and that no one not an official has the wit to find out the truth.

In all this vexation I am glad to think that I never for a moment questioned Sir Warren Fisher’s good faith. I thought it astonishing that he should not have known that the question was impending, before I had heard Mr Ponsonby’s account, but I did not in my very angriest moments accuse him of having kept me in the dark deliberately, as John said. As for Sir Warren, he read the announcement at 7.30 next morning in the train outside Glasgow. For a few minutes, he said later, he was angrier than he had been for years, vexed by the idea that I should think he had been deceiving me. For I had told him freely all my wishes and plans for the Press while we lunched the day before, and he had assured me that there was no hurry. He wrote me a rather distressed little note from Glasgow: ‘At the best you must think me an amazing fool’; he could of course have no means of guessing to what distance such a bang would frighten the canary. I wrote and assured him that it was not Mr Knox’s fault – he had mentioned, with a certain asperity, his intention of ‘finding out’ why he had not been told in advance. He has told me since that he considers the action of the Secretary of State to have been both peculiar and discourteous, and further that the answer to the question should have been – and if he had been consulted would have been – fuller, and should have given some form of démenti or explanation.


Chapter XIV

This really should be the end of the story. But it is not – quite. One afternoon some weeks later – it was 16 May, to be exact – I was having tea with Sir Warren at the Treasury, and, as often happened, we were discussing why the Board of Enquiry had taken the line it did about O.O’M. Sir Warren’s position was always the same – that they had believed – and that Owen had given them good reason for believing that he was fencing with them; that he had ‘strolled in and pretended not to know what it was all about’.

‘After all,’ he said on this occasion, ‘he had ample warning – he had been suspended, and you can’t give a man a more serious warning than that.’

I said that he had never been suspended – I was sure of it.

‘That is impossible,’ said Sir Warren. ‘I, myself, told Sir Austen Chamberlain and Sir William Tyrrell that Gregory, Maxse, and your husband were all to be suspended, when we first met to discuss the holding of the Board of Enquiry. It was at No. 10, late in January; Baldwin was there, and Austen, and Winston, with Tyrrell and myself – no one else.’

I assured Sir Warren most positively that no formal notice of suspension had ever reached Owen – he had received nothing but a letter from Nevile Bland asking him if abroad to return from leave, in order to hold himself in readiness to give evidence before the Board of Enquiry. Maxse and Gregory he knew were suspended, but he was not. On the receipt of Nevile’s letter, he went up to town, saw Nevile Bland, and asked to see Sir William Tyrrell. Sir William refused to see him – a refusal which was presumably the foundation for the insinuation contained in the Report’s remark that Mr Villiers had made a ‘voluntary statement’ to Sir William Tyrrell – the implication being that Mr O’Malley had not. It is not of course easy to make a voluntary or any other statement to the head of your office if he refuses to see one of his own men at such a crisis in their own and official affairs, as I pointed out to Sir Warren.

Sir Warren was very much roused by this. ‘If that is really so,’ he said, ‘it was a most monstrous breach of discipline. My orders were perfectly explicit.’ He said that the fact of Owen’s knowing that his two friends were suspended and that he himself was not would naturally have given him an entirely false idea of his own position, and that this put a completely different complexion on his attitude when before the Board. He went so far as to say that if he had known of this while the question of penalties in the revised verdict was still sub judice, he would never have agreed to five years’ loss of seniority.

My despair at this last blow can be imagined. The most powerful weapon of all had been put into my hands too late to be of any use. A few days later I consulted Sir Claud Schuster. He said that the facts most certainly ought to be placed on record, in case they could be used later as a reason for overriding the seniority business. He drafted a letter (which for obvious reasons I do not include here) which he said he would send to Sir Warren if I wished, but he thought there were disadvantages to that plan.

‘It would be better to see him – but that is just the trouble – it is so difficult to see him.’

I assured Sir Claud that there was no particular difficulty about seeing Sir Warren – in point of fact I was dining with him that night.

‘You’re dining with him tonight?’ asked Sir Claud. ‘Will you be able to talk to him? Shall you be alone?’

Yes, I should. (I was staying with him, as a matter of fact, but I didn’t tell Sir Claud so.)

‘Oh well,’ he said, looking at me in an odd way, half amused and half, I thought, shocked – ‘Oh well then, you get him to do it. Make him draft something and then show it to me.’

I promised to. But Sir Warren was too sharp for me this time. He kept me dangling and worrying over that record for three months, and it was only in September that at last he read out to me in his room in the Treasury what he had written in his own hand. It is very adequate, and mentions without comment the fact that Sir William Tyrrell ‘did not think it necessary’ to see one of his own men in such an emergency, and when the subordinate had asked for an interview. He promised to keep it safely, and when the appropriate moment arose to show it to Sir Ronald Lindsay, who had replaced Sir William Tyrrell in July.

In June the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Mr Winston Churchill, sent for O.O’M. to work for him privately, arranging material for the last volume of his book, The World Crisis. So the summer found Owen installed at No. 11 Downing Street, running in and out of the Foreign Office and Treasury collecting documents – an arrangement which, as Angus Graham wrote, ‘puts the fools’ cap, like a crown, on the whole bloody business.’

And that is the end of the story, so far as I know it. There is much that is still strange and unexplained. Why did the Government really change their minds and reinstate O.O’M.? Were they merciful? Or were they a little afraid, as more facts came out? Why did the Board of Enquiry, having read Owen’s memorandum of protest, turn down his appeal for reconsideration on Tuesday of one week, and endorse it on Tuesday of the next. ‘Because Mary Anne asked them to!’ was Albert Napier’s reply when Owen put these questions to him. But what a reason, if it was so! And if not, what was the reason? Most odd of all is Sir Warren Fisher’s position. Criticism, and even analysis, must seem ungenerous on our part, since from the moment that we first met him he has shown us an almost quixotic generosity. But the fact remains that, having set his hand publicly to statements which we challenged, which he now knows to be untrue, he has never yet moved a finger to contradict them. He can apparently rest content to know that these inaccurate or false public statements of his have injured our good name, without attempting to correct them. And, at the same time, his personal kindness to us has been immense.

‘La promptitude à croire le mal sans en demander les preuves est un effet de l’orgueil et de la paresse. On veut trouver des coupables, mais l’on ne veut pas se donner la peine d’examiner les crimes.’ Probably de la Rochefoucauld has hit it, as usual.

As I write these words, I am sitting in the very room at Chateau d’Oex in which, just eight months ago, I opened Owen’s telegram telling me of his resignation. These pitch-pine walls have achieved an intimacy which no living person has known – they watched a despair and a misery unseen by any eyes. I left them with our life in ruins, poverty and disgrace confronting us like giants; I come back to them with our life much what it was before – disgrace wiped out, Owen’s work still before him, and the future as much assured as any man’s may be. There is comfort in this. The worst the world as such can do to anyone was done to us, and it left our souls undamaged. A little courage, a little energy, and the worst the world could do to us was undone. In our next rough passage let us remember this one.

‘Secunda adversa fortuna vicissim, sed amor virtusque semper.’


Part Three


Chapter I

That is the end of the story as I wrote it at the time, once more out at Chateau d’Oex, in October of the same year. A good deal had happened in the meantime. Owen and I had gone up to Scotland in the late spring on a tour of architecturally exciting houses, planned for us by the late Mannie Forbes of Cambridge, with letters of introduction to the owners – Marchmont, Lennoxlove, Keir, and so on; from this Owen was recalled by the summons from Winston Churchill, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, to go and spend the rest of the year en disponibilité working on preparing material for The Aftermath; living with the Churchill family, and being paid roughly the same salary that he would have been getting in the Foreign Office. Jane, who after a spell with Bichard had been given a place at a school in Norfolk, suddenly had to have a major operation, and was ordered to spend the winter in Switzerland, in her turn, with a trained nurse in tow; our tenants still showed no signs of vacating Bridge End, and the sensible thing seemed to be to take both her and Grania back to dear Madame Juvet at Chateau d’Oex, where we knew our way round, and were sure of comfort, kindness, and decent food at a very reasonable cost. (Patrick had gone to West Downs Preparatory School after Easter, a rich friend having guaranteed his fees for a year, before Winston took Owen on to devil for him.) Another letter to William Strang describes our circumstances there, even to the interior of those pitch-pine walls – and throws more light on Sir Warren Fisher.

Villa Prima-Flora,

Chateau d’Oex.

28.10.’28.              

‘My dear William,

I am a thankless creature. Yes, I did get your first letter and was very glad of it. I only haven’t answered it because of my unusual incompetence – or perhaps my usual competence. You know Owen always complains that I can only think of one thing at a time, and I have been thinking of getting settled in according to my ideas. Now I am settled in. Jane has Latin coachings twice a week from the best man here (and enjoys them) – and the best man here is doing it for 2/3rds fees because he likes us all so much. (Gold-digger! I hear you mutter.) And she and I share French lessons from old Tante Blum, a naturalized Boche who is nearly as much of a fanatic at the job as Jeanne de Hénault – I’m sorry, William, but Tante Blum is only charging half-fees because I was polite to her in German last year! The Fairy Woman (this was Patrick’s name for Grania) is going to a small French school every morning with great success; and I can hold up my head over that, because she is paying full fees – frs 30 a month – and my cheque last week from the Manchester Guardian covers that till Christmas. So there!

As to the rest, the husband of my blanchisseuse has made me a nice solid beech-wood table for my typewriter, and a cupboard and bookshelves combined for my wall – and I have made myself some curtains to cover my towel-horses and things, and a table cover to match, in bright blue and yellow checks; and I’ve hung all Jane’s Chinese Scrolls in her room and all my family, neatly passe-partout-ed, in mine; and bought red and brown jugs for 50 centimes which we keep full of autumn leaves, and had the French Dictionary re-bound for frs 4; and altogether we are quite civilized.

And now I’ll answer your letters. The first: first. I was deeply interested in what you told me about Don. With – or to – you I don’t suppose any of it is pose, and I am frightfully glad that he is so much master of his fate, and so content. I am glad he said no good of W.T. I didn’t tell you that I had a most amusing morning the day I left England at the Treasury, with Warren and P. J. Grigg. [Later Lord Grigg; at this time Private Secretary to Winston Churchill.] I was calling on Warren by request, and Grigg came in and stayed an hour; he was very good value, mostly discussing Warren’s character, to Warren’s great joy – and he instanced Warren’s child-like faith in Tyrrell as a good example of the failure of his methods with people. Warren vowed that Willie was a good fellow and a dear thing; and Grigg and I fairly shouted at him in unison that to him every one was a good fellow and a dear thing, and that he seemed to see no difference between the Tyrrells and the Crowes of this world. I like Grigg. Do you know him?’

That letter was written in the late autumn, but there are one or two earlier ones from London and Scotland which also throw light on the difficulties I was encountering with Fisher, from whom it was difficult to disentangle myself at once, and on my own reactions to the strain of my blitz-campaign, once it was over.

Chez Warren.

May 22, ’28.

‘My dear William,

Here is your guinea and thank you so much. He was too busy for lunch and I really ought to go home, so I’m off at 11.15.

Nothing is any good. Blut-bad entirely inefficacious. I tried sincerely and can’t do it. Either I’m not man enough to hit as hard as is necessary, or else the situation is such that nothing but time can alter it.

Goodbye dear William. Never believe I don’t try to be honest.

Love from

        M.A.’

Keir,              

Dunblane,

Scotland.

June 7, ’28.     

‘My dear William,

Why should I want letters from little Connor, if you will write me such good ones yourself?

I can’t answer you properly, even now. I am lying in a vast Chippendale bed (genuine) with a contemporary wallpaper and red damask hangings (original), and on the perfect table at the foot is lying the unique copy of Blake’s Jerusalem, printed by himself and coloured by hand by him, for me to turn over at my leisure. There’s a Ribera over the bed. The whole house is like that. We came here to tea to see the Anrep mosaics and the Blakes – but before tea was over, it was settled that we must stay, to give me time to do it leisurely – and the car had been sent to Stirling to fetch our traps from the Hotel. I believe I’m a sort of intellectual gold-digger! I don’t want diamond bracelets; but I do want to look at Blakes and El Grecos, quietly and privately, and I just set about it, and, as you say Connor does, get what I need and want. It’s so easy. But isn’t that being a parasite?

Incidentally these people, General Stirling and his wife, are of the first water. So Owen is happy too – and I am happier. Nothing makes me feel so rich as finding new people to like, unless it is remembering how much I like the old ones.

Why is this? – here Warren, poor wretch, is infinitely remote; you are quite at hand. Please explain!

I can’t follow all your letter and must answer what I can. A blut-bad, William, is a blood-bath, in which you plunge your friends’ souls for their good. I tried to plunge Warren’s with little result, so far as I could see – but as he has written since I may have done better than I thought. If he is more besotted than I think possible it is very unfortunate – if he is less so than he seems it is A.1. In any case I cleared my conscience by doing all that I could do to make him see how different I feel myself to be from him and all his words and works, and in some respects how at war with him. His only response was to point out that even if I sacked him tomorrow I could never take away what I had given, without intending it – a picture of a spirit in action which, so he said, had done him a power of good. That he asked for nothing and never would, not even to see me – but that, since seeing me and chasing the Office of Works for me was happiness, why not let him be happy?

It’s his simplicity and this generosity that’s so defeating.

I’m all for skill and patience in personal relations, William. Do we differ? Don’t I, built alive, as you truly conceive, into the wall of Owen’s tower, but with my head poking out (to his everlasting resentment!) laboriously construct a little garden of friendships for myself? I wonder if I do mock at belief in and reliance on the better sort of values.

I’ve got my job all right. A woman we stayed with on our way is going – I hope – to let me camp in her house on Grosvenor Road to be “done” for by her caretaker for the first few weeks. I can dine with Vincent and Warren alternate nights and lunch with you and Charles alternate days – I think it all sounds most restful!

The tour is succeeding, William – the car is perfect, the weather perfect; everyone wants us to stay longer and go again on the way down. Owen has added Mrs Stirling and Mrs Sitwell to his list, and likes all these rich houses where I take him – it is not as bad as feared.

He sends you his love – so “you dear thing!” do I.

Yrs.,

      M.A.’

The summons from Winston came while we were at Roy Bridge – Owen went back to London, I stayed where I was.

June 11, ’28.

‘My dear William,

Owen as you probably know is drifting about in London. He is supposed to be staying at Pendell Court and supposed to be starting back on Tuesday night – but if he doesn’t and you can lay your hand on him, give him this, will you?

I am very happy here. I have got colitis (since he ran off) and am in bed eating cornflour. It doesn’t sound very cheerful, does it? – alone and ill in a small pub. But it suits me down to the ground. I sleep all night and most of the day – a native lady sends me papers, books and brandy; I have had three visitors today, one Victor Hodgson, a perfect charmer and a lover of stones and bones like myself; Lochiel has just telegraphed to ask me to dinner tomorrow. But they aren’t the reason for my contentment – it’s being alone and able to sleep. At the moment bed is still my idea of Heaven! Today I energized and shot in an article to the Daily Express, tomorrow I must grind out 1200 words for Dick Sheppard. Lovely – all this time to write. No Owen in a fever about fish – no Warren spreading love and peace over one like treacle – no nothing and no nobody! What bliss!

Goodbye, William. Write if you feel cataleptic.

Your happy,

      M.A.’

I soon got well again, and moved on; Owen stayed in the South.

The Hotel,         

Spean Bridge.

June 28, 1928.   

‘Dear William,

Look at the Spectator this week and tell me if you like my contribution. I’m amazed that they printed it – but its topical as does it! [This was the poem about the death of Chang-T’so-Lin which is reproduced in Facts and Fictions.] For God’s sake don’t tell Nevile that it’s mine – or anyone else.

Why in the world should Owen tread on the toes of the F.O. when devilling for Winston? Tucked away in No. 11 or at Westerham? Aren’t you getting morbid about him, William? That’s very bad for him, you know. I’m getting very un-morbid up here. I came back today from a wild 36 hrs dash to a remote place where I rubbed some superb stones in a nettle-y churchyard and slept in a gardener’s cottage, and got soaked to the skin going to and fro in an open boat, swapping lies with a grocer from Barra. Took lunch off two total strangers to whom a friend had written about me – found they were wine fiends, and talked it up in the car: result, a magnum of ‘68 Lafitte for lunch! – and I’m going back on Monday to stay 3 days. This buccaneering life is rather fun.’

That last light-hearted nonsense was written before Jane got ill, and plunged us into anxiety again. But by October, after a few weeks at Chateau d’Oex, always to me a most reviving place, I had recovered my spirits, as that letter to William from the Prima Flora shows. We spent a happy Christmas there: Owen came out, bringing Patrick; and even William, who was temporarily at Geneva on some job to do with the League of Nations, came up for a few days. Owen soon had to return to Winston, but I felt perfectly safe to leave the two little girls in the care of Madame Juvet and Jane’s trained Nurse, and later brought Patrick home to return to school myself. This meant being in London, and therefore involved with Fisher all over again; and since he is the principal character in this story I propose to use one or two more letters about him.


Chapter II

In fact, Sir Warren Fisher is much more than a character in our private story; he is an historical figure, whose work in and influence on the Civil Service is now the subject of a good deal of research – social historians are writing about him, his activities impinge on biographies dealing with that period. Since we were so closely involved with him I feel we ought to have a contribution to make to this subject, but when I re-read both the preceding contemporary account, and the letters I wrote then, I do not feel that any very clear picture of his character emerges. Of course at that time, in 1928 and ’29, I had not begun to write formally at all; I have spent the intervening thirty-odd years in writing novels, and hence in practising the craft of delineating characters, albeit invented ones, as best I could. It interests me to see these early struggles to understand and explain a character not invented, but actual, impinging on my own life, and to observe what a poor job I made of it – I have tried to see whether, looking back, with so much professional experience behind me, I could make a better assessment, draw a more convincing picture, and perhaps a fairer one – and the answer is that I can’t. So it seems to me that the only thing to do is to give these immature scraps for what they are worth, always bearing in mind Sir Claud Schuster’s dictum, reported earlier, that ‘Fisher was a curious creature; no one understood him.’ And Sir Claud had worked with him for years, and counted himself his friend, up to a point; if he was baffled, no wonder that I was – baffled and embarrassed. The following letters show, I think, at once an endeavour to be honest, and that just because I was embarrassed, I was unfair.

Upper Jordan,

Worplesdon,

Surrey.   

[This was the house of my sister Grace, married to Sir Bertram Bircham.]

Feb. 14, ’29.

‘Dear William,

Still here! I called in to see you the day before I left London, but you had a cold or something and were away. I was sorry – I wanted consolation – I’d just had tea with Warren and was desolated by his optimism. Warren won’t do, William! He really won’t. I’ve tried valiantly to be proper friends with him, to feel generous and real to him inside; and it isn’t his fault either; but reality simply withers at his touch. He’s like that. I think I must chuck it. It’s corroding somehow to have an unreal sort of friendship like that. Either he must learn to be friends on my terms or none. And he can’t learn.

I brought John here, just over a week ago. 36 hours later he suddenly got acute inflammation of the middle ear; we got a Dr to him, and he was operated on three hours later. We seem to have averted a mastoid this time – it’s healing well and he has no pain any more. But it’s not very nice, William.

Love to Elsie.

          Yrs.

                M.A.’

I see that one sentence in this letter might give a false impression – ‘on my terms or none’ might be taken to indicate that Sir Warren had made a pass at me. He never did anything of the sort, at any point. Nor can I even explain just why I should have felt, and said, that reality withered at his touch. But I did feel it, strongly; I felt that he believed that by pretending that something was so, you could make it so. I thought sometimes that he behaved like a Christian Scientist about matters other than health; about his health he was not a Christian Scientist – he went to a doctor for his sinus trouble, and used an elaborate sort of douche to rinse them out. But he had been profoundly influenced in that direction by the great love of his life, Lady Ebury, who had died some time before we met him; she was a believing and a practising Christian Scientist. It seemed to me that this pretence had something to do with his not being able (or willing) to recognize the enormous difference, as Grigg and I had told him, between Sir Eyre Crowe and Sir William Tyrrell – Crowe half-Teuton, half-Irishman, equally compounded of granite and lightning, and Tyrrell, his successor as Head of the Foreign Office, the smooth, supple diplomat of partly Asiatic descent – by calling both alike ‘good fellows’ and ‘dear things’ he reduced them to a common level of unreality, totally unrelated to their actual living characters – an unreality of his own creation.

Perhaps the following letter throws a little more light on the effect Fisher produced on me – and on other people too.

Upper Jordan,

Worplesdon,

Surrey.   

Feb. 21, ’29.   

‘My dear William,

That’s a very good picture of him – “germ-free” is peculiarly happy. But, no – he isn’t what he is by nature entirely; he’s what he is by theory, not by experience. Remember Archie Bell and Warren’s “converted face” – that was a great truth too. But, yes – again: converted from some living muddiness into distilled water; you can run batteries on that, and perhaps the Civil Service, but it’s no good to drink. The tiresome thing is that he has a power of a sort – he’s like Aspirin, and when one has too bad a cold or headache, one takes it, and finds relief. Of course we all know the after-effects of Aspirin – it depresses the heart’s action; it constipates, you must take a purge after it. What I object to is this subsequent feeling of disloyalty to my bottle of tablets. You do see that one must either stop taking them, or else swear loyally by Aspirin?

I like your analysis of the devil. Oh yes, there’s plenty to be afraid of. And no need for fear. You are very right, William; that was a good spasm.

I’m typing the Saga (this is what we called my private record in the family) – editing it rather heavily as I go. I want it to become something that —— could read – and others too. It loses in fun and vigour, but I think that worth while. I begin – now William, don’t get frightened, and don’t talk, or fuss! – I begin to see possibilities of use in the Saga. Once one lends a thing, you see, you never quite know ... do you? If it has sufficient interest to amuse. Do you think it has?

William, I must stop.

Oh by the way, it wasn’t true to say you were sorry Warren isn’t satisfying. I felt the chill of a crocodile’s tear on my hand as I read that! You aren’t sorry for him, you know, a bit – you dislike him with a peculiar intensity. And you are not sorry I don’t find him satisfying – you’d be horrified at the lapse if I did. Isn’t that true!

Yours,

      M.A.’

Well, these letters are full of very harsh words about someone who, after his initial disastrous and damaging misjudgement of Owen had treated us with great generosity, kindness, and even affection – so why was I so nasty about him? I still cannot come on a clear, let alone a valid reason – if there can ever be a valid reason for being nasty about anyone. I think the nearest I can get to it is that I had a semi-conscious or subconscious feeling that there was something about Fisher that was not quite genuine – not really honest to himself about himself, and therefore not able to be honest to or about other people. Now my generation, at that time and for some years previously, had made a fetish of stringent honesty in personal relations; the Cambridge set of Darwins, Cornfords, Hugh and Steuart Wilson and so on, with whom we were in touch, had developed it to a point which I, when I first encountered it, found startling – the determination to express everything in words, without fear or shame about one’s own feelings; it startled and even shocked a far wider circle in the poems of Rupert Brooke. But by now, I and the people I lived among had been practising this way of life for years, and any other seemed to us false and unworthy. And I think that, forced into a rather close relationship with Fisher, who belonged to quite a different generation, I judged him, perhaps unreasonably, by these new standards of ours, and found him wanting.

But there was one aspect of Fisher’s curious character which, odd as it may seem, caused me no discomfort. This was a simple, earthy taste for low not to say vulgar humour. After his long strenuous days conducting public affairs at the Treasury with some of the most highly-trained intelligences in the country, his favourite recreation, back in his rather featureless little flat, was to settle down after supper in a chair by the fire with a glass of port, and play over gramophone records of the most simple-minded sort: Harry Lauder’s comic songs or, what he enjoyed still more, those of George Formby, the Lancashire comedian. One of those which he particularly delighted in was called ‘When a Man Reaches Forty’, and had a chorus which began ‘For – he’s – not old enough to be old, poor fellow, and he’s not young enough to be young’; Warren would listen, smiling, beating time with one hand on his knee, to the ‘poor fellow’s’ various disasters and humiliations – when they culminated in something particularly outrageous he would shout with laughter, enchanted.

Now, this seemed to me to be perfectly wholesome; I felt that these simple tastes of his were completely genuine, as his uncritical optimism, and perhaps some of his pietism, too, were not; those were assumed attitudes, this was the natural man. His shrewdness, too, was natural, and enjoyable – I was a great one for saying ‘Thank you’ and making appreciative remarks, by way of being polite; Warren’s word for these was ‘Mary’s little phrases.’ (And a good word, too!)


Chapter III

Let Owen, whose story after all this really is, have the last word. He has been persuaded to jot down some opinions.

‘I take a rather less critical view of Warren than my wife did, or than William Strang has been reported (p. 130) as taking.

Warren’s was an elusive and enigmatic character; but I would state quite categorically that he was a good man. His superficial attractions were obvious – good looks, extreme readiness in speech, open-mindedness, toleration, patience, and scholarship. A model civil servant – courageous and emphatically not dishonest in personal or official relationships.

Why I originally got into trouble with him was because he was not intelligently sensitive to the characters of other people who were quite unlike himself, and principally to mine. He was educated, it is true, at the Dragon School and at Winchester, but never moved as a member of it in that large upper-middle-class society of which, for instance, the Buxtons and Hoares as well as my parents on both sides and all my uncles and aunts were typical. I was related to and acquainted with many of these, and was at home in their homes. In my leisure I rode, shot, fished, skied; spent summers and autumns in Scotland, winters in Switzerland and springs in Italy; and as a schoolboy or undergraduate visited and dined with the rich and sometimes with the exalted in London. What Fisher’s background was I do not know, but that he did none of these things is certain, for he told me so, and outside of official life we should have been most unlikely to meet. I was and, I suppose, am an old-fashioned snob, born and brought up in the country, and consequently at ease with all classes of society, particularly the top and bottom strata. The class of society with which I was least at ease is precisely the class to which Warren appeared to belong.

This accounts in part for my having what he called “strolled in” to the Board of Enquiry without feeling or seeming in any way impressed or overawed by this bunch of civil servants who wanted to enquire into what I regarded as my private life. This was the main cause of all the trouble.

I became, and remained, very fond of Warren. He was much much cleverer than me – cleverer than almost everyone – frighteningly clever. Just a little too clever – not easy like Lindsay and Wellesley and numerous other friends of mine (mostly critical of me) in the Foreign Service; not stupid and vain like Austen Chamberlain. On the whole a good man, who worked like a tiger.’

I would go further, and say that Fisher’s work was his life.




Appendix

The most relevant sections of the Report of the Board of Enquiry (Command Paper 3037, 1928) are here printed, by kind permission of H.M. Stationery Office.
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______________________

MINUTE BY THE PRIME MINISTER, DATED

FEBRUARY 1, 1928

The Prime Minister, in consultation with the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, directs that an enquiry shall be held forthwith into certain statements made in the course of the case Ironmonger and Company v. Dyne affecting Civil Servants.

The following will be the members of the Special Board of Enquiry:

Sir WARREN FISHER, G.C.B., G.C.V.O.,

   Permanent Secretary to the Treasury.

Sir MALCOLM RAMSAY, K.C.B.,

   Comptroller and Auditor-General.

Mr M. L. GWYER, C.B.,

   H.M. Procurator-General and

      Solicitor to the Treasury.


TO THE

RIGHT HONOURABLE STANLEY BALDWIN, M.P.

Sir,

We were appointed by your Minute of the 1st February to enquire ‘into certain statements made in the course of the case Ironmonger and Company v. Dyne affecting Civil Servants’, and we have now the honour of submitting our Report, which we regret has been delayed for reasons to which we refer more particularly below.

2. The case of Ironmonger and Company v. Dyne was heard in the King’s Bench Division of the High Court of Justice before Mr Justice Horridge and a Special Jury on the 26th, 27th, 30th and 31st January and the 1st February, 1928. The Plaintiffs, who are foreign bankers, carrying on business in the City of London, obtained judgment against the Defendant, Mrs A. Bradley Dyne, for £38,938 in respect of foreign currency bought and sold by her. Statements were made in the course of the case to the effect that three Civil Servants, Mr J. D. Gregory, Mr O. St. C. O’Malley and Lieut.-Commander H. F. B. Maxse, all employed in the Foreign Office, had been engaged in speculative transactions in foreign currencies with the same firm, though admittedly none of these transactions were in any way connected with the subject-matter of the proceedings in the High Court. We have interpreted our terms of reference as requiring us to investigate the truth of these statements, to ascertain the nature of the transactions referred to, and to consider whether the three persons above named made use of any official knowledge in these transactions for the purpose of private profit, and whether, even if they did not, the transactions were proper or becoming in the case of a Civil Servant. But we understand also that it is your desire and intention that we should further satisfy ourselves upon the question whether other Civil Servants had been engaged in transactions of a speculative kind of which the propriety might be open to doubt. We have accordingly extended the scope of our inquiry so as to cover all these matters.

7. Towards the end of the year 1922 Mr O’Malley conceived the idea that he might insure himself against the depreciation of certain French franc investments, in which he had a contingent interest, but over which he had no control, by the purchase and sale of French francs, and with this object he entered into business relations with Messrs Ironmonger and Company, whose name had been given to him by his stockbrokers. The contracts which he (and afterwards his two colleagues) proceeded to make were all of a similar type and may shortly be described as follows. The client would initiate the transaction by contracting to buy or to sell, as the case might be, at the price of the day, a certain amount of foreign currency from or to Messrs Ironmonger, for delivery at a date specified in the contract, either one, two or three months forward. The client had no intention in the case of a contract to purchase of taking delivery of what he had bought, and did not possess what he had contracted to sell; and accordingly, at some date before the due date it was necessary for him to reverse the process by contracting to sell or to buy the same amount of currency at the rate prevailing at the moment. If (as was always the case) the two transactions were both carried out with Messrs Ironmonger, it is obvious that when the due date arrived the settlement of accounts would take the form of a sterling payment of differences only, by one party or the other, and that no foreign currency would itself change hands.

9. Mr O’Malley’s first contract with Messrs Ironmonger and Company, initiated on the 24th January 1923, involved a sum of in all 150,000 French francs. It was closed on the 1st February, and the profit on the transaction was £64 9s 7d. A second transaction, initiated on the 5th February 1923, and involving 75,000 French francs, was closed on the 14th, and resulted again in a profit of £32 5s 2d. A further three transactions, each involving 100,000 French francs, were initiated on the 17th February, 15th and 22nd March 1923, respectively, and finally closed on the 19th June. This series involved losses of £113 8s 1d and £163 6s 10d in two cases and a profit of £65 11s 7d in a third.

10. Thus by the 19th June 1923, Mr O’Malley had completed five separate transactions, which involved the sale and re-purchase, or purchase and re-sale, of 525,000 French francs, the gross profit on which amounted to £162 6s 4d, the gross loss to £276 14s 11d, making a net loss of £114 8s 7d. At this point Mr O’Malley’s direct relations with Messrs Ironmonger and Company ceased. He decided, he explained to us, to cut his losses and discontinue business. He did not, however, adhere to this resolution. At a later date he became interested in other contracts effected between Mrs Dyne, Mr Gregory, or both of them, and Messrs Ironmonger, and there were certainly payments by him in the course of 1924 both to Mr Gregory and to Mrs Dyne, amounting in all to less than £200. None of the three parties were able to tell us what exactly these payments represented, except that the greater part was probably in respect of not more than three franc transactions. We accept Mr O’Malley’s statement that he had nothing in the nature of a running account with either of the other parties, and we are satisfied that he had no other dealings in exchange and no other transactions to which attention need be drawn.

11. The case of Mr Gregory, to which we now pass, is much more complicated. At the beginning of 1923 Mr Gregory was put in touch with Messrs Ironmonger and Company by Mr O’Malley. His first transaction with them was initiated on the 25th January 1923, that is the day after that on which Mr O’Malley began operations, and covered a sum of 75,000 francs. Thereafter, acting either on his own account or in a kind of partnership with Mrs Bradley Dyne, who was afterwards the defendant in the case of Ironmonger and Company v. Dyne, he became involved in speculations of growing magnitude, which ultimately involved both of them in heavy losses. Mrs Dyne was the wife of a former school-fellow of Mr Gregory, with whom she and her husband had long been friends. For a few months in 1917 she had been temporarily employed in the Foreign Office. Mrs Dyne and Mr Gregory had already, before 1923, carried out on behalf of their respective families a certain number of business transactions, but there had been nothing in the nature of currency speculations. In the course of 1923, Mrs Dyne learned of the speculations of Mr Gregory and Mr O’Malley, and eventually her house became the regular meeting place of the circle who were interested in the subject, including at a later date Lieutenant-Commander Maxse.

12. Neither Mr Gregory nor Mrs Dyne appear to have kept any regular account of their engagements with Messrs Ironmonger and Company. Still less did they keep any account showing the extent to which either was interested in transactions with Messrs Ironmonger entered into formally by the other. It thus becomes a matter of extreme difficulty to present a separate and complete picture of Mr Gregory’s individual engagements, but it will perhaps be sufficient for our present purpose to indicate the position in broad outline. During the year 1923 a number of contracts were made with Messrs Ironmonger in the name of Mr Gregory for growing amounts, and it is clear that Mrs Dyne had a share in the proceeds of some of those contracts, though to what extent we are unable to say. Towards the end of 1923, or the beginning of 1924, Mr Gregory informed Messrs Ironmonger and Company that Mrs Dyne had authority to operate on his behalf as she had done previously for a short period during his absence abroad, and he transferred to the account of Mrs Dyne in Messrs Ironmonger’s books certain credits to which he was entitled in respect of his outstanding contracts with the firm. The position as between the two parties was already confused, but after the transfer we cannot even attempt to unravel it. There is no doubt, however, that Mrs Dyne dealt with Messrs Ironmonger on joint account during the greater part of 1924, and that Mr Gregory had no direct dealings with them until the following year. Mrs Dyne’s operations led to disastrous losses, which ended in a crisis in April or May. After fruitless efforts to disentangle their respective liabilities, Mr Gregory and Mrs Dyne eventually agreed to share the loss more or less equally, and debts amounting to approximately £34,000 to Messrs Ironmonger and Company were cleared off.

14. The extent of Mr Gregory’s dealings may be illustrated in another way by reference to the total amount of currency purchased on his account in the years in question, and the following table is, we think, substantially accurate (a sale, say, of a million francs subsequently repurchased is reckoned as a million francs and not as two million).

Year 1923: 8,075,000 French francs.

Year 1925: 17,550,000 French francs.

Year 1926:     120,000 Norwegian crowns.

22,000,000 French francs.

  1,500,000 Lire.

  2,000,000 Belgian francs.

To these figures must be added his share (whatever it may have been) of the contracts placed in Mrs Dyne’s name in 1924. These involved, so far as we can ascertain, over 250,000,000 francs.

15. On returning to the Northern department in December 1923, Lieutenant-Commander Maxse, as he informed us, resumed his friendship with Mr Gregory, and some time early in 1924 first learned that Mr Gregory and Mr O’Malley were dealing in francs. We accept his statement that he had no dealings in exchanges up to that time, and that when he resumed duty after sick leave he came into a going concern. He was aware of the operations of the others, and discussed them with them, but refrained until the middle of 1924 from any dealings. About that time, however, yielding, it would seem, to persuasion, he agreed that Mrs Dyne should undertake some small transactions in her name on his behalf. Later he took a share – occasionally 10 per cent – in some of Mr Gregory’s transactions, but he was unable to inform us of the extent of these transactions, as no account of them had been kept. They continued until July 1926, by which time he had made a profit of £500 or £600. In September 1926 he began operations for the first time in his own name, having, as he told us, come into a legacy of a few hundred pounds, and being reluctant to dissociate himself from his friends. He had, between the 17th September 1926, and the 21st January 1927, three transactions or sets of transactions with Messrs Ironmonger and Company, which involved in all 2 million French and Belgian francs, and ended in losses of £1,426 18s 10d, £1,314 12s 4d, £1,020 16s 6d, making a total loss of £3,762 7s 8d. On balance, therefore, his aggregate loss was in the neighbourhood of £3,200.

16. It is plain that all the above transactions, so far as Mr Gregory, Mr O’Malley and Lieutenant-Commander Maxse are themselves concerned, would be described colloquially as gambling transactions, inasmuch as at no time did they ever intend to take or give delivery of any foreign currency, and probably would seldom, if ever, have been financially in a position to do so. In saying this we do not, of course, reflect in any way upon Messrs Ironmonger, who on their side acted in the ordinary course of business, and, as we have already explained, covered themselves in the case of each separate transaction by means of a sub-contract placed elsewhere in the market, looking solely for their profit to their ‘turn’ of about one-half per cent.

18. We are fully satisfied that Mr Gregory, Mr O’Malley and Lieutenant-Commander Maxse neither used, nor endeavoured to use, any official information for the purpose of their transactions, and that there is no foundation for a suggestion which has come to our notice that Mrs Dyne was operating as the agent of a syndicate of Civil Servants with the assistance of advance information furnished by them. In our opinion, however, a course of speculative transactions such as we have described above ought never to have been entered upon by any Civil Servant. Least of all ought foreign exchange speculation to have been undertaken by those to whom, from the nature of their work, the sensitiveness and suspicions of foreign countries with regard to such dealings in their currency cannot have been unfamiliar. By engaging in those transactions at all, these three persons acted, as it seems to us, in a manner inconsistent with their obligations as Civil Servants. It is painful to us to write thus of any of our colleagues in the Service, but the facts leave us no alternative.

20. The case of Mr O’Malley is to be distinguished from that of Mr Gregory by the infinitely smaller volume and the shorter duration of his transactions. But Mr O’Malley was the initiator of the whole business, and occupied an official post in the Northern department only less responsible than that of Mr Gregory himself. It is not open to him to urge that he yielded to the temptation of others, and in his case, also, we cannot doubt that he knew well what he was doing.

21. For Lieutenant-Commander Maxse we think that some extenuating circumstances may be admitted. After service in the East followed by sick leave in this country he came back in December 1923, as he told us, into ‘a going concern’. His two seniors had already been engaged in speculation, one of them to a very large extent, and Lieutenant-Commander Maxse followed the ill example which had been set him, if, indeed, he was not actually induced to follow it. His own later transactions, it is true, were on a much larger scale than Mr O’Malley’s had been; but we are not disposed to regard this as being in the circumstances necessarily an aggravation; and the blame attaching to Lieutenant-Commander Maxse is not, in our opinion, as great as that which we must assign to Mr Gregory and in a less degree to Mr O’Malley.

25. There has come to our knowledge one such other case, and it is right that we should state that the official concerned, Mr G. H. Villiers, C.M.G., a Counsellor at the Foreign Office since 1921, volunteered at the earliest moment a complete statement to his superiors, which he repeated afterward to us, of the transactions in which he had taken part. Mr Villiers in no way and at no time was associated with Mr Gregory’s and Mrs Dyne’s circle. He heard at the beginning of 1923 that Mr Gregory was dealing in francs, and received from him the name of Mr de Wael, a partner in Messrs Ironmonger and Company. He made four contracts with Messrs Ironmonger, to an amount in all of 500,000 francs, between the 29th January and 23rd March 1923, the last of which was closed on the 25th June 1923. These resulted in a net loss of £72 (£200 loss reduced by £128 profit). Since then he has never had any similar transactions.

26. The impropriety of Mr Villier’s action is plain; though we are satisfied that it represents an isolated adventure bearing no resemblance, except in form, to the systematic operations of the members of the circle whose cases we have already examined. We are sure that he made no use whatever of any official information.

29. In one case only did it seem to us that a transaction, now over seven years old, of which full particulars were frankly laid before us, might be said to have a speculative complexion. In November 1920, Mr M. W. Lampson, as he then was, a First Secretary in the Foreign Office, purchased jointly with his wife £1,000 worth of French francs, which he sold 2½ months later at a profit of £135. Both the purchase and the sale were cash transactions and were made through his bank in London, and there is no question of any official information being used. The francs were not bought for family or holiday purposes, but in the hope of an appreciation in value, and we regard such a purchase of foreign currency by a member of the Diplomatic Service as undesirable, even though it was a single transaction only, and had nothing at all in common with a gamble in differences.

59. We content ourselves with laying down these general principles, which we do not seek to elaborate into any detailed code, if only for the reason that their application must necessarily vary according to the position, the Department and the work of the Civil Servant concerned. Practical rules for the guidance of social conduct depend also as much upon the instinct and perception of the individual as upon cast-iron formulas; and the surest guide will, we hope, always be found in the nice and jealous honour of Civil Servants themselves. The public expects from them a standard of integrity and conduct not only inflexible but fastidious, and has not been disappointed in the past. We are confident that we are expressing the view of the Service when we say that the public have a right to expect that standard, and that it is the duty of the Service to see that the expectation is fulfilled.

We have the honour to be,

Sir,

Your obedient Servants,

                                           N. F. WARREN FISHER

                                             MALCOLM G. RAMSAY

                          M. L. GWYER

Treasury Chambers,

            Whitehall, S.W.,

                     February 25, 1928
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