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Preface

[ am sure no one would want to read [a biography] more than a quarter
of a century after Reggie’s departure from the political stage.!

In the overgrown field of modern British political biography, Reginald
McKenna has managed to avoid attention. The only author to have written
a book about him, his nephew Stephen McKenna, recalled: ‘{(M]y uncle’s
attitude to a biography of himself was one of completely passive, dumb
indifference. He did not help, he would not hinder.? The sudden reversal
in McKenna’s reputation marked by these volumes—Stephen’s book being
notionally a memoir but essentially an homage to both a man and an era—is
due in part merely to the passing of time. A historian was always likely to
alight on one of the most significant and intriguing public figures of the first
half of the twentieth century. It did not help, however, that, unusually for a
senior politician, the public figure never made any public comment about
his parliamentary life during his lengthy post-parliamentary career. Nor did
it help that the putative subject appeared to have left few private papers,
without which considered research would be problematic.

This Life was made possible by the newly discovered archive and has been
constituted largely from manuscript sources. It is concerned with a person
and based in the main on the evidence of individuals. After the introduction,
only primary material, the thoughts of the subject himself, or of those who
knew him, appear in the text. The use made of McKenna’s own thoughts
and writing is unprecedented, as, in most instances, they were unavailable.
The cooperation of McKenna’s surviving son not only made the project
feasible, it also provided the author with most of the information about the

Where no location or archive has been cited, the document referred to was part
of the uncatalogued McKenna papers, which were in the author’s possession from
1999 to 2005, when they were deposited with the rest of the McKenna papers at the
Churchill Archives Centre, Churchill College Cambridge.

Unless otherwise stated, all books were published in London.

1. SMcK to Vincent Baddeley, 23 June 1944.
2. RMcK, xi.
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private and personal traits and activities of his subject. It was a privilege for
a biographer to be able to commune—albeit at one remove—with his sub-
ject of a century before. It was also a proximity that risked the desired schol-
arly distance; indeed, such prolonged and inescapable captivity has perhaps
produced something of a Stockholm syndrome on the part of the author.

This Life is intended to provide a full biography of the man. This volume
is concerned with the first—the parliamentary—half of his public career. It
is intended to be a volume of record, rather than a political study. It aims, as
will the subsequent volume, to chronicle McKenna’s life as he lived it, rather
than necessarily to highlight his subsequent historical significance, or neces-
sarily to engage significantly with ongoing historical debates. This is more
of a perhaps somewhat old-fashioned two-volume Life and Letters of the
like of which many of McKenna’s peers were subject, an undertaking that
can provide for further, more imaginative interpretation. Curiously, with
Stephen’s book, such an evaluation came first.
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Introduction

Nobody is directed by his will to select from his papers or to prepare
them for publication or to deposit them in the British Museum for fifty
years or to deposit them unread. He would not write his own life—Why
should he?>—and apparently he did not contemplate that others—Why

should they?—might feel that his life ought to be written.
1

One of the most insubstantial figures of the first half of the twentieth
century.
—Roy Jenkins, Baldwin?

In the National Portrait Gallery, London, hangs Sir James Guthrie’s imag-
ined ensemble ‘Statesmen of the Great War’. Assembled beneath Nike, the
winged goddess of victory, the leaders of the Imperial war effort reflect on
final glory, hard won. It is a heroic representation, but not one composed
wholly of victors. The preference of H. H. Asquith, Sir Edward Grey, and
Field Marshal Lord Kitchener recalled a time before success, as it would
latterly be defined. Reginald McKenna was not included. Guthrie, unaware
of how the period would come to be written, had painted with prescience.
McKenna was not present when the war was won; worse, was a figure asso-
ciated with the recalcitrant vested interests of party when victory had been
in doubt and government wracked by indecision. The then chancellor of the
Exchequer, unlike his prime minister, the foreign secretary, and the secretary
of state for war, was to receive accommodation from neither portraitist nor
historian.

Perhaps it was just as well. McKenna would have sullied Guthrie’s neo-
Romantic contrivance. He was not a man to stir the imagination, nor did
he rue the fact. It was often said of Kitchener that his reputation suffered
because he did not live to write his memoirs; McKenna had the longevity but
not the inclination. Kitchener had at least been a poster; McKenna refused to

1. RMcK, 4.
2. Roy Jenkins, Baldwin (1987), 181.
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exorcise the printed ghosts of past participants, even if he had been inclined
to: ‘my pen doesn’t help me’, he wrote." Interviews were similarly spurned,
as was any public, postfactual, justification: ‘I do not wish to appear in
the light of a mauvais coucheur’? In this regard, talent corresponded with
temperament: ‘Personal advertisement is always in bad taste and is to be
avoided’, he told his son.® Concessions were rare and begrudged. Josiah
Wedgwood, prosopographist and historian of Parliament, sent question-
naires to parliamentarians past and present with the object of compiling a
comprehensive record. In July 1936, he reached McKenna. ‘I hope you will
enjoy filling up the enclosed and amplifying for posterity. I am getting really
splendid results’, he enthused.* ‘I have not enjoyed filling up the enclosed’,
McKenna replied, ‘because I am not greatly concerned about the interest
which posterity is likely to take in me’.’ Posterity responded in kind.

Yet by the time of his death, Reginald McKenna had been first lord of the
Admiralty, home secretary, chancellor of the Exchequer, and chairman of the
largest bank in the world for over twenty years. As a minister, he had been
one of the men closest to the premier, H. H. Asquith, throughout one of the
longest premierships in history. Through a profound personal and political
dispute with David Lloyd George, McKenna found himself out of office, and
then out of Parliament. He thereafter managed something quite unusual in
establishing himself in a new and distinct career, and one where his signifi-
cance may actually have been greater. As chairman of Midland Bank, he was
a pivotal figure in international financial affairs and the political debates
about economic policy throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Throughout his
life, moreover, he was at the centre of a diverse and talented family that was
fully part of Britain’s artistic and cultural life.

McKenna’s nevertheless remained one of the last leading Liberal lives left
unwritten. It was long thought by some with good reason; indeed, that he
was ‘deservedly obscure’.® McKenna was very seldom prominent in writ-
ing of his period, as if his own modesty was his testament.” The prevailing
historiography regarding McKenna was created by three related factors: cir-
cumstantial, personal, and material. Firstly, Westminster’s being a brighter
flame than that of the City, McKenna’s displacement from government and
his move to banking meant that his subsequent influence was not matched
by his profile. The discretion more common in financiers than in states-
men meant that those who had prevailed politically wrote the history of

1. RMcK to Walter Runciman, § May 1908, Runciman papers, 21/91.

2. RMcK to Lord Beaverbrook, 24 March 1927, Beaverbrook papers, C234;
RMcK to Cecil Harmsworth, 26 June 1923 [copy].

3. RMcK to DMcK, 14 October 1924.

4. Josiah Wedgwood to RMcK, 29 July 1936.

5. RMcK to Josiah Wedgwood, 5 August 1936 [copy].

6. David Cannadine, “Writer and Biographer’, in Roy Jenkins: a Retrospective,
ed. Andrew Adonis and Keith Thomas (Oxford, 2004), 271-306, 298.

7. Lord Vansittart, The Mist Procession (1958), 163-64.
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the politics without contradiction from him. The second factor—McKenna’s
personality—was more important even than his station. ‘I am a bad hand
at photographs and autobiography’, was his understated observation.' Ste-
phen McKenna remembered his uncle’s ‘almost completely inhuman’ lack of
interest in his own history.

In the interests of accuracy he would occasionally and for a very few
moments reopen a closed chapter; but his manner was discouraging to
any that tried to draw him and only an intenser, more frozen quality of
silence discriminated between the subjects that he was not interested to
discuss and the subjects that he refused to discuss.?

Yet McKenna’s own, almost chronic, personal diffidence was something
many who only knew him from his public profile would have found difficult
to believe.

The final factor was material. In 1966, Jock Colville wrote to his friend,
and McKenna’s son, David McKenna. Colville, who had been private sec-
retary to Winston Churchill during the Second World War, enquired in his
capacity as trustee of the newly formed Archive Centre at Churchill College
Cambridge whether David’s father’s papers might be deposited there as part
of the collection of ‘the original papers of Statesmen and Men of War’, and
be housed with those of McKenna’s colleagues, such as Hankey, Esher, and
Jellicoe. Moreover, ‘Unless Randolph changes his mind’, Colville wrote, ‘all
Winston’s papers will eventually find their home at the College, and indeed,
a specially fireproof room has been attached to the library.? David agreed.

From the search room at Churchill College the ‘McKenna papers’ were
regularly consulted since the Archives Centre opened in July 1973. The
collection was, however, far from extensive. Abiding puzzlement had been
felt by historians who had arrived with Stephen McKenna’s claim that the
papers were ‘nearly complete as any one could wish’.* The collection was
nearly complete only for McKenna’s period at the Admiralty, with a smat-
tering from his time as home secretary and chancellor of the Exchequer, and
nothing at all from McKenna’s existence before 1908 or after 1918. When
his nephew wrote of ‘other boxes, big and small, packed with letters, drafts
and copies unindexed and even unsorted, which have certainly never been
published and which probably never again saw the light of day after the lock
snapped on them’,® historians had assumed it an exaggeration, or, worse,

. RMcK to J. L. Garvin, 28 May 1908, McKenna papers, 3/13/4a.
. RMcK, 118-19.

. John Colville to DMcK, 21 March 1966.

RMcK, xi.

Ibid.

AW N =
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that they had been destroyed.! The archivist at Churchill noted, ‘it seems
unlikely any other papers have survived’.? The standard guide to ministerial
papers concluded: “McKenna’s son, Mr David McKenna has advised that
there are no other papers in the family possession. Attempts to trace papers
that may have been in Stephen McKenna’s possession have been unsuccess-
ful.”? Yet, as Stephen recognised, ‘To destroy would have betrayed almost as
much interest as to assemble’.*

When McKenna died, in his flat above Midland Bank’s branch at 70 Pall
Mall in September 1943, he indeed left other boxes, big and small. In Octo-
ber, his friend Lord Beaverbrook visited his widow Pamela and suggested
that, lest it be overshadowed by his second career as a financier, her hus-
band’s career as a statesman should be chronicled. She considered potential
biographers. The financial journalist Paul Einzig suggested an ‘independent
personal appreciation of his career’,* but not a formal political biography.
For that, Pamela first considered G. M. Trevelyan, who had recently com-
pleted a life of one of her husband’s closest political friends, Edward Grey.®
She decided on Stephen, who was not only family, but also the author of
over forty books, including an autobiography.” David told his wife Cela,

Stephen wrote me a very nice letter about a memoir; Pamela had just
mentioned the possibility of his doing one of Reggie, but then things
were cut short. Stephen was very practical and set out the possibilities,
either a rather personal historical essay, or a conventional biography. I
favour the former, for Reggie left no papers or letters, and the latter type
is apt to be so dull. Stephen said he would like to try his hand at the
former. I do not know what you feel, but I am rather in favour of it.?

The ‘personal historical essay’ had to wait two years until the end of the
war; the other type David mentioned rather longer.

1. Neil Daglish, Education Policy-Making in England and Wales (1996), x, 338
n.22.

2. Original introduction to the McKenna papers, Churchill College, Cambridge;
DMcK to John Colville, 5 September 1966 [copy]; J. T. Killen to DMcK, 11 July
1968; M. A. Hoskin to DMcK, 20 July 1972.

3. Cameron Hazlehurst, Sally Whitehead, and Christine Woodland, eds., A
Guide to the Papers of British Cabinet Ministers (1996), 248. The most determined
of enquirers, Dr Hazlehurst, was told three times: 7 October 1966, 29 June 1972, 3
July 1993.

4. RMcK, in RMcK, xi.

5. Paul Einzig to PMcK, 15 September 1943; Paul Einzig to PMcK, 17 September
1943.

6. G. M. Trevelyan, Grey of Fallodon (1937).

7. Stephen McKenna, While | Remember (1921).

8. DMcK to CMcK, 3 December 1943. The author is grateful to Mrs Miranda
Villiers for this reference.
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Faced with the ‘jungle’ of papers that were waiting in the basement of 70
Pall Mall in 1946, Stephen used, and quoted extensively from, only those
boxes dealing with ministerial matters, and in particular those of the Admi-
ralty.! Stephen returned the papers he used to David, who subsequently took
them—and the papers Stephen did not consult—to his country residence
in Cornwall. In the 1950s, Professor Arthur Marder of the University of
Hawaii corresponded with David about the papers quoted by Stephen in
the book during Marder’s research into the pre-1914 Royal Navy.2 In 1956,
Marder consulted them in Cornwall. The papers subsequently quoted in
Marder’s work were the papers requested by Colville ten years later, and
which were deposited in Cambridge, constituting the ‘McKenna papers’ as
cited regularly thereafter. In 1983, David deposited further documents, relat-
ing to the Beresford inquiry with the college.’ In 1988, McKenna’s papers
held by Midland Bank were released to scholars, dealing in the main as they
did with impersonal business matters from the second, less well known,
half of his career. The main body of personal papers remained, forgotten, in
Cornwall. As David put it in 1972: ‘It is just conceivable that I might still
have a few oddments left over in other places.*

The present author found them, covered in dust and silverfish, on a suc-
cession of trips to Cornwall in the late 1990s. Among several noteworthy
correspondences was that between H. H. Asquith and Pamela McKenna.
Volumes of letters from Asquith to his half a dozen or so close female
friends—there was no male equivalent—had been appearing periodically
for some time, but it was not widely known that Asquith similarly corre-
sponded with McKenna’s wife.* Another colleague’s wife, Hilda Runciman,
said that Margot’s publishers offered her husband £10,000 for the rights to
his diaries, which he accepted. Unfortunately, Asquith never kept a diary.
‘The best record of his daily life were the letters he constantly wrote to
whichever of his various ladies happened to be his favourite of the moment’,

1. SMcK to Vincent Baddeley, 23 June 1944; SMcK to PMcK, 6 September 1943;
SMcK to CMcK, 2 November 1943; SMcK to Vincent Baddeley, 19 June 1943;
SMcK to CMcK, 17 January 1945.

2. Arthur Marder to DMcK, 16 December 1953; DMcK to Arthur Marder,
23 December 1953 [copy]; Arthur Marder to DMcK, 24 February 1956: Arthur
Marder, From the Dreadnought to Scapa Flow: The Royal Navy in the Fisher Era,
1904-1919, 5 vols. (1961-70), 4:ix; Arthur Marder (ed.), Fear God and Dread
Nought, The Correspondence of Admiral of the Fleet Lord Fisher of Kilverstone, 3
vols. (1952-59), 1:10.

3. Marion Stewart to DMcK, 6 January 1983.

4. DMcK to M. A. Hoskin, 21 July 1972 [copy].

5. Desmond MacCarthy, ed., Letters to a Friend, 2 vols. (1933); Michael Brock
and Eleanor Brock, eds., HHA Letters to Venetia Stanley (Oxford, 1982); HHA’s
letters to Venetia Stanley’s sister, Sylvia Henley have most closely been utilised by
George Cassar, Asquith as War Leader (1994).
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Hilda wrote. ‘He therefore had to write and ask them for his letters . . . But
they refused!’!

The correspondence revealed that the ‘McKennae’, as he called them,
were even closer to Asquith than had hitherto been thought. It is not clear
how widely known was the extent of the Asquith-McKenna letters. Bea-
verbrook asked to see them as he completed his Politicians and the War,
in 1928, and his biographer mistakenly claimed that the correspondence
had begun after Asquith stopped writing to Venetia Stanley in May 1915.2
In fact, Asquith continued those epistles to Venetia’s sister Sylvia Henley—
his letters to Pamela were more personal and less political in tone. After
Asquith’s death, Pamela appeared to have offered only to Beaverbrook those
letters relevant to his interest in the December crisis of 1916. ‘I'm so sorry
not to have more. Aren’t I a thin and broken reed!”® Beaverbrook was more
than satisfied with the letters. ‘Asquith’s are as interesting as any I’ve read.
And that is saying very much’.#

When it appeared in 1948, Reginald McKenna 1863-1943: A Memoir did
not purport to be anything more. Stephen wrote little about his uncle’s early
life, or, indeed, on the seventy years when he was not a minister. It was
clearly not the work of an academic historian: it is effortlessly readable. The
matriarch serves as a plot device.* The book has large sections of impres-
sionistic Edwardian political history and quotations transcribed from the
memoirs of the day. Here and there, ten years of parliamentary life pass in
a paragraph, as can pages before its nominal subject makes an appearance.
Perhaps it was a reflection of its subject’s significance that even in a memoir
of him he could successfully be marginalised. Reginald McKenna is, in fact,
both little more than a political study, and much more than anyone else has
attempted, and it does convey the nature of the man the author knew well
for nearly fifty years. Most importantly, for present purposes, the portrait
of the man that emerges is consonant with the accounts and recollections of
others who encountered him.

Consequently, Reginald McKenna is employed here as a primary source.
There are perils in depending too much on a memoir by a writer of fiction,
particularly one for whom a life could be described through one central

1. Hilda Runciman, diary, 13/14 November 1930 Runciman papers, add/6/(ii).
Hilda Harrisson did not refuse, and was rewarded with £2000 on publication of the
MacCarthy editions.

2. A. J. P. Taylor, Beaverbrook (1972), 103; Lord Beaverbrook, Politicians and
the War 19141916 (1928).

3. PMcK to Beaverbrook, 5 July [1928], Beaverbrook papers, BBK/G/2/17.

4. Lord Beaverbrook to PMcK, 8 July 1928. PMcK had sent Beaverbrook two
letters to her from HHA (of 3 December 1916 and 6 December 1916), and one from
Fisher (of 8 December 1916): PMcK to Lord Beaverbrook, 5 July [1928], Beaver-
brook papers, BBK/G/2/17.

5. Miranda Villiers to the author, 8 January 2003.
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event, to and from which all else was deemed to flow. McKenna’s period as
first lord of the Admiralty stood for his nephew, as it did for most of those
who knew or know about him, as the office of his greatest influence and
achievement. Therefore, Reginald McKenna is a paean to five years at the
centre of a lifetime. Stephen wrote the book in the period of shock after the
Second World War, the unsuccessful avoidance of which had preoccupied a
generation. McKenna, as first lord of the Admiralty, was in this conception
an example of how war should have been averted.

The posterity with which McKenna was unconcerned but which has
defined him has therefore been effectively determined by others. McKenna’s
own reticence was symptomatic of his comparative failure as a politician.
As a banker, where he delighted in supporting radical issues and consistently
advocated an unorthodox and progressive approach to economic policy,
he flourished away from the attention of the yellow press, but embraced
the culture of circumspection that characterized the City of London. He
seldom wrote a letter containing a disclosure without appending an atten-
dant disclaimer. He refused interviews in the same way that he refused pub-
lishers, though he was persuaded to issue a collection of his addresses in
the interests of educating the public in matters of monetary policy.! The
resultant negligible profile encouraged suspicions that he was negligible. It
had been asserted, pointedly, that McKenna was offered no peerage.? One
view had it that he wanted to remain free to accept the Exchequer when-
ever it was offered; yet neither was he offered a knighthood. McKenna in
fact refused each, and all other, honours, reluctant as he was to acquire
either the publicity or the personal or political indebtedness from accept-
ing patronage. It was a testament to his profile—or what authors may have
imagined it should have been—that so many writers erroneously bestowed
titles upon him.? They too, perhaps, expected McKenna to join in retire-
ment Viscounts Runciman, Simon, Samuel, Grey, Haldane, Harcourt, Long,
Bridgeman, Buckmaster, Crewe, Norwich, Snowden, Gladstone, Addison,
Bledisloe, Bracken, Lee, Davidson, Horne, Templewood, Jellicoe, Stans-
gate, and Waverley; or Earls Asquith, Baldwin, Balfour, and Lloyd George,
although not, ironically given their antipathy, Joseph Chamberlain. At least
one source has him alive decades after his demise, and two confuse him with
his nephew.*

1. Reginald McKenna, Post War Banking Policy (1928).

2. Jenkins, Baldwin, 181; Roy Jenkins, Chancellors (1998), 190.

3. DMcK, in conversation with the author, 16 November 1998; RMcK to PMcK,
23 October 1927. Examples of a confused profile are too numerous to mention;
the most common concern name (‘MacKenna’), education (usually ‘King’s Col-
lege London University’), title (usually ‘Sir Reginald’, but, very occasionally, ‘Lord
McKenna’), and offspring (between none and three [misinformation that originally
confused the present author]).

4. George Wigg papers, 4/26, 4/105; J. R. Clynes, Memoirs, 2 vols. 1937; Austen
Chamberlain, Down the Years, [1935].
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McKenna’s profile was made no more distinct by autobiographical
silence. Lloyd George, his béte noire, got by with a million words of auto-
biography in six volumes covering four years,! but his de facto memoir is
nearer fifty volumes. The number of accounts during Lloyd George’s life
was surpassed by those after his death, supplemented by memoirs of public
figures prominent through their relationship with him; acolytes adding fond
remembrance.? His own, published, correspondence completed the picture.’
It was one way in which the war was still fought in the peace. Matters
reached the point when even Lloyd George was brushed by circumspection,
worried that there might be ‘too many digs at McKenna’, in his War Mem-
oirs, and that ‘it was psychologically unwise to dig at McKenna too much’,
as his military adviser Basil Liddell Hart recorded. ‘My diary note of this
incident ends: “we shall see”’.* It was McKenna’s further misfortune that
most of those to whom he was closest in public life, notably Keynes, Runci-
man, Jellicoe, and Bonar Law, chose not to write their memoirs or were pre-
vented from so doing.’ The recollections of those allies which did eventually
arrive were leached of interest by infirmity or distance.®

The wealth of primary and semi-primary material was duly absorbed
into the secondary literature, most vividly in the 1960s and 1970s when the
other personal and institutional papers of Edwardian Britain were opened—
including the ‘McKenna papers’. First World War scholarship then began in
earnest, and McKenna’s significance began to be appreciated.” Even so, the
pattern reemerged, and forty-odd years of accumulated interpretation still

1. David Lloyd George, War Memoirs, 6 vols. (1933-36).

2. Christopher Addison, Politics from Within (1929), Four and Half Years
(1934); Leopold Amery, My Political Life, 2 vols. (1953); Lord Beaverbrook, Politi-
cians and the War; Men and Power 1917-1918 (1963); William George, My Brother
and 1 (1958); Basil Liddell Hart, The Memoirs of Captain Liddell Hart, 2 vols.,
(1965); Kennedy Jones, Fleet Street and Downing Street (1919), Arthur Murray,
Master and Brother (1945); Charles a Court Repington, Vestigia (1919); Frances
Lloyd George, The Years that are Past (1967); Winston S. Churchill, The World
Crisis, § vols. (1923-27).

3. Most notably A. J. P. Taylor, ed., Lloyd George: A Diary by Frances Stevenson
(1971); but also A. J. P. Taylor, ed., My Darling Pussy: The Letters of Lloyd George
and Frances Stevenson (1973); K. O. Morgan, ed., Lloyd George Family Letters
(1973).

4. Liddell Hart, Memoirs, 1:361; Lloyd George to Liddell Hart, 4 April 1929,
Liddell Hart papers, 1/450/1/2.

5. ]J.M.Keynes, Essays in Biography, ed. Geoffrey Keynes (1957), reflects RMcK’s
own attitudes to Asquith, Lloyd George, and Bonar Law, without any comment on
RMcK himself. Keynes did so on RMcK’s death: ‘Mr R. McKenna: An Appreciation’,
Times, 15 September 1943.

6. H. H. Asquith, Memories and Reflections, 2 vols. (1928), Fifty Years of Par-
liament, 2 vols. (1926); Edward Grey, Twenty-Five Years, 3 vols. (1928); Herbert
Samuel, Memoirs (1945); John Simon, Retrospect.

7. As may be seen in the incidence in requests to DMcK to consult the papers:
1960-65, 2; 1965-70, 28; 1970-75, 30; 1975-80, 15; 1980-85, 6.
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shaped perceptions, as did the recurrent use of the usual sources by the most
notable practitioners. When he was mentioned at all, McKenna was usually
the most frigid of frockcoats,! and many historians directed their investiga-
tions to illuminating further the means of success of those who succeeded.?

Writings on the economics of the war suffered from a distinct but related
problem. Just as McKenna’s principal opponent wound up on a plinth, so his
adviser and friend became almost as venerated. Most of McKenna’s work as
chancellor—and much of it as a banker—has been presented as being really
from the pen of J. M. Keynes, and, at its worst, McKenna as chancellor has
been presented as the simian accompanist to Keynes’s organ-grinder, if even
that, with the two being effectively contracted to ‘Keynes’.? For some, the
relationship between a minister and his civil servants is evidently shrouded
in mystery; for McKenna it was part of the cycle of neglect and perhaps
even misfortune: his assistant himself became one of the key figures of the
century.

The principal published versions of events from which secondary judge-
ments were drawn were diaries. Yet in their edited form, the diaries them-
selves misrepresented. By the time the journals of George Riddell, of the
News of the World, C. P. Scott, of the Manchester Guardian, and, of a

1. A small, but telling, example concerned the diplomat Lord Hardinge. In 1917,
after McKenna had left office, Hardinge complained to the British Ambassador in
Petrograd, Sir George Buchanan, that when chancellor, McKenna’s parsimony had
threatened Russia’s war effort. The mail was intercepted by the German navy and
published in the Frankfurter Zeitung. John Dillon, the Irish Nationalist MP, read the
letter in the Commons to embarrass the government. The letter was factually inac-
curate, so McKenna assumed it was a forgery (RMcK to Captain E. N. Bennett, 27
February, 1917, [copy]), but Hardinge soon wrote to apologise and to claim that he
had been misrepresented (Hardinge to RMcK, 6 March 1917); RMcK assured him
that no offence had been caused, but offered some factual clarifications. (RMcK
to Hardinge, 7 March 1917, Hardinge papers, 30/37). In his memoirs, Hardinge
recalled, ‘McKenna did not mind a bit, but wrote to me sheets to prove he was not
a pedant’ (Hardinge, Old Diplomacy (1947),212). He was half-right: RMcK’s reply
occupied a single sheet and was shorter than Hardinge’s unsolicited apology.

2. The key text in this regard was that of A. ]. P. Taylor: ‘Politics in the First World
War’, Raleigh Lecture on History, 1959, Proceedings of the British Academy 45
(1959): 67-95. With reference to his chancellorship, two are typical: Robert E. Bun-
selmeyer, The Cost of the War, 1914-1919 (Hamden, 1975); Samuel Hurwitz, State
Intervention in Great Britain, 1914-1919 (New York, 1949). The former included
one reference to RMcK, the latter manages to place its single reference in parenthe-
sis. More recently, Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War (1998), otherwise almost mania-
cally revisionist, effectively omits RMcK as a feature of war finance.

3. For example, Charles H. Hession, John Maynard Keynes (New York, 1984);
Seymour E. Harris, Jobn Maynard Keynes (New York, 1955); N. H. Dimsdale,
‘Keynes and the Finance of the First World War’, in Essays on Maynard Keynes, ed.
Milo Keynes (Cambridge, 1975), 142-61; John Anthony Hemery, “The Emergence
of Treasury Influence in British Foreign Policy, 1914-1921" (PhD thesis, University
of Cambridge, 1988). Even by this standard, A. P. Thirlwell, ed., Keynes as Policy
Adviser (1982), is remiss.
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fashion, Sir Almeric Fitzroy, of the Privy Council, as well as Viscount Esher
and Maurice Hankey, of the Committee of Imperial Defence, were pub-
lished, the war had been won, and the predominance in the popular mind of
Lloyd George was assured.! As publishing ventures, diaries and papers were
edited to respond to public preoccupations, rather than to challenge them.?
Manuscript sources often bore little resemblance to their better-known pub-
lished versions, and writers have found, perhaps to their own surprise, the
prominence with which McKenna appears in the gloom of a search room
in contrast to the warmth of a bookshop.> One multivolume biographer
of Lloyd George, consulting the original manuscripts of previously pub-
lished diarists, found himself faced with ‘the transcending importance of the
ghostly figure in early Georgian Liberal politics, Reginald McKenna’.*

It followed from the memoir literature and the initial historiography that
McKenna’s significance was insufficiently emphasised and understood, or
even traduced.’ Some historians were conscious of the oversight. ‘One of the
chief victims of the destruction of Liberalism in British politics’, commented
one of McKenna in 1957. Persistently underrated partly because his gifts, illu-
minated by no great powers of imagination nor by high flights of eloquence,
infuriated the “brilliant” men and the old-fashioned “traditionalists™’.¢
While no one has looked at McKenna’s career as a whole—and only one

other historian is known to have even expressed an interest in writing a

1. George Riddell, Lord Riddell’s War Diary, 1914-1918 [1933]; George Rid-
dell, More Pages from My Diary, 1908-1914 (1934); ]. M. McEwen, ed., The Riddell
Diaries, 19081932 (1986); Trevor Wilson, ed., The Political Diaries of C. P. Scott,
1911-1928 (1970); Sir Almeric Fitzroy, Memoirs, 2 vols. [1925]; Maurice Brett, ed.,
Journals and Letters of Reginald, Viscount Esher (1934-38); Stephen Roskill, Han-
key: Man of Secrets, 3 vols. (1970-74).

2. Robert Rhodes James, ed., Memoirs of a Conservative: J. C. C. Davidson’s
Memoirs and Papers, 1910-37 (1969); Keith Wilson, ed., The Rasp of War: The Let-
ters of H. A. Gwynne to the Countess Bathurst, 1914-18 (1988); John Vincent, ed.,
The Crawford Papers: The Journals of David Lindsay Twenty-seventh Earl of Craw-
ford and Tenth Earl of Balcarres 1871-1940, During the Years 1892 to 1940 (Man-
chester, 1984); Philip Williamson, (ed., The Modernisation of Conservative Politics:
Diaries and Letters of William Bridgeman, 1904-1935 (1988); George Boyce, ed.,
The Crisis of British Unionism: Lord Selborne’s Domestic Political Papers, 1885-
1922 (1987). The most notable exception was Charles a Court Repington, The First
World War 1914-18, 2 vols. (1920).

3. Professor Peter Clarke, in conversation with the author, 11 July 1997; Lord
Skidelsky, in correspondence with the author, 1997-98.

4. Bentley Brinkerhoff Gilbert, David Lloyd George: A Political Life, 2 vols.
(1987-92).

5. Rather than mention the much more numerous examples of omission, only
those scholars who have made a contribution to RMcK historiography—and have
provided the initial context for the present author’s research—are included below.

6. Roger Fulford, Votes for Women: The Story of a Struggle (1957), 262. Fulford
had reviewed RMcK, in The Times Literary Supplement, 19 June 1948, 339.
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biography'—sections of his political life have been illuminated by scholar-
ship.? There is understandably little on his first period at the Treasury that
concerns him as financial secretary. At the Board of Education he has usually
been presented, not unfairly, as another in a conveyor-belt of middle-rank-
ing Cabinet ministers to be offered to an insatiable religious controversy.?
McKenna’s work at the Admiralty has been by far the subject of the greatest
scrutiny. While he was alive, he was happy to speak to naval historians, par-
ticularly when, as with Reginald Bacon, they were acquaintances who were
both of the service themselves and concerned with sympathetic accounts
of McKenna’s friends, most notably Fisher and Jellicoe.* After his death, in
the wake of Marder and the deposit of his Admiralty papers in Cambridge,
McKenna’s role has been assessed primarily in terms of the relationship
between Liberalism and navalism,® maritime rights,® and Fisher.” Assisted

1. A.J.A. Morris to DMcK, n.d. 1984. An MA thesis, entitled ‘Reginald McKenna:
The Pre to War Years, a Political Biography’, was written by Sam H. Jenike, of the
University of Cincinnati, in 1968. McKenna’s entry in the Dictionary of National
Biography was revised, and replaced Stephen’s entry in the original, though it was
largely based on it; D. M. Cregier, ‘Reginald McKenna’, in Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography, eds. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford, 2004);
Stephen McKenna, ‘Reginald McKenna’, in The Dictionary of National Biography
1941-1950, eds. L. G. Wickham Legg and E. T. Williams (1959).

2. The historian who came closest to a balanced appreciation of RMcK was per-
haps Stephen Koss: ‘Destruction’; Lord Haldane: Scapegoat for Liberalism (New
York, 1969); Fleet Street Radical: A. G. G. Gardner and the Daily News (1973);
Nonconformity in Modern British Politics (1975); Asquith (1976); The Rise and
Fall of the Political Press in Britain, 2 vols. (1981-84). There have also been con-
tributions from the present author: ‘A Compelling Case for Voluntarism: Britain’s
Alternative Strategy, 1915-1916°, War in History 9 (2002): 279-306; ‘Clann Mac-
Kenna's Edwardian Exile’, Sydney Series in Celtic Studies 8 (2005): 207-24; ‘Squiff’,
‘Lliar George’, and ‘the McKennae’: The Unpersuasive Politics of Personality in the
Asquith Coalition, 1915-16°, in Making Reputations: Power, Persuasion and the
Individual in Modern British Politics, eds. Richard Gottlieb and Julie Toye (2005),
29-42; ‘Left, Right: The Forward March of Liberals Halted’, Journal of Liberal His-
tory 47 (2005): 30-35.

3. Neil Daglish, Education Policy-Making; ‘A “Difficult and Somewhat Thank-
less Task”: Politics, Religion, and the Education Bill of 1908°, Journal of Educational
Administration and History 31 (1999): 19-335; see also Benjamin Sacks, The Reli-
gious Issue in the State Schools of England and Wales, 1902-1914 (Albuquerque,
1961).

4. Admiral Sir R. H. Bacon, The Life of Lord Fisher of Kilverstone, 2 vols. (1929);
The Life of Jobn Rushworth, Earl Jellicoe (1936).

5. Bernard Semmel, Liberalism and Naval Strategy: 1deology, Interest and Sea
Power During the Pax Britannica (1986); Avner Offer, The First World War, An
Agrarian Interpretation (Oxford, 1989).

6. John W. Coogan, The End of Neutrality—The United States, Britain, and Mar-
itime Rights, 1899-1915 (Ithaca, 1981).

7. Nicholas A. Lambert, Sir Jobn Fisher's Naval Revolution (Columbia, 1999);
also Samuel R. Williamson, Jr., The Politics of Grand Strategy—Britain and France
Prepare for War, 1904—1914 (Cambridge, MA, 1969).



12 Introduction

on his part by the availability of papers, this is the area of McKenna’s public
career which has enjoyed the most scrutiny.!

His work at the Home Office tends to fall into the spheres of interest
of those concerned with distinct areas of what was even then a depart-
ment with a broad remit. Thus Wales,> women,? and the distinct but related
hysterias of the pre- and early stages of the First World War.* McKenna’s
involvement in politics during the war has been assessed on a large scale,’
and, more pointedly, in the journal literature.®* More specifically, his work
as chancellor has been assessed in the context of Britain’s relations with the
United States, France, and Russia,” and the connection has been made with
the interwar period.?

If there is a thematic arc to McKenna’s first career, it concerned the nature
of Britain’s involvement in a European war. His involvement in strategic

1. Cate Haste, Keep the Home Fires Burning (1977), 17, though he has still man-
aged to be misrepresented as a Liberal Imperialist.

2. K. O. Morgan, Wales in British Politics, 1868-1922 (Cardiff, 1980).

3. Brian Harrison, Separate Spheres: The Opposition to Women’s Suffrage in
Britain (1978).

4. David French, ‘Spy Fever in Britain, 1900-1915", Historical Journal 21 (1978):
355-70; J. C. Bird, Control of Enemy Aliens in Great Britain, 1914-1918 (New
York, 1986); Panikos Panayi, The Enemy in Our Midst: Germans in Britain Dur-
ing the First World War (New York, 1991); A. J. A. Morris, The Scaremongers: The
Advocacy of War and Rearmament, 1896-1914 (1984).

§. Cameron Hazlehurst, Politicians at War: July 1914 to May 1915: A Prologue
to the Triumph of Lloyd George (1971); John Turner, British Politics and the Great
War: Coalition and Conflict, 1915-1918 (1992); George Cassar, Asquith as War
Leader (1994).

6. R.J. Q. Adams, ‘Asquith’s Choice: The May Coalition and the Coming of Con-
scription, 1915-1916’, Journal of British Studies 25 (1986): 243-63; Michael Fry,
‘Political Change in Britain, August 1914 to December 1916: Lloyd George Replaces
Asquith: The Issues Underlying the Drama’, Historical Journal 31 (1988): 609-27;
Richard Murphy, ‘Walter Long, The Unionist Ministers, and the Formation of Lloyd
George’s Government in December 1916°, Historical Journal 29 (1986): 736-4S5;
J. M. McEwen, ‘The Press and the Fall of Asquith’, Historical Journal 21 (1978):
863-83; J. M. McEwen, ‘The Struggle for Mastery in Britain: Lloyd George versus
Asqunth December 1916°, Journal of British Studies 18 (1978): 131-56; Martin
Pugh, ‘Asquith, Bonar Law, and the First Coalition’, Historical Journal 17 (1974):
813-36; Edward David, “The Liberal Party Divided, 1916-1918’, Historical Jour-
nal 13 (1970): 509-33; Peter Fraser, ‘British War Policy and the Crisis of Liberal-
ism in May 1915, Journal of Modern History 54 (1982): 1-26; Stephen Koss, ‘The
Destruction of Britain’s Last Liberal Government’, Journal of Modern History 40
(1968): 257-77.

7. Kathleen Burk, Britain, America, and the Sinews of War, 1914-1918 (1985);
Martin Horn, Britain, France, and the Financing of the First World War (Montreal,
2002); Keith Neilson, Strategy and Supply: The Anglo-Russian Alliance, 1914-17
(1984). See also Martin Farr, ‘Reginald McKenna as Chancellor of the Exchequer,
1915-1916’ (PhD thesis, University of Glasgow, 1998).

8. Robert Skidelsky, Jobn Maynard Keynes, 3 vols. (1983-2000). Also D. E. Mog-
gridge, Maynard Keynes: An Economist’s Biography (1992).
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thinking, which began at the Admiralty in 1908, where he could shape policy,
continued intermittently through the Home Office, where he was confined
to domestic considerations, and then found its most notable expression at
the Treasury, where he applied his approach most forcefully. His period as
chancellor is the top of that arc, the climax of this volume, and the climax of
his ministerial career. It was the only office for which he had ever harboured
ambition, but he received it at a time when it was marginalised, certainly
when compared to the period immediately before the war. That margin-
alisation has been reflected in the literature, with notable exceptions.! The
dominant political thread was the fate of Liberalism. It was more as a par-
tisan than as a theorist that McKenna has been explored, which is why he
barely features in the literature of Liberalism but is well considered in that
of party.?

The two central personal relationships of McKenna’s parliamentary
career were those with Asquith and Lloyd George, the one bringing that par-
liamentary career to realisation, the other bringing it to an end. Biography
has been disparaged for emphasising the personal over the political, but it is
impossible adequately to assess the functioning of government from 1905 to
1916 without close reference to Cabinet relations in general, and those of its
three chancellors of the Exchequer in particular. Yet, other than in passing,
few have explored the dynamics of those relationships.?

Some traditions have remained hard to shift: in a centenary article on
the 1906 government, he is not even mentioned,* while another study has
Ramsay MacDonald as a more significant actor.’ The revision offered by
the present Life is primarily therefore through illumination. McKenna will
certainly be seen as a more rounded character than before; he may also
be seen to be altogether more progressive than he has appeared hitherto.
Recognition of his progressivist interventionism® is less prominent than the
preponderant views that McKenna was of a more reactionary disposition.”

The historical misrepresentation that endured because of McKenna’s
own silence and his rivals’ triumphalism, and which was then reinforced by

1. David French, British Economic and Strategic Planning 1905-1915 (1982);
David French, British Strategy and War Aims (1986); Hew Strachan, The First World
War (Oxford, 2001).

2. Trevor Wilson, The Downfall of the Liberal Party, 1914-1935 (1966); Michael
Bentley, The Liberal Mind, 1914-1929 (1977).

3. Peter Clarke, A Question of Leadership (1991); Gilbert, Lloyd George, 2
vols.

4. Lawrence Goldman, ‘The General Election of 1906’, Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography, online ed. (Oxford University Press, May 2006).

5. For Colin Cross, The Liberals in Power, 1905-1914 (1963). The best history
of the government remains Peter Rowland, The Last Liberal Governments, 2 vols.
(1968-71).

6. R. Page Arnot, South Wales Miners: A History of the South Wales Mining
Federation, 1898-1914 (1967), 341-42, 349-50.

7. Paul Addison, Churchill on the Home Front, 1900-1955 (1992), 52.
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the imprints of new travellers on old routes, has gradually reached the point
where a better-informed sense of the man has emerged. No one outside
the family, however, had thought to deal with him exclusively, an omission
underlined, and perhaps explained, by the apparent absence of more than a
few folios of private and political papers.

The chronicle of McKenna’s life thus made possible provides the opportu-
nity to assess his significance and his uniqueness. Much depended on good
fortune. He came from a background uncommon in a politician of the time,
and about which patronising comments were made throughout his career;
a background about which he was never embarrassed but was always con-
scious. He excelled at school, but still required a scholarship to reach uni-
versity, and always felt uncultured. Motivated by the social deprivation of
south London he decided to pursue a political career, but could only do so
through the sponsorship of two of his brothers. Theo and Ernest’s finan-
cial support is for that reason the single most important consideration in
his public career. The patronage of one noted parliamentarian, Sir Charles
Dilke, provided him with a constituency, and the actions of another, Joseph
Chamberlain, provided him with a cause, and it was the issue of free trade,
and the inexactitude of protectionists, that helped him make his name. It
followed that when the Liberals won the 1906 general election, he was an
obvious candidate for a ministerial position, as financial secretary to the
Treasury. He had again been fortunate in that his chief, H. H. Asquith, soon
became prime minister.

Crucially, Asquith was soon more than merely a colleague. He had always
appreciated McKenna’s competence as a minister and came to value his
company as friend. Asquith introduced McKenna to a quite different society
than he was used to—and from which he had always felt excluded—and
in so doing introduced him to his future wife, who soon became the most
important feature of his life. Asquith also promoted him as first lord of the
Admiralty, when that Admiralty ran the largest navy in the world. Three
and a half years later, and to McKenna’s profound disenchantment, Asquith
elevated him to the office of home secretary, and, three and a half years
after that, further promotion to the office of chancellor of the Exchequer.
Only the reorganisation of the government in December 1916 brought
McKenna’s—and Asquith’s—ministerial career to an end.

There was for McKenna therefore an unusually long and prominent period
in high office, and one which was marked by an unusually close relationship
with the prime minister. Many suspected at the time and subsequently that
the former owed itself to the latter. McKenna was probably the most consis-
tently unpopular minister during a long and controversial ministry. Unlike
some colleagues, McKenna had no personal following within the party or in
the country. Yet, in May 1915, when the prime minister had the opportunity,
and, many claimed, the necessity, to divest himself of such an encumbrance,
he not only retained but promoted his most divisive colleague.
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McKenna’s competence was one factor. Even given the professional plati-
tudes of the day, it is clear that he was uncommonly popular with his civil
servants—to the point of devotion—and certainly in contrast to his prede-
cessor and successors in each office. His appeal in Whitehall was in great
contrast to appreciation of him outside. McKenna was untouched by any
semblance of creativity or eloquence, and yet the unusually febrile nature
of Edwardian politics, and the growth of an increasingly mass democracy
and mass media, placed greater emphasis on those politicians at the highest
level to be able to inspire, or at least to engage. McKenna’s ambivalence was
rendered into hostility when he witnessed the demotic language and behav-
iour of colleagues, and particularly of Lloyd George and Churchill. Close
in Opposition, with the divergent interests of government office McKenna
broke from them in so irreconcilable a way as ultimately to break his own
political career.

This would be interesting enough were it not for the small fact that
McKenna’s parliamentary years—as a financier among statesmen—con-
stitute only half of his public life. Alone amongst any comparable figure,
McKenna went on to create a second, distinct, and in many ways more
significant career. In 1917, in the nether world of unofficial parliamentary
opposition during wartime, he was appointed a director of Midland Bank,
and, in 1919, after he had lost his parliamentary seat, he was made its
chairman. McKenna remained in charge until 1943, during most of which
time it was the largest bank in the world. McKenna was as much chief
executive as chairman, and throughout the interwar period only Montagu
Norman, the governor of the Bank of England, was a more prominent
financial authority. McKenna was offered the Exchequer several times by
different prime ministers, and was considered a nonparty prime minister
of a government of trustees himself. The second part of his career—as a
statesman among financiers—will be the subject of the concluding volume
of this Life.

McKenna was much happier as a financier than as a statesman. It was
not, simply, a matter of remuneration, though money remained an abiding
concern. Nor was it, merely, one of lifestyle; he had married late, but there-
after had a deeply happy and rewarding family life with a wife and two boys
all widely regarded as being uncommonly gifted. It was most significantly
because he could educate and influence the public, and policymakers, on
matters he felt were of fundamental importance, and about which he felt
he was right, intellectual self-confidence being a constant throughout both
careers. Much of the interwar period was spent in successfully convincing
the public and policy makers about a more enlightened national economic
policy. Though he attracted criticism—indeed, enjoyed his profile relative to
those of other bank chairmen—he never experienced the ad hominem abuse
he had as a minister, or the crises of confidence that defined his worst peri-
ods. His political career was marked at the same time by achievement and
great personal cost, and is the subject of this volume.



16 Introduction

It is through Reginald McKenna’s succession of increasingly important
ministerial posts, his divisive personality, his ambiguous political identity,
and his possibly inadvertent role in the downfall of the longest serving prime
minister to that point that he is important; it is his background, wife, family,
and his developed patronage of the arts and of architecture that make him
mteresting.

There is therefore a task, which is to describe a life, and there is a challenge,
which is to convey the nature of a person. The challenge is the greater when
the person’s reputation contradicts his nature. McKenna is generally held to
be dry and passionless; yet he was regarded by his peers as both provoca-
tive and courageous. He seemed to retain the focus required by the Bar, his
original day job: to pursue relentlessly the matter at hand, which, when
resolved, was no longer a matter of any concern, and about which one could
not therefore be required to express anything but indifference. Positivist
rather than poet, McKenna was far removed from any study in lyricism.
In a companion piece to ‘Statesmen of the Great War’, Guthrie might have
painted McKenna and the other defeatists, whey-faced, fretfully poring over
actuarial data in a stark Whitehall chamber.

Given the accumulation of misrepresentation, it is the author’s intention
as far as possible to let Reginald McKenna speak for himself. The emphasis
is therefore on character more than context.! The most obvious criticism, at
the time and subsequently, was that he lacked imagination. Whether related
or not, he certainly lacked personal self-confidence, yet he was widely thought
of as arrogant. Indeed, his modesty was, by the standards of statesmen,
chronic. McKenna did not like politics—a problem for a politician—and yet
near the end of his life, after over two decades at the apex of international
finance, when asked his occupation, he replied, simply, ‘Privy Councillor’.
Nevertheless, he chose to die a commoner, without membership of any order
of chivalry or a single honorary degree to his name. McKenna’s own pre-
disposition appeared readily to be assumed by others. His reputation rested
on his silence, leaving the voices of his critics, in the apparent absence of
biographical evidence, to speak on his behalf. McKenna was traduced to
conform to the self-justification of some and the preconceptions of others.
Often as not, it was through the absence of interest. He always adopted the
more prosaic interpretation of events, or did so on those occasions when he
could be induced to comment at all. Without a memoir, or, as it was thought,
an archive, in filling lacunae one could only speculate. Speculation was not
something with which McKenna tended to concern himself; reflection was
even rarer. A Life, particularly one as long as this, is the last thing he would
have wanted.

1. For this reason, it may be found that some material relating to McKenna’s
private life is used outside of the strict chronological sequence that has been applied
to his public career; one of few artistic liberties taken here.



1 Beginnings, July 1863
to July 1895

What assurance have I that I shall ever have opportunity to use this
politically much instructed but inferior wit of mine? At four and twenty,
without a penny, I study Burke to learn the art of statesmanship. Ye
Gods, what assurance!

—McKenna, diary 1887

ANCESTORS

Reginald McKenna was born in Bayswater, London, on 6 July 1863, of
an Irish family. The Clann Mhic Chionaoith was descended from Colla da
Chrioch.? Tradition suggested they originated from the southern Ui Neill,
who moved to Meath and the east midlands of Ireland, but belonged to the
territory of Truagh, in south Ulster, northern County Monaghan. The Clann
may have been descended from Brian Boru, or Ollam Fodlah,? or from the
fearsome ‘MacKenna of Truagh® whose deer-hunting expedition led them
from Meath into Monaghan, or perhaps from the Firbolgs, the native Neo-
lithic race driven into the mountains by the Gaels.* Another story had it that
the MacKennas had a feud with the O’Donnells, lured them into a hunting
expedition, and then massacred them. The MacKennas ran home yelling
‘Faustina Venatio’,> which subsequently became the family motto. From the

1. RMcK, diary, 14 July 1887.

2. John O’Hart, Irish Pedigrees (Dublin, 1881), 669. For much advice and cor-
rections of fact and interpretation concerning the Irish ancestry of RMcK, the author
is grateful to Mr Vincent Mac Niocaill, Mr James Quain, Mr Gerry McKenna, and
Mr Patrick Mac Cionnaith for their assistance. A more detailed synthesis may be
found in the present author’s ‘Clann MacKenna’s Edwardian Exile’, Sydney Series in
Celtic Studies 8 (2005): 207-24.

3. RMcK to SMcK, 8 April 1941; Edward Maclysaght, Irish Families (Dublin,
1957), 197; Dr D4ithiO hOgdin to Gerry McKenna, 8 October 2003.

4. Shane Leslie, The End of a Chapter (1929), 1, 165; Shane Leslie, Long Shad-
ows [1966], 5.

5. ‘Good hunting’.
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eighth century the clann settled and lived in Truagh, in the words of another
descendant, ‘more or less turbulently ever afterwards’.!

Those fables did not take account of migration, perhaps the Clann’s
dominant narrative. As one member put it, ‘Clann Mackenna in its dispersal
carried the best of its blood into foreign lands up to the twentieth century’;?
they were ‘a dispersed people sent in slavery to Barbados, in chains to Aus-
tralia, in famine to America’.? They also prospered. John McKenna became
General Juan McKenna in the Chilean Army before perishing in a duel at
Buenos Aires in 1814, but not before, as Vicina McKenna, he was hailed,
with Bernardo O’Higgins, as father of the country in its struggle against
the Spanish. There was even a Don Juan McKenna, about whose exploits
unfortunately little is known.* The clann ancestry remained a source of fas-
cination for those so fascinated, though Stephen McKenna thought that any
Irishman who may ‘want to take his lineage back to the year of Bosworth
Field, had better—like other men—invent it: nobody will be any the wiser.
He was at one with his uncle Reggie, who remained resolutely unconcerned
with the more arcane aspects of his genealogy; he was a man who appeared
to regard all aspects of genealogy as arcane.® It enabled him to be sanguine
in the face of profiles claiming that he was Irish, his mother French, or his
father Governor of Santiago.”

No McKenna rose to a position of power between the first half of the sev-
enteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth century, though several
McKennas redressed that thereafter. In addition to the success of Reggie and
his brothers Theodore and Ernest, three Stephens became noted writers; a
Patrick was an active associate of the revolutionary republicans Wolfe Tone
and Napper Tandy, while Reggie’s own grandmother, Mary Plunkett Gre-
gan, was a collateral descendant of Oliver Plunkett, the last Roman Catho-
lic martyr to die in England, being hung, drawn and quartered in 1861,
and canonized a hundred and fourteen years later.® Virginia McKenna later
proved that while some were sent in chains, others were born free.

Notwithstanding his lack of interest in his own heritage, there were some
portents for Reggie from within the clann. Through the patronage of Daniel
O’Connell, “The Liberator’, his uncle Joseph was placed in charge of the

1. SMcK to RMcK, 14 December 1932.

2. Ella Mackenna Mietziner, in The Mackennas of Truagh, ed. C. Eugene Swezey
M1, privately printed, 2nd ed. (1977), 52.

3. ‘Clann MacKenna’ motto, Mabel McKenna to Marquess of Linlithgow, 30
July 1950.

4. McKenna papers, 1/1.

5. SMcK to RMcK, 5 April 1941.

6. RMcK to [‘SD’], n.d. [1927], [copy]; Eoin O’Mahony to RMcK, 29 March
1941; RMcK to SMcK, 3 April 1941; SMcK to RMcK, 5 April 1941; RMcK to Eoin
O’Mahony, 7 April 1941; RMcK to SMcK, 7 April 1941.

7. Herbert N. Casson, Boston News Bureau [1923]; Echo, 29 June 1892.

8. Guy Collis to DMcK, 20 September 1990.
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National Bank of Ireland; so pervasive was O’Connell’s patronage that his
grandson Daniel married one of Sir Joseph’s daughters, Helen, and Reggie
retained O’Connell cousins throughout his life. After serving as Chairman of
the National Bank, and receiving a knighthood in 1867, Sir Joseph stood for
Parliament, being returned in 1873 first for Youghal, defeating O’Connell’s
opponent, the Home Ruler Isaac Butt, and then for South Monaghan from
1885 to 1892. As an MP, Sir Joseph was something of a nuisance to his
parliamentary allies, the Liberal Party, and was a supporter of Butt’s even-
tual successor as leader of the Home Rule League, Charles Stewart Par-
nell. Sir Joseph made his special interest greater equality for Irish taxpayers,
lobbying the Prime Minister William Gladstone to that end.! The tardiness
with which Sir Joseph felt British governments treated the issue became a
source of regular and indignant public statements and, towards the end of
his career, he condemned Gladstone, the act of Union, and the general finan-
cial oppression of the Irish people.? Such straitened circumstances were not
always apparent. At Ardoginna House, County Waterford, which had been
part of the Plan of Campaign for rent reductions in the aftermath of the Irish
Land League’s Boycott, Sir Joseph and Lady McKenna hosted great parties,
with the avenue of fir trees lit by five hundred torches.?

FAMILY

A few months after the birth of Joseph, his first son, in 1819, Michacl
McKenna, Reggie’s grandfather, left for the United States with his family.
En route, another son was born, and so was baptised William Columban,
though his birthplace was registered as Pennsylvania. On their return to
Dublin, the father continued his seed business, while, in 1838, Columban
moved to England, where such London patronage as O’Connell could com-
mand provided for another member of the clan.* Columban was appointed
as a surveyor of taxes in 1845, and though the Board of Stamps and Taxes
was one of the first departments to select by competitive examination, it

1. Sir Joseph Neale McKenna to W. E. Gladstone, 27 May 1871, W. E. Gladstone
papers, 44430/269.

2. Sir Joseph Neale McKenna, Imperial Taxation: The Case of lreland Plainly
Stated for the Information of the English People and of Those Others Whom it May
Concern, 1883; The Irish Land Question Where the Requisite Funds for Its Solution
are to be Found Without Trenching on or Imperilling the Proceeds of British Taxes
the Question Considered and Answered in Connection with Mr Gladstone’s Taxa-
tion of Ireland from 1853 to the Present Time, n.d.

3. The author is grateful to Dr Carole O’Reilly for these references.

4. For much of what follows regarding William Columban McKenna, the author
is grateful to Dr Robert Colley for sharing his research.
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still required nomination.! With the reinstatement of income tax in 1842,
his position was a significant one, as there were only 140 surveyors in Eng-
land and Wales. Promotion was steady: by 1845, Columban had qualified as
assistant surveyor, and by 1848 became district surveyor in King’s Lynn, fol-
lowed, in 1852, by Bristol, Stoke upon Trent, and, in 1859, Sheffield. Around
1850, he married Emma Hanby, from Broughton, Lancashire, a descendant
of John Foxe, author of the sixteenth-century Book of Martyrs.?

William Columban had done well for himself, and the couple lived with
Emma’s mother, Sarah, two servants and five children, at Carleton Place,
Eccesall, Sheffield.> But, for an apparently impulsive man, the pairing with
bureaucracy was unlikely to last very long. While in Sheffield, in 1859, he
discovered significant tax arrears in the accounts of the South Yorkshire
Railway Company and, in attempting to pursue the monies, found arrayed
against him local landowners and industrialists who had flourished through
the laxity of the earlier surveying regime.* The links between the interests of
the Railway Company in Sheffield and the elected representatives of the area
in Westminster were such that Columban was encouraged not to pursue
the matter, which he summarily did by the principled act of resigning. The
immediate effect was the jeopardising of his family’s station and standard
of living.

When his first born had died in infancy, William Columban had taken
‘revenge on Omnipotence’ by renouncing Catholicism.* On 10 May 1866,
omnipotence struck again, and with greater effect. The family had moved
to London, where William had found work on the stock exchange with
the London clearing house Overend Gurney. The firm, described by Walter
Bagehot as ‘the model instance of all evil in business’,¢ collapsed, and left
the family without savings or investments, and brought a dramatic change
to its standard of living. Without a covenanted term at the Inland Revenue
and a civil service pension, Columban was forced to forage for employment,
but still managed to help raise a fighting fund for the impecunious radi-
cal atheist MP Charles Bradlaugh, and, on reading of the Turkish massacre
of Bulgars in 1876, had to be restrained from leaving on a mission to the
Balkans.”

The size of the family accentuated the effect of Columban’s misfortunes.
There were nine children, of whom Reggie was the youngest; two died in

1. Robert Colley,The Shoreditch Tax Frauds: A Study of the Relationship Between
the State and Civil Society in 1860, Historical Research 78 (2005): 540-62.

2. Times, 12 April 1937. She was also the godmother of Mary Lardner to Clarke,
née Augusta, d. 1950. Mary Lardner to Clarke to RMcK, April [1908].

3. 1861 England census, National Archives, PRO/RG9/3468114/17/543137.

4. Dr Robert Colley to the author, 30 July 1999; Colley, ‘Railways’.

5. RMcK, 36.

6. Walter Bagehot, Lombard Street: A Description of the Money Market, 5th ed.
(1873), 273.

7. RMcK, 36,27.
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infancy, and the survivors were Alice, Leopold, Mary, Theodore, Gerald,
Ernest, and Reggie. The number and age range ensured that few of the
children had anything more than their parentage in common, and with the
exception of the two youngest, Reggie and Ernest, none stayed particularly
close.! Their birthplaces marking their father’s peripatetic existence, Alice
and Leopold were born in King’s Lynn, Theo was born in Bristol, Gerald,
and Mary were born in Stoke, Ernest in Sheffield, with Reggie finally in Lon-
don. Leopold became an accountant, and had four children, one of whom
was Stephen, the future memoirist of Poldy’s youngest brother. Gerald, who
was close to Reggie in childhood, died relatively young. By some recollec-
tions the brightest of all the children, Gerald had conducted a spectacularly
successful career on the Stock Exchange, until his sudden death.

Much closer was brother Theo. Theodore became a solicitor in 1882,
specialising in patents and trademarks. He set up his own practice three
years later as McKenna and Co., which was based in London and went on
to span three centuries, latterly as Cameron McKenna. Other than conspicu-
ous professional success, the most obvious connection between Reggie and
Theo was physical: despite the difference in age, they appeared to be identi-
cal twins. Such was their similarity that Reggie occasionally impersonated
his brother on business during high summer when Theo was off on one
of his long holidays. They had little else in common. Theo married twice,
and he and his much younger second wife Ethel were noted ‘first night-
ers’ around town, their evenings beginning at Portland Place—subsequently
Bryanston Square—and ending at their table at the Ivy. Ethel was the daugh-
ter of the eminent surgeon Morell Mackenzie, who, infamously, failed to
operate on the throat cancer of the Kaiser’s father, Frederick 11, in 1887,?
which meant, among other things, that a twenty-seven year wait resulted in
a ninety-nine day reign. Mackenzie responded to subsequent accusations
of professional indiscretion by writing a book about the episode, for which
he was censured by the Royal College of Surgeons. In the years before his
political career would do so, Ethel helped introduce Reggie into the ambit
of court politics and international affairs. Theo’s most striking achievement
was fictional: as the inspiration for Cosmo Forsyte, in John Galsworthy’s
saga. Another lurid achievement was quite real, and also made it into print.
Dining with Theo at Bryanston Square one evening, the novelist and family
friend Arnold Bennett noticed of his host that ‘one or two skins had burnt
off. He could scarcely talk, or eat. His tongue shrivelled and hard. He was
all black’.? Theo had fallen asleep under his violet-ray lamp, could not leave
his house for a month, and appeared in The Lancet as a case study.

1. Sister K. N. McKenna to DMcK, 23 March 1972.

2. Ella Dixon, As I Knew Them [1930], 90; Michaela Reid, Ask Sir James (1987),
261-66.

3. Arnold Bennett, diary, 7 February 1925, in The Journals of Arnold Bennett,
Volume 111, 1921-1928, ed. Newman Flower (1933), 74.
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For all Reggie’s and Theo’s similitude, it was Ernest, as Stephen put it,
who was Reggie’s ‘twin-brother in everything but years’.! A year younger,
Ernest was, and remained, Reggie’s closest male companion, and his only
male intimate. Clever, and, by most accounts, indolent, Ernest married his
first cousin, a widow, Agatha Gibson. As with Reggie and Theo, Ernest
had a facility with figures, and not long after Gerald had made his fortune,
Ernest too made money on the Stock Exchange in their uncle Michael’s
office. Unlike Gerald, for whom the choice was denied, Ernest came to the
conclusion that he had in fact made enough money, and retired at the age
of thirty-four to a life divided between the Reform Club, Villa McKenna on
the English Channel, Villa Urie on the French Riviera, and wherever Reg-
gic happened to be living at the time.” ‘A delightful fellow’, one of Reggie’s
closest friends thought, ‘with the kindest possible face.” Portly, musical, and
wise, Ernest served as the counterpart to his much more rigorous, sensi-
tised, and logical younger brother. Each would call on the other when his
own natural gifts needed to be supplemented, and Ernest’s early retirement
allowed him to apply himself full time to his role as Mycroft Holmes to
Reggie’s Sherlock.

What characterised the younger brothers was that, without inherited
wealth or influence, Gerald, Ernest, and Reggie were dependent upon their
talents. They were all sharp-witted, high-spirited, and combative, in con-
versation as well as in argument. Emma had learnt to have a Bible, Shake-
speare, and a dictionary to hand when a dispute between the three of them
required adjudication. The boys were boisterous, with Reggie tending to be
picked on as the youngest. Perhaps for that reason he was also the closest
to his mother of any of the children. She delighted that, at a fairground, the
infant Reggie beat the resident mathematical genius in a high-speed mental
arithmetic challenge. Reggie’s closeness to his mother was the dominant fea-
ture of the first quarter of his life.

By 1871, Columban and the elder children had moved to 2 Cheyne Walk,
Chelsea.? Due to the effects of the Overend Gurney collapse, however, ‘little
Em’ had taken the three youngest to France, where she had been educated.
Villa McKenna was in Etrétat, in Normandy, a small fishermen’s village that
was ‘jealously guarded by the few families who frequented it, and which
remained the favourite holiday-place of a chosen band of intellectuals®
including at that time Gustave Corbet and Claude Monet. From its shores,
into the strong currents of the English Channel the young Reggie grew into
a powerful swimmer and acquired what would be a lifelong love of the sea.

1. RMcK, 29.

2. DMcK to Arthur Marder, 2 June 1955 [copy].

3. Walter Runciman to Hilda Runciman, 24 July 1906, Runciman papers,
303/1.

4. 1871 England census, National Archives, PRO/RG10/75/60/56/824580.

S. Times, 17 August 1921.
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Meanwhile, at Field Court, Grey’s Inn, Poldy and Theo, with their father,
earned enough to send weekly remittances to France. Reggie wrote shortly
after of Poldy:

I have perfect confidence in his sense of fairness, and I can never forget
that his labour supported the whole family of us in our times of need.
He never failed to send us 3 youngest ones our weekly pocket money
out of his own pocket, when troubles were sufficient to make him forget
and money was scare enough to make 8d a week a consideration.!

Years after all his siblings were dead, Reggie could start the lightest discus-
sion of family business with the words ‘I can support no course of action
that in any way affects adversely any of Leopold’s children’.?

The remittances meant that Reggie had probably the most comfortable
childhood of all, yet money was always a priority, and often a preoccupa-
tion, for the youngest of the family. Reggie’s attitudes about wealth and
status were, and remained, closely linked. When a friend spoke ‘about the
old English families evidently with great respect for them, [ am afraid [ am
not much inclined that way’, Reggie confessed:

To be rich is something, but to merely belong to a family who have lived
in such and such a place for 500 years, what is it? Provided a man is well
bred and has sufficient money to support him in comfort he is in quite
as good a position as the bluest blooded man in the world has.?

‘T like staying with rich people’, he said many years later. ‘If they’ve made
their money, I want to know how they’ve made it. If they’ve inherited it, I
want to know how they’ve kept it’.*

SCHOOLING

Aged seven, Reggie went to Afton House College in Chiswick, with Ger-
ald and Ernest.* From there, in 1871, Reggie went to school at St. Malo,
in France, until he was eleven, and thence, with Ernest, at Ebersdorf near
Bamberg, in Germany, until he was fourteen. Though it served to strengthen
the relationship of the two youngest brothers, it was an isolated upbringing.
Half a century later Reggie admitted, ‘I do not think that I have met a single

. RMcK, diary, 24 October [1888].

. RMcK, in RMcK, 26.

. RMcK, diary, 17 January 1884.

. RMcK, in RMcK, 49.

. 1871 England census, National Archives, PRO RG10/1321/4/2/828268.
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one of my school-fellows since I left’.! They did not make many friends,
but appealed to their teachers. ‘Ernest and Reginald are the only scholars
who think’, thought their master, Bruder August Freytag.? On reflection, in
retirement, he concluded that ‘both McKennas were, in forty-five years of
office, my most diligent and obedient pupils.” Fluency in French and Ger-
man rather than in Latin and Greek would prove significant, as indications
of both outlook and upbringing, more modern than classical. As Lord Claud
Hamilton, the Unionist MP, later put it,

Balfour knew no French; Lord Grey speaks French disgraceful on the
lips of a Foreign Secretary; Mr Asquith’s French is excessively bad; Mr
Runciman speaks fair French, and Mr McKenna speaks fluent conver-
sational though not colloquial French—but then McKenna never went
to any of our great public schools.*

Private enterprise provided the possibility of some stability to family life
back in England, but, since it depended on Reggie’s father, it was still capri-
cious. William Columban for several years had been a director of the Stubbs
Mercantile Agency, part of the Trade Auxiliary Company. Three men formed
the company in 1866, and remained its directors: Columban, Vickers, and
Chadwick. In January 1872, after Columban had bought the shares of the
others, they claimed that they nevertheless remained directors of the firm.
Not only would they not withdraw from the company offices in Gresham
Street when requested, they decided to lock Columban out of the building.
Columban went off, and returned with crowbars and some Irish labourers
who proceeded to break open the doors, take over the offices, and throw
Vickers and Chadwick out.® The trio were subsequently called before the
Lord Mayor of London for censure. Columban went on to sue Vickers and
Chadwick, and prevailed, his case helping to advance the governing of joint
stock companies where, as the judge Sir Richard Malians put it, ‘violence
and disorganization’ prevailed.®

Family fortunes had recovered sufficiently by 1878 for William to move
to 6 Ravensbourne Park, Catford Bridge, Lewisham, and take on two more
young servants.” Alice and Poldy had moved out, and with the improved
family finances, Reggie returned to London to complete his secondary

1. RMcK to August Freytag, 22 December 1922 [copy]; RMcK to John Marriott,
5 March 1929 [copy].

2. August Freytag to RMcK, 11 July 1926.

3. Bruder Freytag to RMcK, 9 November 1922. The author is grateful to Profes-
sor Tim Kirk for the translation.
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7. 1881 England census, National Archives, PRO/RG11/735/117/10/1341171.
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education. In the spring term of 1878, he joined 589 other boys at King’s
College School.! King’s College had been founded by Royal Charter in 1829
to offer general education to the sons of the middle classes destined for com-
mercial careers; the School was established at the same time, two decades
before the great expansion in public schools, as the junior department to the
College. Though it moved to Wimbledon Common a few years after he left,
when Reggie was there it was also physically subservient, being housed in
‘gloomy vaults’ beneath the College where pupils spent their days, as one
master put it, in the ‘congestion of the infernal regions.> With a cramped
central location, poor endowments, few scholarships, and high fees, the
school reached a nadir in 1885 when a boy was bullied to death, prompting
the intervention of the home secretary, Sir William Harcourt. Nor did the
school do much more than Ebersdorf in adding to the leading personnel of
state and society: as an adult, Reggie seldom came across a fellow inmate of
‘the doomed dungeons of the Strand’.?

Academically, however, King’s College School was perhaps the best in
the country. It emphasised mathematics, modern languages, and natural sci-
ences, and though most students would leave at the age of sixteen, the rest
were expected to go up, literally, to the senior department King’s College,
University of London—or to Oxford or Cambridge. Having started to take
exams set by the Examination Boards of Oxford and Cambridge in 1873,
by 1881 the school’s results were better than those of any other apart from
Eton, which gained one more certificate with twice as many pupils. In this
environment, Reggie flourished. By the end of 1878 he had won the Lower
Third Classics, French, and the Middle School Greek prizes; the following
year he won the Middle and Upper Fourth, and Lower Fifth, Maths, and
Upper School French prizes; in 1880 the Lower and Middle Sixth Maths,
and Upper School French prizes; in 1881 the Upper Sixth Maths and Upper
School French prizes, and a Freake Exhibition in Maths; and in the summer
term of his final year, the King’s College School Maths Scholarship, and an
exhibition at Trinity Hall, Cambridge.* Of the seven candidates for exhibi-
tion in 1882, Reggie comfortably came top, and the admissions tutor ‘Agreed
to offer to Mackenna £40.° Without a scholarship, McKenna’s place would
have been in doubt; he was, however, too old to be awarded the scholarship.
For his future career, Reginald McKenna owed much to his Headmaster,
the Reverend Dr Thomas Henry Stokoe, who raised the upper age limit
from eighteen to nineteen to allow it to be awarded to a pupil, ‘though he

1. E J. C. Hearnshaw, The Centenary History of King’s College, London, 1828-
1928 (1929), 326-27; Frank Miles and Graeme Cranch, Kings College School, The
First 150 Years (1979), 129.
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3. Ibid., 373; RMcK to John Marriott, § March 1929 [copy].
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has exceeded the specified limit of age. It is, I am assured, a matter of some
importance to him, and no other eligible candidate would be excluded by
such arrangement.”!

CAMBRIDGE

Trinity Hall was a small Cambridge college, socially conservative, politically
liberal, and religiously dissenting. It had a reputation for producing row-
ers and lawyers, and Reginald McKenna duly became a rower and a law-
yer. Behind an eighteenth-century fagade, the Court, and the Screens, stood
an Elizabethan library and buildings that originated in the fourteenth cen-
tury. There were, architecturally, more impressive colleges, but it was prob-
ably impressive enough for a small, balding scholarship boy with eczema,
alopecia, and a stammer. He also had severe money worries, and perhaps
consequently a preference for applied over pure mathematics, and little con-
fidence even in that. Reggie went up at Michaelmas 1882. ‘Practice has done
a little for me, but I am certain now I am not any good for mathematics,’
the prizewinner wrote. ‘I am beginning to be more than doubtful about my
capabilities’.?

One of the most pronounced of Reggie’s many pronounced character-
istics as an adult was a disinclination to self-analysis. It was contrary to
appearance. As Stephen put it, ‘Seriousness dwelt so near to solemnity that
his head at any age seemed older than the shoulders that supported it’.3
While an undergraduate, however, Reggie kept a diary that constitutes the
only evidence of his thoughts at the time, and helps facilitate a coherent
account of his personal and intellectual development. From the outset, the
diary was a very self-conscious expression of self-consciousness. ‘A diary is
a great undertaking,’ the twenty-year-old wrote. ‘I am afraid I shall be very
awkward at writing my day’s experiences at first’.*

The most prominent private feature of his reflections, and another not
to survive into adulthood, was religion. More than many colleges, Trinity
Hall indulged nonconformity. Most of his college friends, including Sid-
ney Swann, Percy Stanley, and Donald Tait, became ministers. In adulthood,
Reggie was never regarded even as a man of faith.> Nominally a Congre-
gationalist, as an adult he professed agnosticism. He attended church only
occasionally, and then for his enjoyment of Old Testament stories told by

. Stokoe, in Miles Kings, 129.
. RMcK, diary, 17 January 1884.
. RMcK, 166.
. RMcK, diary 15 January 1884.

DMcK in conversation with the author; HHA to Sir John Simon, 26 June
1915 Simon papers, 51, 76; ‘1 am a member of rhg Church of England who habitu-
ally takes advantage of the Toleratlon Act’, Daily Graphic, 29 December 1912.
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a favourite preacher and family friend, Canon James Hannay, at Mells in
Somerset. Nor could the Catholicism of the clann explain the evangelical
nature of the conversion Reggie experienced as an undergraduate.

I believe in God who worketh in all things. I believe Jesus Christ to be
one with God; for so he declared himself, and I believe his testimony to
be true. I believe that in June 1884 I had a spiritual experience unknown
to me before. It was as a revelation of the truth of God and of Jesus
Christ; passing all certainty that might come from reasoning; all suffic-
ing in itself, and giving peace to my spirit, such as I had never known
before, nor ever since in the same degree. I live in the hope that God
will repeat this revelation of Himself within me and that he will give me
strength to throw aside the bondage of my flesh, that I may follow with
pure heart and single mind the guidance of the spirit.

Yet even such expressive faith was riven with doubt, and fear of failure.

Always the one question revolved over and over again. The uneasy con-
sciousness that I am not serving God as I should, the longing to live
or rather be able to live wholly for the spirit, the eager desire for truth
absolute and undoubted, real living burning faith, all these fill my soul.
And yet I am not prompted to action; a physical apathy creeps over me
when I try to face these thoughts sternly and make my actions agree
with what they would teach. T act in a groove and think out of it. And
yet thank God I always feel at bottom enough of love, faith and hope to
give me peace again when I am most jarred.?

As with his academic self-reproach, ‘I find now to my shame that the task
which I proposed to myself six months ago of learning what Christ has
told me is very little advanced. Pray God His Will be done with me.”* Con-
sequently, “To-day I start anew with one settled purpose. I hope by daily
noting in here to bolster up a determination never too strong in respect of
my purpose.’

It was the beginning of what he referred to constantly as his ‘oath’, and
which came to define a somewhat puritan university experience.

What folly there is in taking an oath on a matter of personal conduct no
one has occasion to know more than 1. Yet once again I have bound all
my future action by an oath spoken under a state of mind produced by
the circumstances of the moment. This all I can say in defence, that to
act according to my oath, whether I had taken it or not, should be my

1. RMcK, diary, 3 September 1885.
2. RMcK, diary, 5 August 1885.
3. Ibid., 30 November 1884.
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best endeavour, and the fact of having sorrow may add sufficient weight
to one side of the balance to keep it always depressed. A determination,
except with men of an exceptionally strong character, lasts only as long
as the conditions which gave birth to the determination remain fresh.
Nothing is more difficult than to recall a state of mind, which is foreign
to the usual character, and is the outcome of exceptional circumstances.
It is the same with our physical sensations. Who when labouring in a
midsummer heat can recall the sensation of winter’s cold? Or who, risen
from the table, can reproduce a mental picture of the so oft repeated
sensation of hunger? OQur mental states attune themselves naturally to
the touch of our momentary surrounding conditions; it is the office of
“principle” and “morality” to free us from this physical dependence,
and to train us to suppress some emotions and to foster others. Teachers
of religions inculcate the habitual use of prayer, whereby a devotional
state of mind may become our daily companion. In praying we con-
stantly endeavour to recall the highest feelings of reverence we have
ever known; true, our surroundings at the moment may not be such
as of themselves to induce in the smallest degree such a state of mind,
yet by constant effort we learn in some sort to reproduce former im-
pressions, whereto we are helped by the conscious exclusion of other
thoughts, and the necessary self-abstraction. To a man earnest in prayer,
reverence, with its companions humility and love, becomes a habit, and
herein lies the overwhelming virtue of prayer. I think prayer, then, to be
an effort to recall the noblest state of mind.!

Reggie’s ‘oath’ provided routine and practice to a life that could already be
characterised by such disciplines, and would continue to be.

While a head of thick curly brown hair would not long survive early adult-
hood, and a countenance that could appear impassive when not supercilious
would, young Reggie’s most obvious source of inhibition was not physical
but vocal. He had a bad stammer, ‘and he was resolved to conquer this’, a
friend recruited to help recalled.? One challenge he set himself was debating
at the Cambridge Union, but the most important was his routine of reading
the writings of Edmund Burke aloud for several minutes every morning.
Burke’s oratorical fashion being ideal for recitation, the choice was func-
tional, rather than political, and Reggie maintained the practice throughout
his life, perhaps as much through routine as through fear of regressing.’ He
was so satisfied with the method that he later recommended it to the Duke
of York, who, as George VI, had less apparent success.

1. Ibid., 13 July 1887.
2. J. B. Atkins, Incidents and Reflections (1947), 59-62.
3. Viola Tree, Can I Help You? (1937), 82.
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The additional concern, which he could do less about, his brothers’ lar-
gesse notwithstanding, was financial. ‘I settled up my account’, he wrote at
the beginning of 1884, ‘and found the outlook not at all promising’.! Money
worries encouraged his obsession with self-improvement, which he pursued
intellectually through apparently painful autodidacticism. ‘Only five and a
half hours work’, he confessed one Saturday.? The following Tuesday

I read The Mill on the Floss most of the day. What a great recollection
George Eliot has of the feelings of her childhood. I think she and Dis-
raeli are about the only two authors I know who could appreciate the
passion, the suffering, the love and the ambition of childhood. I know
I myself do not feel personally, I mean, my feelings and sensibilities
are not nearly so acute now as they were two or three years ago. My
ambition too is not so fanciful and exalted as it was before, though it
is strong enough now to supply myself. The strong passions and deep
suffering of a child like Maggie, with a vivid imagination and a great
amount of affection, are very drawn. I can feel for her in my memory of
childhood. Tom’s character too is very well drawn, I can feel a touch of
him well too within myself. I do not know how it is, but in every well
drawn character no matter of whom, the greatest hero or the lowest
villain, the brave genius or the most contemptible sneak, I can see some
of myself. Human nature is many sided. Eight hours work. The best
so far.’

As aware as he was of the merits of logic and the pursuit of verifiable
truths—and critical of those who did not—Reggie was conscious of the
limitations mathematics imposed on him, but also of its effects as a stimu-
lant to wider learning. ‘Hard work . . . is good, not for the improvement in
mathematics itself but for the taste it gives one for other work. I never feel
so inclined to sit down and read a stiff book on any subject whatever as |
do after a couple of hours of maths’.* Certainly, a couple of hours of maths
did not appear to make him feel any less uncultured, or under-read. With
Eliot, his private reading at the time included Samuel Butler, Carlyle’s Sartor
Resartus, Darwin, much Dickens, Froude’s English in Ireland, Reid’s Life
of Forster, Ruskin’s Sesame and Lilies, and Thackeray’s History of Henry
Esmond; Buckle’s History of Civilisation, Macaulay’s Essays, and Bunyan’s
Pilgrim’s Progress were three books that ‘influenced my thought as well as
interested me’.’

. RMcK, diary, 15 January 1884.

. Ibid., 17 January 1884.

. Ibid., 21 January 1884.

. Ibid., 16 January 1884.

. RMcK to R. T. Hopkins, 19 February 1926 [copy].
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More than the routine of declaration or of prayer, competitiveness pro-
vided the most important counterpoint to Reggie’s diffidence. Through the
same methods as he had applied to his intellectual development, he made
himself into an athlete. Reggie’s dedication, even at school, one friend
recalled, ensured football teams always sought the slight youth, and he was
an accomplished gymnast.! He had gone to Cambridge knowing nothing of
billiards, but started playing once there and within two years had won the
university cue.? He similarly excelled at chess and bridge, but, with the coast
of Brittany so prominent in his upbringing, Reggie was a wet, rather than a
dry, sportsman. Whether in the water, diving or in races at Lambeth Baths,
or on it, in any form of boat, it was and remained his favourite environ-
ment, offering ample scope for the physical bravery for which he became
renowned.> More profoundly, the requirements of rowing helped shape
Reggie’s life. He spoke later of what being a successful oarsman required:
‘how much endurance, how much physical pain, how much attention, obe-
dience, and discipline’.* He practiced on a rowing dummy he installed in his
room,® and within a year had appeared in the college first boat. What most
impressed observers was his watermanship, his control of the balance of the
boat. John Atkins thought it ‘consummate . . . Reggie McKenna, who was a
lightweight, was unerring in every instinct of balance, and could forestall his
partner’s clumsiness . . . The cleanness of his running headers was a sight.’

Reggie’s greater distinction was, however, as a coach. Henry Bond, a fel-
low and future master of the college, remarked how Reggie ‘thought out
the whole theory of rowing afresh for himself’, and in so doing became the
most successful coach Trinity Hall College had ever had.” He felt that the
essence of the act should be to use the strongest muscles, which were the
legs, rather than the arms, which merely guided the blades in the water. In
instructing crews to forget their arms, he contradicted the orthodoxy, which
dictated that both arms and legs were to be used as forces for propulsion.
Thus, Reggie became renowned as a theorist and an early proponent of the
long slide, and his Trinity Hall crews were known, like their coach, as being
light, but very precise. The success of the Hall crews in the 1880s and 1890s
advertised the method. The coach’s approach became conventional, if not
his manner: several generations of rowers experienced him on horseback,
trotting along the towpath shouting directions as to the exact position of an

1. John Marriott to RMcK, 28 February 1929.

2. Yorkshire Evening Post, 6 September 1943.

3. Philip Bright to RMcK, 13 April 1908; Sidney Swann to RMcK, 26 September
1927 [citing a contemporary letter].

4. Westminster Gazette, 8 June 1907.

5. Lord Beaverbrook, Success (1922), 46-47.

6. Atkins, Incidents, 60.

7. Henry Bond, A History of the Trinity Hall Boat Club (Cambridge, 1930) 85.



Beginnings 1863-95 31

outstretched shoulder, or that the oar of one unfortunate missed the begin-
ning, washed out at the finish, and had nothing to speak of in between.!

INNER TEMPLE

To religion and rowing as an undergraduate, Reggie added the more pressing
requirement of a profession. Given his family background, his aptitude, and
his education, a career in the City was the obvious one, and one that Theo,
Gerald, and Ernest, not to mention William Columban’s muscular presence,
would have facilitated. However, at Cambridge McKenna decided on train-
ing to be a barrister. Selecting the Inner Temple, McKenna paid his fee and
deposit, and submitted his references, from G. Elion, barrister of the Middle
Temple, and Thomas Bucknill, barrister of the Inner Temple. The Inn admit-
ted McKenna as a member on 26 January 1884.% Described in the admis-
sions register as ‘aged 19, of Trinity Hall, Cambridge, the fifth son of William
Columban McKenna of 2 Sheffield Terrace, Kensington, in the County of
Middlesex, gentleman’, there is almost no evidence as to his motives or his
process, but some evidence that they were at least consistent.

I have eaten two law dinners this week. This is my first term, so I am
only now just beginning to be a barrister. The dinners are not impres-
sive enough, neither are they social. The original purpose of forming a
friendship amongst barristers of the same standing has died out entirely;
we were all as much strangers when we left as we were when we went
in. The whole thing is a farce, and I do not see any way of rendering it
more reasonable.’

Though the public dimension was disagreeable, he excelled at the private
requirements. ‘I hope I am more thorough in all work. I think I am, but it
will not do to be confident till the end of term’, Reggie wrote in his first
autumn. Yet it was something to which he warmed.

My work is to my taste, what it never was before. It has been added
unto me, and I thank God for it. The old Adam has been breaking out as
strong as ever this term. But there is no great point gained. The fears are
more perceptible than they used to be. When they are recognised they
may be uprooted, till then they must reign supreme. Self-knowledge is

1. J. M. Furniss to RMcK, 12 December 1943, Midland Bank papers, 192.069;
Addison McLeod to PMcK, 16 September 1943; Sir Edgar Waterlow to RMcK, 22
January 1943, Midland Bank papers, 192.069.

2. The author is grateful to Dr Clare Rider and Mr Adrian Blunt, of the Inner
Temple, for information regarding RMcK’s training as a barrister.

3. RMcK, diary, 29 January 1884.
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what [ want, not the knowledge or rather want of knowledge which
self love allows me, but the true revelation of myself to myself by God.
Hasty intolerance of what I dislike, without a careful consideration if
the dislike is justifiable . . . is what I very much require.!

The adult was recognisable in the undergraduate. Self-conscious of what he
felt were limitations in ability and background, he sought to compensate for
them by industry and competitiveness. The talents he possessed tended to be
those regarded as respectable rather than inspiring, and that was how they
remained. He was straightforward, without conspicuous charm, and with
no interest in currying favour: ‘what a base tool flattery is. Heaven preserve
one from using it. A little amusement might be pardonable, but nothing
beyond that.”? His development had been marked, and marked as much by
those elements that would play no further part in his life as by those that
would.

‘It is certain that rowing claimed a greater share of his time than did math-
ematics’, Henry Bond recalled, ‘and a still greater share of his thoughts.”?
Consequently, McKenna graduated, in 18835, a senior optime rather than
a wrangler, to his subsequent regret.* Yet he had not been diverted from
his essential preoccupation. Whether the subject was mathematics, billiards,
chess, bridge, or rowing, for him the attraction of an activity was in the
precision of process, in the exactness of the conception and realisation of a
complex undertaking. It helped explain his later, practical, interest in archi-
tecture. He demonstrated it in those areas of his life where he worked and,
less often, where he played. He took his pleasure as much in appreciating
the skills of musicians and artists as he did in the music or the art itself. Even
late in life, as his nephew noted, he brightened at the chance to inquire of
another’s activities, ‘he would pour forth a searching stream of questions on
construction and composition’.?

He wanted to know how an artist planned his composition and how an
author plotted the scenario of a novel. This boyish eagerness to master
a new subject sometimes surprised and always delighted those who had
expected to find him solemnly playing a careworn statesman or grave
financier in private life.®

Though never one ostentatiously interested in children, Reggie liked to
interrogate young men as to their hopes and ambitions. It was a quality
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that did not contradict the observation—or criticism—throughout his life
that Reginald McKenna was deficient in imagination. What he did was take
vicarious pleasure in the inspiration and ambition of others, at the same
time as ‘inducing a feeling of non-personal excellence’ himself.!

1887

1887 was ‘the Annus Mirabilis of Trinity Hall rowing’,? as it was for Reggie
more generally. He spent ten days with the team at Devonport in training,
being coached from the bows of a passenger steamer with the result that ‘we
certainly could hear nothing of what the coach said’,® but ‘when we moved
to Henley we were all in first rate conditions and spirits.”* Reggie duly rowed
in the crew that went Head, and was bow in the crew that won the Grand
at Henley, where he coached the Hall eights that won the Challenge Cup
and the Ladies Plate, and himself rowed bow in the winning Steward’s Four.
The rowing that year centred on the annual boat race with Oxford. After
weeks of twice-daily practice, often in snowfall, and with early morning
runs around Hyde Park, on 26 March, Reggie took his place as Cambridge’s
ten-stone seven pounds bow in the university eight. Followed by a fleet of
vessels, including four steamers, one for the umpire, one for each university,
and one for the press, and in front of the largest crowd for many years,
Cambridge took a slight early lead, which it maintained, until a late rally
from Oxford, which resulted in its No 7 breaking his oar and thereafter
literally going through the motions. Cambridge won by three-and-a-half
lengths. Turning back to land at the Ship pub, the Cambridge boat narrowly
avoided collision with a flotilla that had surged from its moorings for a
closer view of the victors.®

1887 was the year of a more confident and ambitious voice. ‘Great change
has come over me in the last two years, more than I should have recognized
but for the occasional entries in this book’,® and incessant admonition ‘Daily
to work at improving my capabilities, and still at 24, without money, to be
doing nothing to provide for myself, is to build high upon hopes’.” Reggie’s
reflections became less overtly religious and more about the likely lessons of
life: he went beyond reflection, into speculation:

DMCcK, in conversation with the author, 10 April 1996.

. Viscount Maugham, At the End of the Day (1954), 36; Atkins, Incidents, 60.
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According to our novelists to live in a magic expectancy of something
turning up is the characteristic of do-nothings, Micawber, Jack Raikes.
But the belief in a personal good fortune, a fairy sprite watching over us
and awaiting only the best opportunity to shower gifts upon us, is com-
mon to all. True this sprite is mischievous, and chides us in this present
moment of time, but she (or is it a he) is still hovering over us, and will
one day descend and nestle with us. Experience never teaches us, that
for 99 people out of 100 this fortune is a myth, and that in very great
probability humdrum will be our lot in life; and for this best of reasons
that we don’t want to be taught. The pleasure of this kind of imagina-
tion does not lie in the actual expectancy, but in a vague excitement, not
unlike in a small degree what is felt before starting for a holiday. No
one, not a fool, defines even to his most secret self a probable path for
his good fairy, but in moments of weariness he can fall back upon vague
possibilities and find there a spring wherein his flagging energies may
take a cooling draught. Only let him not drink deep. The cordial is as
seductive as wine, and like wine bears no excess.!

He also placed himself in a social context, in such as way as would have
later, political, significance:

Today I have said ‘Independence of character is my great aim’. ‘It will
make you hard’, replied the girls. But wherefore? Surely a man loses no
little of sympathy for others, because he refuses to let himself be blown
about by every fleeting breath of opinion. Let action be founded upon
principle, and let who shall care for another’s hasty judgement. But it
is not so much in the grand matters of life that independence is neces-
sary. On a trying occasion a man is brought face to face with himself,
he speaks and acts for himself, the unconscious influence of others is
swept aside. It is in the every day trifles that a man is most moored by
the gregarious instinct; his private judgement is asleep, while his spring
of action is what is expected of him. Let a man but preserve his indepen-
dence and what will be expected of him will be what he does. He will
lead, not follow. He will be a reasoning, rational creature, not one of a
flock following the bellwether. Whose attempts to please all will become
ridiculous in his pliance. If you always agree with your neighbour, and
honestly, too, in your desire to please, you will not only lose the power
of true discrimination, but your neighbour himself will not continue to
take pleasure in your agreement; for he will recognise your judgement
to be colourless.

1. Ibid.
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Be amiable, but not servile; tolerant, but not dependent. Let the ami-
ability spring from feeling, not merely from manner, but let it be joined
to self-respect.’

1887 was the year his father died. It was the year his mother returned to
France permanently. 1887 was also the year, on 17 November, after four
years of study culminating in the Council of Legal Education’s bar exam,
that Reggie was called to the Bar. He served his pupillage from 1888 to 1894
at 1, Dr Johnson’s Buildings, Temple, E.C. McKenna’s first case was in 1888,
and his last in 1895.% In his diary, his legal activities pass virtually without
mention. Just as Theodore specialised as a solicitor in patents, so the cases
with which his youngest brother was concerned tended to be commercial,
concerning disputes between individuals and companies, particularly over
company law, trademarks, and copyright. Word went round between busi-
nesses of his abilities, and with that came recommendations that were both
‘Flattering and profitable.”

Notwithstanding his father’s experience of joint stock companies, Reggie’s
own need for greater financial independence gave him the idea of becom-
ing a director of Stubbs and Co. Stubbs was still associated with the Trade
Auxiliary Company, and the family retained four-elevenths of the shares. As
ever, Ernest supported his younger brother, but ‘Leopold is apparently quite
upset at my suggestion’, which in turn upset Reggie: ‘I must make Poldy
understand that nothing is further from me than a wish to make myself
disagreeable to him.* In the end, Reggie stayed at the Bar. His ambivalence
ensured, however, that he did not feel that the law was in any way his call-
ing, and he did not take silk. Family connections were mutually beneficial,
with most of the cases having Theo’s firm as the solicitor.* A Queen’s Coun-
sel led McKenna in each case. They included Robert Finlay, the future lord
chancellor, and Unionist MP for Inverness Burghs; Herbert Cozens-Hardy,
the future master of the rolls, and Liberal MP for North Norfolk; and John
Moulton, future lord of appeal, who in 1885 was elected Liberal MP for
Clapham. While money may have inclined Reggie to follow his brothers into
the City, his environment increasingly suggested Westminster.

1. Ibid., 18 July 1887.
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CLAPHAM

During his legal training and then practice, McKenna increasingly became
interested in politics. He experienced a political conversion less dramatic but
more profound than the youthful evangelism of college; it appeared to sup-
plant faith. The nature of his religious experience, his general awkwardness
and self-consciousness, and the reasons for these characteristics suggested
a Liberal more than a Conservative temperament. He was further encour-
aged by the dominance throughout his youth of Gladstone, who, through
his efforts to bring Home Rule to Ireland, became McKenna’s political hero.
By the late 1880s, however, the circumstances for a Liberal were less propi-
tious. The years of great Liberal ministries that marked his childhood and
university days had passed. Gladstone’s abortive third administration had
just fallen, his abortive fourth was still to come, and something close to
Unionist hegemony under Salisbury was in place. Sir William Harcourt had
been home secretary and chancellor of the exchequer, with Rosebery foreign
secretary and soon to be short-lived prime minister. On the radical wing of
Liberalism, Sir Charles Dilke and Joseph Chamberlain offered both inspira-
tion and division. The party had modernised democracy, but its most impor-
tant reform, Home Rule for Ireland, proved the most controversial, and split
the party. Chamberlain departed in 1886, taking other Liberal Unionists
with him. It was in that context, and through that opening, that McKenna
entered party politics.

Dilke and Chamberlain became central figures in McKenna’s develop-
ing political consciousness, as, respectively, mentor and idol. Yet, just as his
youthful religiosity bore little relation to the mature man, so his initial polit-
ical concerns were social—housing, benefit societies, and social insurance—
rather than financial. That his reputation and greater facility rested with the
latter ought not to disguise the essential inspiration, which was evident from
his earliest campaigning. His religious faith appeared to draw him towards
issues that were at that time largely in the purview of charity. On the issue
of government benefit societies, McKenna worked in the late 1880s with the
Reverend William Lewery Blackley, vicar of St James the Less, Westminster,
director of the Clergy Mutual Insurance Company, and another emigrant
Irishman. Blackley had come to prominence as an advocate of social insur-
ance, and had in part inspired the creation of a House of Commons Select
Committee in 1857, which eventually retreated from the issue because of
its compulsory character. McKenna campaigned with him against landlord-
ism, and for social insurance, to combat pauperism.! McKenna related to
those issues with which he was then closest, living as he was in an insalubri-
ous quarter of South London. To advance its concerns through parliament,
McKenna joined an active group of radicals, nonconformists, and feminists,

1. Times, 16 October 1885, 29 October 1885, 26 July 1902.
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including the Baptist minister Dr John Clifford, and the philanthropist
Sophia Fry. In July 1887, McKenna canvassed for Edmund Routledge, son
of the great publisher, in the North Paddington by-election, before heading
south to campaign for James Hill. “To-day I canvass in Brixton. This makes
the third day at it. Nearly all Tories; semi-detached, shabby genteels, with a
live Marquis [of Carmarthen] for their candidate.’! Routledge and Hill both
lost.

McKenna’s Clapham years saw the first and fullest expression of his
social radicalism. Given that his political reputation was ultimately made in
financial affairs, and that he was never inclined to speak more widely than
an issue required, McKenna was never personally associated with the social
reform that so animated many of his future colleagues. Yet his programme,
such as it was, was a radical one that frequently overlapped with those of
the trade union and labour organisations with which many Liberals chose,
or were required, to cooperate. McKenna’s compassion was as manifest at
the outset as it was latent subsequently, and it grew, though the measures
to which it gave rise had to be practicable—and affordable, which was less
of a preoccupation for some future colleagues. With this prosaic concern
with cost, McKenna managed to create a reputation for coldness. He read
the 1888 parliamentary report on National Provident Insurance, and, on
grounds of both efficacy and effect, felt insurance of superannuation pay
preferable to insurance against sickness. In it he discovered

startling statistics as to number of people in Great Britain over 60 who
die in the workhouse, estimated at 45%. So that for nearly every one
of us over 60 who dies in his home, there is another who does so in
the workhouse. Rightly or wrongly the workhouse is looked upon as
disgraceful. What a painful close to a life of toil. No help against it
except by the thrift of the workers. A compulsory thrift in early youth
[...] would go far towards inculcating a spirit of thrift in later life. The
knowledge that every working man and woman would hold, that he
or she had by their industry secured their old age against want without
charitable or state help, would increase this self-respect and lead them
to further efforts of thrift. Difficulty lies in registration, and finding suit-
able punishment for breach of compulsion. How are the vagrants, idle
and homeless to be brought to account? I must look into the German
‘Book’ system.?

The pioneering of centralized social policy from 1880 that paralleled the
unification of the German state became a model for the later New Liberal
intervention into that of Britain. Such diverse and imaginative initiatives
became the essence of Edwardian Liberalism, and characterised the so-called

1. RMcK, diary, 15 July 1887.
2. Ibid., 2 October 1888.
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‘heavenly twins’ that were David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill.!
McKenna was always regarded as more traditional and less receptive; his
attitude towards what the state could do being constrained by more ortho-
dox notions of revenue and expenditure. Certainly, his conception may have
been less impassioned than those of his future colleagues, but it was also
earlier:

Great difficulty in detecting and preventing malingering. The fact of its
being the state that would be cheated renders the idea of cheating not
only not disgraceful but even arguable to certain kinds of people, and
there would be no inducement amongst such persons to report each
other in cases of malingering. Whereas in private friendly societies, each
man having a more recognisable interest and share in the general funds,
it is more obvious to his interest to expose the frauds of his fellow-
members. We must have a higher level of political knowledge and a
purer honesty before we eradicate the idea that the state purse is an
inexhaustible treasure, and it is the duty of each of us to get as much
from it as we can.?

Finance remained Reggie’s most pressing preoccupation, and it was a per-
sonal as much as a political concern. Reggie continually tried to obtain
financial means for a political career through various arrangements with
Leopold and Ernest, in an effort to secure half as secure a foothold as either
brother had. Even the necessary induction into clubland suffered through
his limited means and relatively humble station. ‘Called on the secretary of
the Pall Mall Club with reference to the Whip for £10 from every member,’
he wrote in October 1888. ‘Am to lay my case before the committee, whose
misconduct in allowing the debts to accumulate I consider is very gross.
Trust they will redeem it by letting me off.”®

Throughout his pupillage—which counted for politics as much as law—it
was in religion, and, particularly, in prayer, that Reggie found guidance, and,
more important to an increasingly practical man, example.

Though T hold that to pray for a material object or for a new ability,
such as the ability to speak Chinese, is to waste one’s time, yet as the
attitude of prayer necessitates earnest supplication and earnest contem-
plation, the desire for and the constant and concentrated contempla-
tion of the thing we require, it follows that to pray for a quality, be it
patience, or humility or dignity, is to come near attaining that quality
according to the degree of the capacity of the person praying for making
a true estimate of the nature of the quality. In prayer we consciously set

1. Earl of Swinton, Sixty Years of Power (1966), 40.
2. RMcK, diary, 3 October 1888.
3. Ibid., 8 October 1888.



Beginnings 1863-95 39

before ourselves a model for our conduct. We ascribe to this model first
one and then another of the qualities we wish to acquire or strengthen
with in ourselves and we consciously imitate what we believe would be
the conduct of the model we have chosen under any conditions in which
we may be placed. What we at first do consciously we at length by force
of habit come to do unconsciously, and we have then acquired a new
quality. It is with our mental as with our physical abilities.!

‘In learning any new exercise of the fingers or of the body each motion is at
first made consciously. Later after frequent repetition the motions become
a habit, and increased dexterity accompanies the greater unconsciousness’,
he wrote. Reggie had come to see in ritual a form of practice that made
developments possible. ‘It is not long before the process of thought accom-
panying each motion becomes quicker and quicker until it leaves no impres-
sion upon the consciousness, making ultimately the various motions quite
unconscious.”? With that, he saw the model to adopt.

I remember in his life and letters that Darwin speaks of the great dif-
ficulty he always had of expressing himself in writing, and that the only
method by which he could accomplish his work sufficiently rapidly was
to write rapidly without any regard to style expressing his thoughts in
the very words and form in which they were clothed in his mind and
subsequently correcting what he had written. The result was certainly
an excellent plain speaking clear thinking style without ornament or
elaboration, but I doubt whether it would have been as good as it is if
Darwin had not previously laboured hard though as he thought ineffec-
tually to acquire a style. The conscious process of thought . . . had nev-
ertheless given a habit to the mind, which let its impress upon Darwin’s
style. And moreover Darwin was such a plain speaking clear thinking
man that his ordinary mode of expression, unconscious of manner, of
elaboration, must have been an excellent style; but for most of us who
are not clear thinking and therefore not plain speaking the natural man-
ner of expression means an incomplete jumble.?

Parliamentary politics might not therefore have suggested itself as voca-
tion, but, for all his local involvements, Parliament became McKenna’s clear
object. The most auspicious association a prospective Liberal politician
could make, and join, was the Eighty Club, successor to the Grey Club,
and established explicitly to help the party repeat the triumph of the gen-
eral election of 1880 through ideas and organisation. By 1887, however,
a political split had affected the club in much the same way as it had the

1. Ibid., 3 September 1888.
2. Ibid., 4 September 1888.
3. Ibid.
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party. Chamberlain had taken many Liberals with him, but the travails of
the club, and of the party, were also an opportunity, since the mass resig-
nation of Chamberlainite Liberal Unionists meant vacancies, and aspirant
politicians soon filled them up. McKenna became one of a membership of
310, of whom 44 were MPs, including John Morley, whose closeness to
and then distance from Chamberlain well reflected that of many radicals.
McKenna joined, proposed by Morley, and, on 13 December 1887, attended
the Eighty Club dinner at Willis’s Rooms, St James. Lord Granville was the
main guest, and the party included Sir Charles Dilke, Sir William Harcourt,
Charles Mallet, Sir William Henry Wills, and two new Liberal MPs, H. H.
Asquith and R. B. Haldane, who had also met through it. While it was cer-
tainly true that they met ‘undivided by any difference of opinion as to any
object of Liberal policy,’ the strident claims that they had repaired the losses
and that the club had returned to 1885 levels of participation and enthusi-
asm were less convincing.!

In contrast to Theo, McKenna had, and retained, a dislike of evening
events in general, and of great balls and dinners in particular. He attended
few of the Eighty Club’s social functions, but, on 11 March 1890, seconded
the vote of thanks at the club’s annual dinner, with Augustine Birrell, another
Trinity Hall and Inner Temple Liberal, in the chair, and with Ernest, a new
life member, in the audience. There, and at the National Liberal Club, Ernest
made a point of introducing his brother to individuals of note; in Nice, he
had met another young barrister politician, called Rufus Isaacs.?

By then living at 10 Clarence Terrace, Regents Park, McKenna decided
to make Clapham, which his old Queen’s Council John Moulton had lost a
year after he had won it in the 1886 general election, his target. McKenna’s
plan of action was:

Quietly to make myself known, but without enthusiasm. If I were to
raise an enthusiasm, I have not got enough at my back to keep it up, and
it would die down like the froth of ginger beer. I shan’t draw the cork till
the election. Now just efficient visitings and meetings to ensure getting
in the subscriptions for the association.’

The same preoccupations that had beset the undergraduate and trainee
barrister also affected the politician. In October 1888, McKenna delivered
a ‘speech at opening of Battersea library. Poor’.* Friends told him that he
spoke too quickly, so he rehearsed his speeches with a stopwatch.’ At the
Clapham Parliament, established two years earlier as one of several debating
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chambers around the country, he thought he was ‘moderately good only. Too
declamatory. The practice of learning the peroration by heart hampers me
rather at present.’! McKenna nevertheless sufficiently impressed a selection
subcommittee that month for it to select him as the Liberal candidate for
Clapham at the next general election.? There were obstacles to overcome.
The constituency straddled Wandsworth and was essentially middle class,
with concentrated areas of working-class men. Unionist agents were well
practiced, and the Liberal ‘organization very bad. Volunteers don’t work.”?
McKenna set himself to ‘improve it next year’,* but immediately set upon
mobilising men and measures. To that end, and perhaps mindful of the resi-
dence qualification, McKenna even subsidised his electors when they could
not pay their rent, at the risk of his own exploitation. One, John Davis, bor-
rowed 30/-. ‘Doubted his faith, but not confidently, so lent him the money
with good grace. If he is an impostor, is sure to return to so easy a victim.”

By the time Salisbury had called the election for June 1892, he had also
personally chosen McKenna’s opponent. Percy Thornton was a local man
whose family were prominent in the area, and who was supported by Con-
servative, Unionist, and Liberal Unionist associations.® For McKenna, ‘the
Gladstonians and the Labour League are cooperating’,” with the result that
both Gladstone and the labour candidate in neighbouring Battersea—John
Burns—went to campaign for him. They joined the second progressive assem-
blage of which McKenna was part, which this time included the Reverend
James Guinness Rogers, of Clapham Congregationalist Church, the factory
inspector May Abraham, and Dilke’s niece, the trades Unionist and social
campaigner Gertrude Tuckwell.® Memories of John Moulton’s success six
years earlier encouraged party workers, and the Daily News reported that
the Radical candidate ‘is fighting with great energy, and with most encour-
aging prospects of success. The seat is one which ought to be won back to
the Liberal party; if this can be done Mr McKenna will certainly do it.””

Problems remained. ‘Great difficulty had been found in securing com-
mittee rooms,” the Daily News reported of the McKenna campaign, ‘as the
landlord class were boycotting the Liberal party.’!” There was also, went
the Echo, the perennial issue of localism, and the lack of it in the Radical
candidate:
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He has diligently cultivated the constituency for a long time, and not
without results. The fighting Liberals of Clapham are very sanguine of
victory, all the more so because of their brilliant success at the Council
poll. If they had selected a local candidate, they might perhaps have had
better justification for their hopes.!

The contest was ‘remarkable for the excessive amount of zeal the sup-
porters of the rival candidates have displayed, reported the Echo. ‘During
the past few weeks the candidates have sent out vast quantities of election
literature, and their mural appeals for support have been so numerous that
portions of the constituency have become veritable pictorial records of polit-
ical progress of the past six years.”? Both candidates used ‘a small army of
cyclists . . . who have paraded the constituency, their machines ornamented
with a profusion of party bills and posters’; Thornton had carriages too,
where McKenna had none, but did possess ‘exceedingly energetic workers.”
So energetic were they that Thornton complained that his rallies were inter-
rupted by ‘ruffians who appear to be hired for the purpose of breaking up
the meetings’.* McKenna was forced publicly to reprimand his supporters:
‘If you have an objection to the principles you hear enunciated thereat, you
should wait quietly till the end of the proceedings, and then vote against the
resolution, but on no account make any disturbance’.’

Imbued with—or at least espousing—the mission of the Clapham Parlia-
ment, McKenna called for ‘home rule for London’ and claimed that those
who opposed it for Ireland opposed democracy for England.® Thornton
imported Ulster clergymen to spread scare stories about Ireland, and claimed
that McKenna ‘is now in alliance both with Socialists and extreme Radi-
cals’.” Labour support was critical, and McKenna advocated trades union
legislation most regularly, taxation of ground landlords, one man one vote,
and a vote for every man with three months qualification. Burns, campaign-
ing on his own behalf in neighbouring Battersea, held joint meetings with
McKenna on the borders of their constituencies for gas and rail workers
whose shifts had just finished. ‘The candidate was surrounded by about two
hundred men and lads, who were described by Mr M’Kenna as being mostly
non-electors.”® McKenna ridiculed Thornton’s claim to be a friend of the
working man, to which a Thornton supporter responded, with more accu-
racy than the Radical candidate would have wished, ‘M’Kenna’s knowledge
of working men has probably been mainly derived from such experience as

. Echo, 29 June 1892.

. Ibid., 6 July 1892.

Ibid.

. ]2, Times, 29 June 1892.

RMcK, 23 June 1892, attrib. H. Smith, Times, 30 June 1892.
. Pall Mall Gazette, 24 June 1892; Daily News, 1 July 1892.

. Echo, 6 July 1892.

‘], The Times, 29 June 1892.

PN LB W=



Beginnings 1863-95 43

could be acquired at the Radical Club,! or from the Progressive Dinners he
attended with Burns.?

On the eve of polling, the Pall Mall Gazeite raised the possibility of an
upset.

Mr McKenna’s supporters are hopeful as to the result. He has been
before the constituency for more than four years and is exceedingly
popular among the electorate. The meetings that have been held during
the past few weeks have exceeded in enthusiasm anything of the kind
that has been seen in Clapham before.?

‘Vote for McKenna!’ ran a notice in the Daily Graphic. The contest is likely
to be so close that not a vote can be dispensed with. Carriages should be sent
to 741a Wandsworth Road. The Liberals are hard at work this morning, but
need all the help they can get.* Polling day was 6 July 1892. The weather
was fine, with the Liberal committee rooms the centre of great activity, and
the subject of several visits from the candidate.

As a result of Parnell’s lurid divorce case, what had been expected to be
a large Liberal majority eighteen months before had been reduced to one of
only forty seats. McKenna was exhausted but defiant in defeat.

My brother has been with me through the whole fight, and has kept up
my energy and spir<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>