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About the Book

Anthony Eden, who served as both Foreign Secretary and
Prime Minister, was one of the central political figures of
the twentieth century. He had good looks, charm, a Military
Cross from the Great War, an Oxford first and a secure
parliamentary constituency from his mid-twenties. He was
Foreign Secretary at the age of 38, and the first British
statesman to meet Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin. Eden’s
dramatic resignation from Neville Chamberlain’s Cabinet in
1938, outlined here in the fullest detail yet, made an
international impact.

This groundbreaking book examines his controversial life
and tells the inside story of the Munich crisis (1938), the
Geneva Conference (1954), Eden’s battles with Churchill
over the modernisation of the post-war Conservative Party
and his rivalry with Butler and Macmillan in the early
1950s, culminating in a fascinating analysis of the Suez
crisis.



About the Author

D. R. Thorpe is a senior member of Brasenose College,
Oxford. He has written widely on twentieth-century British
political history, and was invited to undertake this
biography by the Countess of Avon, Eden’s widow, who has
made important new material available to him.

D. R. Thorpe was born in 1943 and educated at Fettes and
Selwyn College, Cambridge. For many years he taught
political history at Charterhouse. He has also been Archives
Fellow of Churchill College, Cambridge; an Alistair Horne
Fellow of St Antony’s College, Oxford; and a contributor to
the New Dictionary of National Biography. His first book,
The Uncrowned Prime Ministers, was a study of Sir Austen
Chamberlain, Lord Curzon and Lord Butler; and he
subsequently wrote the official lives of Selwyn Lloyd,
described by Max Beloff in the Times Educational
Supplement as ‘one of the most remarkable British political
biographies to have appeared for a long time’, and of Alec
Douglas-Home, which Tam Dalyell in Scotland on Sunday
described as ‘superbly accurate and perceptive’ and
Anthony Howard in the Sunday Times as ‘a model political
biography’.
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A politician’s character and position are measured in his
day by party standards. When he is dead, all that he
achieved in the name of party is at an end. The eulogies
and censures of partisans are powerless to affect his
ultimate reputation. The scales wherein he was weighed
are broken. The years to come bring weights and measures
of their own.

Winston Churchill on his father, Lord Randolph Churchill



Author’s Preface

The Countess of Avon asked me in 1991 if I would consider
writing a new biography of her late husband, Anthony
Eden, First Earl of Avon. At the time I was working on the
official life of Alec Douglas-Home, whose career dovetailed
with Eden’s in several crucial respects.

Conventional wisdom has been as unremittingly hostile
towards Eden over Suez as towards Neville Chamberlain
over Munich. Suez and Munich were the most divisive
political crises of the twentieth century, indeed memories of
the first conditioned responses to the second. It is not
difficult to see why the controversies have endured. Munich
has been mythologised by its critics as unprincipled
abandonment, based on self-interested expediency; Suez as
devious recklessness, anachronistic colonialism
masquerading as a police action. One crisis was a prelude
to war; the other the clearest indication of Britain’s
declining post-war position as one of the world’s great
independent powers. Eden was a central figure in both
events. Twenty-five years after his death, and nearly half a
century since Suez, a long term view is possible, and this is
one aim of the present study, part of an unfinished (and
unfinishable) process of assessment of the recent past.

Eden served three periods as Foreign Secretary, a
unique twentieth-century record. Other issues central to
his career have assumed fresh relevance, not least
‘Europe’, one of the dominating political issues of the new
century. For some commentators, the significant watershed
came in 1955 during the Messina Conference, which began
in the week Eden became Prime Minister. Britain had



‘observer’ status, and missed the opportunity to move
towards a Common European Market. This, say some
Europhiles, was a more important cause of Britain’s decline
than Suez, which was its symptom. Eden’s own views on
Messina, published here for the first time, are a compelling
addition to the ongoing European debate.

By any standards Eden remains one of the seminal
figures of his age. As with Sir Robert Peel, Joseph
Chamberlain and Winston Churchill, his response to events
helped to shape the course of history. Undertaking a fresh
account, built around Eden’s career, of political issues
between 1920 and 1970, was a prospect of considerable
fascination to me, especially in the light of the vast amount
of new material in public and private archives, here and
abroad, that is now available. There is also scope in less
inhibited times for a greater candour about how aspects of
Eden’s private life impinged upon his public career, and
how his increasingly tense post-war relationship with
Churchill, in particular over the delayed succession to the
Conservative Party leadership, affected both domestic and
international events.

I did not, however, wish to commit myself to writing a
new biography until I had spoken to Sir Robert Rhodes
James, whose 1986 life of Eden, the first to be based on the
private papers, and also undertaken at the invitation of the
Countess of Avon, will always be a landmark in Eden
studies. I am grateful for Sir Robert’s generous
understanding towards me, in what I know was a delicate
situation, as well as for the material advice he gave me. His
premature death in May 1999 was a grievous shock to the
many historians and biographers who had for so long
laboured in neighbouring vineyards.

‘I have no doubt’, wrote Sir Robert in 1986, ‘that more
documents not yet available for inspection or publication
will be discovered and published about Eden’s life and
career, and that judgments may have to be amended in the



light of these. There will be further, and different,
assessments.’t The fact that two contrasting studies have
appeared since Sir Robert Rhodes James’ biography, as well
as several television documentaries, shows the fascination
that Eden’s career still has, and is a testimony to his
towering presence in the politics of the twentieth century.!

Towering presence he may have been on the
international scene, but often he was a prophet without
honour in his own country. French colleagues of the 1940s
who have spoken to me were at one in being mystified by
the relatively low esteem in which so many of Eden’s fellow
countrymen hold him. But then after the war Eden was
widely regarded as ‘the one British statesman for whom
France had ever felt any tenderness.’2 However, at home it
is a different story. In his magisterial survey of the post-war
Premiership, Professor Peter Hennessy concluded that
Anthony Eden ‘falls into a catastrophic category of his
own.’2 Yet when a BBC poll at the turn of the century listed
Eden last among the nineteen twentieth-century Prime
Ministers, an informed debate ensued as to whether this
ought actually to be his final placing, especially as the
relevance of his views on the Middle East and Europe came
to be acknowledged. Whatever opinions may be held on his
Premiership, Eden was for several decades a major world
figure. He was, like his American colleague Dean Acheson,
‘present at the creation’. He was an enduring influence on
the shaping of the post-war world, as well as one of the
generation who saved freedom for that world by his service
from 1940 to 1945. In France, this has always been
recognised.

Other voices encouraged me to accept Lady Avon’s
invitation, and I am particularly grateful to the late Lord
Goodman for formalising the arrangements and setting me
on my path. It was accepted that I could not for some time
devote myself fully to researching Eden’s career. However,
in the course of the five years before the publication of my



Home biography in 1996, much parallel work was possible,
particularly interviewing Foreign Office officials who had
worked with both Eden and Home. I was also able to
discuss Eden’s career with Alec Douglas-Home (who
referred to the Eden biography as my ‘overtime’), one of
the dwindling band who had been alongside Eden in the
House of Commons in the 1930s, and whose first post of
Parliamentary Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office in
1945, was under Eden, whom he regarded as ‘a master of
the situation and of all the diplomatic arts.’®

By one of those chances of circumstance, each of my six
biographical subjects over the past three decades - Rab
Butler, Austen Chamberlain, Lord Curzon, Alec Douglas-
Home, Anthony Eden and Selwyn Lloyd - has served as
Foreign Secretary. Indeed from Curzon’s appointment as
Foreign Secretary on 23 October 1919 to Rab Butler’s
resignation of the office on 16 October 1964, one or other
of these six figures worked at the Foreign Office in some
capacity for all but nine of those forty-three years. They
span the Foreign Office eras of Sir Eyre Crowe and Sir
Thomas Brimelow, from the economic consequences of the
Peace Treaty of 1919 to the economic consequences of the
Yom Kippur War in October 1973. Eden’s career filled the
years framed by these chronological bookends. Versailles
and Peacemaking provided the back-drop to his work with
Austen Chamberlain in the 1920s, and at Geneva in the
1930s; whilst the Arab-Israeli conflict proved to be one of
the postludes of the Suez crisis of 1956. Eden, to adapt
Bagehot, was the buckle that joined, and the hyphen that
fastened, many of the central foreign policy concerns of a
troubled century, and was the one figure who had been in
Parliament with all these Conservative Foreign Secretaries
from Curzon to Butler. Among his first speeches in the
House of Commons was a contribution to the debate on 17
March 1924 on the Peace Bill arising from the Lausanne
Treaty negotiated by Curzon; his last action as Prime



Minister was to signify to the Queen ‘that my own debt to
Mr Butler while I have been Prime Minister was very real.’®

Eden was given his first significant parliamentary
promotion by Austen Chamberlain, who proved an
important mentor. Writing to Dame Ivy Chamberlain, when
Foreign Secretary himself, Eden stated that ‘for however
long or short a time it may be my destiny to sit at this desk,
it will be his standards and his teaching that I shall seek to
follow.”? Eden first gave the future Prime Minister, Alec
Douglas-Home, Cabinet Office in April 1955; and his
symbiotic relationship with Selwyn Lloyd, who also first
entered the Cabinet under him, and was his Foreign
Secretary throughout the Suez crisis, was central to the
political scene in the 1950s. In Foreign Office terms, Eden
remains a pivotal figure. With Sir Edward Grey (a distant
kinsman) and Ernest Bevin (a trusted war-time colleague
and friend), he was one of the undisputed triptych of ‘great’
twentieth century Foreign Secretaries, whose influence,
both in institutional reform and policy-making, was
extensive and far-reaching.®

During Eden’s lifetime, only seven politicians served as
both Foreign Secretary and Prime Minister - Salisbury and
MacDonald (both simultaneously), Balfour (subsequent to
his Premiership), Macmillan (prior to his); with Eden, Home
(also a post-Premiership Foreign Secretary) and Callaghan
as the trio that moved from King Charles Street directly to
Downing Street. Eden remains the only Conservative
member of the House of Commons in the twentieth century
to have gone straight from the Foreign Office to Downing
Street, and the only Conservative Foreign Secretary of the
modern age never to have held office in a domestic
department. Even more unusually, he is the only senior
member of any potential governing party whose eventual
translation to the highest office was anticipated for nearly
two decades. The majority of heirs apparent somehow
manage ‘to mock the expectation of the world’. Such a



period of ‘close-lipp’d patience’ makes Eden the undisputed
‘Crown Prince’ of modern British politics, and this theme,
with its consequences, is also one that the present study
seeks to examine.

The book is not primarily a study of British foreign
policy throughout this lengthy period, as such an approach
would entail many volumes; I have, rather, concentrated on
the portrait of a man on his journey through life.2

Eden’s career falls naturally into four phases, and the
shape of the book reflects that pattern. Part One (‘The Rose
of Youth’) deals with the traumatic effect of the Great War,
and the subsequent years of promise to the outbreak of the
Second World War. The pivotal moment of this phase
remains Eden’s resignation from the Chamberlain
Government in February 1938, a seismic shift in the long
ideological battle between the proponents of appeasement
and their opponents. Eden’s réle in this crucial debate is by
no means as clear-cut as was once thought, nor was his
position accurately reflected by Churchill’s romantic
portrait of him, ten years after the event, as the ‘one strong
young figure’. Indeed, this book argues that many of Eden’s
post-war difficulties stem from Churchill’s premature
indication of the identity of his successor.

Part Two (‘The Business of War’) deals with the crucial
years from Eden’s rehabilitation, first as Dominions
Secretary, then as War Secretary, before his five year spell
as Churchill’s war-time Foreign Secretary, arguably the
peak of his career. His relationship with the Americans and
the Soviets, cultivated over numerous conferences, and his
place alongside Churchill at the key moments of the global
struggle, were to position him at the heart of the fight for
the survival of civilisation, and to shape many of his post-
war attitudes.

Part Three (‘Crown Prince’) deals with the years leading
up to the Premiership. Eden’s contribution to Conservative



renewal in the immediate post-war years, in fields as
diverse as finance, philosophy and organisation proved
seminal for the Conservative Party, and gave the lie to the
myth that he had no interest in, or aptitude for, domestic
political concerns. The fact that this revivalist contribution
came at a time of great difficulty in his private life, which in
a more prurient age almost ended his political career, adds
to the poignancy of the almost unparalleled drama of the
final phase, with 1954 standing as an annus mirabilis of
diplomatic achievement. Then, after waiting for the
succession for seventeen years, his fate was to be a stop-
gap Prime Minister. As Harold Macmillan wrote in his diary
on the day that Eden became Prime Minister, ‘It is a pretty
tough assignment to follow the greatest Englishman of
history.” Eden never cast off the shadow of Churchill’'s
massive presence.

Part Four (‘Greatness Going Off?’) looks at Eden’s
culminating years, and argues that many of the difficulties
that arose during Eden’s Premiership, even before Suez,
were exacerbated by the intense and covert disloyalties of
ambitious subordinates, disloyalties of which he was well
aware.

A postlude looks at Eden’s fluctuating reputation since
his death and the way that mythology and fable, as ill-
founded as those pre-war myths from appeasement days,
have served as a substitute for historical truth.

Eden’s lengthy career inevitably produces a bulky book,
but as Virginia Woolf said when writing the life of Roger
Fry, “You can cut a novel by 250 pages, but how do you cut
a life?’

I am most grateful to the following people who have
generously given of their time to talk to me about aspects
of Anthony Eden’s life and career:

The Hon. Alex Allan, Lady Allan of Kilmahew, the late
Lord Amery of Lustleigh, the late the Hon. Sir John Astor,



Sir Roger Bannister, Correlli Barnett, Mr Peter Beck, the
late Sir Martyn Beckett, the late Sir Harold Beeley, Mr
Jeremy Bennett, Mr Alan Bell, Dr B. S. Benedikz, Sir
Frederick Bishop, Sir Richard Body, Professor Vernon
Bogdanor, Sarah Bradford, Dr Piers Brendon, the late Lord
Brimelow, Sir Julian Bullard, M. Etienne Burin des Roziers,
the late Lord Butler of Saffron Walden, Lady Butler of
Saffron Walden, Dr David Butler, Sir Michael Butler, the
late Sir James Cable, the late Lord Caccia, Mr and Mrs Neil
Cairncross, Lord Callaghan of Cardiff, Dr John Campbell,
Lord Carr of Hadley, Sir Bryan Cartledge, the late Lord
Charteris of Amisfield, M. Claude Cheysson, the late Mr
David Clarke, Professor Richard Clogg, the late Sir John
Colville, the late Lord Colyton, Lady Colyton, Mr David
Coulson, the late Sir John Coulson, Mr Nevil Coulson,
Baroness Martine de Courcel, the late M. Maurice Couve
de Murville, Mr Tam Dalyell, the late Sir Robin Day, the late
Sir Patrick Dean, Lord Deedes, Mr John Devine, Mr John
Dickie, Professor David Dilks, Mr Piers Dixon, Sir Douglas
Dodds-Parker, Mr James Douglas, Lord Eden of Winton,
Lord Egremont, Mr John Ehrman, Professor Peter
Fitzgerald, the late Lord and Lady Fraser of Kilmorack,
Lord Gilmour of Craigmillar, the late Lord and Lady
Gladwyn, the late Miss Sylvia Goodfellow, Sir Philip
Goodhart, the late Lord Goodman, Sir John Graham, Mr
Graham C. Greene, the late Lord Greenhill of Harrow, the
late Lord Hailsham of St Marylebone, Dr Jonathan Haslam,
Lord Healey, Sir Edward Heath, Mr Simon Heffer, Sir
Nicholas Henderson, Professor Peter Hennessy, the late
Mrs Kathleen Hill, the late Lord Home of the Hirsel, Sir
Alistair Horne, Mr Anthony Howard, the late Sir David
Hunt, Lord Hurd of Westwell, the late Lord Inchyra,
Professor Douglas Johnson, Dr Saul Kelly, Mr Alistair
Kingston, Mr Keith Kyle, Mr Robert Lacey, the late Mr
Richard Lamb, Mr Christopher Lee, M. Denis Lefebvre, Mr
Frederick Leishman, Sir Donald Logan, Mr Andrew Lownie,



Professor W. Roger Louis, Mr Hugh Lunghi, Sir Donald and
Lady Maitland, Dr Robert Mallett, Dr Peter Mangold, Mr
Iverach McDonald, Sir Guy and Lady Millard, Mr Anthony
Moncrieff, Sir Anthony Montague Browne, Lord Morgan,
Mr A. ]. Nicholls, Professor Joseph Nye, the late Sir
Anthony Nutting Bt., Sir John Nutting Bt., Mr Paul Odgers,
Sir Michael Palliser, Professor Ben Pimlott, the late M.
Christian Pineau, the late Sir David Pitblado, Mr John
Prescott, the Hon. Sir Peter Ramsbotham, Mr Brian Rees,
the late Sir Patrick Reilly, the late Sir Robert Rhodes James,
the late Lord Roberthall, Mr Andrew Roberts, the late Sir
Frank Roberts, Mrs Patricia Roberts, Mr Kenneth Rose, the
late Sir Archibald Ross, Dr John Rowett, the late Sir
Algernon Rumbold, Professor Keith Sainsbury, the late Lord
Sherfield, Professor Avi Shlaim, Mr Anthony Shone, Lady
Soames, Mr Nigel Spearing, the late Mr Peregrine Spencer
Churchill and Mrs Spencer Churchill, the late Earl of
Stockton, Dr Thomas Stuttaford, Mr John Tahourdin, Sir
Peter Tapsell, the late Lord Thorneycroft, Lady Trend,
Professor Edward Ullendorff, Lord Wakeham, Professor
Geoffrey Warner, Lord and Lady Williams of Elvel, Lord
Windlesham, the late Sir Philip Woodfield, Sir Denis Wright,
Dr Steve Yui-Sang Tsang, and the late Sir Philip de Zulueta.

The following corresponded with me about Anthony
Eden:

The Marquess of Anglesey, Mr T. W. Campbell, Sir Peter
Hall, Dr Jana Howlett, Sir Peter Hordern, Mme Marie-Clair
Mendes France, M. Chantel Morelle, Mr Nigel Nicolson, Sir
Henry Rumbold, Professor Bernd Jurgen Wendt, and Mr
William Yates.

I am particularly grateful to Professor Peter Hennessy
for much help and encouragement over the years and for
allowing me to see in advance a typescript copy of his
chapter on Eden from his book The Prime Minister: The
Office and its Holders since 1945. 1 also acknowledge the
help of Dr Saul Kelly in allowing me to see his study of Sir



Roger Makins (Lord Sherfield) at the typescript stage, and
for many stimulating conversations on the Anglo-American
relationship in the 1950s. Dr Robert Mallett kindly let me
see the typescript of his forthcoming study Mussolini and
the Origins of the Second World War, 1933-40. 1 am
grateful to Professor John Young of Leicester University for
help and advice over French archival material, and Dr
Jonathan Haslam for his help over Russian archives.

I am indebted to many individuals and institutions for
their help with the research. The Avon Papers (and those of
Neville and Austen Chamberlain) are housed in the Heslop
Room at the University of Birmingham Library, and without
the dedicated help of Christine Penney, Librarian of the
Special Collections, Martin Killeen and the staff at
Birmingham over many years, this project would not have
been possible.

I would also acknowledge with gratitude the help of:

Sir Robin Janvrin, the Queen’s Private Secretary, Mr
Oliver Everett, the former Royal Librarian and Assistant
Keeper of the Royal Archives, and Lady de Bellaigue,
Registrar, for their help with the Royal Archives at Windsor
Castle; Michael Simmonds, Director of the Conservative
Political Centre; Mr Michael Mates MP and the Executive
of the Conservative Party 1922 Committee; Dr Martin Maw
and Jill Davidson, successive Conservative Party Archivists
at the Bodleian Library, Oxford; Helen Langley of the
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responsibility. His guidance over many issues regarding
Eden’s career, particularly its proportions, was of
inestimable value in the preparation of this biography.
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project. Nobody could have laboured in a happier vineyard.

At Chatto & Windus, I owe much to Penelope Hoare and
her staff, who have worked tirelessly to prepare this volume
for publication.

My greatest debt, however, remains to the Countess of
Avon, for entrusting me with the responsibility of writing a
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D. R. THORPE
Oxford, November 2002

il Victor Rothwell, Anthony FEden: A Political Biography 1931-1957,
Manchester University Press, 1992. David Dutton, Anthony Eden: A Life and
Reputation, Arnold, 1997. The vast cover price of the Rothwell book, an elegant
and balanced short study, has militated against its recognition as arguably the
best of all introductions to Eden’s career. The Dutton book, a thematic study
rather than a biography, and following on from his studies of Austen
Chamberlain, Eden’s first political mentor, and John Simon, one of his first
political adversaries, is an essential source. The strangely disconcerting cover
derives from the fact that the photograph of Eden is printed the wrong way
round. Dr Dutton continues his examination of Eden’s career in the 1930s in his
Neville Chamberlain (2001), a masterly summation.



2 Specialist examinations of all phases of Eden’s career are readily available.
Apart from Eden’s three volumes of memoirs, the five essential studies are A.R.
Peters Anthony Eden at the Foreign Office 1931-1938, Elizabeth Barker
Churchill and Eden at War, John W. Young The Foreign Policy of Churchill’s
Peacetime Administration 1951-1955, James Cable The Geneva Conference of
1954 on Indochina and Keith Kyle Suez (1991), together with its revised
edition, Suez: Britain’s End of Empire in the Middle East (2003). Details of all
six books are in the bibliography.
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