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The soldier who mounted guard outside the Palace came back years later to advise the Queen as Prime Minister. Harold Macmillan’s story is hardly rags to riches but it is one of courage, adventure, discipline and service rooted in the Christian vision. Charles Williams’ magnum opus charts a life that spans two world wars and the dissolution of the British Empire. It tells of how things got done in the high places of the nations – politics – and of the nature of one who played a key part in this, not least as British Prime Minister from 1957 to 1962.

In 1894 Maurice Harold Macmillan was born in London. He was taken to his grave at Horsted Keynes in 1986. Over his 92 years he came to a deep Anglo Catholic faith, maintained fidelity within a troublesome marriage, helped bring his country through the dissolution of its Empire and all the while remaining a man of culture and wit. As Williams points out private anguish and ambiguities were masked in a bullish public persona. 

African nationalists visit his Sussex grave to this day. They recall his 1960 prophecy of ‘winds of change’ blowing across that continent made in the face of Prime Minister Dr. Hendrik Verwoerd in the South African Parliament. Verwoerd indignantly replied that the white man had rights as well as the black man. Things moved on from there, but Macmillan’s pragmatism played a signal role in opening up the post-colonial era.

Harold Macmillan is portrayed as one for centre ground where he could find it. His American ancestry motivated him to steer a pathway for British foreign policy honouring allegiance both to Europe and the United States. In economic policy he was for capitalism but also for intervention, propelling a Conservative Party campaign to build 300,000 houses a year in the 1951 election. As patriot he loved the Empire from the days of his youth but it was his gift to help transform it into the Commonwealth.

In religion too Macmillan sought centre ground. He held to an Anglo Catholicism true to the understanding of the Church of England as ‘the ancient church of this land, catholic and reformed’. Tempted in his youth towards Roman Catholicism he resisted, probably steered back by his mother’s Protestant heritage. 

A robust spiritual life was kindled through his friendship with one time tutor, Ronnie later Monsignor Knox. The book recalls his Lenten fast and regular church attendance, sometimes twice on Sunday. Harold’s elegant, aristocratic voice is remembered in Horsted Keynes from his delivery of the scripture reading, as well as from his occasional interjections to discipline the choir. In his last years the parish priest was called upon to minister and converse with him. He evidenced a thoughtful Christianity true to the faith of the church through the ages.

Was it such traditional Christian belief in the indissolubility of marriage that helped him bear with Dorothy Macmillan’s infidelity with Bob Boothby? Macmillan had many trials, political and domestic. His life story is one that rises above the trials and part of his strategy was daily retreating into books and prayer. Charles Williams mentions how his belief in the power of prayer embarrassed a cabinet colleague. Rab Butler was once invited to kneel down with Macmillan and pray for his son Maurice’s release from alcoholism.  

The Macmillans were not a happy family, as Williams is at pains to point out. Dorothy’s difficulties with Harold’s possessive mother, Nellie, damaged their marriage. Harold had a nervous breakdown. He is said to have had difficulties relating to women. His children had alcohol addictions which could link to a lack of parental affection. In later years Harold and Dorothy grew in affection at the heart of the great family of four generations often present at Birchgrove. Local children recall playing with his great grandchildren in great grand father’s room when his body was laid out, such was their affection for him. 

Charles Williams provides a chronicle of world history through most of the 20th century charting Macmillan’s engagement with world leaders like Churchill, Eisenhower, De Gaulle and Nehru. President Kennedy’s visit to Sussex is recalled, itself a tribute to the personal chemistry between the two men. This seems to have overcome differences of age and nationality, and one might add sexuality. Harold’s diary recalls being somewhat taken aback by Kennedy’s remark: ‘I wonder how it is with you, Harold? If I don’t have a woman for three days I get a terrible headache’.  

Macmillan’s career peaked as Britain entered a more egalitarian era marked by the advent of television and TV satire like That Was The Week That Wase is said to have 

. The aristocratic sound and mannerisms of Macmillan and his chosen successor, Lord Hume, became easy prey for the new media whose lack of deference grew apace after the Profumo scandal. A new era began eclipsing the Macmillan era where a Prime Minister could balance Downing Street business with reading the classics and shooting grouse on his country estate.

Today images of public figures abound in a way unheard of 50 years ago, many of them ‘spun’ for favourable viewing. This biography takes us behind the then black and white images of Macmillan to a colourful presence and life vision animated by Christian faith.  There is no hiding his part in the questionable Suez crisis or in the aloofness of the British establishment of his day. What attracts is the way he balances his life drawing from the wells of literature, Christian spirituality and intelligent conversation to resource the cut and thrust necessary for his politics. 

All of us do harm, as well as politicians. Harold Macmillan would have done more harm if he had not been so resourced to live and serve as he did.
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