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MEMORIES OF MY GRANDFATHER

Philip Gibbs was known in my side of the family as ‘Grufter’. This came
from my childhood attempt to say ‘grandfather’. I was very proud that
both my grandfathers were ‘Sirs’. The other one, Charles Martin, was a
successful medical scientist. But Philip was much the more famous of the
two. Often, when I admitted my surname was Gibbs, people would ask,
‘Are you related to Philip Gibbs?” And if they were middle-aged ladies they
would very likely say they were waiting for his next book to come out.
They generally did not have to wait long. Between 1899 and 1963 more
than 90 of his books were published, an average of 1 every 8 months. His
prolific output included both fiction and non-fiction.

But writing books was of course only one of his occupations. He had
also had a successful career as a journalist and was probably the best-
known British war correspondent in the First World War. That was before
I knew him but was what led to his knighthood and, in due course, the
present book.

My earliest recollections of him were from the 1930s when he was
about 60 and he and my grandmother Agnes were living at Bildens Farm,
Ewhurst, Surrey. Soon afterwards they moved back to Dibdene in nearby
Shamley Green, an early Victorian house that Agnes had been doing up
for them. The property included a cottage by the village green which was
used as a nursery school for many years. My sister Frances was one of
their early pupils. Later the cottage was occupied by Philip’s sister Helen
(a former nun) and her husband, Eric Ibbotson.

Philip was extremely sociable and loved to be surrounded by visitors.
One couple whom I remember from the pre-war years at Dibdene was
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viii MEMORIES OF MY GRANDFATHER

General Ralph Wenninger, an official at the German Embassy, and his
wife. They were regular visitors until war became imminent and the gen-
eral was recalled to Germany. It is believed he was eventually shot dead by
a Dutchman in a street in German-occupied Holland.

Regular entertainment required a significant number of staft. It was
almost like the feudal system in that staff were expected to stay for life.
This certainly applied to ‘Amy” who started as a housemaid at the age of
14 and went on working for our family until she was in her eighties. The
head gardener was Mr Batchelor, always known as ‘Batchelor’, whose wife
and daughter also worked for Philip at times.

Agnes died from liver cancer in October 1939. Although she had
been ill for some time her death was a tragic blow for Philip. They had
been together for over 40 years, having originally had what Philip called
a ‘marriage of babes’, and he relied on her for so many things. Being the
practical one, she had always looked after matters such as house mainte-
nance. And she could drive, whereas he could not.

Her death and the outbreak of the Second World War led to a consider-
able amount of family reorganization. My father, Tony, my mother, Maisie,
Frances, and I went to stay with Philip. Our house at Peaslake, a few miles
from Shamley Green, was lent to a group of nuns headed by Agnes’ sister
Beryl Rowland, who wanted to escape the bombing in London. The cel-
lar at Dibdene had been fitted out as a kind of air raid shelter with bunk
beds, and the like. I do not think we ever heard any actual bombing there
but the warning sirens went off occasionally and we all went down to the
cellar, much to the excitement of Frances and me.

In June 1940 the war was going badly for the Allies. France had sur-
rendered and it looked as though an invasion of England was imminent.
Following a series of late night discussions at Dibdene it was therefore
decided that our family of four should go to Massachusetts to stay with
Philip’s brother Arthur and his American wife, Jeannette. We must have
been rather a burden on them. After a while they put us in a house they
owned across the road and charged us rent. But the rent was often unpaid
because we had not been allowed to take any money out of England and
Tony had not been able to earn as much from lecturing and writing articles
as he had hoped. So we were eventually served notice to leave. Tempers
flared and Philip decided he would have to come over to America to sort
things out.

He managed to placate Arthur, whom he described as an ‘ugly-tempered
man’, before setting off on an exhausting lecture tour of the USA. This
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brought in a considerable amount of money because he was a good lec-
turer and his name was almost as well known in that country as in England.
He generously gave most of his earnings to Tony before he returned to
England having wangled a seat in a bomber through his brother Cosmo
who worked in Whitehall as a government censor. Meanwhile our financial
situation improved dramatically when Tony was given a well-paid job writ-
ing films in Hollywood and we went out there to join him.

Things gradually returned to normal after the war ended. We had come
back from America and, having stayed for a while in Cambridge with
my Martin grandparents, we said goodbye to the nuns and went back to
live in our house at Peaslake. Philip had let Dibdene while he had been
in America so he stayed at Shamley Green with an old friend, Dorothy
Webber, who Cosmo felt was ‘straining every sinew to become her lady-
ship number two’. He must have been tempted by the idea because in
1943 he wrote The Interpreter, a novel in which the hero had recently lost
his wife and was agonizing over whether it would be disloyal to her if he
married again. But Philip resisted and was soon able to escape to the safety
of his own house where Agnes’ nephew Barry Rowland, who worked in
publishing, together with his wife, Joyce, and small son, Richard, often
came to stay. They all called him ‘Gungy’, from Richard’s early attempts
to say ‘Uncle’.

Philip’s eyesight began to deteriorate seriously but he went on writing
books, hammering out ‘cryptograms’ on his typewriter that his devoted
secretary was just able to decipher and retype. During this time I went
on a trip to Paris with him and acted as his eyes, holding him particularly
securely when we went up or down stairs, of which there seemed to be a
great many in Paris. While there, we met his old friend Harold Callender,
an American journalist, and his wife, Bessie, a successful sculptor.

On our return he had a cataract operation at the Charing Cross hospi-
tal, no doubt getting the best possible treatment available there because
he was the chairman. At any rate the operation was a great success and he
was able to see clearly afterwards.

He continued to live at Dibdene for the rest of his life, looked after
by a succession of housekeepers. Tony visited him every week and I went
there regularly on my motorcycle when I was not at boarding school or
university.

He was a brilliant raconteur and always enjoyed telling the stories of his
life, though I do not remember much being said about his experiences in
the First World War. One of the stories I particularly enjoyed was when
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he was lost in New York and went up to a traffic policeman and said in his
polite English voice, ‘Excuse me but I want to go to the Plaza Hotel.” This
led the cop to reply, ‘Well, why the hell don’t you go there then?’

He loved games, the main ones at Dibdene being billiards, played on a
small-sized table in the playroom, and a cut-throat form of croquet called
‘madders’, played on the well-cut lawn at the side of the house. The win-
ner of the latter game was the one who got 30 points first (2 points being
awarded for each hoop gone through and one for hitting the ‘stick’) but
you could acquire many of your opponent’s hard-earned points if you hit
their ball.

I sometimes walked round the village with him. He knew everyone and
was always met by a cheerful ‘Hullo, Philip’. He made friends with several
of the young mothers who lived in the village, including Eve Branson
whose son Richard eventually achieved international fame as the head of
the Virgin group of companies. Above all there were the children. He had
a marvellous ability to communicate with children and often seemed to
attract a little gathering of them, like the Pied Piper.

On one occasion we came across a group of German prisoners of war
who had not been returned to Germany immediately after the war. As a
poor linguist I was full of admiration for him when he went up to them
and chatted to them in fluent German.

He was often short of money and, as might have happened in days
long gone, was afraid of being ‘thrown into prison’ in consequence. This
was partly due to his generous nature and his willingness to support other
members of the family and partly due to the vagaries of the tax system.
The bill for the tax on each of his books’ earnings arrived some years after
those earnings had been received and spent. The only way to find the
money for the tax was to write another book, which in due course led
to another tax bill, and so on. And as he got older his ability to generate
income from writing books gradually diminished. When I was a young
accountancy trainee he once asked me to explain a royalty statement he
had received from his publisher. To my lasting shame I just told him it
showed he had not earned the advance he had been given. Ever since then
I have wondered if I could not have put it more kindly.

Anyhow, he continued writing for the rest of his life, despite suffer-
ing from occasional writer’s block. I remember visiting him one weekend
in the early 1950s when he was desperate for new ideas. I suggested he
might write a novel about the American airmen who were being posted
back to England as part of the Cold War, and meeting the girls they had
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left behind after the Second World War. A week or two later I found him
furiously typing so I asked him what he was doing. ‘I’m writing a novel
about an American airman who comes back to England and meets the
girl he left behind after the war’, he replied, apparently having completely
forgotten our previous conversation. The book was published in 1953 as
Called Back. 1t was the only one of his books to which I can claim to have
made any contribution.

He smoked all his life but as he got older he hit on a clever idea for
reducing the cost of this habit. As soon as he got a new packet of 20
cigarettes he would cut them all in half and then smoke them through a
holder. That way the packet of 20 would give him 40 ‘lights’.

Despite a lifetime of smoking he lived until the age of 84 before he
finally succumbed to pneumonia in March 1962. The typescript of his
last book, a novel entitled The Law-breakers, had been delivered to the
publishers a few days before his death. It was published posthumously the
following year.

Martin Gibbs,
Wimbeldon, 2015






PREFACE

Sir Philip Gibbs (1877-1962) was one of the most famous and widely
read English journalists of the first half of the twentieth century. Prior
to the outbreak of the First World War he reported on the great crises
facing Britain domestically and the technological advances which came
to symbolize the age. Industrial unrest, Ireland, the suffragette move-
ment, royal births, deaths and coronations, and the sinking of the Titanic
were all topics which Gibbs reported on and interpreted for his country-
men. Advances in technology such as the advent of automobiles and the
nascent years of aviation in Britain found their place in his articles along-
side broader European events such as the revolution in Portugal in 1910
and the Balkan War in 1912. His articles, books, and correspondence are
used to examine his life, subsequently contributing to an understanding of
the role of the war correspondent during the tumultuous years from 1914
to 1918. His prodigious journalistic and literary output offers a broad
insight into British social and political developments of the period; gov-
ernment/press relations, propaganda, and war reporting during the First
World War; the state of interwar Europe; the Second World War; and the
Cold War.

Though well regarded prior to 1914, it was his work on the Western
Front which was to win him fame and, to a lesser extent, fortune. As
one of five official correspondents accredited to the British Army on the
Western Front, his articles, which appeared on both sides of the Atlantic,
did much to shape civilian attitudes during the First World War and its
immediate aftermath. Many critics, however, have dismissed Gibbs” work
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as propaganda and his acceptance of a knighthood in 1920 as little more
than a reward for his participation in a conspiracy of silence.

Given the renewed interest in the role of the war correspondent gener-
ated by the continuing conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, it is surprising
that there has not been a commensurate revival of interest in the war
correspondents of the Western Front as individuals. There is regular and
often quite derivative repetition of the charges against them—that they
were willing participants in a cover-up which struck at the heart of the
democratic system, or more leniently, they were the dupes of the military
who manipulated them to report on the war as a patriotic duty rather than
a journalistic one. They become a literary device, useful as a group repre-
sentation of the lies of governments past and present rather than individu-
als who were, as Winston Churchill described Douglas Haig, “‘unequal to
the prodigious scale of events; but no one else was discerned as [their]
equal or better’.! It is possible that their own post-war silences may have
contributed to their lack of recognition as individuals. Martin Farrar found
it ‘odd’ that three of the five who were subsequently knighted chose to
‘remain silent’ at the end of the war, an action which is suggestive of col-
lusion, perhaps even of guilt.?

It is this need to place the correspondents in context, and to under-
stand why they failed, which is at the heart of any assessment of their
wartime writings. As the most prolific of them, Gibbs’ experience is par-
ticularly instructive. It is not a ‘calling back of ghosts’, however, as Gibbs
described one of his autobiographies.? We live in an age of mass media and
instant news where battlefield analysis can be delivered in ‘real time” with
the accompanying sights and sounds of war. Though this immediacy gives
both the reporter and his ‘dispatch’ instant credibility, he or she is just
as subject to outside pressures as Gibbs and his compatriots. As with any
individual in any profession, correspondents are not islands unto them-
selves, free to deliver an objective truth. They belong to a wide variety of
media outlets and are subject to the dictates of officialdom, as well as the
pressures of time, space, and deadlines, all exacerbated by their participa-
tion in a competitive profession. Yet even beyond that, they are citizens of
countries, members of ethnic or racial groups, and adherents to religions,

'] Terraine (1970) The Western Front 1914-1918 (London: Arrow Books), pp. 212-13.

2M Farrar (1998) News from the Front: War Correspondents on the Western Front (Phoenix
Mill, Gloucestershire: Sutton Publishing), p. 227.

3P Gibbs (1946) The Pageant of the Years (London: Heinemann), p. 4.
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products of educational institutions, and a wide variety of other social
groupings whose influence will vary from individual to individual. These
journalists are then, by the very nature of their profession, called upon to
report on the most emotional, divisive, and tragic events, often involv-
ing their countrymen and women, yet all the while maintaining a veil of
objectivity.

Brisbane QLD, Australia Martin C. Kerby
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Fig.1 Portrait of Henry Gibbs. Allillustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig.2 Helen Gibbs, circa 1885. Allillustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 3 Gibbs (left) waiting for a train at Nova Zagora with Horace Grant (centre)
during the Balkan War in 1912. All illustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 4 DPhilip Gibbs. All illustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 5 Gibbs in uniform sans helmet. All illustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family
Archives
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Fig. 6 Gibbs with helmet. All illustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 7 Gibbs at the Western Front, back seat, right-hand side. All illustrations
courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 8 Arthur Gibbs. All illustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 9 Agnes Gibbs, circa 1920. Allillustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 10 Tony Gibbs, 1926. All illustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 11 ‘Overponds’, 1927. All illustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 12 Gibbs the artist, La Rochelle, 4 September 1928. All illustrations cour-
tesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 13 Gibbs the artist, Salzburg, 30 September 1928, Hotel Bristol from the
bedroom window. All illustrations courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives



XXX PREFACE

Fig. 14 Gibbs at Bildens Farm, circa 1932. All illustrations courtesy of Gibbs
Family Archives
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Fig. 15 Philip and Agnes Gibbs at Bildens Farm. All illustrations courtesy of
Gibbs Family Archives
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Fig. 16 Gibbs and his grandson Martin near Paris, April 1947. All illustrations
courtesy of Gibbs Family Archives
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CHAPTER 1

Victorian Childhood: 1877-1895

In the opening line of The Pageant of the Years, the longest of his four
autobiographies, Philip Gibbs observed that his childhood was spent in
‘the England of Dickens’.! In later life, as he felt increasingly alienated
from social and political developments with which he had little sympathy,
it may have offered Gibbs some comfort to boast that he ‘belonged to
Victorian England’.? Yet this identification with an era and its greatest
author was more than just a prosaic description of time and place. It was
an introduction to his personal manifesto, a statement of allegiance to a
world view that valued above all else ‘personal responsibility, of duty, and
of living for something other than the satisfaction of the immediate needs
of the self”.? These values, inculcated during his youth and which he saw
as defining the Age, would later be stirred but not shaken by his experi-
ences as a correspondent during the First World War and the chaos of the
interwar years. Unlike his brother Arthur, whose wartime experiences led
him to question the entire moral fabric of society, Gibbs saw in the slaugh-
ter on the Western Front the legitimacy of this world view. It is here, in
the final decades of the Victorian Age, where the origins of his wartime
journalistic output are to be found.

P Gibbs (1946) The Pageant of the Years (London: Heinemann), p. 1.
2P Gibbs (1957) Life’s Adventure (London: Angus & Robertson), p. 91.
3L Seaman (1973) Victorian England (London: Methuen and Co), p. 6.

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2016 1
M.C. Kerby, Sir Philip Gibbs and English Journalism in War and Peace,
DOI 10.1057,/978-1-137-57301-8_1
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Philip Armand Thomas Hamilton Gibbs was born in West Brompton,
London, on 1 May 1877 into the ‘shabby genteel middle class’ which
was growing in number, wealth, and influence due to the expansion of
manufacturing and trade associated with industrialization. It was also one
which, in his view, produced in the Victorian era ‘so much quality and
character’.* He was the fifth of nine children born to Henry James Gibbs
(1844-19006), a civil servant at the Board of Education in Whitehall, and
Helen Hamilton (1847-1911). The family assumed both the outward
signs of middle-class life, such as the idealization of family, the cultural
pursuits, and the family entertainments, and the pervasive belief in the
values of hard work, sexual morality, and individual responsibility. Gibbs
described his father Henry as ‘imaginative, well read, passionately inter-
ested in humanity, witty and eloquent’.®* He enjoyed a relatively successful
career in the Education Department, rising from a junior to a first-class
clerk, and by 1875 he had written the first of a number of booklets about
elementary education law in England and Scotland. Given his own uncer-
tain yet successful years as a freelance writer, it is not surprising that Gibbs
felt it was a tragedy that his father should have been ‘fettered to the soul
destroying drudgery of a government office’.® Henry’s second eldest son
Cosmo supported this assessment of his father’s 40-year career when he
noted that ‘his spirit of taking chances had been killed by heavy responsi-
bility, the caution and timidity growing out of a painful knowledge of the
risks and difficulties of life, and the undermining security of having sat all
his working years in the safe cul-de-sac of a government office’.” There
is the obvious contrast with the actions of Henry’s sons who were part
of the Diaspora of English men and women throughout the Empire and
the Americas. Cosmo led a carefree but successful life in America, Frank
emigrated to New Zealand after working as a plantation manager in West
Africa, Arthur became an author and lived in America, and even Henry,
who the younger brothers regarded as ‘square’, became a bank official in
Argentina.®

4Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 6.

5P Gibbs (1923) Adventures in Journalism (London: Harper and Brothers Publishers),
.151.

¢ Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 151.

7C Hamilton (1924) Unwritten History (London: Hutchinson and Co), pp. 8-9.

8M Gibbs (2000) Seven Generations—Our Gibbs Ancestors (London: Martin Gibbs),
p-17.
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VICTORIAN CHILDHOOD: 1877-1895 3

In the few descriptions Gibbs provided of his father, he portrayed
him as a man whose literary ambitions far outstripped his opportunities,
yet one who had gathered a circle of ‘worshipful friends’ around him.
This literary circle became one of the dominant memories of his father,
for despite coming to know many of the great writers of his age—GK
Chesterton, EW Hornung, Bernard Shaw, Sir JM Barrie, HG Wells, and
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle among them—Gibbs remembered a youth spent
in the ‘company of men and women of a literary turn of mind...a long
portrait of authors, novelists, and journalists...utterly unknown to fame,
and entirely without fortune’.’ He referred ironically to men such as
George Alfred Henty, George Manville Fenn, and Ascot Hope Moncrieff
as literary giants, though his father’s résumé of two novels and a number
of articles published in the Globe would also be dwarfed by his son’s pro-
digious output. Interestingly, for a man of liberal politics, Gibbs does not
mention that Henty was, among other things, a war correspondent who
later enjoyed enormous popularity amongst boys for his historical fiction.
His books were ‘cheerily bellicose tales of Empire” in which the hero reaps
‘the bounty of a world earmarked for the profit of white men’.1® Such a
view would have been the antithesis of Gibbs’ far more critical view of
jingoism, particularly later in life.

There were other literary and theatrical diversions. As a result of his
friendship with an Irish family, for a time Gibbs attended the Irish Literary
Society and met WB Yeats, ‘who looked more like a poet than any poet
ought to look’; and Algernon Percival Graves, father of Robert and
Charles.! His love of theatre was nurtured by a childhood toy in the form
of a wooden theatre three feet by one, replete with back scenes, wings,
and cardboard characters which were drawn on and off by fixing them
into metal slides. He performed Mzller and His Men with his brothers and
sisters reading the parts while concealed behind curtains. In the middle
of the last act, the ‘theatre’ caught fire and it was only the prompt action
of his father that contained the blaze. In time, the family graduated to
a live performance of Pygmalion and Galatea, presented in their home
to an admiring audience of friends and family. Outside of the home, the
family attended performances of Gilbert and Sullivan by the D’Oyly Carte
Company at the Savoy, as well as the comic opera Les Cloches de Corneville

? Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 151.
108 Mitchell (ed) (1988) Victorian Britain (London: Gailand Publications), p. 358.
1 Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 15.
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in Surrey for the princely sum of twopence. It was a period of his life which
would later form the basis of his novel O:l Lamps and Candlelight (1962),
which documented the story of a middle-class Victorian family between
1887 and 1902.

A trait that Henry shared with his famous son was an enduring inter-
est in the stories and anecdotes shared with him by a large and eclectic
group of acquaintances. Over the course of 30 years, Henry kept a writ-
ten record of ‘the strangest friendships’ and ‘surprising confidences’ in a
journal which became the basis for his novel A Long Probation. Though
Gibbs recognized that they were not of ‘riveting interest’ and were pri-
marily examples of the ‘many sidedness of human nature’, it is not difficult
to see the genesis of Gibbs’ own determination, often to the detriment
of his political analysis, to cast himself as the mouthpiece of the ordinary
man and woman. As a man who drew a clear line between the public and
the private, he also noted that many of his father’s stories were of a ‘per-
sonal and intimate nature’.!? Though Gibbs was reticent to provide public
insights into the dynamics of his family life, in at least one piece of personal
correspondence, he revealed the depth of his connection to his father:

My taste for literature (such as it is) is by right of inheritance. I owe it all to
my father. His influence pervades every line I write. The conversations we
have had together a multitude of times, during long rambles in the country,
or in his study, have moulded my character very much on his own pattern (as
regards my literary predilections, at least) and many a time when I am writ-
ing I catch myself unconsciously using a phrase, or running in a quotation
that I have heard time out of number upon his lips.'?

Gibbs remembered his mother, with whom it appears he had even more
in common, somewhat differently, although he wrote even more sparingly
of her in his autobiographies. She was born in Liverpool, the daughter of
a local merchant, but to Gibbs she was a saint and martyr, ‘always sew-
ing and mending and darning to keep the boys’ clothes decent and to
make frocks for the two girls’."* His reverence for her would later find

2Correspondence with Mrs Suverkrop. The date is uncertain but it was written from
Lancashire, which places it sometime in the first half of 1901. Philip Gibbs Letters, Special
Collections Research Center, Syracuse University Libraries.

13 Correspondence with Mrs Suverkrop 22 June, 1901. Philip Gibbs Letters, Special
Collections Research Center, Syracuse University Libraries.

14 Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 27.



VICTORIAN CHILDHOOD: 1877-1895 5

expression in his unashamedly romanticized treatment of women. Even
when he found them sheltering in the rubble of their homes in Rheims
in 1914, he pictured them ‘preserving their dignity, and in spite of dirty
hands [eating]| their meagre rations with a stately grace’.!® As Phillips
and Phillips observed to the growing Victorian middle class, the mother
was the ‘counterpoint to the vigorous and vulgar, material and mascu-
line world’, one which offered a civilizing influence in a world that could
be both cruel and hard. They also noted the home was a shrine to this
Goddess of the hearth.!® Such was his emotional connection to this family
life, Gibbs would later suffer from homesickness during the first years of
his marriage.

Gibbs’ most revealing insight into his relationship with his parents
appeared not in his autobiographies, but in one of his works of fiction. In
The Street of Adventure, in which he appears as both himself and the main
protagonist Frank Luttrell, he is remarkably candid about his parents and
their impact on his own nature. Luttrell, like Gibbs, was the ‘heir to his
father’s sensitive and shy nature, although underneath that shyness he had
the gay imagination and the desire for companionship which belonged
to his mother, who had faced a life of drudgery...with a sunny courage’.
Between father and son, ‘there was a friendship of rare tenderness’, but
it was one veiled by ‘the reserve which was natural to both of them’. It
was to his mother that he ‘revealed himself as much as any boy will—and
most boys are in hiding from those they love’.)” Written two years after
his father’s death, this passage remained one of the most personal insights
that Gibbs ever wrote. He may well have regretted the emotional distance
which separated him from his father, for certainly his relationship with his
own son Tony was particularly close, based as it was on an ‘affectionate
equality’. Gibbs was always remarkably at ease with young children, yet
for Tony it was a mixed blessing. He believed that except for his father, he
never really made a friend.!®

In spite of a childhood surrounded by the trappings of middle-class
England, Gibbs and his siblings were able to sustain the romantic notion
that by tradition and blood they were members of the old aristocracy.

15D Gibbs (1915) The Soul of the War (London: Heinemann), p. 153.

16T Phillips & P Phillips (1978) Victorians ar Home and Away (London: Croom Helm),
p. 98.

7P Gibbs (1970) The Street of Adventure (London: Howard Baker), p. 16.

A Gibbs (1970) In My Own Good Time (Boston: Gambit Incorporated), pp. 10-11.
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The reality, however, was somewhat different. Gibbs’ grandfather had been
a Queen’s messenger, while his own father was reputedly born in Windsor
Castle, a claim later proven false by Philip’s grandson Martin. His Aunt
Kate, whose drinking problem was passed oft as her being intermittently
‘unwell’; had nursed many of the royal children, and according to family
legend had once spanked the Kaiser. Another aunt was rumoured to have
had an affair with a Duke who was a descendant of Charles II. Both stories
were family secrets, and though the children came to know of them, it
set a pattern of clearly delineating between the public and private. Other
stories were far less scandalous, yet they still added a sense of romance to
Gibbs’ family lore. William Gibbs, his uncle, had served in the American
Civil War, although for romance sake, the Gibbs children preferred the
erroneous belief that it had been in the service of the South. Although
Gibbs saw this family history as little more than a “calling back of ghosts’,
its effect on a youth possessed of a romantic and sensitive nature was clear
in his later writing.'®

In reality, however, Gibbs enjoyed a comfortable middle-class child-
hood, one financed by his father’s annual wage of between £400 and
£500. The family lived in an old house on the edge of Clapham Park,
moving there when Gibbs was about ten years old. They could at all times
rely on the presence of two maids to lighten any domestic load. Gibbs’
memories of childhood were of a gentle, dignified world dominated by
books, pictures, and music, a world as yet untouched by poison gas and
the agony of the Somme and Flanders. Evenings were spent on the sofa
reading The Three Musketeers or listening to his beloved mother playing
Handel, Beethoven, Schubert, Chopin, and Mendelssohn. On another
evening, he remembered laughing so much at his mother’s reading of
Martin Chuzzlewst that he begged her to stop. Other evenings were spent
listening to his brother Cosmo singing, or to one of his other brothers
playing the violin, or being entertained by a guest at their weekly ‘At
Home’ evenings. Both this idealization of the institution of family and
the leisure pursuits themselves were typically Victorian, and similar scenes
would have been played out in thousands of similar homes on any given
night.?’ Indeed, one commentator in the Saturday Review observed that

Y Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 40.

20See P Bailey (1978) Leisure and Class in Victorian England: Rational vecreation and the
contest for control, 1830~1855 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul). Bailey argued that
increasing space and comfort in middle-class homes led to a trend for entertaining guests,
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‘the cleverness and the laziness of the age [was] aptly typified...by its inge-
nious contrivances for getting rid of an evening’.?!

Gibbs’ eight siblings were also steeped in a love of literature and cul-
ture, although only two, Cosmo and Arthur, received more than cursory
mentions in his autobiographies. His eldest brother Henry (1870-1948),
a bank official, immigrated to Argentina in 1890, married and raised a
family. Charles, or Cosmo (1871-1942), the sibling to whom Gibbs
remained most attached, became a famous author and playwright in
the USA. After his divorce from his second wife and the loss of all of
his money in the Depression, he returned to England and lived close to
Philip for the remainder of his life. Frank (1873-1953) worked as a plan-
tation manager in West Africa, writing novels about his experiences. He
married in Bombay and immigrated to New Zealand in 1911 where he
worked as a farmer and raised a family of five children. His sister Helen
(1874-1956) was a nun for several years, but later married and became a
novelist. Philip’s younger siblings tended to have markedly different life
experiences than their older counterparts. Hypatia (Pat) (1879-1970)
worked as a governess and never married; Katherine (1880) died of atro-
phy shortly after birth; Thomas (1886-1907) committed suicide, an issue
which is dealt with in greater depth later in this narrative; and Arthur
(1888-1964), who became an author, won the Military Cross in the First
World War, immigrated to the USA where he married, and died two years
after Philip.

For a man acknowledged to have conducted the first press interview
with a pope and who was once included in an anthology of prominent
Catholic authors, it is interesting that neither Gibbs nor his parents or his
would-be wife were born Catholic. Martin Gibbs, his great grandson,
speculated that Henry and Helen Gibbs may have been converted by their
daughter Helen, who after being educated in a convent school became
a nun. Alternatively, she may have been sent to the convent school after
the conversion. What is clear, however, is the fact that at least three of the
Gibbs children—Philip, Frank, and Helen—also became Catholics. Gibbs’
wife to be, Agnes Rowland, the daughter of an Anglican minister, con-
verted to Catholicism while attending the same convent school as Helen
Gibbs. Despite her father’s anger, Agnes remained a staunch Catholic her

particularly at dinner parties. The Gibbs’ predilection for private theatricals and games was
also typically Victorian.
21 Bailey, Leisure and Class in Victorian England, p. 60.
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entire life. Unfortunately, there is little concrete evidence to support any
speculation as to why, or even when Gibbs converted, although it is pos-
sible that he did so in order to marry Agnes in a Catholic Church. The fact
that Agnes was by far the more committed Catholic would tend to sup-
port the view that her conversion was a matter of faith while Gibbs’ may
have been motivated by more pragmatic considerations. This conclusion
has the advantage of explaining Philip’s reticence (or carelessness, depend-
ing on one’s interpretation) in overtly identifying himself as a Catholic,
though it rests on the threadbare evidence that Gibbs was able to marry in
a Catholic Church.?? The possibility also exists that the marriage may have
taken place in a Presbytery, a development which may not have concerned
Gibbs overly much, but would certainly have been a less than satisfactory
arrangement for his far more religiously committed young wife. In keep-
ing with his reticence concerning private matters, Gibbs did not mention
the ceremony in any of his autobiographical writings.

Though Gibbs was occasionally identified as a Catholic author, the
influence on his writing is just as difficult to quantify. He did not make
an explicit public statement about his personal religious beliefs other than
general references to Christian values. In an interview in 2009, his grand-
son Martin described him as ‘only a very mild convert’ and expressed
doubt as to whether it was a major part of his grandfather’s life. In con-
trast, he noted that his grandmother Agnes was a very passionate Catholic.
Though it is possible that Gibbs may have used the term Christian in a
careless manner as a synonym for Catholic, what is more certain is that he
saw the term Christian as implying all that was civilized in human behav-
iour. It is of course possible that far from being careless in his use of the
term Catholic, Gibbs might well have sought to avoid any professional or
personal impediments due to anti-Catholic feeling at the time. There is
no clear evidence to support or refute such an interpretation, other than
speculating that he feared its impact on book sales or his growing social
network. This must be balanced against the more concrete evidence of his
condemnation of Britain’s Irish policy, which he surely would have avoided
if he was in fact seeking to hide his Catholicism. In the eyes of at least one
Catholic author, however, Gibbs was a skilful evangelist. Matthew Hoehn

22It was only Philip and Agnes’ son Tony who did not follow the trend, and actually broke
with all organized religion when he married a divorced woman in 1928.
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observed that Gibbs’ fiction supported the belief that ‘the only real sanity
in the world is the philosophy preached by the Catholic Church’.?

Though Gibbs himself refrained from overt references to Catholicism,
preferring instead the more general term Christian, he saw value in it as a
belief system:

All the experience of human life in history goes to show that mankind will
not be obedient long to any law of self-restraint and self-denial unless it
is imposed upon their conscience by a supernatural authority which they
believe divine. Yet without self-denial, human society must cease to exist,
even human life must end abruptly, because men and women will not con-
tinue to raise up children unless they are impelled by the fear of sin. For the
pursuit of human happiness ends always in disillusion and despair, and with-
out spiritual hope of some compensating life beyond the grave this earthly
span will seem but mockery as always it has seemed in the past to thoughtful
souls, balancing the debit and credit side of life’s account.?*

The only time in his vast body of work where there is any extended
mention of Catholicism is in his revisionist history of the First World War,
Realities of War. In war, he observed that many soldiers found solace in
religion:

Close to death, in the midst of tragedy, conscious in a strange way of their
own spiritual being, and of spirituality present among masses of men above
the muck of war, the stench of corruption, and fear of bodily extinction,
they groped out toward God. They searched for some divine wisdom
greater than the folly of the world, for a divine aid which would help them
to greater courage. The spirit of God seemed to come to them across No
Man’s Land with pity and comradeship.?®

Gibbs argued that the Catholic chaplains had an easier task than their
Protestant counterparts. He believed that Catholic soldiers possessed a
simpler, stronger faith which proved of greater solace than Protestantism,
which in his view relied more ‘on intellectual arguments and ethical rea-
sonings’. As a result, Protestant clergy were confined to providing physical
comforts to the men rather than the spiritual acts such as anointing and

23 Matthew Hochn (ed) (1947) Catholic Authors 1930-1947 (Newark: St Mary’s Abbey),
p. 265.

24P Gibbs (1921) More That Must be Told (New York: Harper & Brothers), p. 120.

%P Gibbs (1936) Realities of War (London: Hutchinson), p. 479.
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absolution. What all faiths shared, in Gibbs’ view, was the common need to
explain to their adherents the wartime contrast between Christian profes-
sion and Christian practice. For Gibbs though, this was not a call to reject
mainstream religion, let alone to atheism, but rather proof of the relevance
of Christ’s teachings. Nevertheless, he did acknowledge that apart from
a ‘heroic and saintly few’ most clergy ‘subordinated their faith, which is
a gospel of charity, to national limitations’. Without recognizing that it
was a similar charge which would be levelled at journalists, he observed
sadly that they were ‘patriots before they were priests’.?¢ Gibbs placed
enormous value on personal conscience. Even late in life, he believed that
the major shortcoming of the parliamentary system was that it reduced the
responsibility of the individual members who instead ‘became automata
responding to the crack of the Whips, supporting any government mea-
sure if they are on that side whether they agree with it or not’.”

Gibbs’ education was more idiosyncratic than his family’s leisure pur-
suits. His father Henry believed that the private education provided by
institutions grouped under the otherwise misleading descriptor ‘public
schools” were ‘sinks of iniquity and most horrible dens of bullying and
brutality’.?® Most of the Gibbs children were educated at home, an arrange-
ment which satisfied their father’s philosophical objection to schools such
as Marlborough, Rugby, and Winchester. It was a liberal education, free
from formal lessons, resting as it did almost solely on Henry’s ability to
communicate his intellectual passions to his children. The children were
encouraged to educate themselves by reading widely and studying for-
eign languages, and even 35 years later Gibbs recalled his father as always
‘inspiring and encouraging’.?® This freedom from the constraints of a for-
mal education system suited Gibbs temperamentally, as he was a voracious
reader and endlessly curious about the world in which he lived. It also
shielded him from a system he was, by all accounts, ill-equipped to face:

I was at that time a shy, sensitive lad, without any armour to protect myself
against the brutalities, or even the unkindness, of the rough world about
me. I blushed at any coarseness of speech. I had no toughness of fibre, none
of the ease and assurance which are acquired by a public school education.
I was deplorably self-conscious and diffident in company. Worse than that

26 Gibbs, Realities of War, pp. 479-80.

27 Gibbs, How Now England? p. 64.

2 Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 7.

2 Lethbridge Daily Herald 30 June, 1923.
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for myself, I was far too sensitive to the tragedy of life and to other people’s
pain and suffering, so that I agonized over the martyrdom of man, and even
over the imaginary tortures of fictitious characters in novels and plays. It
took a long time to harden me in the Street of Adventure [ Gibbs’ term for
Fleet Street] where most men get hardboiled. I am not quite hardened yet.*

In 1913, Gibbs was able to say that bullying ‘in its barbaric forms has
died a natural death. School life has become more easy, more comfortable,
more cheerful’.3 Yet in the same book, he added that the schools ‘from
which the New Men are produced have thrown away all the old-fashioned
principles of education as useless lumber and superstitious nonsense. The
masters are for the most part New Men themselves, and, having no respect
for duty and discipline, for the virtues of obedience and honour, for the dig-
nity and grandeur of knowledge and the deathless pursuit of truth, do not
trouble to teach them to their scholars’,3> For a man who never attended
school himself, Gibbs was always ready to pass judgement on their failings
based on this recollection of his father’s attitude and the stories his contem-
poraries shared with him of being ‘unmercifully flogged” and who in ‘this
brutalising system’ then meted out similar ‘tortures’ to younger students.*
Gibbs’ son Tony inherited this disdain for formal education, noting in his
autobiography that ‘of course I went to school, but as the whole process of
education is peculiarly unpleasant, I prefer not to dwell upon it’.3*

It is an interesting contradiction that Gibbs identified himself'so closely
with Victorian England, yet criticized one of the very means by which this
society sought to perpetuate itself. Here again, we see the influence of his
father. Henry worked in education and would have been aware that the
decade before Philip’s birth marked a watershed in the development of the
public school system. By the 1860s, the influence of an ‘imperialist and
materialist industrialisation’ had become the ruling educational dogma, a
transition evident in the rise of the cult of Athleticism.?® It was a system
very different from Gibbs’ view of education as a deathless pursuit of truth,

30Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 17.

3P Gibbs (1913) The New Man: A Portrait Study of the Latest Type (London: Sir Isaac
Pitman & Sons), p. 33.

32P Gibbs, The New Man, p. 19.

3 Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 7.

3 Anthony Gibbs, In My Own Good Time, p. 7.

#See B Simon and I Bradley (eds) (1975) The Victorian Public School: Studies in the
Development of an Educational Institution (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan).
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for it was one which stressed ‘the prevalent anti-intellectual bias, sound-
ing the death knell of individuality in favour of conformity to a stereo-
type, substituting narrow moral aims by drying up a broad conception of
human worth in favour of a philistine one, to sacrifice the professed moral
end to the means’.?*® Other more personal objections may have ensured
the survival of this family prejudice. There may have been an enduring
sense of having been excluded from an education that, though increas-
ingly driven by the middle class, was still perceived as an aristocratic insti-
tution. Early in his journalistic career, Gibbs recalled being unable to get
a position on The Times because he had not attended university, a further
reason to have nursed a grievance against formal schooling. This interpre-
tation would help explain the later decision to send his son Tony to just
such a school, although it was probably made by his wife Agnes rather
than at Gibbs’ behest. Gibbs’ revulsion at the ‘barbarity’ that he believed
dominated schooling during the period, a faint echo of his reaction to
stories of German atrocities in 1914, would certainly have reinforced any
prejudice. There would also have been the powerful incentive to defer to
his father’s opinion regarding the shortcomings of public schools, thereby
de-emphasizing the practical impediment of cost and celebrating it as an
ideological objection.

Though formal education may have been beyond the financial resources
of the Gibbs family, they were nevertheless comfortably middle class, both
in lifestyle and in aspirations. Many of their contemporaries, as Gibbs later
acknowledged, faced financial pressures far more pressing than weigh-
ing the costs of education. In later life, he recalled being well aware of
this disparity in wealth and the social ills created by poverty. As a disciple
of Charles Dickens, he would have had an intellectual, if not a practical,
exposure to the excesses of Victorian England. Although he may have
exaggerated the extent of his adolescent awareness, he was too skilled an
observer of his surroundings and too driven by an often overwrought,
emotional empathy to have been entirely ignorant of the more public evi-
dence of the plight of his countrymen. In a groundbreaking sociologi-
cal study called Life and Labour of the People in London (1891-1903),
written just as the young Gibbs was flexing his nascent literary talents,
Charles Booth estimated that over 30 % of Londoners were living in pov-
erty. At approximately the same time, the economist John Rae noted that
government reports indicated that 5 % of the populace were paupers,

3¢Simon and Bradley (eds) The Victorian Public School, p. 8.
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20 % were malnourished, and that the majority led ‘a life of monotonous
and incessant toil, with no prospect in old age but penury and parochial
support’.?” As a boy, Gibbs had seen what poverty was when he ‘adven-
tured’ into the East End. Here, he witnessed ‘much squalor and fierce
and frightful drunkenness which was the only anodyne to misery among
people living in foul conditions’. Gibbs remembered being horrified by
the sight of ‘poor wretched women mad drunk fighting the police until
they were strapped down to police stretchers outside the gin palaces’.38
Despite acknowledging that it had been a golden period ‘only for those
who had the gold’, Gibbs mourned the passing of the ‘quietude of family
life in the prosperous middle class’ and the ‘elegance and charm among
those who were called the gentlefolk, stately homes and lovely parks, a
lot of character, and an age of genius which flowered into great art and
literature’.?® It was a world at that time blessed by peace ‘without any dark
forebodings of two world wars which some of us might have to endure’.*?

While visiting Bruges and Brussels in 1892, Gibbs wrote to the Bentley
family who had been guests at some of his family’s ‘at home’ evenings.
In his letters, he described the old canals of Bruges, the great belfry, the
Beguinage, the lace makers, and the art galleries, and given his later pen-
chant for personal sketches, inevitably he also described the people. The
Bentley patriarch, who was the architect of Westminster Cathedral, read
some of Gibbs’ letters and noted the calibre of his writing. This was the
first encouragement outside of his family that Gibbs had received con-
cerning his writing. The following year, the Daily Chronicle published his
first article, a vignette describing the sea gulls screaming over London
Bridge on a winter’s afternoon. He received the sum of seven shillings and
sixpence for his efforts. Gibbs followed this success with a number of fai-
rytales, published in Little Folks. During this period, Gibbs’ sense of empa-
thy with the poverty of 1890s London, combined with the heightened
emotional state experienced during adolescence, resulted in an intensity of
experience he recalled clearly over half a century later:

I had moments of ecstasy or—shall I say—of being carried outside myself,
which I have not known since, at least so intensely and poignantly. The

¥ G Craig (1966) Europe Since 1815 (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston), p. 317.
3D Gibbs (1949) Crowded Company (London: Allan Wingate), p. 14.

3 Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 1; p. 3.

0 Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 1.
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first May blossom, lying like snow on the branches of the trees on Surrey
common, stirred me with a sense of earth’s beauty and loveliness. It was
perhaps a kind of pantheism when I felt myself to be part of this universe
and of all life.*!

This emotion was not confined to a love of the countryside, for the
young Gibbs, like Dickens, was also fascinated by the drama and colour of
London, a peacetime memory no doubt enriched by the later experience
of seeing the city bombed:

The human drama of London seemed to enter into me, and take possession
of me, so that I was aware, as it seemed, of all the suffering, the agony, the
heartbreak, and the hopes, of all those millions in this half sleeping city. It
was an intense awareness of life and of the beating pulse of humanity of
which I was one insignificant boy.*?

Gibbs’ only real exposure to the more martial aspects of Victorian soci-
ety was through his family connection with the Artists’ Rifles, one of the
old volunteer regiments.**> Drawing its members from citizens involved
in creative pursuits such as painters, writers, actors, musicians, and archi-
tects, it had been formed in 1860 in response to a perceived threat from
France. Gibbs’ father, his three elder brothers, Henry, Cosmo, Frank, and
his uncle Charles Hamilton and two of his sons were all members. As a
child sharing a bedroom with two of his brothers, Gibbs watched in awe as
they paraded in their uniforms. In their absence, he tried on their helmets
and played with their rifles. Sixty years later, he recalled the ‘smell of its oil
is in my nostrils as I write, a lifetime afterwards’.**

In addition to the general childhood influences that helped to shape
his world view, there was also an intellectual inheritance from two of the
great writers of the Age. When William Shirer wrote his controversial,
though immensely popular, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, he
claimed that whoever wished to understand National Socialism must
first understand Wagner.*® Had Shirer turned his attentions to Gibbs, he

1 Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 17.

2 Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 17.

43 As the 28th (County of London) Regiment, its members won eight Victoria Crosses
during the First World War. It is now the 21st SAS Regiment.

44 Gibbs, Crowded Company, p. 40.

*W Shirer (1964) The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich (London: Pan), p. 133.
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may well have observed that to understand Gibbs one first had to under-
stand Charles Dickens (1812-1870) and Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881).
Both writers stood at the ‘beginning of the Victorian Age like choruses to
the drama, one in tragic, the other in comic masks’ and they were part of
the young Gibbs’ first hesitant ideological steps.*

There is much more to Gibbs’ connection to the world of Dickens
than a childhood fascination carried through into adulthood. There are
significant ideological links which bind Gibbs to Dickens in a way that is
only hinted at by his constant referencing of the great man in his auto-
biographical writing. Though much is left to speculation, the parallels in
their thinking are quite marked. Like Dickens, Gibbs’ world view can be
reduced to the basic contention that if men would behave decently, then
the world would be decent.*” Neither author confined his criticisms merely
to an identification of the failings in the structures erected and maintained
by society; both, instead, looked further and demanded a change of spirit.*
For Dickens, it was a belief in the ‘power of good heartedness to triumph
over evil” and which took the form not of a political programme, but of
personality, one based on the quality of benevolence.*” For Gibbs, it was
the essential decency of the common man. As George Orwell observed,
Dickens was not the type of reformer ‘who thinks the world will be perfect
if you amend a few by-laws and abolish a few anomalies’.>® This is as true
of Gibbs as it is of Dickens, and his later frustration with the failures of the
League of Nations were, like Dickens’ criticisms of the worst of the excesses
of Victorian England, essentially moral rather than political in nature.

Unlike Gibbs, however, Dickens’ fiction became increasingly more
complex as he matured, for as he sought to ‘penetrate more deeply to
seek answers to questions inherent from the start...he discovers the object
of his search to be not social evil at all, but the everlasting existential
questions that great art always leads to’.>! In this development, Gold sees
the influence of Carlyle, who had guided Dickens to the realization that
‘middle class civilisation itself, and not its corrupt institutions, was the
great evil’. Gone was the simplicity of analysis which permitted Dickens to

* AN Wilson (2007) The Victorians (London: Hutchinson), p. 14.

4G Orwell (1946) Critical Essays (London: Secker & Warburg) p. 10.

8 Orwell, Critical Essays, p. 21.

YWilson, The Victorians, p. 16.

0 Orwell, Critical Essays, p. 9.

517 Gold (1972) Charles Dickens: Radical Moralist (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press), p. 5.
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link social evils to ‘individual villainy” and see in ‘personal benevolence’ a
remedy.>? Gibbs, however, never really moved beyond the simplicity of his
understanding of good and evil. His fiction did not evolve, and was often
merely a reworking of familiar ideas and settings, not all of which can be
explained by the disparity in their respective talents. In Dickens, we see
a great mind and talent evolving. In Gibbs, we see a respected journalist
becoming increasingly moribund as he gazed, almost uncomprehendingly,
at his world as it slipped away.

Where there is a marked similarity, however, is in characterization. For
Gibbs shared with his hero a weakness for portraying benevolence; though
in Dickens’ case, he is far more successful with characters such as Pickwick
than Gibbs could ever achieve with his brand of romantic melodrama. In
a letter to his son Tony, also a novelist, Gibbs made a guarded criticism of
his son’s literary disdain for just this kind of heroic character:

I notice that you have no ‘heroes’ in your novels. Or rather, your particular
form of hero is an oddity who is probably rather ugly, with a stutter, or weak
eyes hidden behind horners, or some absurdity of manner which makes him
look foolish among his fellow men. You jeer—confound you—at the good
looking young fellows who wander through my fiction.

Gibbs conceded that on the whole he was ‘more kind to his characters’,
and was saddened by Tony’s refusal to admit to the possibility ‘of simple
and straightforward emotion natural to the average man and woman as I
know them’.>® Gibbs’ novels have all but disappeared from the modern
consciousness. The only exception is The Street of Adventure which is still
valuable for the insight it offers into pre-war journalism. His other works
of fiction have proven to be ephemeral, too tied to current events, and too
lacking in any complexity to attract modern readers.

Though Carlyle did not exert an influence on Gibbs as pervasive as
Dickens, there is nevertheless a clear intellectual connection between the
Scottish philosopher historian and the political mindset, which shaped
much of his political commentaries. There was also a family connection,
though a tenuous one. Henry Gibbs would often doff his hat to Carlyle
when they passed each other on the street in Chelsea. After Carlyle’s death

2Gold, Charles Dickens, pp. 9-10.
33 Correspondence between Philip Gibbs and his son Tony, circa 1931. Courtesy Gibbs
Family Archives.
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in 1881, Henry wrote an article for the Globe pressing for the preservation
of Carlyle’s house. He would subsequently be installed as one of the
founders of the Trust created in order to achieve that end. There is evi-
dence of the influence of Carlyle in Gibbs’ historical interests. One of
Gibbs’ earliest forays into historical research was his Men and Women of the
French Revolution, perhaps inspired by Carlyle’s own magnum opus The
French Revolution (which Dickens claimed, ‘jokingly’, to have read 500
times).>* In Gibbs’ rejection of political extremism and his championing of
the virtue of compromise, there is a sense that he shared Carlyle’s abhor-
rence of the excesses of violent revolution.

In contrast to Dickens’ lifelong ‘veneration’®® of Carlyle, 40 years after
his father’s death Gibbs conceded that his father’s reverence was ‘mis-
guided’. He leaves no clue in his writing that would suggest why he had
reached this conclusion.®® Although it is pure speculation, it is quite pos-
sible that by 1946 Gibbs had firmly rejected any belief in the genius of the
great men of history and was perhaps seeking an intellectual sanctuary in
his oft-repeated faith in the intelligence and sincerity of the common man
and woman. A century before, Carlyle had argued that history was the
biography of great men who were ‘lightning out of Heaven’ while the rest
of humankind ‘waited for him like fuel and then they too would flame’.>”
Gibbs had seen the result of this fire, and chose to place his faith in the
‘intelligence of the common crowd [and the] kindness, the humour, and
the shrewdness of the ordinary folk’.’® While visiting Berlin in February
1934, he had seen Hitler stir Germany by ‘his flaming words’ and ‘with the
eyes of the fanatic and the speech of a demagogue had put a spell on the
people of all classes’. Carlyle’s biography of Frederick the Great, which
Hitler was reading as the Red Army closed in on him in the ruins of Berlin,
had as its integrating theme the power of a leader of genius to create a
nation and a new moral culture out of chaos. Its appeal to Hitler is no less
surprising than the rejection of its author by Gibbs who despite his own
affection for some of the great men of the twentieth century, Lloyd George
being just one example, knew as well as anyone the cost of such leadership.
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CHAPTER 2

The New Journalism: 1895-1912

In 1895, when still only 18 years of age, Gibbs began his career in the
illustration department of Cassell & Company. A chance encounter with
the Managing Director and Minister for War, HO Arnold-Forster, saw
Gibbs promoted to department head with responsibility for the sale of
educational books. Though this was the first professional advancement
that Gibbs enjoyed, it was another meeting in the same year, which was
to be the most momentous of his life. His sister Helen introduced him
to a friend she had made while attending a convent school in Belgium.
Agnes Rowland, the daughter of a country parson who had been a mili-
tary chaplain in India, became the love of Gibbs’ life. Her family back-
ground, however, was not as colourless as her father’s profession might
have suggested. While on a family sabbatical in England when she was
seven, Agnes’ mother, who Gibbs described as an ‘incurable flirt’, ran off
with an Indian Army officer. The subsequent divorce and her remarriage
ended the career ambitions of the Reverend William J Rowland, who was
then temporarily exiled to the poor parishes of Somerset before finishing
his days in charge of Clandon parish church in Surrey. Though he initially
considered Gibbs to be beneath his daughter socially, a blow softened by
Gibbs having already come to the same conclusion himself, in time the
two men developed a friendship based more on intellectual connections
than a ready affection.
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As an economy measure, Agnes was schooled at the convent in
Belgium, and like her future sister-in-law she was sufficiently enamoured
with Catholicism to convert. Her lifetime adherence to the faith began
acrimoniously when her incredulous father first locked her in her room,
then denounced the Catholic Church, and finally gave vent to his frus-
tration in an angry letter to the Pope. Gibbs, whose own conversion to
Catholicism failed to rate a mention in any of his autobiographical writ-
ing, fell in love at first sight. After first shrugging off the not insignificant
competition posed by his brothers Cosmo and Frank, he and Agnes were
married in the Roman Catholic Church in Sherborne, Dorset, in August
1898. Gibbs was 21 and his bride 2 years older, and though he noted
that they were ‘babes in the wood’, they married with an audacity he later
found ‘superb’.! As an older man, and only after her death, he wrote mov-
ingly of their first meeting;:

As a young girl she had a rose like beauty, and it is among roses that I like to
remember her for she tended them in many gardens. I saw her first among
the roses in the garden of her aunt’s house at Elstree, where in a white
frock...and a big straw hat, she stood with a pair of scissors snipping off
the dead blossom from a marvellous show of summer glory. Shyly I went
towards her, and saw her laughing eyes, and heard her cry of ‘Hello, Pip!™

Agnes was her future husband’s intellectual equal, a fact borne out in
her position as head of the secondary school at St Andrew’s Convent in
Streatham, a post she held for the first 18 months of their married life.
She later matriculated and became a student at King’s College in London.
Although poor eyesight prevented her studying medicine, she studied
geology and graduated in 1932 at the age of 57. She subsequently worked
at Imperial College in London and some of her detailed analyses of rocks
and minerals were eventually published. Though a neighbour in Shamley
Green remembered her as being ‘Prussian’ in her household arrangements,
Gibbs described her as possessing the ‘gift of laughter all her life, having
a merry wit and a sense of humour’.? They enjoyed a belated honeymoon
in Paris, staying at the Hotel du Dauphin in the rue St Roche near where
Napoleon had fired his ‘whiff of grapeshot’. As was the case with so many
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of Gibbs’ continental wanderings, the trip coincided with political ten-
sion. Coming as it did during the major Anglo-French crisis remembered
rather quaintly as the Fashoda Incident, the newly-weds were subject to
overt hostility from Parisians angered by what they saw as British imperial
arrogance. Nevertheless, they enjoyed themselves, visiting the Louvre and
walking hand in hand through the parklands of the Bois de Boulogne.
Gibbs’ short description of his honeymoon, written in 1946, is one of the
few intimate portraits of a marriage which lasted four decades. It began a
lifelong love affair with Paris, though this was not a passion shared by his
son with whom he otherwise had a great deal in common. Tony believed
that there was nothing to do but ‘saunter about, admire the perspectives,
drift back to the Café Berri, buy an Evening Standard and take the first
plane out’.*

In the same year that Gibbs married Agnes, Arnold-Forster com-
missioned him to write the first of three books in the Cassell’s ‘Our
Empire’ series. Founders of Empire was a collection of biographies of great
Englishmen, covering a thousand years of history, ranging from Alfred
the Great to Nelson and Wellington. It sold well and was used exten-
sively in English schools. Gibbs saw his subjects as ‘some of the greatest
Englishmen—men who in their day, each in his different manner, contrib-
uted to make Britain great, good, glorious and free’.® India: Our Eastern
Empire (1903) and Australasia: The Britains of the South (1903) followed
five years later, but it was this first book which brought Gibbs to the notice
of the reading public. In the book on India, Gibbs made his views on
Empire explicit. In the Delhi Durbar of 1903, which was held to com-
memorate the coronation of King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra as
Emperor and Empress of India, Gibbs saw the glory of Empire present in
the form of the many ‘proud and magnificent princes, and so many brave
and warlike people’, all ready to offer their lives in defence of their ‘British
rulers’. He felt immensely thankful that British rule had not ‘bred hatred
and malice, but splendid loyalty’.

Despite the subject matter of these early books and his clear support
for Imperial policy, it was not an ideology which he espoused consis-
tently once he had seen the cost of jingoism on the battlefields of Europe.
He was present outside the Guildhall when the Lord Mayor of London
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announced the declaration of war against the Boers. In 1910, he char-
acterized the patriotic fervour which accompanied the announcement as
a Christian virtue drawing ‘from all parts of the Empire a great host of
young men ready to shed their blood in the service of that Empire’.” Years
later, Gibbs remembered the event somewhat differently. He recalled that
as a ‘liberal minded youth hostile to the loud mouthed jingoism of the
time’, he was not enthused by what he believed was little more than a poor
pastoral people being bullied by an Empire, a view he ascribed to the influ-
ence of Gladstonian Liberalism. When Gibbs wrote these words, he was
in his late seventies, by which time this process of re-evaluation had seen
him distance himself almost entirely from the militant nationalism that had
brought so much tragedy to so many millions of people. By then, he had
reinvented himself as one who had been ‘pro Boer’.?

It is tempting to see in this a pattern of personal myth-making that
would have gladdened the heart of his old sparring partners Lloyd George
and Winston Churchill, themselves no strangers to selective recall in mem-
oirs. Perhaps, like Shakespeare’s Macbeth, he feared recognizing his own
complicity and recoiled at his youthful support for a by-then-discredited
war.’ Though this is pure speculation, what is certain, however, is that over
the course of four autobiographies, the first written in 1923 and the last in
1957, there is evidence, naturally, of an evolution in Gibbs’ thinking. Read
in isolation, each autobiography presents a relatively consistent view writ-
ten by a skilful journalist. When read consecutively, and in concert with his
political commentaries, they are clearly derivative, and are heavily shaped
and coloured by his contemporary views, rather than providing a deeper
insight into his thoughts and motivations at the time. Gibbs has been
poorly served by writers seeking to understand his wartime record with-
out contextualizing him, but he regularly committed the same offence
against himself, particularly in regard to his work as a war correspon-
dent. Critics of his dispatches simply place his observations next to what
we know happened by virtue of exhaustive historical scholarship. When
the shortcomings are inevitably exposed, some critics have seen them as
proof of his complicity in a propaganda war. Yet in his autobiographies,
he actually does not place himself sufficiently in context, and rarely in his
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post-wartime writing did he seek to mitigate the charges against him by
encouraging an empathy with the conditions under which he worked. He
instead defended himself by claiming an accuracy and truthfulness which
was impossible, given the scope of the war and official censorship.

The inconsistency in his attitude to the Empire is again exhibited in his
1913 criticism of ‘the new man’, who in contrast to earlier generations did
not get ‘that thrill in his bosom and the lump in his throat experienced
by his father when these words were uttered...Empire, Patriotism, Duty,
Honour, Glory, and God’.!° His despair at this loss of reverence extended
to those who opposed war:

He is, frankly, a peace at any price man, and is prepared to stomach an
insult, to see his nation lose its influence in the council of nations, to be all
things to all men, in order to avert the frightful catastrophe of war. He can
see nothing which would justify the unsheathed sword between civilized
nations...Not for him is the old faith that there are many things worse than
death-national dishonour, national decadence, or individual dishonour and
individual decadence.!!

Though he may have had an ambivalent attitude to Imperial policy,
particularly in the 1920s and 1930s, he certainly did not oppose either the
Empire or the Monarchy as institutions. In 1957, he recalled witnessing
the celebration of Queen Victoria’s Jubilee in 1887. His description was
pervaded by an idealization of both the Queen herself and the world she
represented which was now lost. For it was ‘in our days of imperial power
when Britannia ruled the waves and vast areas of the earth were under
our dominion’. In retrospect, Gibbs believed that the Queen ‘would have
dropped dead in her carriage had she foreseen for a moment the future
of the Empire over which she ruled with the loyalty and reverence—the
almost religious reverence—of her subject peoples. India has gone. Egypt
has gone’.!?

Gibbs’ six-year stint with Cassells ended in 1901 when he accepted a
position as editor of Tillotsons’ Literary Syndicate in Bolton in Lancashire.
Fiction syndication originated in France early in the nineteenth cen-
tury but did not become common in England until the late Victorian
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period. Tillotson and Sons pioneered the practice in 1868 and eventually
extended their operation to newspapers throughout the country. Gibbs’
letter of application succeeded because of the impact of the statement that
he, like the younger Pitt, was ‘guilty of the damnable crime of being a
young man’.!® The position required him to interview authors, acquire the
rights to their books and articles, and then market these rights to publish-
ers. He was initially unimpressed by his new industrial surroundings with
its factory chimneys, blackened buildings, and the ‘hideous architecture’,
but he quickly learnt that ‘one can make one’s own little paradise in the
blackest environment’.!"* Faced with the need to supplement an income
which barely covered living expenses, Gibbs wrote a series of articles titled
‘Knowledge Is Power’ which were syndicated in The Weekly Scotsman and
later published in book form as Knowledge Is Power (1903) and Facts
and Ideas (1905). In these articles, he undertook to answer any question
posed by a reader, thus permitting him the opportunity to ‘write about
great books, and the wisdom of the ages, and the love of poetry and art
and drama and all beauty’.'® In public, he described the articles and their
subsequent publication in book form as a means of inculcating a shared
culture which would facilitate the raising of the ‘standard of the race, to
bring men a little nearer the angels, a little further from the brutes’.!® In
private, however, he derided them as ‘second hand goods’.!” Nevertheless,
these second-hand goods helped to augment a rather small income, an
increasingly more pressing consideration after the birth of his only child, a
son named Anthony, in March 1902.

Just after Tony’s birth, and having spent two-and-a-half years with
Tillotsons, Gibbs wrote to Alfred Harmsworth seeking employment. He
was offered editorship of the literary page of the Daily Mail, a relatively
new paper established in 1896. Harmsworth, who would rise from genteel
poverty to the summit of unelected power and influence, understood the
growing influence of the politically unaligned middle to lower class whose
members were unlikely to buy expensive papers such as The Times. He was
rightly considered one of the geniuses of his age, for by running newspa-
pers at a profit and freeing them of government influence, Harmsworth
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‘gave England the rare gift of a free press’.!® He was, however, just as accu-
rately described as a ‘man who fed off power, needing it as a vampire needs
blood, and [he was] prepared to destroy in order to get it’.’ Regardless
of Harmsworth’s capacity to polarize opinion, Taylor was not all that
wide of the mark in seeing him as both a harbinger of the future and a
metaphor for the inventions and attitudes of the twentieth century itself.?
Though not blind to Harmsworth’s faults, Gibbs, however, saw him as
the founder and pioneer of a new journalism and a man of quality and
genius.?! He noted that to Harmsworth, news ‘meant anything which had
a touch of human interest for the great mass of folk, any happening or idea
which affected the life, clothes, customs, food, health, and amusements of
middle class England’.?? Gibbs did not explicitly make the link himself in
any of his four autobiographies; he shared this understanding of the art of
journalism, though he differed from Harmsworth in possessing an instinc-
tive suspicion of invention and innovation:

Everything in his paper had to be bright, sparkling, and pointed. He wanted
his young writers to dramatise their news stories. In fact everything had to
be a ‘story’ rather than a report. He sent them out to search for oddities of
character, strange ways of life, out of the way adventures. In the description
of an historic scene, or an affair of public ceremony, he gave his praise to the
descriptive writer who had observed some little touch of oddity behind the
scenes, or who had avoided the obvious by seeing the human stuff on the
side walk while some pompous pageant passed.?

Gibbs thus entered Fleet Street, a world which exerted a hold on his
imagination that would end only with his death. Working in turn for the
Daily Mail, the Daily Express, and the Daily Chronicle, as well as a short
stint with the ill-fated Tribune, it was a golden period, one which would
assume added lustre once he had witnessed the horror of the Western
Front. It was not without its pain, however, for there were sporadic peri-
ods of unemployment and a succession of personal losses which blighted a
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period of professional success and personal contentment. In appearance a
bookish, intellectual character, Gibbs was not immune to the possibilities
for adventure offered by journalism:

The thrill of chasing the new story, the interest of getting into the middle
of life, sometimes behind the scenes of history, the excitement of record-
ing sensational acts in the melodrama of reality, the meeting with heroes,
rogues, and oddities, the front seats at the peep show of life, the comedy,
the change, the comradeship, the rivalry, the test of one’s own quality of
character and vision, drew me back to Fleet Street as a strong magnet.?*

The London that Gibbs returned to was without doubt the ‘city of
Empire” in which any visitor was daily witness to the ‘the visible expression
of a city of unrivalled strength and immensity’.?® Even the architecture
stood in mute celebration of ‘British heroism on the battlefield, British
sovereignty over foreign lands, British wealth and power, in short, British
imperialism’.? For Gibbs and men of his ilk, London also offered more
than just an abstract celebration of Anglo-Saxon greatness. There were
also concrete opportunities:

By 1900 the reader had a choice of well over 2000 monthly and weekly
titles on the news-stands, and the capital supported more than a dozen daily
newspapers. Collectively they consumed vast quantities of non-news mate-
rial and an army of free lancers supplied it. It is true that the competition was
ferocious [but] some of the weekly penny papers had circulations in the mil-
lions, and all were vying to get the best fiction, the most striking articles.?”

Gibbs’ Fleet Street career did not begin in an auspicious fashion, for
having almost bankrupted himself moving back to London to a flat in
the Prince of Wales Road overlooking Battersea Park, he discovered that
in the interim Harmsworth had appointed Filson Young to the position.
Though Gibbs viewed this as an oversight, Hamilton Fyfe believed that
it was Harmsworth’s practice to put two men into one position in order
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to play ecach off against the other, thereby ensuring maximum effort.?
Despite what may have seemed an untenable situation, they worked well
together until Filson Young assumed other duties, leaving Gibbs as the
sole literary editor. Despite this slight, Gibbs both liked and respected
Harmsworth. He was regularly impressed by the experience of watching
him preside over the daily three o’clock staft meeting. Chairing the meet-
ing in an easy and informal manner, Harmsworth encouraged all of his
staff, including the most junior, to offer suggestions for the following
day’s paper. Such an inclusive process would have impressed Gibbs with its
sense of democracy, but just as compelling was the dominating presence
of Harmsworth himself.

The position brought with it significant responsibilities, but for a
23-year-old man with a family, this was more than compensated for by the
salary of six pounds a week and a further three for any article he might
write. In hindsight, he believed he was exposed to a profession and a city
undergoing profound change:

It was a world changing in social life, manners, and morals. In this coun-
try it was a change over from the Victorian era to the Edwardian, with an
improvement in the conditions of the working class, with a better standard
of education among the masses, and with less hypocrisy and smugness in the
upper classes who did not know that their power, and wealth, and old tradi-
tion of elegance, splendour, and privilege, were in their last phase.?

Gibbs and Agnes lived near Battersea Park for three years in a ground-
floor flat in Overstrand Mansions, one of three sections of high dwell-
ings, the other two being Prince of Wales Mansions and York Mansions.
Gibbs recalled that nearly all of the inhabitants were of ‘literary, artistic,
or theatrical avocations, either hoping to arrive at fame or fortune, or
reduced in circumstances after brief glory’.3® In the flat above lived GK
Chesterton, then in the ‘full glory of his girth, and in the springtime of his
genius’.®! Gibbs enjoyed the sense of intellectualism and urban colour and
later wrote a book called Intellectunl Mansions, SW. As a writer himself,
Gibbs enjoyed the company of other authors, and given his capacity for
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making and keeping friends, he socialized with many household names
whose fame far outstripped his own. HG Wells, with his ‘dynamic energy
of mind’; John Galsworthy, possessed of ‘a very human sweetness and
sensitivity to all human suffering’; and Bernard Shaw, who had a ‘pen like
a sword as champion of justice and fair play against the monsters of greed
and side whiskered humbug’, were all cither friends or acquaintances.3?
As a member of the Reform Club, he socialized with an even wider circle,
which would come to include Arnold Bennett, AG Gardiner, editor of the
Daily News and brilliant essayist, and W Somerset Maugham.

There are few surviving descriptions of Gibbs’ life during this period
other than those he penned himself, but one of the best is written by a
colleague at the Daily Mail. Frank Dilnot recalled his time working with
Gibbs in an article written as an introduction to his first American speaking
tour in 1919. Dilnot recalled that ‘despite his humour, he had that mark of
reflectiveness and intensity which has since carried him to fame. I remem-
ber how in those far oft days we active young barbarians of the reporter’s
room shook our heads quizzically at him because of a serious article a
column long in which he fiercely and wittily protested against a certain
type of man in the streets of cities who fancies he is fascinating and ogles
girls with a view to casual flirtations’. Dilnot balanced this description of
a serious-minded young man with the observation that he also possessed
‘humour, clear vision and radiated companionship and helpfulness’.?

Gibbs impressed Harmsworth sufficiently to warrant an invitation to
spend a weekend at Sutton Place, near Guildford, with a number of other
Fleet Street identities. Harmsworth used the opportunity to sound Gibbs
out concerning the secrets of syndication. He then offered Gibbs the lead-
ership of a new literary syndicate, openly offering Gibbs the opportunity
to ‘smash the Tillotsons’. Harmsworth had the wrong man if he thought
he could tempt this most gentle of men with visions of destroying the
company which had given him such an important career opportunity.
Gibbs was surer of his man when he realized that his hesitation would
cost him dearly. For though he wrote a report concerning the project,
Gibbs knew, even then, that Harmsworth ‘wanted instant enthusiasm
and the optimism of youth’ for he ‘who hesitated with Harmsworth was
lost’.3* His report was ignored and increasingly fault was found with his
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editorial work. Gibbs anticipated the end of their association by handing
in his letter of resignation. Though faced with unemployment, typically
Gibbs parted from Harmsworth with no ill feeling, firm in the belief that
his former boss harboured no ill will for him. On two later occasions,
Harmsworth offered Gibbs employment, once before and once during
the war. Gibbs declined the first offer because he was enjoying his work as
a freelance, and the second because he felt that to change papers at that
stage was akin to ‘changing horses mid-stream’.

Following the trail blazed by other ex-employees of Harmsworth (it was
often suggested that there was an underground passage between the Daily
Mail in Carmelite House and the office of the Daily Express), Gibbs then
found a position as special correspondent with the rival paper, then owned
by Arthur Pearson. Gibbs did not admire Pearson, particularly at first,
for he found him narrower in his outlook than Harmsworth. Typically,
Gibbs still felt able to express a personal liking for him. Pearson later lost
his sight to glaucoma and worked tirelessly for soldiers blinded during
the First World War. His most notable achievement was the founding of
St Dunstan’s, a home for blinded soldiers which offered them vocational
training. Gibbs believed that a speech Pearson gave in New York after the
war in which he spoke about St Dunstan’s was the most beautiful he had
ever heard. He believed that blindness brought out all that was best in
Pearson and that ‘he found light in his darkness’.3

Gibbs spent only a few months at the Dazly Express before he resigned
on an issue of journalistic integrity. Pearson directed Gibbs to research
and write a series of articles arguing that Shakespeare was a fraud and that
his plays were in fact authored by Francis Bacon. Believing the hypothesis
to be ridiculous, Gibbs resigned rather than write the article. Short of
money with a young wife and child to support, it was a courageous deci-
sion made on a matter of principle. Gibbs believed that to write against
one’s convictions was bad morality, requiring as it did the ‘prostituting of
one’s pen and the betrayal of truth itself. I have always refused to do so,
and I refused Arthur Pearson then’.?¢ Critics of his wartime dispatches
have ignored the fact that Gibbs twice resigned positions on a matter of
principle (the second time in 1921). He did stay long enough, however,
to report on the Joseph Chamberlain-led campaign for tariff reform
which was in Dangerfield’s view ‘heresy and defeatism to all but a few’

3 Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 49.
3 Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, p. 48.



30 M.C.KERBY

and condemned the Conservatives to a ‘desolate political midnight’.?” As a
liberal, Gibbs was a supporter of free trade and believed that the issue had
‘divided friend from friend, wrecked amenities of social life and started
passionate arguments at every dinner table’.3® Nevertheless, Gibbs came to
admire Chamberlain’s ‘courage and hard sledge hammer oratory’, though
he later felt ideologically alienated from a man who he believed repre-
sented the ‘old jingo strain of Victorian England in its narrow patriotism
and rather brutal intolerance’.®

Politically though, Gibbs was able to enjoy the Liberal landslide in the
1906 clection which he saw as the result of military incompetence and
the casualty lists from the Boer War, as well as a more general ‘weari-
ness with bugle blowing, flag waving and false heroics’. In retrospect, it
heralded eight years of peace, years ‘of illusion, hope and confidence in a
general advance of civilisation, intelligence and prosperity for all classes’.*
Though Gibbs was committed to liberalism’s agenda of economic free-
dom and its social justice initiatives, it did not demand of him an explicit
ideological commitment. Liberalism was more accurately characterized as
a ‘state of mind’ based on ‘free speech, religious liberty, racial equality
before the law and obedience to the law itself until it is altered by the
will of the majority’.*! In particular, Gibbs shared with it a rather nebu-
lous understanding of the ‘spirit’ or ‘soul” of the English people.*? For
as Bentley observed, any study of the primary material from the period
1914-1929 finds the pervasiveness of the explanatory language of
‘mind’, ‘spirit’, and ‘outlook’.*? To the liberal faithful, ‘mind and religion
were in fact hard to separate and both tended to be subsumed as a poli-
tics of faith’,** an outlook evident in Gibbs’ regular use of terms such as
‘Christian’, ‘liberal’, and ‘civilized’ as synonyms and without really ever
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defining what he meant by them. This vagueness was again typical of lib-
eralism itself, which was never a series of ‘readily applicable maxims for use
in a political manifesto”.*® Tt was a political religion, not a concrete dogma,
one which, as HG Wells noted, possessed a ‘multitudinousness’ that left it
a ‘vague and planless association’.*® To other even less sympathetic eyes,
liberalism appeared an ‘irrational mixture of Whig aristocrats, industrial-
ists, dissenters, reformers, trade unionists, quacks and Mr Lloyd George’.
In the face of ‘the destructive contradictions of daily reality’, this eclectic
group sought an intellectual safety in ‘an almost mystical communion with
the doctrine of laissez-faire and a profound belief in the English virtue of
compromise”’.*’

The contradiction inherent in committing oneself wholeheartedly to
such a nebulous belief system is brought into even starker relief when one
considers the fact that Gibbs never actually exercised his right to vote in
a general election, presumably even refraining from voting in the election
contested by his son, albeit in a different district. Instead, he believed
that ‘a writing man should hold himself aloof from any party, not label-
ling himself or entering the political arena’ and thereby remaining ‘an
observer, a critic and only sometimes a judge’.*® Nevertheless, he himself
saw no contradiction between his failure to participate in the democratic
process, yet simultaneously describing liberalism as having once been the
‘glory of the nation” and bemoaning its political emasculation as a tragedy
because their ‘moderate and reasonable philosophy’ remained the most
genuine expression of English national character.*

An example of this lack of a clear political or social agenda, which had as
its natural consequence, contradictory impulses, is to be found in Gibbs’
recognition of racial equality as a central tenet of the old liberalism which
he espoused. He supported it with the cautious conservatism indicative
of liberalism’s ‘profoundly conscience stricken state of mind’.>® Yet Gibbs
saw it as unnecessarily provocative for the French to use Senegalese and
Moroccan troops in the occupation of German territory after the First

4 M Bentley, The Liberal Mind 1914-1929, p. 3.

*HG Wells (1911) The New Machiavelli (London: John Lane), pp. 325-6. In S Hynes
(1991) The Edwardian Turn of Mind (London: Pimlico), p. 12.

4 Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal England, p. 70.

*8 Gibbs, Life’s Adventure, p. 51.

* Gibbs, Ten Years After, p. 23; P Gibbs (1958) How Now England? (London: Angus and
Robertson), p. 68.

S0 Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal England, p. 179.
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World War. He was similarly critical of the English use of Indian troops
and the American use of black soldiers. Gibbs also saw a threat which he
described as the ‘rising tide of colour’ emerging from the ‘massacre of the
world war and some of its lessons and watchwords’ which had ‘aroused
the passions and ambitions among the dark skinned races’.>* One of the
watchwords that this determined proponent of the League of Nations
feared the most was ‘the self determination of peoples’.>

Yet Gibbs was not racist in an extreme sense, finding much to admire in
other peoples. He just preferred to admire them in their own country. Nor
was he blind to the violence inflicted on indigenous peoples in the name
of Empire, yet he saw that as a failing in human wisdom rather than an
institutional flaw requiring radical change. He saw in the Empire a ‘benev-
olent despotism’ with ‘responsibilities towards the coloured races which
cannot be supported without force of arms’.>® For men who believed in
national liberty, and Gibbs numbered himself among them, there was,
he felt, agreement that Western ideas of parliamentary democracy could
not ‘be translated into an Oriental country before centuries of education
and preparation’.** Compromise, the English love of the underdog, and
the cautious interference of the liberal would see most situations resolve
themselves. This timidity in applying ideals to concrete issues was later evi-
dent in Gibbs’ support of the suffragettes and his sympathy for the plight
of the working class.

As liberalism was never a fully resolved ideological commitment for
Gibbs, one looks in vain in the written record for a clear political state-
ment in which he outlined a detailed and coherent exploration of his
beliefs. When he used it as a descriptor, it was actually the expression
of a very personal, deeply held, romanticized construct of England. It
denoted a lifestyle as much, if not more, than a political viewpoint. When
he returned from the Continent in the latter half of 1934, after two
months abroad, Gibbs argued that England was the envy of her European
neighbours, who were ‘astonished by the stability, order and tranquillity
of the English people’. In his celebration of these qualities, he wrote what
was in effect an extended love letter to the land of his birth, a land free
from ‘tyranny’ and ‘civil strife” where ‘one can talk without looking over

5L Gibbs, Ten Years After, p. 151.
32Gibbs, Ten Years After, p. 151.
3 Gibbs, Ten Years After, p. 155.
54 Gibbs, Ten Years After, p. 151.
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one’s shoulder lest a spy should be about’. It was a world where a knock
at the door did not herald an attack from political opponents, where one
could cultivate one’s garden without fear that local villagers were planning
acts of violence and sabotage. Most of all, it was one devoid of ‘political
passion and without any apparent menace to its old tradition and ancient
loyalties®.®®

This devotion to liberalism left Gibbs, as it would the political party as
a whole, ‘squeezed between the Tory imagination of traditional English
virtues...and the Socialist imagination of a planned and just society’.%
Unable to shake his adherence to nineteenth-century laissez-faire indi-
vidualism, yet cognizant of at least some of the major failings in a system
whose history he viewed as a romantic pageant, Gibbs sought solace in
a generalized faith in human nature. Drawing heavily on the virtues of
English character, he developed an idealistic and often naive faith in the
power of the common people to alter history. Repeatedly in his writing,
Gibbs sought to generalize about vast political movements based on con-
versations with ‘the man in the street’, and in doing so he regularly failed
to recognize that it is these very people who are swept along by the cur-
rents of history, subject to the whims of fate, chance, and, sadly too often,
the machinations of those in power. He believed that the vast majority of
people wished to be left to cultivate their gardens in peace, and if ‘a man
is seen stabbing another, the crowd rushes to intervene without enquiring
into the causes. There is a policeman round the corner who says “What’s
all this about?” and takes action in the name of the law’. It was a wonder-
fully sincere, idealistic, yet utterly impractical transference of the lifestyle
in an English village to international relations. Gibbs acknowledged the
impossibility of such a system, but he paradoxically noted that there is ‘no
other way of avoiding this anarchy of nations’.*’

The same fluidity which marked his liberalism was later evident in
his ambiguous attitude to the War. The pre-war England for which he
yearned might have destroyed itself in civil war had the struggle against
Germany not united a society at breaking point. For Gibbs, the war,
though terrible and clearly the antithesis of his own values, served as
both the saviour and the destroyer of the England he had constructed
for himself. At a personal level, this ambiguity extended beyond the

5P Gibbs (1934) European Journey (New York: The Literary Guild), p. 339.
5Hynes, The Edwardian Mind, pp. 56-7.
57 Gibbs, European Journey, pp. 341-2.
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large canvas of his world view to the more intimate change it wrought
on his own person. Fame brought him a degree of financial security, the
satisfaction of imperial honours, professional respect, and the friendship
of the famous and powerful. But it also subjected him to daily visions of
slaughter he was physically ill-equipped to face and temperamentally ill-
suited to address with any degree of professional detachment. It was the
very fluidity and ill-defined ideology that was liberalism which permit-
ted him to move from a successful war correspondent to a peace activist
without recognizing any inconsistency, let alone hypocrisy. Yet it was
during the period between 1914 and 1929 that Gibbs, like the other
‘custodians of traditional liberalism lost everything they most valued in
political life’. Gibbs, who believed t