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THE CRI PPS VERSION 

with court martial duties - desertion was a major problem - throughout 
the period of hostilities; the dashing Freddie redeemed his playboy repu
tation by making good as a genuinely heroic soldier in the Royal Bucking
hamshire Hussars Yeomanry; and Len, to whom Stafford was closest, 
resumed a military career begun in the Fourth Hussars. Estorick does not 
explain why their 'splendidly healthy' fourth brother should not have done 
likewise. 

The fact is that his health was already giving cause for concern. 'Stafford 
by no means well,' his father noted in March 1914, 'but I hope he may 
improve quickly if we have good weather.'80 This hope proved vain, as 
Stafford's diary shows. 'In June I had a breakdown and was obliged to lie 
up for a month,' he explained, adding that, when war came in August, 'I 
was at the time under medical treatment and being married did not think of 
trying for the army as at that time married men were not wanted.'81 It is 
true that the current expectation was that single men would volunteer before 
married men. It is interesting that Stafford presents this, alongside his 
already uncertain health, as his reason for not attempting to enlist; and this 
contradicts the notion, possibly family legend but first published in Cooke's 
biography, that Stafford was rejected as unfit by the army doctors.82 He was 
not held back by doubts about the justifiability of war, such as the freshly 
ennobled Lord Parmoor increasingly harboured. Instead Stafford threw 
himself into recruiting activities, showing a readiness to accept sacrifices -
'At this time AlIen my chauffeur joined the army' - that was vicarious 
through no lack of belligerent zeal. 83 

Cripps, true to form, came up with an initiative of his own. Together 
with Egerton, he crossed to France in October 1914 on a freelance mission 
to deliver winter comforts to the troops. It was just after the British army 
had suffered the German onslaught in the battle of the Marne. 'This was 
the first impression we had of real war and even this seemed in some ways 
more like manoeuvres,' Cri pps wrote, 'though the Hospital trains consisting 
in most instances of cattle trucks only were very impressive and terribly 
real.'84 Once in France, he determined on joining the British Red Cross 
Society (BRCS) and, kitted out in its khaki uniform, soon became driver of 
a specially built two-ton lorry which Isobel persuaded her grandfather Eno 
to donate. For Stafford, it was again time to get out and get under; he 

80. Parmoor diary, 2.9 March 1914. 
81. RSC diary, 14 October 1917, retrospective entry. 
82. Cooke, Cripps, p. 67; cf. Bryant, Cripps, p. 53, Burgess, Cripps, p.18. 
83 . RSC diary, 14 October J917· Estorick (1941), p. 2.1, gives quite the contrary impression. 
84. RSC diary, 14 October 1917. 
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assured Isobel after six months that 'old Eno is running beautifully - just 
like new'. He put in almost a year of ambulance service, evacuating wounded 
men through Boulogne. 'No one who was not there can conceive how 
dependent the Army were on the BRCS in those early days,' he claimed, 
recalling that they 'carried nearly every conceivable Hospital requisite, 
garment and game including also coal, milk, coffins and stretchers with 
drunken soldiers!'.85 He told Isobel of shifting six tons of mineral water off 
the quay in one day; subsequently of having a sore back. It was arduous 
and unremitting work: 'Our most disagreeable job was coal-carting which 
took place two or three times a week; on the hot July days tipping sacks of 
dusty coal in a small cellar was no joke!,86 

Throughout the summer of 1915, then, Cri pps was still in Boulogne, 
shovelling coal. The received version (originating in Strauss's biography and 
faithfully repeated since) is that, faced with the use of gas by the Germans 
at Ypres in April 1915, 'someone in the Government remembered he was a 
scientist', and that Cri pps was accordingly summoned home by telegram, 
to begin work at once in a munitions factory.87 Cripps's own wartime record 
suggests that this account is, at best, a conflation. At the end of May 1915 

he made a note of receiving an order: 'Hold yourself in readiness to proceed 
to St Omer at any time as a chemist in connection with these poisonous 
gases.' Cri pps confessed himself 'flabbergasted' because of the implication 
that he would thereby be deprived of his first chance in six months' service 
to get home and moved quickly to secure a week's leave first. 88 Predictably, 
his week's leave proved 'heavenly'; after which Cripps 'then returned to 
Boulogne but never heard any more of the chemical job'. 89 In September, 
however, on leave again in England, he heard from Egerton, now employed 
in the new Ministry of Munitions, that chemists were indeed needed and 
Cri pps took the initiative in offering his own services. This time he was 
taken on and sent to the royal gunpowder factory at Waltham Abbey, to 
train in the manufacture of gun cotton, and later tetryl, necessary in detonat
ingTNT. 

Cri pps was to spend the next two years working for the Ministry of 
Munitions, under conditions satisfactory neither to his finances (which 

8S. RSC to IC, II May 1915. 
86. RSC diary, 14 October 1917; RSC to IC, April 1915 (probably 1 April) and 19 April 1915. 
87. Strauss, p. 30; cf. Estorick, pp. 45-6, Cooke, Cripps, pp. 67-8, Bryant, Cripps, p. 53, and 
Burgess, Cripps, p. 18. 
88. RSC diary, 30 May 1915, misleadingly annotated by lsobel: 'From RSC in France: Letter 
of recall.' 
89. RSC diary, 14 October 1917. 
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could well bear the temporary strain) nor his health (which could not). He 
had started off with a few simple axioms. 'I am sure if all the workers in the 
munition factories were put under military law and discipline it would be 
an excellent thing and would show a greatly improved output - but I suppose 
that means national service - and why not?' he wrote, supplying Isobel with 
the answer: 'Because we've got a sort of Party government still. ,90 This gibe 
against the Asquith Government shows him more of a hard-line militarist 
Tory than a champion of Labour, which maintained a strong aversion to 
industrial conscription; though the good labour relations under Cri pps's 
subsequent management suggest that in practice his methods were tempered 
by experience. 

What gave Cri pps his chance was a familiar mixture of his useful family 
connections, his unusual professional qualifications, plus his own deter
mination. He wheeled out impressive referees to impress the Ministry: not 
only Sir William Ramsay but Jack Egerton (now his brother-in-law) and 
Lord Parmoor himself. It was Egerton who secured Cripps's move, after 
two months' training, to a factory at Queensferry, near Chester on the Dee 
estuary, ostensibly concerned with installing a tetryl plant. His real task was 
to help Colonel Waring, the Superintendent, who was single-handed, and 
Cripps records that he 'put in 12-14 hours work every day - including 
Sunday - helping Col. Waring generally', since little needed doing on the 
tetryl plant. 'All Christmas week I worked a night shift managing the gun 

cotton plant which had just reached the production stage and I had the 
satisfaction of supervising the packing of the first gun cotton pressed,' he 
noted. 'I also did my own work in the day time reaching a climax on 
Christmas Day when I did 20 hours work.'91 

Conditions at Queensferry, continually under pressure to expand output, 
were grim enough to tax anyone's health. Colonel Waring took ten weeks' 
sick leave at the end of January 1916. Shortly beforehand, in Cripps's 
version, 'I was appointed assistant superintendent and promised a rise in 
salary from the iI25 p.a. I was getting.'92 In Waring's absence, Cri pps 
moved into his house and took full charge of the factory for six weeks. This 
arrangement proved unexpectedly beneficial - for production, at least. On 
his twenty-seventh birthday, and apparently on little over two pounds a 
week, Cri pps found himself running a vital war plant on 140 acres, respon
sible for 6,000 workers. 'At the end of the six weeks, I had a very bad 
breakdown which took me four months to recover from,' Cri pps reported 
in his diary. 'When I returned in July I found that the Treasury had repudi-

90. RSe to le, 29 May I915 . 91. RSe diary, 14 October I917. 92. ibid. 
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ated my appointment as assistant superintendent and refused to give me any 
increase in salary.'93 

Stafford's condition was naturally a source of anxiety to his family. 'He 
seems to get on slowly,' his father noted, 'and 1 hardly know what is really 
the matter with him.'94 He was surely correct to say that his son had 'broken 
down from overwork'95 and it is easy to see why. Queensferry became one 
of the three largest munitions factories in the country and, according to the 
Ministry of Munitions, the most efficient. Cri pps remained rightly proud of 
his record there and did not lack well-placed witnesses to corroborate his 
claims. 'His breakdown was the direct consequence, as 1 have always felt, 
of his zeal,' Waring wrote to the Ministry, with indignation but without 
effect.96 

Cri pps went back in a subordinate position, his salary still only £700 per 
annum. Underpaid, overworked, he found that he 'got seedy again' and 
in January 1917 his condition was diagnosed as colitis, an imperfectly 
understood affliction of the bowel with symptoms of diarrhoea that resemble 
dysentery. Characteristically, he did not give up work at once but carried 
on until June, when he again entered a nursing home and convalesced for 
three months, with frustratingly little to do. 'On Sept. 1st,' he noted stoically, 
'I saw my two doctors and they told me that it was useless my trying to 
work again at Queens Ferry for at least a year as 1 could only do light 
work.'97 He resigned at once. 

This was effectively the end of Stafford's war. 'My health is still bad and 
there is no immediate prospect of my return to work,' Cri pps wrote in 
October 1918. 'The last eight months 1 have lived an invalid's life and been 
able to do nothing to help my Country.' He confessed his worry at remaining 
in this state 'for the rest of my life' .98 Even his father, who had repeatedly 
discerned false dawns over the past months, noted that 'he makes some 
progress but it is very slow'.99 Perhaps some sense of anxiety, however 
misplaced, that he was dodging the column stalled Stafford's recovery; for 
the remarkable thing, given the seriousness of the prognosis in October 
1918, is how quickly he bounced back with the return of peace in the next 
month. 'Personally I have advanced greatly', he wrote early in 1919, having 
been given permission to return to work in January by his doctors. 100 

Once able to work at all, he worked without stint. According to Strauss's 

93· ibid. 94. Parmoor diary, I May 1916. 95. ibid., 16 April 1916. 
96. Waring quoted in Burgess, Cripps, p. 2.0, which contains an excellent account of this 
episode, drawing on the Ministry of Munitions archives. 
97. RSC diary, 14 October 1917. 98. ibid., 5 October 1918. 
99. Parmoor diary, 3 I October 1918. 100. RSC diary, 2. March 1919. 
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authorized version, Cripps 'solved the problem by a daily routine to which 
he adhered closely for years; rise early, work in Court until about 4 p.m., 
work in Chambers until about 9 p .m., home, straight to bed, study in bed 
until 2 a.m.'lOI 

Over a period of two or three years, Cri pps clawed back lost ground, 
reserving and rationing all his strength for his legal practice, regardless of 
other temptations or claims upon his time. 'I have concentrated all my 
powers on my work up till the present time as I am not really strong enough 
to undertake anything else,' he explained. 102 This highly disciplined strategy, 
once adopted, became a way of life. 'We have been out very little as with 
my work I am not strong enough to go out in the evenings as well,' he 
reported in 1921. 'I have been however much better and with the exception 
of my throat which is still very troublesome at times, am nearly my normal 
self again.'1 03 

For Cripps, the First World War was the beginning of a valetudinarian 
regime that proved lifelong. He had, as one sympathizer told Isobel, 'done 
his duty equally as if he had become invalided at the front' .104 His colitis 
dogged him for the next thirty-five years, sometimes with a dramatic collapse 
at a moment of stress, more often as a chronic constraint which he battled 
with resilience, courage and blind obstinacy. The pattern of compulsive 
overworking, whenever he was fit enough to do so, time and again brought 
its nemesis in recurrent breakdowns. To say that his susceptibility to illness 

had a psychosomatic element does not, of course, imply that the physical 
symptoms were not real; but they came and went, in ways that were surely 
not just fortuitous coincidence, at significant moments of stress in Cri pps's 
career. As regards his own health, he overtaxed limited resources more 
blatantly than he ever did as Chancellor of the Exchequer. 

Character and circumstance 
/ 

'For leadership in the labour movement Stafford had a most unfit upbring-
ing,' Beatrice Webb once observed, with her customary crispness. With 
every advantage in life - 'born and bred in a luxurious Tory household' -
he then 'married, at little over twenty years old, a wealthy girl with a 
millionaire mother. Hence he was able to settle in a charming country home 

101. Strauss, p. 33. 102. RSC diary, 26 November 1920. 

103. ibid., JI December 1921. 

104. Quoted by Estorick, Leader Magazine, I October, 1949. 
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of his own as well-to-do squire.'105 This was indeed one image that Cripps 
acquired in the inter-war years - deservedly in some respects and mislead
ingly in others. His home life discloses distinctive personal attitudes with a 
public resonance that has often been misperceived. 

It is true, as we know from his diary, that he had long thought it a natural 
ambition to possess a country house; and that, as soon as he could, he took 
steps to realize it. The fact that Isobel knew no other life made it all the 
more necessary to provide the sort of support system to which she was 
habituated by temperament and training (or lack of it). The tribulations 
of the war years had exposed her domestic deficiencies, notably at the 
commencement of Stafford's munitions work at Waltham Abbey. Strauss 
provides one account. 

It was a hard period for them both. Isobel Cri pps, still in her early twenties, had 

been brought up in a wealthy home surroundeed by luxury, and had not been taught 

to cook, wash up, or scrub floors. Now she found herself getting up at five o'clock 

every morning, wrapping cold sausages in a red handkerchief for her husband's 

lunch, doing her own housework, and caring for the children without even the aid 
of gas or electricity. 106 

Whether this is more heart-rending or disingenuous is a nice point. For 
during this particular period, which actually lasted for only two weeks, 
Isobel was not left with these chores since Stafford had secretly arranged 
for her childhood nanny to join them; and, as his diary further makes 
clear, their two infant children were meanwhile left with relatives in Dor
chester. 107 

The fact that Stafford and Isobel had married young did not induce them 
to defer starting a family. John was born ten months after the marriage, in 
May 1912, and Diana in September 1913. They were all living at Fernacres 
Cottage, Fulmer, Buckinghamshire, near the commuter station of Gerrards 
Cross. Not quite so modest as it may sound, the property had nine bedrooms 
and was set in three and a half acres of grounds. This was to be let during 
the war, while Isobel and the children spent much time either with her 

10S. Webb diary, 9 July 1939, in MacKenzie and MacKenzie (eds.) , Webb: Diary, iv, p. 436. 
106. Strauss, pp. 30-31. With her husband George, she was herself a house-guest at Good
fellows in the 1930S, and thus surely able to observe her hostess 's limitations. Theresa Ricketts 
confirmed during her interview that her mother was incapable of keeping house and that her 
daughters had to deputize for her. 
107. RSC diary, 14 October 1917; cf. Estorick, p. 46, on Stafford arranging for 'Nana' to come 
and help. Burgess, Cripps, p. 19, wrongly suggests it was Mazelle, who arrived later. 



31. (Right) Cri pps arrives at 11 Downing 

Srreet, J 947. 



20. (Right) Laughing it off: with Gandhi , 1942. 



11. Stafford and IsobeI at the 1939 Labour Party conference, Southporr. 



14. M oscow souvenir, 194 I : signed by Beave rbrook, Stalin , 
Harriman, Voroshilov, Li tvinov, Molotov. 
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