Into the Black: The Life of Oswald Mosley

Part 1: Radical

Today Oswald Mosley is infamous as a supporter of the most criminal regime
in human history. Born in London in 1896, Mosley’s dramatic political career

played out in the halls and streets of the capital.

Educated at Winchester and Sandhurst, Mosley served in the Royal Flying
Corps during the First World War. He attributed his political convictions to his
wartime experiences and often portrayed himself as a spokesman for the ‘lost

generation’ of the trenches.

The war provided Mosley with his first political break when he was elected
Tory MP for Harrow in 1918, ironically on a wave of anti-German feeling. In a
move crucial to his career both as a politician and socialite, Mosley married
‘Cimmie’ Curzon, daughter of the future Foreign Secretary Lord Curzon. King
George and Queen Mary attended the wedding at St James’s Palace. Mosley
became the darling of the aristocratic social scene. He conducted a string of

affairs with high society women, including both Cimmie’s sisters.

After breaking with the government over its Irish policy, Mosley was elected
Independent MP for Harrow in 1922. His oratorical skills won him admirers in

the Commons and plaudits in the press.

In 1924 Mosley joined the Independent Labour Party. He and Cimmie became
friendly with Labour leader Ramsay MacDonald, a social climber with upper
class pretensions. Mosley’s politics in the 1920s reflected a kaleidoscope of
left and right influences, a cocktail of philosophical and economic ideas from

Nietzsche to Keynes.

Although elected to the Labour National Executive Committee in 1927, Mosley

was left out of MacDonald's cabinet when the party came to power in 1929.



Disgruntled he presented the government with a memorandum outlining his
programme in the wake of the Wall Street Crash. Mosley’s radical vision was
rejected by Labour’s cautious leadership in a pivotal moment in the party’s
history.

Mosley resigned from the government with what MacDonald described as
‘disastrous futility and an empty sound’. Mosley’s hour long Commons
resignation speech proved a clarion call to other young radical MPs. The MP
John Beckett made history by becoming the first since Oliver Cromwell to
seize the parliamentary mace in a protest at unemployment. Convinced at the
futility of democracy and the need for dictatorship, Mosley began courting big
business in the City of London and wealthy industrialists to bankroll his New
Party. The car maker William Morris donated £50,000 (equivalent to over £1m
today). After its inaugural meeting on Southampton Row in March 1931, the
New Party staged a rally in Trafalgar Square in May. Only nine MPs defected
to Mosley’s party, including Beckett. Cimmie, by now a Labour MP herself,

also joined her husband.

New Party fellow travellers included John Reith, director-general of the BBC,
Winston Churchill's nephew Esmond Romilly, the future Prime Minister Harold
MacMillan and the photographer Cecil Beaton. Among the contributors to the
party’s paper Action were the writers Christopher Isherwood and Vita
Sackville-West. Despite its high profile in literary circles, the party failed to
attract popular support and was wiped out at the 1931 general election.

But the spectacular failure of Moseley’'s new political venture was not to
hamper his ambition, and in the following year he would form the British Union
of Fascists, opening a new chapter in British political history.
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Part 2: Blackshirt

After the electoral failure of Mosley’s New Party in the 1931 elections, his
politics again took a new direction, as he began to identify more closely with
European Fascism. In 1932 he visited Rome where he met Mussolini, and a
delegation also visited the Nazi headquarters in Munich. Inspired by the Nazi
Brownshirts, Mosley remodelled the New Party on fascist lines, giving

members uniforms and matrtial training, and forming a group of ‘biff boys’.

The British Union of Fascists, formed from a nucleus of the New Party’s
aggressive youth wing, completed Mosley’s conversion to Fascism. The BUF
headquarters on the Kings Road in Chelsea were where the ‘biff boys’ were
qguartered and drilled under military discipline. Mosley’s private bodyguard
were modelled on Himmler's SS and BUF activists wore the distinctive black
shirt in homage to Italian Fascism. ‘Blackshirts’ were typically young and
unmarried; public school alumni or self-employed lower middle class men. In

Leytonstone the Young Conservatives joined the BUF en masse.

But Fascism also attracted many middle and upper class women, including
former Suffragettes like Mary Richardson and the racing car driver ‘Fabulous’
Fay Taylor. Ex-flyers and racers gave thirties Fascism its duotone image of
terror and glamour. Women were not allowed to hold leadership positions, but
were taught to fight so they could physically eject female anti-fascists from

meetings.

Mosley also received significant support from the press baron Lord
Rothermere at the instigation of Mussolini. Rothermere’s Daily Malil
newspaper splashed the headline Hurrah for the Blackshirts on 15" January
1934. Rothermere hailed Mosley’'s protectionist policies which would

safeguard trade within the British Empire.



The BUF initially enjoyed a measure of respectability among the British
Establishment, with Mosley engaging in debates with David Lloyd George and
Clement Attlee. Mosley would claim an exaggerated membership of 40,000 by
1934. But a turning point came with a BUF rally at Olympia, when over 1,000
Blackshirts marched from their headquarters to be met by some 5,000 anti-
fascist protestors. Mosley then spoke to an audience which included 150
MPs. Heckled repeatedly; protestors trying to disrupt the rally were
manhandled out of the auditorium and beaten up. Special Branch agents

observed BUF stewards using knuckledusters and razors.

The violence at the Olympia rally, coupled with press reports of the Nazi
‘Night of the Long Knives,’” in which Himmler's SS murdered their Brownshirt
rivals in a bloody coup, proved disastrous for Mosley. Lord Rothermere quietly
withdrew his support and the BUF fell out of favour with many of its influential
supporters. The party was only able to continue with the financial support of

small businessmen and funds secretly forwarded from Mussolini.

The BUF responded to the sharp decline in support by intensifying the
movement’'s anti-Semitism. Mosley had been anti-Semitic long before the
BUF, coming from an upper class background where hatred of Jews was rife.
The party already included rabid anti-Semites like William Joyce, who later
became notorious as the Nazi agent ‘Lord Haw Haw'. But it was not until a
rally at the Albert Hall in October 1934 that Mosley made anti-Semitism the
centre of his message, attacking plutocratic ‘Big Jews’ and ‘Small Jews’ for

swamping British culture.

Mosley’s anti-Semitism was to be met by a great deal of popular resistance,
and by the mid thirties London had become the frontline of anti-fascism. In
1935 BUF rallies were disrupted at Bayswater and West Ham, and at Hyde
Park 3,000 Blackshirts required a police cordon of over 6,000 officers to fend
off 60,000 anti-fascists.

The most famous confrontation between the BUF and anti-fascists occurred at

Cable Street in the East End. Mosley had targeted the area from 1933, trying



to convince Eastenders that their Jewish neighbours were somehow to blame
for their appalling housing and working conditions. Encouraged by Police
leniency and the Jewish Board of Deputies’ lack of action over rising hate
crime against Jews, Mosley decided to march through the heart of the East
End on the 4™ October 1936.

In response to the planned march, the Jewish People’s Council Against
Fascism and anti-Semitism was formed and, along with the Communist Party,
they organised the gathering of over 50,000 people to block the path of the
1,900 Blackshirts on the day of the march. The Blackshirts were routed and
made to turn back by the Police. The ‘Battle of Cable Street’ was celebrated
as a major victory over Fascism, resulting in the passing of the Public Order

Act, which banned marches by uniformed political organisations.

But 1936 proved an eventful year for Mosley, both personally and politically.
After his first wife’'s death he married Diana Guinness, formerly Mitford, with
whom he had been having an affair since 1932. They married in Berlin with
Joseph Goebbels as guest of honour. In the same year a political storm blew
up around the Abdication Crisis. As public support for Edward VIII grew,
Mosley began to argue that Edward should form his own party and give him a
place in the cabinet. After Edward’s abdication, Mosley continued to try to
form a ‘King’'s Party’ and capitalised on the publicity surrounding the former

king's high profile visit to Germany in 1937.

After a mixed performance in the 1937 London County Council elections, the
BUF went into terminal decline as Hitler threatened to plunge Europe into war.
Mosley urged appeasement of Germany during the Munich Crisis, and during
a rally at Earls’ Court in July 1939, he dismissed the imminent war as a ‘Jew’s
quarrel’. When war did come, the most testing period in Mosley’s life began,

seeing him imprisoned and his political career apparently finished.
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Part 3: Traitor

With the outbreak of war, Oswald Mosley and the BUF came under extreme
suspicion, but it was not until the invasion scare of May 1940 that the
government moved to suppress the BUF. Mosley was arrested and
incarcerated at Brixton Prison, while Diana Mosley was sent to Holloway.
Despite his infamy, Mosley led a charmed life in prison, being permitted to
listen to wireless broadcasts and even taking German lessons. Eventually the
Mosleys were installed in a disused wing at Holloway where they were
permitted to employ fellow prisoners as servants. After the threat of invasion

passed, Churchill quietly released Mosley on health grounds in 1943.

After the war Mosley entered the political wilderness, a disgraced traitor in a
new era of optimism. The BUF failed to make an electoral breakthrough
because the general crisis Mosley had predicted never materialised. London
did not face the same degree of economic depression as elsewhere and
many in the middle class experienced a relative degree of prosperity in the

thirties.

But as Labour’s ‘New Jerusalem’ began to fade, Mosley saw an opportunity to
reinvent his politics. In 1948 Mosley founded the Union Movement and
replaced British nationalism with the new creed of a united Europe. He
advocated a federal European superstate as a bulwark against Communism
in a re-imagining of Hitler's ‘New Order’. White Europeans, he argued, should
control Africa’s resources as Hitler had sought to dominate Eastern Europe.

Mosley opposed the new wave of immigration from the West Indies and
targeted areas with large Caribbean populations, such as Brixton and Notting
Hill. The Union Movement campaigned for compulsory repatriation and the

banning of mixed marriages.



After the Notting Hill Riots, Mosley attempted a comeback in North
Kensington at the 1959 election. Mosley’s campaign inspired violent racist
attacks in the area, including the fatal stabbing of a young black carpenter. In
the event Mosley polled only 8% and lost his deposit.

Mosley was also met with fierce opposition from new militant anti-fascist
groups, such as the Yellow Star Movement, which disrupted the Union
Movement’'s attempts to rally in Trafalgar Square in 1962.

After going into exile in France, Mosley returned to fight his last election in
1966. In an attempt to revive memories of the BUF’'s heyday in the East End,
Mosley stood in Shoreditch and Finsbury, but managed only 4.6% of the vote.
He retreated once more into exile where he remained until his death in 1980.
Mosley and his wife were both unrepentant about their fascist beliefs to the

end.

Although a political failure, Oswald Mosley’s ideas have been kept alive on
the streets of London by both the National Front and the British National
Party. Mosley would no doubt feel at home in a society where immigrants are
once again being blamed for its problems.

This audio slideshow was curated by Jim Gledhill, edited by Sophia Deboick,
produced and narrated by Jason Webber.



Useful links:

Demonstrations 1900-50: http://www.20thcenturylondon.org.uk/server.php?show=coninformationRecord.21

Jewish London: http://www.20thcenturylondon.org.uk/server.php?show=coninformationRecord.94

Battle of Cable Street: http://www.20thcenturylondon.org.uk/server.php?show=ConInformationRecord.421

Second World War: http://www.20thcenturylondon.org.uk/server.php?show=coninformationRecord.202

Radical London: http://www.20thcenturylondon.org.uk/server.php?show=ConinformationRecord.526

London Elections 1900-98: http://www.20thcenturylondon.org.uk/server.php?show=coninformationRecord.122

Race Relations Acts 1965-76: http://www.20thcenturylondon.org.uk/server.php?show=conlInformationRecord.235

Notting Hill Riots 1958: http://www.20thcenturylondon.org.uk/server.php?show=coninformationRecord.161
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