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Clement Attlee, 1945-1951

Paul Addison

When Clement Attlee was elected leader of the Labour Party in 1935, Hugh
Dalton commented in his diary: ‘a little mouse shall lead them'.! It was generally
assumed that he was only an interim leader, but the little mouse was still in
charge in February 1940, when Beatrice Webb went to hear him speak on the
subject of war aims. ‘His hour's lecture was pitiable’, she wrote in her diary.
‘He looked and spoke like an insignificant elderly clerk, without distinction
in the voice, manner or substance of his discourse...To realise that this little
nonentity is the Parliamentary Leader of the Labour Party...and presumably
the future P.M., is humiliating.’? By October 1940, when Cecil King of the Daily
Mirror encountered him for the first time, the little mouse was a member of
Churchill’'s War Cabinet. ‘Attlee is a man I should say of very limited intelli-
gence and no personality, wrote King in his diary. ‘If one heard he was getting
£6 a week in the service of the East Ham Corporation, one would be surprised
he was earning so much.” Such low estimates of Attlee persisted through the
war years. Hence the celebrated letter which Harold Laski, as chairman of the
party, wrote to Attlee in May 1945, advising him to resign on the grounds
that ‘the continuance of your leadership is a grave handicap to our hopes of
victory in the coming election...Just as Mr Churchill changed Auchinleck for
Montgomery before El Alamein, so, I suggest, you owe it to the party to make
a comparable change on the eve of this greatest of our battles.” This was the
letter to which Attlee famously replied: ‘Dear Laski, Thank you for your letter,
contents of which have been noted.’

' Ben Pimlott, ed. (1986) The Political Diary of Hugh Dalton 1918-1940, Cape, entry for
26 November 1935.

2 The Diary of Beatrice Webb Vol 1V: The Wheel of Life (1985) Harvard University Press,
p. 447, entry for 29 February 1940.

+ Cecil King (1970) With Malice Toward None: A War Diary, Sidgwick and Jackson, p. 82,
entry for 12 October 1940.

' Kenneth Harris (1982) Attlee, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, p. 252.
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