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Lord Davies was one who stood for great ideals,
for which he was ready to spend his health and

his fortune. He had the imagination of a poet; he saw
great visions. His deep sincerity, his great generosity,
his burning faith made him one of those rare beings
who overcome obstacles and change the course of
history.

Viscount Cecil of Chelwood 

We live in deeds, not years; in thoughts, breaths;
In feelings, not in figures on a dial.
We should count time by heart-throbs. He most
lives
Who thinks most, feels the noblest, acts the best.

 Tribute of the King Edward VII Welsh
National Memorial Association 

David Davies, the first Baron Davies of Llandinam,
was born on  May  at Llwynderw, Llandinam,
Montgomeryshire, the first child (and only son) of
Edward Davies who three years earlier had married
his cousin Mary Jones, the daughter of the Revd.
Evan Jones of Trewythen. There were also to be two
daughters of the marriage, Gwendoline Elizabeth
(–) and Margaret Sidney (‘Daisy’) (–
), who were eventually to become the two fa-
mous Davies sisters of Gregynog Hall, Newtown.

Edward had been the only son of the first David
Davies (–), popularly known as ‘Top Sawyer’,
an enormously successful capitalist and philanthro-
pist who had amassed a huge personal fortune from
the collieries, railways and docks of south Wales, and
who had himself served as the Liberal MP for Cardi-
gan Boroughs from  to . ‘Top Sawyer’ had
been highly regarded as the epitome of all that was
best in the Welsh, nonconformist way of life, and was
deeply revered in his native Montgomeryshire. Mary
Davies had died in , leaving the three infant
children to be brought up by their maternal aunt
Elizabeth Jones who four years later married her
brother-in-law, thus becoming the second Mrs
Edward Davies. Edward, who had himself suffered
from indifferent health for a number of years, died in
, leaving David Davies II, at just eighteen years
of age, and his two younger sisters as the joint ben-

eficiaries of a cash estate exceeding £,,,
more than , acres of land, a substantial share-
holding in the Cambrian railways and a controlling
interest in the renowned Ocean Coal Company
and Barry Docks. The young David thus found an
array of industrial responsibilities thrust upon him,
but he also enjoyed the unwavering support of his
stepmother who possessed exceptional intelligence
and ability. He also shared the energy, enterprise
and determination of his grandfather.

David Davies was educated at Merchiston Castle,
a public school in Edinburgh, where rugby football
was regarded as vital and where he was dubbed
‘% man’, and at King’s College, Cambridge from
 to , where he graduated in history. At
Cambridge he was viewed as an avid nonconformist
and teetotaller, and was described as ‘an impetuous
Welshman with a great sense of humour and an in-
fectious laugh’. Upon graduation Davies went on
big game expeditions to Alaska, Vancouver and
Washington, and he owned a ranch in Edmonton,
Canada from  until . During  he also
spent a considerable period in Japan, and was one of
the few westerners to be a long-term eye-witness of
the Russo-Japanese conflict.

Upon his return home to Wales, Davies devoted
his energies to improving agricultural practices on
the Llandinam estate, and became one of the most
avid of the founders of the Welsh National Agricul-
tural Society. Welsh native breeds of cattle were con-
scientiously nurtured at Llandinam, and Davies is
himself credited with saving the Welsh pig from ex-
tinction. He also developed a keen interest in fox
hunting, diligently building up his own pack of fox-
hounds, and acquiring, too, his own pack of beagles.
Other pursuits included shooting, rearing pheasants
and entertaining his wide range of friends and ac-
quaintances to good sport. In  he became chair-
man of the Ocean Colliery group, one of the largest
employers of labour in south Wales, with coal mines
centred on the Rhondda and Taff Vale area.

In the landslide Liberal victory of the same year
David Davies began his active political career when
he succeeded A. C. Humphreys-Owen, Glansevern,
as the Liberal MP for his native Montgomeryshire.
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In many ways he was a very strange
choice. Both his grandfather ‘Top Saw-
yer’ and his father Edward had turned
Liberal Unionist back in , and he
himself conspicuously diverged from
the party line on most political issues:
he was flatly opposed to Irish home
rule, he tended to favour tariff reform
on the lines advocated by Joseph
Chamberlain (perhaps endorsing the
taxation of imported food), he was not
a supporter of church disendowment,
and had even come out in opposition
to Lloyd George’s campaign against the
provisions of Balfour’s  Education
Act. He adhered to the party line only
over temperance (he remained a teeto-
taller), and he was a fervent Calvinistic
Methodist. Some Montgomeryshire
Tories hoped that he might well be ca-
joled into joining their ranks.

Indeed in  Davies entered parlia-
ment unopposed, standing on a highly
personal, ambivalent political platform
which combined policies taken from
both the Liberal and Conservative elec-
tion manifestos, apparently having won
over both local parties. He thus entered
the Commons like some eighteenth-
century landowner, at once voicing his
heartfelt distaste for the cut-and-thrust
of parliamentary life. Very rarely did he
participate in Commons debates, and he
could never shed a consciousness of feel-
ing ill at ease when speaking in public.
Neither did he feel closely bound by
party ties. Generally he preferred to rely
on the services of the huge personal
staff which he built up, and he was anx-
ious to discourage the formation of a
local party organisation within Mont-
gomeryshire. Parliamentary procedure
and niceties repelled him.

Within his constituency, however,
Davies’ position was totally secure. On
the eve of the First World War the local
Conservative press could write of the
county’s agricultural communities: ‘In
recent years they have given them-
selves over to, not Radicalism by any
means, but the cult of David Davies-
ism. They have nothing in common
with the Radical-Socialism which
nowadays masquerades under the
name of Liberalism’. During his early
years in the Commons Davies had cer-
tainly gone his own way; he had voted
against the land clauses of Lloyd

George’s ‘People’s Budget’ of , and
in  he pronounced publicly
against Irish home rule.

The impact of war
David Davies’ life, like that of so many
of his contemporaries, was transformed
by the outbreak of war in September
. He served in the South Wales
Borderers and the Royal Welsh Fusi-
liers, and by November he had attained
the rank of lieutenant-colonel and was
channelling his prodigious energies
into the raising of a new battalion – the
th RWF Caernarvon and Anglesey.
Although military life was completely
new to him, his fertile imagination was
totally captured by the necessity for rig-
orous military training, and he readily
expended his own personal resources in
purchasing field telephones, a supply of
bicycles and other equipment, while
also making available his own hunters
for use as chargers.

His own unit, subjected to an
uniquely vigorous training in Snow-
donia, reached the western front in De-
cember , and spent the first five
months in the trenches around Laventie,
Festubert and Givenchy. Davies’ im-
petuosity as a commanding officer soon
became proverbial, as did his propensity
for experiments with unconventional
weapons and for schemes to lure the
enemy troops out of their trenches. But
he developed a profound distaste for
the squalor and filth of trench warfare
and the massive loss of life which had
already taken place. While on leave
from his battalion during January 

he spoke freely in the House of Com-
mons, pleading for changes in recruit-
ing methods and in the production of
munitions.

In June he was suddenly recalled to
England and was appointed parlia-
mentary private secretary to David
Lloyd George on his becoming Sec-
retary of State for War. One of the fu-
ture prime minister’s biographers has
described Davies as ‘a talkative,
wealthy and light-hearted young
Welshman in whose friendship and
gossip he [Lloyd George] took much
delight at this time’.

During the successive critical
months Davies played a key role in

keeping Lloyd George informed of the
mood of the rank and file of the Parlia-
mentary Liberal Party by keeping his
ear to the ground in the smoking
rooms and lobbies of the House of
Commons and the clubs of Westmin-
ster. At this point the personal rapport
between the two men was evidently
very close; in November Davies was re-
sponsible for purchasing and furnishing
a flat in St James’s Court for his ally. He
also made persistent overtures concern-
ing the purchase of the Westminster Ga-
zette ‘in the Government interest’.

During these fateful months, too, he
made soundings of his Liberal parlia-
mentary colleagues to discover their
feelings towards a possible Lloyd
George premiership, and during the
crucial first week of December it was
Davies, together with Dr Christopher
Addison and F. G. Kellaway, who was
primarily responsible for motivating
support for Lloyd George. When his
ally duly became prime minister and
formed his renowned ‘Garden Suburb’,
Davies received his reward, becoming
one of his inner circle of trusted advis-
ers and given a special responsibility for
the drink trade and its possible state
purchase. He was also responsible for li-
aison between the War Office and the
‘Garden Suburb’, and he visited
Petrograd as a member of Lord Milner’s
delegation for the only Allied confer-
ence to be convened in Russia. Sensing
at first hand the imminent collapse of
the Czarist regime, he hastened to keep
Lloyd George informed of develop-
ments in Russia.

Thereafter, however, the warm rap-
port between the two men rapidly
crumbled. Davies’ self-image as a ‘self-
appointed candid friend’ soon antago-
nised both the prime minister and
some of his closest associates. He was
soon reduced to self-parody as ‘a harm-
less sort of lunatic – always grousing
and criticising’. In his lengthy epistles
to Lloyd George, Davies engaged in
virulent criticism of many of their par-
liamentary colleagues, the general con-
duct of the allied war effort, the failure
of the allies to render greater assistance
to Serbia, and finally the government’s
decision to permit a . per cent in-
crease in the brewing of beer. The
crunch came in June  when it was
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announced that Lord Northcliffe rather
than Balfour had been appointed the
head of a high-powered mission to the
United States to precipitate American
entry into the war. Davies was unre-
strained in his criticism:

 ..
My dear Chief,

I have seen various people of all colours
this week and the impression left on my
mind is that the Govnt. stock and yours
in particular, is tumbling down. The
Reform [Club] is seething with discon-
tent, and even the Tories are beginning
to ask questions. …

It’s no good, my dear Chief, you can’t
go on fooling the people indefinitely.
They take you at your word – if you
play them false they will send you to
Coventry with Winston. They thought
you were a man of his word, who would
not tolerate delay, who would make a
clean sweep of incompetents – minis-
ters or soldiers. They thought you were
out to win the war for the vindication
of the principles we are fighting for.
Making the fullest allowances for all the
tremendous difficulties which have be-
set your path, have you employed the
best means of fulfilling these expecta-
tions – have you run the straight
course? Have you set your teeth and
done what was obviously the right
thing – regardless of other considera-
tions? This was the one course which
could bring you success and victory in
the long run. The moral factor is the
only one which counts in the end, and
that is why so many brilliant people
come to grief. …

You can call me anything you like my
dear Chief – it’s damned unpleasant –
but it is the truth.

Yrs.
Dafydd bob man 

By return of post came Lloyd George’s
devastating response:

 June, 
My dear Davies,

I regret having to tell you that there is
a concerted attack to be made upon
me for what is called ‘sheltering’ in a
soft job a young officer of military age
and fitness. I am told that the attack is
associated with the efforts made to re-
inforce the Army by re-examining the
rejects. It is urged that it is a scandal to
force men of doubtful fitness into the
fighting line when others whose
physical efficiency is beyond question
are shirking under powerful protec-
tion. I hear that Welsh parents – North
and South – are highly indignant and

do not scruple to suggest that your
wealth is your shield. I know that you
are not responsible, but they blame me,
and as I know that you are anxious not
to add to my difficulties in the terrible
task entrusted to me, I am sure you
will agree that I am taking the straight
course intimating to the Committee
set up to re-examine men in the pub-
lic service that in my judgement you
can render better service to your
country as a soldier than in your
present capacity.

I have put this quite bluntly to you, as I
have always found you preferred plain
speaking, however disagreeable. My
only apology is for having withheld
from you so long rumours which were
detrimental to your patriotism and
courage, both of which I know to be
beyond reproach.

 Ever sincerely,
 DLlG

The attack was blatantly unfair, for
Davies had commanded his battalion of
the Royal Welsh Fusiliers in France
with bravery and distinction. His dis-
missal from the Cabinet Secretariat at
this point heralded a permanent rift
with the Prime Minister, an irrevocable
parting of the ways. It was Davies’ sub-
sequent ambition to return to com-
mand a battalion in France, but he soon
found his ambitions thwarted, probably
by Lloyd George.

The cause of world peace
It was then his lot to make use of his
parliamentary platform to press for an
improved conduct of the Allied war ef-
fort and for some consideration of the
pressing issues which would inevitably
accompany the peace. He became al-
most totally divorced from party poli-
tics and began to interest himself in the
idea of a League of Nations to exclude
the possibility of a similar world con-
flict in future. As he mulled over in his
mind his terrible experiences on the
western front, he became convinced
that another world war must be out-
lawed. Thereafter he spoke regularly in
the Commons on the necessity to es-
tablish a League of Free Nations.

Davies was one of those who pro-
moted a national conference held at
Llandrindod in June  to discuss a
measure of devolution for Wales. Inevi-
tably perhaps, it soon became a notably

damp squib. In , together with his
two sisters, he endowed the Wilson
Chair of International Politics at the
University College of Wales, Aberyst-
wyth (the first chair of its kind at any
British university), dedicated to the
memory of those students who had
perished in the conflict, to foster the
study of the inter-related problems of
law and politics, ethics and economics,
raised by the project of the League of
Nations. The first holder of the new
chair was the eminent political scientist
Sir Alfred Zimmern who soon distin-
guished himself in the position. His
eventual successors included prominent
historian Charles Webster and E. H.
Carr, an outstanding authority on in-
ternational relations, notably on the af-
fairs of Soviet Russia.

The League of Nations Union duly
came into being on  October 

shortly before the signing of the Armi-
stice with a founder membership of
,. Sir Edward Grey was its first
president, distinguished Oxford classi-
cist Gilbert Murray was chairman, and
Davies was vice-chairman. All three
were prominent and respected Liberals.
In  David Davies was one of the
primary instigators of the formation of
the International Federation of the
League of Nations Societies, and in
 he was one of the founders of the
Welsh National Council of the League
of Nations Union to which he donated
the princely sum of £, to estab-
lish an endowment fund. It soon
proved a most flourishing body in
Welsh life. Thereafter Davies journeyed
to the USA in pursuit of co-operation
with American peace societies.

This impassioned quest for interna-
tional peace extended to a number of
ambitious initiatives. It was even pro-
posed, following the death of Lord
Northcliffe in , that David Davies
might purchase The Times newspaper
for £,,. He responded charac-
teristically positively, calculating that a
controlling interest might be pur-
chased for £,; he himself was to
put up £,, and his two sisters
the residue. The venture was to be
wholly philanthropic with all profits
donated to charity. It was even sug-
gested that former prime minister
David Lloyd George, recently ousted
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from power, might serve as editor (a
scenario unique in the history of
British journalism). But the bizarre
proposal soon became a damp squib.
Another ultimately abortive proposal
was that a national ‘Temple of Peace’
might be built on the site of Devon-
shire House, Piccadilly.

Throughout the s David Davies
devoted himself above all else to the
cause of world peace, making use of the
Welsh Council of the League of Na-
tions Union to exert pressure on the
League of Nations to adopt a more ag-
gressive policy. He spared no effort to
secure the return of the USA to the
League. A succession of conferences on
international education was held at
Gregynog Hall and was attended by
many distinguished foreign education-
alists. In  Davies regarded as a per-
sonal coup the admission of Germany
as a Council Member of the League of
Nations at the AGM of the Federation
of League of Nations Societies which
he insisted should be held at Aberyst-
wyth rather than Dresden. It was he

who personally paid the expenses of
more than  delegates from twenty-
two countries.

For the common good
An array of other interests and activities
filled his every waking hour. Davies and
his two sisters were the primary found-
ers in September  of the King
Edward VII Welsh National Memorial
Association (the ‘WNMA’) set up to
combat the scourge of the ‘white peril’
– tuberculosis – which was so rampant
in Wales at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century. He himself became the As-
sociation’s first chairman, and he also
chaired its finance committee. Of the
£, collected during the first year
of its existence, the Davies family per-
sonally donated no less than £,.
By the eve of the first world war the As-
sociation owned eighty-seven hospital
beds,  sanatorium beds, while almost
, patients had been examined dur-
ing the course of  alone. Its activi-
ties expanded rapidly throughout the

war years so that by , when ,

patients were examined, there were 

hospital beds and  sanatorium beds.
Upon discovering that the WNMA was
inadequately equipped for research,
Davies and his two sisters shouldered
single-handed for many years the total
cost of maintaining a laboratory and
paying the salary of a specialist bacteri-
ologist.

They, too, in  were responsible
for endowing a Chair of Tuberculosis
Research at the Welsh National School
Medicine to which they donated
£,. When Davies died in  his
work in establishing the WNMA was
rightly applauded as ‘the most out-
standing of his manifold activities on
behalf of the people of Wales’. At the
same time journalist David Raymond
pointed to the ‘unsolved paradox’ of
Davies’ life and career: ‘He was a rich
coal owner. It was a position he inher-
ited. Most of his life-work was devoted
to curing the ills partly created by the
very industry from which he drew his
income’.

David Davies was well aware that the
appalling death rate from tuberculosis
in many Welsh counties, his native
Montgomeryshire included, was largely
the consequence of poverty, poor hous-
ing and living conditions, malnutrition
and an ignorance of basic dietary and
hygiene requirements. Consequently
he set about devising schemes to im-
prove housing conditions, initially
within the Montgomeryshire towns of
Llanidloes, Machynlleth and Newtown.
In  he and his sisters had set up the
Welsh Town Planning and Housing
Trust charged to design model towns
and villages where housing would be
monitored, and facilities for amenity
and recreation made available. This pro-
gressive scheme, following swift upon
the heels of the passage of the 

Town Planning Act, first came to frui-
tion at Wrexham where a housing es-
tate of  houses was built between
 and . Similar enterprises fol-
lowed at Barry (with a family holiday
centre attached) and at Rhiwbina near
Cardiff. Davies was also instrumental in
devising a scheme whereby the Great
Western Railway Company assumed
responsibility for building and letting
houses to its employees.

David Davies, first baron Davies of Llandinam (1880–1944)
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Parallel with David Davies’ work on
behalf of health care and housing in
Wales must be considered the enor-
mous contribution which he made to
the educational development of the
principality. His grandfather, ‘Top Saw-
yer’, had generously supported the
foundation and early development (to
) of the University College of
Wales at Aberystwyth. His father
Edward had served as the college’s in-
defatigable joint treasurer from 

until his death in .
Shortly after his graduation from

Cambridge in , Davies, his step-
mother and his two sisters all began to
take an avid interest in the fortunes of
‘the college by the sea’. In that year all
four donated £, to build the
Edward Davies Chemical Laboratory
in the town. In  he endowed the
college’s Chair of Colonial History, in
the same year accepting the vice-presi-
dency of the college together with Sir
John Williams Bart, the distinguished
royal physician. From  until his
death he served as the President of the
College, urging the beginning of a
building programme on the Penglais
site overlooking the town, launching
an appeal fund for £,, and in
 agreeing to contribute up to
£, on a £ for £ basis to a fund
established by the college’s Old Stu-
dents’ Association. This objective was
indeed achieved before Davies’ death
in . Back in  he had also
been instrumental in ensuring the ap-
pointment of the distinguished com-
poser (Sir) Walford Davies as Professor
of Music at Aberystwyth.

Davies was also a fervent supporter
of the National Library of Wales ever
since its foundation in , donating
materials, pressing for reasonable con-
ditions in connection with the grant of
a royal charter, and serving as one of the
first members of the Library’s Council.
In May  he was elected its presi-
dent, and was re-elected three times to
the same position, personally welcom-
ing the King and Queen to the formal
opening of the completed library
buildings in July . His regular con-
tributions to the institution’s building
fund were unfailingly lavish, and he en-
sured that the substantial archive of col-
liery, railway, shipping and dock records

accumulated by his grandfather ‘Top
Sawyer’ should be deposited at the Li-
brary’s Department of Manuscripts and
Records. In May  an impressive
portrait of Davies in oils, the work of
S. Morse Brown, was donated by his
friends to the Library.

David Davies’ munificence to these
national institutions was made possible
by the massive income which he con-
tinued to receive as chairman of the
Ocean Coal Company. Yet his concern
and generosity extended, too, to the
coalminers employed by the company.
He was instrumental during the war
years in persuading his fellow-directors
to inaugurate a voluntary pension
scheme for the staff of the Ocean Coal
Company, and he arranged for the
Deep Navigation coalmine to con-
struct the first pithead baths in the
whole of Wales (the second in Britain).
During  a company welfare officer
was appointed and an Ocean Area Rec-
reation Union formed which soon led
to local associations in each of the Un-
ion’s seven districts. An impressive array
of initiatives and facilities followed.

Davies’ other business commitments,
which he invariably took seriously, in-
cluded directorships of the Midland
Bank and of the Great Western Railway
Company. His chairmanship of Ocean
Coal and of Ocean Coal and Wilsons
vexed him particularly as the severe
economic depression of the s be-
gan to bite. As the mounting crisis in
the coal industry reached crisis point
during –, Davies was generally
out of action, laid low by major surgery
necessitated by the removal of a duode-
nal ulcer. Yet from his sickbed he pro-
tested vehemently against the unrelent-
ing stand of the representatives of the
Mining Association of Great Britain in
their evidence before the Samuel
Commission set up by Baldwin’s gov-
ernment in  to investigate the
pressing problems facing the British
coal industry.

His own outlook in this connection
was clearly influenced by his campaign
for international peace. Finally com-
pelled to make his own representations
directly to Sir Herbert Samuel as the
commission’s chairman, he voiced his
heartfelt distaste for the ‘evil spirit
which appeared to vitiate and befog

every utterance of the coal-owners’.

Appalled by the total lack of concilia-
tion apparent in the evidence of the
colliery owners, and convinced that the
‘Triple Alliance’ of colliers, railwaymen
and transport workers would be called
into play, Davies urged conciliation. He
was adamant that the views of the coal
owners in relation to the seven-hour
working day in the mines were wholly
mistaken, and urged recourse to the In-
ternational Labour Office to solve the
dispute. He believed passionately that
an independent tribunal should be es-
tablished to arbitrate the disputes which
arose in the coal trade, but his advanced
views were disregarded as events moved
inexorably towards the general strike of
May  and the subsequent long
lock-out in the coal industry.

Out of politics
It was the very same sequence of
events which led to David Davies’ final
severance with Lloyd George and his
resignation as the Liberal MP for
Montgomeryshire. As already noted,
the two men had parted company
back in . In the ‘Coupon’ general
election of December  Davies was
yet again returned unopposed to West-
minster, having, it would seem, been
offered the infamous ‘coupon’ as an
indication of favour from the coali-
tion government machine and having
publicly repudiated it, dismissing the
gesture as ‘an unsolicited testimonial, I
assure you. I never asked for it… A
great many people are beginning to
protest against the kind of labelling
which is going on at present’.

During the lifetime of the post-war
coalition government he rarely ap-
peared at Westminster, and, when he
did surface, was generally to be found
in the opposition lobby: ‘I support the
Coalition when it proposes measures
based on Liberal principles’, he wrote.

Describing the coalition as ‘this new
order of shameless opportunists,’ he was
notably venomous in his personal at-
tacks on Lloyd George who, he as-
serted, was fully prepared to ‘sacrifice
nearly all our principles in order that
certain statesmen might remain in of-
fice’. A fervent advocate of reunion
between the two Liberal camps
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(Asquithian and Lloyd Georgeite),
Davies was vehemently opposed to the
suggestion that the Coalition Liberals
might consider ‘fusion’ with Bonar
Law’s Conservatives. Parliament, he
thundered, had become ‘simply a regis-
tering machine for the decrees of the
Cabinet’, ‘practical government’ having
become the preserve ‘of the chosen
few’. Indeed, in his view, the Prime
Minister had ‘well-nigh become an ab-
solute dictator’.

He railed consistently against what
he regarded as the government’s exces-
sive public expenditure, and was one of
only three Liberal MPs from Wales to
vote against the Temporalities Bill to
disendow the Welsh Church. Only over
the Irish settlement of  did Davies
applaud Lloyd George’s achievement –
‘He has gone off the rails in the past,
but he is on the right track now and
his greatest war achievements have
been entirely eclipsed in this latest tri-
umph’. This sense of admiration and
respect, however, proved notably
short-lived as Davies returned to as-
sailing the Prime Minister as the term
of office of the coalition government
drew to its close.

In both the general elections of No-
vember  and December 

David Davies was returned to parlia-
ment unopposed. Within Mont-
gomeryshire, such was his personal
popularity and prestige that he was
considered ‘unassailable’, ‘the premier
of Wales when the time comes’, and
local interest focused simply on ‘the
brand of Liberalism Col. Davies will
adopt’.

At times he himself doubted whether
he should continue to sit at Westminster.
Fully absorbed by his abiding commit-
ment to the work of the League of Na-
tions and by an array of philanthropic
initiatives to improve the lot of his fellow
Welshmen, on more than one occasion
he asked pointedly, ‘Is it right that I
should endeavour to represent the
County in parliament when obviously
so much of my time has to be devoted to
other work?’ His appearances at West-
minster were few and fleeting, while his
constituency engagements had dwin-
dled to almost nothing.

No contested parliamentary election
had taken place in Montgomeryshire

since . Yet the circumstances of the
 poll – a superficial reunion of the
two wings of the Liberal Party in de-
fence of free trade – appealed greatly to
Davies when he addressed election
meetings in support of a number of
Liberal candidates in Wales. In  he
easily repelled the challenge of a pio-
neering Socialist aspirant, Arthur
Davies. At this juncture it seemed that
David Davies might well feel predis-
posed to continue as Liberal MP for
Montgomeryshire, but events soon
took a dramatically different turn.

Davies had always looked askance at
Lloyd George’s accumulation of a pri-
vate ‘Political Fund’, which he had
built up between  and , alleg-
edly by selling political honours and
distinctions. From the spring of 

onwards the former Prime Minister
had made lavish use of his ‘Fund’ to fi-
nance a number of autonomous policy
committees to investigate the eco-
nomic ills of the nation and attempt to
evolve radical policies for their rem-
edy. Their findings were then pub-

lished in a succession of detailed re-
ports, among them Coal and Power
(), The Land and the Nation (the
‘Green Book’) () and Towns and
the Land (the ‘Brown Book’) ().

Of these by far the most contentious
were the proposals of The Land and the
Nation which proposed that British ag-
riculture might be developed through
the adoption of a scheme for the state
purchase of agricultural land which
would then be leased to working farm-
ers under strict supervision at fixed
rentals. These proposals came close to
advocating the nationalisation of rural
land and immediately enraged many
prominent Liberals. Among them was
David Davies who became even more
incensed at the renewed fissure in the
ranks of the Liberal Party caused by its
reactions to the general strike in May
, and who intimated his intention
to resign as MP for Montgomeryshire.
Although the original ‘Green Book’
proposals were soon substantially modi-
fied, and repeated pleas were made to
Davies to reconsider, he reiterated his

David Davies and his son, Mike, about 1922
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intention to stand down as, in his view,
the Liberals had become ‘a party whose
policy is no longer based on Liberal
principles, whose Parliamentary leader
is no longer to be trusted, and whose
organisation is no longer inspired by
the true spirit of Liberalism’.

Again local Liberals begged Davies
to review his position. ‘Personally I
don’t want to stand again as I am sick of
politics’, he confided to Sir Donald
Maclean, ‘If the party is going to be
bribed by Lloyd George we may as well
shut up shop, at any rate for the
present’. Richard Jones, the chairman
of the Montgomeryshire Liberals,
genuinely feared that the seat might be
lost to the Conservatives at the next
general election if another Liberal can-
didate stood:

I would not like to be a party to the re-
jection of so admirable a man. With a
great name – famous traditions – rich
personal qualities – and a good Liberal
to boot, he would prove a tower of
strength in the keen fight that is facing
us. The Liberal Party in the county
should make everything subservient to
the prime consideration of retaining
the seat.

Davies was adamant, and local Liberals
were compelled to choose a new par-
liamentary candidate, a process in
which Davies intervened by attempt-
ing to ensure that the nomination
went to his own personal nominee W.
Alford Jehu of Llanfair Caereinion. In
this unworthy objective his ambition
was thwarted as the choice fell on E.
Clement Davies, ‘by an overwhelming
majority’, and it was he who was duly
elected to parliament on  May .
David Davies, although chosen presi-
dent of the Montgomeryshire Liberals,
generally remained conspicuously
aloof from his successor’s first election
campaign.

International affairs
Predictably, following his retirement as
an MP, David Davies devoted much of
his time to international affairs. Con-
vinced that the Covenant of the League
of Nations was incapable of preventing
the recurrence of war, he came to advo-
cate the setting up of both an impartial
tribunal to settle international disputes
and an international police force to en-

force its decisions. His proposals, how-
ever, were widely rejected out-of-hand
as visionary and impracticable. Davies’
response was to write and publish the
massive tome The Problem of the Twenti-
eth Century (), an attractive work
with an array of appendices which was
generally well received by the critics.
Sales, however, were sluggish; most
copies were despatched as gifts by the
author. Throughout  the domestic
economy and international relations
rapidly deteriorated, provoking Davies
to declare, ‘We are prepared to die for
our country, but God forbid we should
ever be willing to think for it’.

Somewhat dejected by the conduct
of the League of Nations Union, in
 David Davies turned to a new
body, the New Commonwealth Soci-
ety. Now created the first Baron Davies
of Llandinam by Ramsay MacDonald,
he looked askance at Japanese aggres-
sion in Manchuria and at what he re-
garded as the spineless acquiesence of
the British foreign secretary Sir John
Simon. June  saw the publication
of a second important work from his
pen, Force, which virulently attacked
the relative impotence of the League of
Nations and again pressed for an Inter-
national Tribunal and Police Force.
During the same year he donated the
sum of £, to finance the building
of the Temple of Peace which still
adorns Cathays Park, Cardiff to this day.

Lord Davies’ energy and enthusiasm
for the causes in which he believed so
passionately knew no bounds. He
campaigned tirelessly to increase the
membership of the New Common-
wealth Society (year after year he
wrote off its debts) and he addressed
his fellow peers regularly on the need
for an international tribunal and po-
lice force. When in June  the
League of Nations Union organised
the National Peace Ballot, the extent
of Lord Davies’ influence in Wales be-
came immediately apparent as the
twelve highest returns in the whole of
the United Kingdom were recorded in
Welsh counties. Montgomeryshire,
with a turnout of . per cent, was
the highest of them all.

The same year saw the Italian inva-
sion of Abyssinia. Lord Davies and
Winston Churchill were generally lone

voices protesting against the failure to
impose sanctions against Italy. During
the years leading up to the outbreak of
the second world war, Lord Davies was
an imposing voice, notably in the col-
umns of the Manchester Guardian, the
letters page of The Times, and the House
of Lords, as German rearmament gath-
ered momentum and Czecho-Slovakia
was invaded. A public speech in Lon-
don in May  summed up the ker-
nel of his philosophy: ‘Our purpose is
to make force the servant of right’.

It was noted in the press that he had
lent support to Labour candidates in re-
cent by-elections, and, amidst avid
speculation that a general election
might well be imminent, it was ru-
moured in the Welsh press that Lord
Davies’ son, the Hon. Michael Davies,
was likely to stand as an independent
Liberal in Montgomeryshire against
Clement Davies. Although Lord
Davies at once dismissed the press con-
jecture as ‘pure gossip and invention’,
he implored Clement Davies, a mem-
ber of the Simonite Liberal group in
the Commons ever since , to re-
turn to the mainstream party fold:

We shall never emerge from this torpor
until the Liberal and Progressive flag is
once more unfurled … So will you al-
low me once more, as a Hen Liberal
[‘old Liberal’], to plead with you most
earnestly and sincerely to join the ranks
of the Independent Liberals in the
House of Commons?

By this time Lord Davies had become
totally convinced of the need to form a
‘United Front’ of all progressive forces
in British political life as a base to fight
against the appeasement policies of the
Chamberlain government. In Novem-
ber he had appealed to Sir Anthony
Eden, the Foreign Secretary, to con-
demn appeasement as ‘the very antith-
esis of any policy based on League
principles and the system of collective
security’, imploring him, ‘Why not de-
clare war openly against the existing re-
gime, and join with others in creating a
United Front of all the progressive par-
ties in our country?’ During  he
had twice travelled to the USA in the
cause of peace.

When war followed in September
, Lord Davies occupied himself
fully with drafting lengthy memoranda
on national policy for the war effort.
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He began to formulate plans for a fed-
eration of free countries in Europe after
the end of hostilities. He was moved to
action above all by the Russian assault
on Finland in November and began to
set in motion a Finnish Aid Committee
and Bureau, even visiting Helsinki. The
ultimate defeat of Finland vexed him
enormously.

Later campaigns involved the evacu-
ation of children, a defence of the reser-
voirs serving the great cities, and a
movement to reform the procedures of
the House of Lords. Subsequently Lord
Davies began to campaign for a Su-
preme War Council. The war years saw
the publication of a number of volumes
penned by him, among them Federated
Europe (), The Foundations of Victory
() and The Seven Pillars of Peace
(). By this time he had himself
fallen victim to cancer of the spine and
he died at Llandinam on  June .
Three months later his eldest son Mike
was killed in action with the Sixth
Royal Welch Fusiliers on the borders of
Holland.

In  David Davies had married
Amy, the fourth daughter of L. T. Pen-
man of Broadwood Park, Lanchester.
There were two children of the mar-
riage, a son David (always known as
Mike), who briefly became the second
Lord Davies in , and Margarite,
who died at school at the age of eight-
een. The  honeymoon had been
spent big game hunting in Africa
where it is thought that Amy con-
tracted a rare tropical disease from
which she eventually died in  fol-
lowing years of ill-health.

In  Davies married Henrietta
Margaret (Rita) (died ), daughter
of James Grant Fergusson of
Baledmund, Pitlochry, Perthshire. Rita
proved to be an extraordinarily devoted
partner, fully in tune with her husband’s
philanthropic impulses, notably those
related to health. There were to be four
children of the second marriage –
Mary, Edward, Islwyn and Jean. The
present (third) Lord Davies, born in
, is the son of the second baron,
and still resides at Plas Dinam,
Llandinam, Montgomeryshire.

The National Library of Wales has a
bust by Sir W. Goscombe John and the
portrait by Murray Urquhart, while the

famous portrait by S. Morse Brown is
by now in the custody of the National
Museum. A further portrait by
Augustus John is at Berthddu,
Llandinam. A large archive of Lord
Davies’ papers, many relating to the or-
ganisation of the New Commonwealth
Society, has been deposited at the Na-
tional Library. His biography remains
unwritten.

David, Lord Davies, was undoubt-
edly the public-spirited Welshman of his
age, blessed with an exceptionally re-
tentive memory and an ability to take a
distant view of events. But he did tend
to rely on his wealth to achieve results,
and he was reluctant to concede that
short cuts were not always available to
achieve his cherished goals. Conse-
quently he could be imperious and im-
patient at times, described by Sir Wynn
Wheldon as ‘notable for kindness and
terribleness’ (a phrase originally used by
Elizabeth Barrett Browning to describe
an acquaintance).

In his most important book The
Problem of the Twentieth Century (),
he summed up the crux of his belief in
international co-operation:

We shall never get real prosperity and se-
curity until we get peace; we shall never
get peace until we get justice, and we
shall get none of these things until we
succeed in establishing the rule of law by
means of the creation of a really effective
international authority equipped with
those two vital institutions, an equity tri-
bunal and an international peace force.
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National Library of Wales, currently respon-
sible for the Welsh Political Archive. He is
the author of A Pocket Guide: the His-
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on late nineteenth and twentieth century
Welsh politics.
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