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On 4 July 1943, a plane took off from Gibraltar. On it were General Sikorski.Prime 
Minister in exile of Poland and his aide Victor Cazalet, MP for Chippenham. Within a 
few minutes the plane crashed, killing all on board apart from the pilot. Cazalet was 
aged 46 and had been MP for Chippenham since 1924.The crash made headline 
news and there were generous tributes in newspapers worldwide to Victor Cazalet 
who was a well-known and respected figure, a friend of famous politicians, writers, 
film stars and sporting heroes. So who was he and why is he largely forgotten today? 
He was born in 1896 in London to an upper class family. His father was of Huguenot 
stock and had extensive business interests in Russia and Eastern Europe. His 
mother was the daughter of a Scottish baronet. His family owned a villa in Cimiez 
near Nice where Queen Victoria stayed several times. She was Victor’s godmother. 
He was educated at Eton and was a lifelong Christian Scientist. Shortly before World 
War 1 he visited Germany and he was saddened by the conflict which he regarded 
as a failure of humanity. Despite this he joined the Household Cavalry and was 
awarded the Military Cross for bravery at Ypres. His experience of the War framed 
his thinking for the rest of his life. He was used to mixing with famous and influential 
people and this enabled him to be exceptionally well travelled and well informed 
about world affairs. 
 
As an aide at the Supreme Allied War Council at Versailles in 1918 he met Haig, 
Foch and other notables. At home his sister was a friend of Lady Elizabeth Bowes-
Lyon (later Queen Elizabeth). In late 1918 he travelled to Siberia, spending several 
months with the British Troops in action protecting the trans Siberian railway during 



the bloody Russian civil war. This was the first of many visits to Russia. He visited 
the site of the Tsar’s execution and was very depressed by the wretched conditions 
of most Russians. In 10 months he travelled 60,000 miles. This was typical of his 
thirst for travel and finding out about the world at first hand. 
 
In 1919 we went to Oxford as a relatively mature undergraduate. Lloyd George and 
Winston Churchill were both family friends and it was then that he decided to be a 
politician. His first visit to Poland was in 1922 and it was probably then that his 
enthusiasm for the cause of Poland was established. Chippenham at the time was 
held by the Liberals and he put his name forward as the Conservative candidate in 
1923, visiting the town for the first time on 12 May 1923.In December Stanley 
Baldwin (later to become a close friend) called a General Election.Cazalet’s main 
election theme was tariff reform, which probably didn’t mean a lot to the electors of 
Chippenham at the time. The Liberal candidate Alfred Bonwick won by 700 
votes.1924 saw Cazalet visiting the Middle East and India for the first time and this 
was to excite support for another lifelong cause, a homeland for Jews. 
 
Chippenham Conservative Association, not surprisingly, was unhappy about his long 
absences. However the minority Government of Ramsey McDonald fell, an election 
was called and on 24 October 1924 he was elected as Chippenham’s MP with a 
majority of 3,212. The Wiltshire Gazette reported “The greatest enthusiasm 
prevailed, his supporters cheering him again and again, while even the Liberals took 
part in the general rejoicings to welcome the youngest member ever to represent 
Chippenham”. The novelist Hugh Walpole, another close friend, congratulated him. 
Upon his entry into politics he espoused many good causes, including the Boys Club 
Movement in the East End of London. He became a friend of James Maxton the 
noted firebrand Labour MP for Glasgow. Their politics and upbringing could hardly 
be further apart but they shared a common interest in social reform. His maiden 
commons speech was in support of Poland, then subject to Russian domination. The 
Yorkshire Post singled out “Duff Cooper, Robert Boothby and Victor Cazalet as the 
most promising young Conservative MPs”. 
 
In the 1920s Cazalet visited the USA and Canada, meeting President Coolidge and 
Prime Minister Mackenzie King. He retained his deep interest in world politics but 
wrote of Chippenham in 1927 “There is no political question that seems to interest 
the local population very deeply”. Despite this, his travel and social calendar 
continued unabated. He visited Thomas Hardy, Rebecca West, Bernard Shaw and 
family friend Douglas Haig. In 1928 he visited Germany, staying with the grandson of 
Bismarck. Re-election in 1929 did not curb his travels, visiting Poland again and 
giving a lunch for John Buchan and Chaim Weizmann, later to become the first 
President of Israel. Other friends he met included Lord Beaverbrook and the 
American author Edna Ferber. Following the 1931 election the Gazette reported “A 
huge crowd whose cheering verily rent the heavens in twain”. His sister was also 
elected as MP for East Islington. They were both featured in an article in the New 
York Herald Tribune. 
 
His obsession with Poland really started in 1931 when he met Paderewski the 
famous pianist and former President of Poland. 1932 saw him visit South Africa with 
Sir Alfred Beit and meeting Smuts. He was alarmed about the lack of any rights for 
black or coloured people and voiced his concern in a letter to the Wiltshire Gazette. 



He also became friends with the poet W.B.Yeats, Harold Nicholson, Somerset 
Maugham and a host of other personalities. Always a keen sportsman he played 
tennis with his friend Helen Wills (later Wills-Moody), the American tennis star who 
was ladies champion at Wimbledon. 
 
 
So what of his political career? By 1933 after 9 years as an MP, he had only become 
a PPS (Parliamentary Private Secretary), despite forecasts of a glittering career. 
However he was an observer rather than a leader, a commentator and adviser rather 
than a potential Minister. His travel continued unabated. He visited Germany and 
Czechoslovakia in 1933 and was disturbed by what he saw, briefing MacDonald and 
Baldwin on his return. The next year he visited the Saar just before the plebiscite on 
whether it should be returned to Germany. He also met Mussolini’s daughter but 
made little progress on seeking to change her father’s views .Visiting Germany 
several times more he met Von Ribbentrop. Watching some of Hitler’s rallies made 
him profoundly depressed about the future. He visited Paderewski again in 
Switzerland. With all his travels he still found time to champion the Boys Club 
Movement and was also re-elected as MP in 1935 with a 5,421 majority. There was 
still no Government post for him. Was he too nice, too indecisive or too innocent? 
Harold Nicholson wrote “Victor cannot see a pie without wishing to have his fingers 
in it.”  
 
1937 saw Cazalet in Spain where he met Franco and strongly supported him. 
Palestine was visited in 1938 where he addressed a rally chaired by Weismann and 
strongly supported a Jewish homeland.  On a visit to Prague and Austria the same 
year he met the leader of the Sudeten Germans Konrad Henlein and was very 
depressed about the future. In the same year he was in Australia and travelling back 
via the USA he met his old friend the Hollywood film star Edward G.Robinson. 
 
By 1939 he saw that war was inevitable and after a short period with the RAF he 
joined the Army –in charge of some Anti-Aircraft batteries. Before the war he had 
been a great friend of the German tennis star Baron Von Cramm and he received a 
touching letter from him just after the war had started. His contacts with influential 
politicians continued and he remained a friend and confidante of Churchill, Eden, 
Halifax, Neville Chamberlain and Baldwin. Visiting Paris in 1940 he met Reynaud 
and saw the Magenot line. He also visited Polish troops who had escaped to join the 
Allied cause and for the first time met General Sikorski. An immediate bond was 
formed. Cazalet did a broadcast for the BBC entitled “The Soul of Poland” and 
invited Sikorski to stay at the Dorchester Hotel as his guest. It was then proposed 
that Cazalet should be the liaison officer between the British Government and the 
Polish Government in exile. He readily accepted. Polish forces in the allied cause 
were considerable – 30,000 in the British Army, 8,000 in the RAF and 3 destroyers 
and 2 submarines in the Navy. As prime minister in exile and head of the Polish 
armed forces, Sikorski was heavily involved in canvassing support for the Polish 
cause. They sailed together to the USA and Canada in mid 1941 to lobby support.  
Whilst in the USA Cazalet met Charlie Chaplin and the Taylor family, both old 
friends. Cazalet was godfather to their daughter, better known as film star Elizabeth 
Taylor. Back in London, he met General de Gaulle and took an instant dislike to him. 
More visits with Sikorski to the Middle East, North Africa and Russia followed and 
another visit to the USA for discussions with President Roosevelt. 



 
19 May 1943 was the date of his last speech to the Commons on oppression of the 
Jews. He then flew to the Middle East with Sikorski to visit Polish forces and also 
met David Ben-Gurion. The return trip was via Gibraltar and it was there that the fatal 
crash occurred. His family received letters of condolence from Churchill, Eden, Jan 
Masaryk, Benes and many other world leaders. The New York Herald Tribune made 
a tribute in a special leading article. So what was he like? Certainly he was a 
champion of good causes and by all accounts a very personable and likeable man 
with no enemies, He was an excellent pianist and sportsman, playing tennis and 
cricket in Chippenham.  His range of friends was extraordinary ranging from 
politicians to world leaders, sporting stars and film stars. He often presented prizes 
at local schools, delighting pupils with accounts of his travel around the world. He 
seemed genuinely interested in trying to help the needy and dispossessed, often 
transcending party politics. A memorial service attended by his family and friends 
took place at St Andrew’s Church Chippenham on 12 July 1943. 
 
The mystery of the plane crash remains. Some say it was sabotage by the Russians 
(who feared Sikorski’s influence) or even by British Intelligence. On 25 November 
2008 General Sikorski’s body was exhumed from Cracow Cathedral for DNA tests to 
search for any sign of poisons……….. 
 
If you are interested in reading further on the fascinating life of Victor Cazalet, 
Chippenham Library has copy of “ Victor Cazalet – a portrait” by Robert Rhodes 
James (Hamish Hamilton 1976) which I acknowledge as the primary source for much 
of the factual information. 
 


