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Foreword
 

During my active political career I used to believe, adapting the words of a nineteenth-century presidential candidate in the United States, that I would rather people wondered why I was not Prime Minister than why I was.

At that time I therefore believed it was better to be Foreign Secretary or Chancellor of the Exchequer than Prime Minister – to do something rather than be something. Now, however, I feel it is better to be Prime Minister because you can then ensure that all the other ministers do the right thing.

So I believe that not only the Labour Party but also Britain lost a great deal by not having John Smith as Prime Minister – he was a man of great intellectual strength and pragmatism, a good deal more than Hugh Gaitskell who was another personality with the characteristics for the job.

I very much welcome this series of counterfactual essays, because we can learn a good deal from informed speculation about what might have been.

Denis Healey

February 2011





  


Introduction
 

Individuals make history. There’s no inevitability, and everything’s up for grabs. Marx was right about lots of things, but he was wrong about that. As Karl Popper wrote in The Poverty of Historicism, ‘the belief in historical destiny is sheer superstition, and there can be no prediction of the course of human history by scientific or any other rational methods.’

I’m quite pleased about that. It used to worry me back in the seventies, when Marxism was fashionable among the children of the sixties. I used to think: if the triumph of socialism is inevitable, why bother to work for it? I was never a Marxist because I found it demotivating. Scientific socialism is as false a god as God.

I’m even more pleased now, because if history were a stately process of pre-ordained forces, this book would be pointless, and I’ve had wonderful fun doing it. History is changed by all sorts of things, and one of them is which human being gets to the top of the tree. Supposing the American people had got the president they narrowly voted for in 2000, whose name was Al Gore, a great many things would be different. 

How different? Well, one of the contributors to this book thinks the Second World War would never have happened if his man had become Prime Minister, and he makes a pretty good case for it. That’s how different it could be.

Each of these chapters describes a premiership that never came about – but might easily have happened. The criteria for inclusion: the person never attained the top job, but there was a particular moment when, had the chips fallen slightly differently, he would have done. 

J. R. Clynes lost the Labour leadership to Ramsay MacDonald by a paper-thin margin; if he had won it, he and not MacDonald would have become Labour’s first Prime Minister. Lord Halifax had the opportunity to take the premiership in 1940 instead of Winston Churchill; he turned it down. In January 1957 the Tory grandee Lord Salisbury, who could not pronounce the letter R, invited the Cabinet into his room one by one and asked: ‘Is it Wab or Hawold?’ The smart money was on them all saying Wab, but the majority said Hawold, and so Harold Macmillan it was. Neil Kinnock’s election defeat in 1992 was narrow and unexpected. And so on.

I’ve been strict about gatekeeping. Just being the leader of the Conservative or Labour Party was not enough to get in, because it didn’t mean you were in with a shout of getting to 10 Downing Street. There was never a moment when anyone thought, dear me, Iain Duncan Smith might become Prime Minister sometime soon. 

Even leading your party into an election didn’t hack it. There was never any prospect that Arthur Henderson was going to lead Labour to victory in 1931, nor that William Hague might win for the Conservatives in 2001, so you won’t find them here. Michael Foot gains admittance, not because he led Labour in the 1983 general election – everyone knew he would lose by a landslide, and he did. He’s in because there was a real prospect of him beating James Callaghan in the very tight Labour leadership contest of 1976, when Labour was in power. 

At first I planned to include Gordon Brown (stands against Blair for the leadership in 1994, wins, and become Prime Minister in 1997) but he was grimly determined to render himself ineligible for inclusion in this book, and succeeded in doing so by actually becoming Prime Minister in 2007. 




These criteria explain why there are no women on my list. I wanted to have at least one, because I know a lot of people who will be very sniffy about their absence, but she had to fit the criteria. I tried hard to construct the moment when Barbara Castle or Shirley Williams might have become Prime Minister had circumstances been different, but it isn’t there. 

Getting to be Prime Minister is more often than not a matter of chance. It’s quite likely that neither Harold Wilson nor Tony Blair would ever have got the job had it not been for the sudden, early and unexpected deaths of their respective predecessors, Hugh Gaitskell and John Smith.

The authors of this book have asked themselves questions like: what shape would the welfare state and the Cold War have taken if the Prime Minister had been Herbert Morrison instead of Clement Attlee? What if the Eurosceptic Butler had become Prime Minister instead of the Euro-enthusiast Harold Macmillan? The uncompromising Eurosceptic Hugh Gaitskell instead of the sophisticated compromiser and Euro-enthusiast Harold Wilson? How would our present life be different without New Labour – a name we would never have heard if either Kinnock or Smith had become Prime Minister and not Tony Blair?

Does it matter? Yes, it matters a lot. Understanding what might have happened, how things might have been better (or worse) if we had taken a slightly different path, is what will help us to do things better next time. What might have happened matters almost as much as what really did happen. Some serious historians look down their noses at counterfactual 
history, and most politicians regard it as suitable only for butterflies like me, but I maintain that counterfactual history isn’t just fun. It IS fun – much more fun than the real thing. But it also matters. It can teach us things that we will never learn from the dull facts.

Each of the chapters in this book describes events that really might have happened – and almost did. 

Francis Beckett

February 2011





  


Prime Minister Austen Chamberlain 
splits the Tories
 

Stephen Bates
 

Rarely can there have been a man for whom a glittering political career has been so ordained from birth as Austen Chamberlain. And rarely has there been a senior politician whose character less equipped him to reach the heights for which he had been groomed and to which he and his family assumed he was entitled. 

It was not exactly a bad career: Chancellor of the Exchequer a week before his fortieth birthday, later Secretary of State for India and Foreign Secretary, and altogether a minister for more than twelve years during forty-five years as an MP.

Yet more was always expected of him and the premiership was what many saw as his due and destiny. Like several others, though, who thought similarly of themselves – Anthony Eden and Gordon Brown come to mind – Chamberlain’s ambition ended in dust and ashes.

Photographs of Austen Chamberlain and his father Joseph show an eerie similarity. Both are pictured outside the same wrought iron gates at the House of Commons. Both are tall, lean men; both wear identical clothes: grey frock coats, white waistcoats and wing collars. Both have buttonholes; both slicked-back hair parted on the left; both monocles in the right eye. If there is a difference, it is that Austen has the more patrician and haughty expression.

Joseph, the prosperous screw manufacturer who became lord mayor of Birmingham at the age of thirty-seven and pioneered a programme of municipal improvement locally – ‘gas and water socialism’ – and political radicalism nationally, would end up wrecking both main parties. As a Liberal he fell out with Gladstone over home rule for Ireland and then as a Conservative Unionist twenty years later brought electoral disaster on his party by calling for the imposition of import tariffs to replace the free trade on which British prosperity was thought to rest. 

As a force of political nature, Joseph was dynamic but mistrusted: not necessarily the recipe for successful leadership. But if he fell short of the highest office to which his talents might have taken him, then his eldest son Austen – whose mother, Joseph’s first wife, died giving birth to him in 1863 – was destined from childhood to carry the dynasty onwards in politics and government. ‘He was,’ said Joseph, ‘born in a red box, brought up in one and [will] die in one.’

By comparison Austen’s younger half-brother Neville was earmarked to carry on the family business, maintain the family fortune and aspire to nothing more than municipal politics.

Austen received a gentleman’s education: Rugby and Cambridge, becoming vice-president of the Union debating society, strongly defending his father’s policies, before completing his studies with lengthy stays in Paris and Germany to learn the languages and meet influential people such as the Iron Chancellor, Bismarck, with whom he dined. Such privileged progress didn’t impress the young man too much: ‘one day succeeds another with great monotony,’ he wrote. ‘A series of such days carry one through the week and the time to write another letter comes round without my having found anything fresh to say.’




He and Neville then found time to deplete the family fortunes with an unsuccessful investment venture in sisal production in the Bahamas – the only commercial, indeed non-political, occupation in Austen’s entire life – before he found a safe seat, unopposed, as a Liberal Unionist like his father, and a niche in the Commons at the age of twenty-nine in 1892. As political apprenticeships go, it was not strenuous, and he was duly escorted into the chamber with his father on one side and his uncle on the other.

He was a dynastic rather than natural politician: too often ‘wooden in face and manner, pompously correct, impeccably virtuous and frigidly uninteresting’, as Leo Amery, a political ally, would write in The Observer after Chamberlain’s death. Being his father’s son imposed a burden of expectation on Austen – for him, to support and expound his father’s policies and, on the part of others, that he should echo his father’s success. Even early on, it was noticed that he lacked his father’s drive and fire, that he was lacking the common touch or the energy to push him and party policies forward. 

He suffered, one historian has written, ‘from being the over-groomed offspring of an outstanding personality’. More waspishly, Arthur Balfour, the Tory leader and Joseph’s rival, observed: ‘If only Austen was what he looked, how splendid he would be.’ Much later, Balfour would speculate on Austen’s shortcomings as a politician: ‘Don’t you think it’s because he is a bore?’ 

That did not prevent a general expectation on his part, his father’s part, his party’s part, the newspapers’ part and the public’s part that he was born to rule. The only impediment was that the Chamberlain name was regarded with suspicion, not only among Liberals who saw his father as a traitor, but also among Conservatives who distrusted Joseph Chamberlain and his Liberal Unionist supporters as a disruptive force. If that sense enhanced Austen Chamberlain’s political diffidence, it did not stop him climbing seemingly effortlessly ever upward in his career: first the whips’ office, then ministerial office at the Admiralty, then financial secretary to the Treasury, and, in 1903, Chancellor of the Exchequer.

Five months earlier, Joseph Chamberlain had launched his campaign for the introduction of protective tariffs on goods imported from outside the Empire, a move which convulsed British politics and contributed to the Conservative and their remaining Liberal Unionist colleagues’ landslide defeat in the 1906 election. Austen and his father survived the political massacre but within a few months Joseph suffered a severely disabling stroke which left him partially paralysed and with impaired speech. It was thus left to Austen to emerge from his father’s shadow, loyally continue the campaign for Imperial Preference and develop a political career in his own right.

By 1911 both parties were neck and neck in the Commons, in the wake of the constitutional crisis following the Conservative peers’ attempt to derail the Liberal government’s reforming Budget. Tory MPs grew dissatisfied with Balfour’s languid and unenergetic leadership and it was assumed that Austen would succeed him in the ensuing race. Instead, he stood aside, allowing Andrew Bonar Law, a dour Canadian-Scots businessman to become leader. 




The First World War saw the Conservatives brought into government and Chamberlain becoming first Secretary of State for India; then once again at the end of the war made Chancellor of the Exchequer in Lloyd George’s coalition, responsible for trying to restore the country’s economy.

In the spring of 1921, Bonar Law’s health failed and he resigned. The two potential candidates to succeed him were Chamberlain, once again, and Lord Curzon, widely disliked for his arrogant and patronising manner. This time, Chamberlain assumed the Conservative leadership. Lloyd George was unpopular, especially with Conservative MPs who feared their party being dragged down in his wake, or, worse, subsumed into what was becoming the Prime Minister’s personal party since the Liberals were themselves split between Lloyd George and the former leader, Asquith. 

The crunch, when it came in the autumn of 1922, was unforeseen by Chamberlain. Discontent with being tied to the discredited Lloyd George was mounting on the Tory backbenches; there were threats to put up Independent Conservative candidates to oppose the coalition and there was a sense that the government was faltering and could not last much longer. Although several senior Tory members of the coalition insisted that loyalty demanded they continue to support the administration – a drunken Lord Birkenhead berated and insulted MPs who came to see him about withdrawing – Chamberlain could sense the way the wind was blowing. 

Nevertheless he hesitated. He did not wish to be disloyal to Lloyd George, whom he had come to rather admire, nor to precipitate the downfall of the government, but by October that year Chamberlain knew that if he was to remain leader he had to lead his party back to independence. He would, he said, be like the Duke of Plaza-Toro in The Gondoliers, leading his party from the rear because he found it less exciting. 

There was another reason to act, however. Bonar Law was making noises about returning, and there were signs of a challenge from Stanley Baldwin, a rather dull junior minister from a minor Worcestershire business background. He’d been Chamberlain’s junior as financial secretary at the Treasury. Austen did not rate him: ‘he is self-centred, selfish and idle… (sly) without a constructive idea in his head,’ he would much later write to his sister Ida. But he was astute enough to realise that the revolt might spread.

At a meeting of Tory MPs at the Carlton Club on 19 October, Austen seized the initiative to ditch the coalition, making a speech which for once in his life had the backbenchers cheering. Bolstered by news that an independent Conservative candidate had just been elected in the Newport by-election, defeating Labour who had been expected to win, Chamberlain told his MPs: ‘We must regain our own party and form a government at once otherwise we shall be in a damned fix.’ An astonished Baldwin rallied the troops by reminding them that they were in thrall to a Prime Minister who was ‘a dynamic force … a very terrible thing’. Even Bonar Law chimed in. He offered to resume the leadership, but found little enthusiasm. Of Chamberlain, Birkenhead said, he had undergone a conversion ‘swifter than any known in secular or sacred history since Saul of Tarsus changed his name’.




Lloyd George, waiting in Downing Street to hear the outcome of the meeting, was told that the Tories had voted overwhelmingly to split from the coalition. Chamberlain burst in on him excitedly with the news: ‘It is of course nonsense to describe it as a Belgravia intrigue or a revolt in the kitchen,’ he told the Prime Minister.

Chamberlain had for once acted decisively to quell a revolt in his party, seize the initiative and vault into the prime ministership. He had achieved what his father had never accomplished: the King sent for him to form a government and he himself took up residence at No. 10 – a house, incidentally, that he never liked except for its association with power.

In forming his government, Chamberlain acted to reconcile his party’s factions. Baldwin was promoted to Chancellor of the Exchequer and Birkenhead remained as Lord Chancellor. Curzon – who had himself hoped to become Prime Minister – was also left in post as Foreign Secretary. It was, Chamberlain said in his stiff way, an administration of first-rate men, though privately he described Baldwin as a man with ‘no House of Commons gifts, can’t debate, or think, or act quickly … terribly complacent’. Baldwin though was now too popular and influential within the party to sack, even though Chamberlain thought he was bound to fail as Chancellor.

What the country thought of its new Prime Minister was rather more complicated. In many ways he seemed a throwback to a pre-war era. He still dressed like an Edwardian, in a morning coat, with a wing collar to his shirt. An orchid reposed in his buttonhole and his monocle was screwed firmly to his eye. The French, though appreciative of his excellent foreign language skills, still chuckled at the English ‘milord’ in London.

Politically, Chamberlain lacked both the common touch and persuasive skills. His oratory was fluent, but stiff and formal. His relations with his constituents in Birmingham were distant and uncomfortable. He could not pretend to have his father’s passion and radicalism, and his ideas remained trapped by his family heritage.

Ireland had gone – he grudgingly had to accept that, though he would do nothing to assist the government in Dublin as it fought a civil war against those who would not accept the treaty that gave the twenty-six counties independence.

But there was still the old idea of protective tariffs to pursue. As British industry struggled to revive after the war, he and many members of his government saw protectionism as the only way of ensuring companies could survive. He even wanted to extend tariffs to goods from the Empire, despite warnings about how badly that would be received in Australia and Canada.

Worse, Chamberlain could not see that the old policy of protective tariffs, championed by his father, was now counter-productive to British industrial recovery. It had never been electorally popular and opponents could still make capital with charges that protectionism increased prices at home and thus made the poor poorer still.

‘His father’s policy has always been to him a hereditary incubus about which he felt dutifully zealous, or dutifully bored,’ wrote Leo Amery in his diary, before pinpointing the real tragedy of Chamberlain’s short-sightedness: ‘[it] has never been to him a great object in itself’.




Nevertheless, many Tories agreed with Chamberlain. Baldwin himself became convinced too that tariffs were needed. He told the party conference in Plymouth in 1923 that they would protect jobs: ‘To me at least the unemployment problem is the most critical problem of our country. I can fight it. I am willing to fight it. But I cannot fight it without weapons… I have come to the conclusion myself that the only way of fighting this subject is by protecting the home market.’ 

Baldwin had been scarred by his negotiations with the US government to reschedule Britain’s war debts the previous year. Sent to Washington to secure a deal that would involve paying no more than £25 million a year, he had returned with one that amounted to paying £34 million annually for ten years, then £40 million for the next fifty-two, the debt not therefore scheduled to be paid off before 1984 – an unimaginable burden. There had been a Cabinet revolt, led by Bonar Law, whose throat cancer was slowly killing him and who could no longer speak above a whisper. Chamberlain had sat back, waiting to see which way the wind blew, leaving Baldwin swinging, but ultimately accepting the deal, as did the rest of the Cabinet. Within weeks Bonar Law had resigned, citing his ill health and in no condition to lead a party revolt. By the autumn, he was dead.

Early the following year, Baldwin wanted to go to the country on the policy of protective tariffs, but Chamberlain hesitated. The Labour Party in opposition was already making great play of their charges that tariffs would put up the price of bread and increase hunger. There was already labour unrest.

Prudently, Chamberlain decided not to risk the party’s Commons majority in a general election. Privately he insisted it was the government’s duty to save the country from socialism and communism. He derided Baldwin’s persuasive skills: ‘Stanley himself never fires more than a popgun or a peashooter at critical moments and hasn’t a ghost of an idea how to fight,’ he wrote to his sister.

It was a sentiment that would have astonished many in his party, who themselves had seen Austen at close hand for many years and well understood how little rapport he had among the electorate. It must also have amused his half-brother Neville, by now in the Commons himself, who was busy honing the presentational skills that would stand him in good stead a decade later. As for Baldwin’s down-to-earth suavity, Austen was scornful: ‘I’ve heard he practises in front of a mirror,’ he said.

Increasingly, however, Austen Chamberlain was bored by domestic considerations. Foreign affairs were what interested him and absorbed his attention. Lord Curzon, who had been a potential rival for the party leadership in 1921, had fallen in behind Chamberlain’s leadership and retained his position as Foreign Secretary in his government, privately disdainful though he was of the new Prime Minister: ‘Imagine!’ he wrote to his wife Grace, ‘Our country being led by a Birmingham screw manufacturer. Well, if it is to be so, my country will need me and I must do my duty.’ 




By early 1925, however, Curzon was waning. He had taken to referring to the French Prime Minister Raymond Poincaré as ‘a horrid little man’ – symptomatic of his weariness with the world in general – and could barely summon the energy or concentration to work. He was taken ill during a visit to speak to the Cambridge University Conservative Association and died a few days later.

Chamberlain enthusiastically assumed the duties of Foreign Secretary as well as Prime Minister and would in the course of the year spend much time abroad – a novel departure for a Prime Minister – seeking to improve Franco-German relations, an effort which culminated in the famous pact signed at Locarno in October 1925. This foreign triumph expressed agreement between the powers of western Europe (France, Germany, Britain, Belgium and Italy) to refer all disputes to arbitration and never again to resort to war.

Chamberlain was quick to claim credit, though in fact the idea had originally been suggested by the German Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann, and his efforts were rewarded not only by the Nobel Peace Prize but by the King’s award of the Order of the Garter. The Prime Minister, confident of his international diplomacy, returned home saying that Benito Mussolini, the Italian leader, might be a dictator, but he was ‘a man with whom business could be done’.

There was no doubt that this foreign triumph – for which Chamberlain deserves to be remembered – distracted his attention from developing problems on the economic front at home. In 1924 Baldwin, with the enthusiastic support of his deputy at the Treasury, Winston Churchill, had urged a return to the Gold Standard, the pre-war Sterling exchange rate, as a sign of the government’s determination to recover former economic disciplines and demonstrate Britain’s recovery from the strains of the war. Chamberlain agreed and urged Baldwin to act with ‘decisive confidence’: ‘the operation will be found, all things considered, an easy one … if we do not do it, we shall not stay where we were, but inevitably start a retrograde movement.’ 

The return to the Gold Standard, together with Baldwin’s introduction of protective tariffs in the Budget of 1925, had precisely the reverse effects to what was intended. They made exports dearer, so stalling industrial recovery, and imports also more costly, so hitting voters’ pockets. The protective tariffs on non-Empire products got bogged down in disputes about how much would be raised and what imports should be exempted: should apples be subject to tariffs? What about tinned salmon? The government had promised that there would be no increase in the cost of basic necessities such as bread, tea and sugar and so, to protect these, tariffs elsewhere had to be raised. The whole thing became a muddle, tariffs costing more to collect than they raised, but also hugely politically damaging because of the Labour Party’s accusations that ministers were deliberately increasing the cost of food. Chamberlain, who had supported both moves, appeared not to notice the developing domestic crisis. He was later to bemoan that the government had stumbled over ‘a policy of currents and tinned salmon’. 

The effect was to stall industrial recovery and institute a cycle of deflation on an already weakened economy. The government lurched into a widening confrontation with trade unions as employers sought to reduce costs by cutting wages and workers attempted to maintain their wages in the face of rising prices. The number of strikes rose to 600 in 1925, involving more than 500,000 workers.




When the miners threatened strike action in early 1925, Chamberlain was finally galvanised into action. For him the threat of Bolshevism was only too apparent, even in the unlikely shape of Ramsay MacDonald.

His fears were bolstered by the dispatches sent back to the Foreign Office from the British embassy in Moscow, by reports arising from MI5, the fledgling domestic secret service, and by police surveillance records of those they deemed suspicious characters. May Day marches were infiltrated by undercover agents, speeches were noted down for signs of subversion and the offices of the Labour and Communist parties were raided.

The reports all pointed in the same direction: subversion was widespread, and revolutionary insurrection, possibly funded with Russian gold, was imminent. A letter, apparently from the Soviet leader Grigori Zinoviev, calling for socialist leaders to foment mutiny in the army was shown to Chamberlain privately by a concerned civil service. How it then found its way to the Daily Mail frankly astonished him, but it made him more concerned than ever to show that his government would not falter in the face of industrial disruption. The insurgents must be put in their place and shown who governed Britain.

It would only need a spark, though. He was convinced Labour should never be allowed to take power and that strikes should be forcibly put down in the national interest. Chamberlain had no time for those, even within the Conservative Party, such as Baldwin, who argued that, if Labour was elected, they should be given their chance and that the miners did indeed have a case. This, Chamberlain said, was just weakness and shilly-shallying. Firmness would reward the Conservative Party, dish the remaining Liberals and expose Labour for the quasi-Bolsheviks they were.

Thus it was that the Prime Minister was panicked into a violent reaction when a general strike threatened to bring the country to a halt in the summer of 1925. It was indeed a bloody affair. The strike was triggered by the decision of the coal owners to cut pay and increase hours. With other workers from the transport and railway unions threatening to join in, Chamberlain set the government’s face against any compromise or mediation.

The employers must be supported, he said and miners must make sacrifices for economic recovery just like everyone else. He did not accept that the government had any role in mediating a trade dispute, but he was quite prepared to enforce law and order through the use of troops, who would also be deployed to ensure supplies got through.

This was a stance that was widely popular on the Conservative benches, but much less so in the country at large, which had some sympathy with the miners. Chamberlain, it was said, had never visited a pit or met a miner. His brother Neville once wrote to their sister Ida: ‘I don’t think myself that A has much sympathy with the working classes; he hasn’t been thrown enough into contact with them to know much about them.’ He had had no real experience of running a business or employing anyone other than domestic servants. He could not empathise but, worse than that, he saw no need to do so. Now his lack of personal skills was exacerbated by an impatience with the disruption and a fear of anarchy.




It did not help the government that the strike began in the middle of the summer, when coal stocks were low. Ministers nevertheless went on holiday and when they returned in the early autumn, the dispute had still not settled. Now, the triple alliance of the rail, transport and mining unions attempted to turn the screw: their members were desperate, foraging for summer berries in the hedgerows and stealing vegetables from the fields to feed their families, but they had not buckled.

Churchill, by now Home Secretary, argued strongly in Cabinet for the deployment of troops to assist the police and guard convoys of food being brought from the docks. Chamberlain hesitated in the face of a divided Cabinet – Baldwin was urging mediation, or for using government reserves to subsidise miners’ wages through the winter – but as he did so, MI5 brought increasingly alarmist reports of Bolshevik conspiracies and plans to subvert the armed forces. The country was in chaos, the newspapers insisted, and Britain was being made a laughing-stock.

Provoked by the accusations of weakness, Chamberlain authorised Churchill to use force, to take over the BBC and close down newspapers giving reports unhelpful to the government.

In unseasonably warm autumn weather late that September, there were a series of flashpoints: police went on strike in Liverpool and refused to supervise pickets at the docks, leading to disorder, widespread looting and, within days, a riot. In London, troops escorting a food convoy through the East End were attacked and retaliated by opening fire, killing five people. In south Wales, police turned a blind eye as strikers attacked a coal owner’s mansion. In Yorkshire, a policeman was killed after being hit by a rock.

In the absence of independent news sources, gossip spread rumours that government departments had been attacked and the King had been forced to flee Buckingham Palace (in fact he had merely gone to Scotland for the grouse shooting season). These reports filtered back to the City of London, causing panic in the markets and a run on the pound. Now the government really was in trouble.

Much against his will, Chamberlain at last sought to mediate, but talks with owners and miners’ leaders stalled in mutual intransigence. Then the weather broke: storms and gales swept the country that October and with the cold, dark nights, union members started drifting back to work. The strike had never been solid, but now the trickle became a flood. Last to hold out were the miners, but after Christmas they too were forced back, bitterly accepting the owners’ offer not to cut their pay in return for them working an extra hour on each shift. Soon even that agreement was reneged upon and their wages were cut by a shilling a shift.

Chamberlain strove to show this as a victory for common sense and national courage, but the strike had lasted nearly eight weeks and left a legacy of deep bitterness that stretched far beyond the coalfields and into the middle classes, who found that their jobs and wages were also being cut as industrial production waned. It undermined Conservatives’ claims to be the embodiment of national unity.




The Prime Minister’s authority was also seriously affected as he proved unable to galvanise the country and re-enthuse the national spirit. Tory MPs who had cheered him earlier in the summer now sighed that they had lost the confidence of the country. He was regarded as one of the old, failed gang. The Cabinet was tired and split by personal rivalries. Reeling around the Carlton Club, reeking of brandy, Birkenhead was telling anyone who would listen that Austen was a useless waste of space: ‘utterly, utterly useless’. Baldwin was canvassed to mount a leadership challenge. Baldwin: the empty hole at the Cabinet table, the man whose tenure at the Treasury had led to import tariffs and the Gold Standard, the two most disastrous financial decisions the government had made. 

What was worse, a general election was due by November 1927 and the government stood to lose its majority. The beneficiaries could only be Labour. A delegation of senior ministers attended on the Prime Minister in Downing Street. Would he stand aside? He would not. He insisted instead that they should show their loyalty to him.

A meeting of Tory MPs and peers was called at the Carlton Club. Chamberlain pleaded for unity but his address was characteristically wooden and his arguments schoolmasterly and hectoring. The meeting ended in uproar and impasse. Even conservative newspapers such as the Daily Mail, the Morning Post and the Daily Telegraph insisted that the government was a rudderless laughing stock and a disgrace: ‘Austen Must Go’ dominated the headlines. The Times warned that the Conservatives were in danger of being out of power for a generation because of the Prime Minister’s intransigence and stubbornness.

Then suddenly it was all over. The Prime Minister attempted to call a general election, only to be rebuffed by the King who suggested that the Conservatives were in no position to fight a united campaign and would only open the way to the Socialists. Within a day, doctors had been summoned to Downing Street to examine the Prime Minister and had pronounced him in need of complete rest and recuperation – they had been primed too. He surrendered the reins of power to his brother Neville, the health minister, and retired to a clinic in Switzerland.

Only much later would Austen Chamberlain return to Britain, to his Sussex manor house at Twitts Ghyll near Uckfield, where he busied himself with gardening and creating the most splendid Alpine rockery in the south of England. From there he would emerge only occasionally in the last ten years of his life, to give interviews denouncing his former colleagues: useless … empty … inert … a cipher … God help us all! And to warn increasingly urgently about the need to re-arm in the face of the rising militarism of Nazi Germany and the looming prospect of a terrible war he would not live to see. But no one paid him any attention, for had he not discredited himself while in government?

Back at Westminster, Ramsay MacDonald and Labour won a landslide victory in October 1927 and entered government for the first time, and with a working majority. The Conservative Party under Neville Chamberlain was split between hardliners, a faction favoured by the leader and by senior figures such as Churchill, and so-called appeasers, more socially progressive, younger MPs such as Harold Macmillan and Robert Boothby, who sought to reconcile the party with working class voters. The Conservatives were still seared and riven by their experience in the general strike.




When the inevitable economic crisis occurred in 1931, with his party’s hardliners in the ascendancy, Neville Chamberlain declined to join a government of national unity, insisting that Labour should sort out the mess of its own creation by itself. 

Then, at the crisis general election the following year, no party won an overall majority and only after a further election in 1933 were the Conservatives, in alliance with the small rump of surviving Liberal MPs, able to form a coalition government, led by Neville.

That lasted for five years until, following his agreement with the German dictator Hitler, Chamberlain called an autumn general election on the slogan ‘He kept us out of War’, but was rewarded with only the slenderest of majorities, which would crumble in the face of the German onslaught of 1940. 

Austen died in 1937 but he would have been amused and exasperated by his brother’s attempts at international mediation. Neville, he sometimes sneered, knew absolutely nothing about foreign affairs.




  



Prime Minister Clynes 
stifles the Nazi menace
 

Phil Woolas
 

On 30 June 1918, The
Observer newspaper opined that, within ten years, the Labour Party would form the government and that John Robert Clynes MP, Minister for Food Rationing, would be its Prime Minister. The newspaper was wrong. It was five years not ten. 

* * * 

Will Thorne MP had been in the game for too long not to spot a plot. It was the Scottish Labour MPs. He saw Jimmy Maxton in animated conference with Emanuel Shinwell by the entrance to the Oriel Room on the Library corridor of the House of Commons, so he knew something was afoot.

Six days earlier, on 15 November 1922, Thorne’s protégé Jack Clynes had led the Labour Party to its biggest success to date. By steady, cautious, responsible leadership, the Labour Party had risen from its birth a mere sixteen years previously to the ranks of His Majesty’s Official Opposition. Critical to that remorseless rise was the Member for Platting. The youngest of the 1906 intake and President of Thorne’s own trade union, the Gasworkers’ and General Workers’ Union, Clynes was recognised as the greatest strategic talent in the movement, and a man of subtle and poetic intelligence. Combined with that, he was the country’s best political organiser; apart from Thorne himself of course.

The Parliamentary Labour Party was due to meet on the lower committee corridor in the House later that day. Everyone assumed that Clynes’s re-election as leader (it had been agreed that the title of ‘chairman’ did not carry sufficient gravitas outside of Parliament) was a formality. Now, Thorne sensed trouble. 

Maxton and the ‘Red Clydesiders’ were impatient for change. And what Socialist could blame them? Of all the country’s great cities, Glasgow was suffering the most. Mass starvation was a real possibility and the slums were stirring. Only the previous week, a crowd estimated at 100,000 had seen off the new Socialist MPs from Queen’s Square to make the trip to Westminster. As far as they were concerned, they had a mandate.

What Thorne and Clynes had underestimated though was not the impatient enthusiasm of Glasgow but the ambition of a re-tread Member: James Ramsay MacDonald. 

Thorne summoned the Messengers; the thirty or so officers of the House who then, as now, wear traditional morning coats and carry silver badges with the symbol of Mercury, God of Messengers. With their help and that of the whips, a last minute ring round was organised of loyal Labour backbenchers to make sure they would be present in the House. Thorne got his black General and Municipal Union minute book and read out the numbers to the Messengers; some were arriving at Euston, St Pancras and King’s Cross, a handful at London’s other terminals, some were in their digs and unobtainable, some were already in the smoking room and a few were where they shouldn’t have been and not reachable. The whips operation was not yet all seeing.




By the time the PLP gathered, Thorne reassured the leader that the rebellion was squashed. MacDonald’s coup had been smoked out and exposed. The Labour Party didn’t like disloyalty and it liked vanity even less. Clynes had neither; MacDonald had both by the barge load.

When the vote was read out, MacDonald had secured sixty-one to Clynes’s seventy-six. Enough of the trade union vote had been mobilised. Clynes, though, had been stung. 

The newly re-elected leader did not let the grass grow around his feet. That evening he spoke to the Independent Labour Party, including the new and re-elected MPs, at the Methodist West London Mission at Kingsway Hall, off Holborn. The venue was of Clynes’s choosing. He laid out his approach to the victorious gathering. If they maintained loyalty, he promised, he would kiss the King’s hand within a year and they, the representatives of the British Labour Movement, would be in power.

John Robert Clynes was born on 27 March 1869 at his parents’ terraced home in Back Henshaw Street, Oldham. He was one of ten, eight of whom survived. His father Patrick had emigrated to Lancashire from Ireland. Like hundreds of millions of immigrants before and since, he moved to find work. John, quickly becoming known as Jack, was the fifth child and first son.

His lot was to leave school at ten years old and start work in the mill. A ‘Little Piecer’, as he and his fellow child-workers were known, was the most dangerous job in the leviathans of the Lancashire cotton industry. Working in bare feet, so as to avoid slipping on the oily mill floor, a piecer’s job was to keep the production line going by diving under the machinery, grabbing the broken threads and twisting them together. Death or mutilation were kept at bay on a whim. The children were chosen to do the job because they were smaller, nimbler and could duck under the crashing spindles with greater agility than the teenagers and adults.

Years later, as Prime Minister of Great Britain, when sitting at the negotiating tables of the world’s powers, he would wince at the pain in his feet as the scars of the splinters from the Mill made their lifelong reminder of where ‘Little Piecer’ had come from. He would have never forgotten in any event. 

What was remarkable about Clynes, and the others in Labour’s ‘Big Five’, was that they had all started with nothing. In Clynes’s case, as well as starting work at five in the morning at the Dowry Mill in Waterhead, Oldham, bereft of local education, Clynes had scratched around for pennies to buy candle wax to read by, because there was no electricity or gas at the family home in Derker. He secured second-hand copies of Dickens, Ruskin and Shakespeare by earning a penny a week reading the newspapers to the blind at Oldham’s new library on Union Street. His favourite place was the co-operative reading room on Lees Road, where he fell in love with literature and the power of words. By the time he was nineteen, he was educated and knowledgeable enough to convince intransigent mill owners that workers too could be civilised.




At twenty-five he was acknowledged as one of the country’s most successful trade union organisers. Around 100,000 people joined the General Workers’ Union in Lancashire under his leadership at a time when skilled unions and bosses conspired together against the underdog.

He was a short, quiet, contemplative man, completely at ease with himself, never making a statement or a move that wasn’t thought through and deliberate. And yet he had an Irish twinkle in his eye. He looked at you as if he knew your thoughts and what you were going to say. It was a characteristic that endeared him to the public because it enhanced the respect they had for him as a man.

Despite his setbacks in standing unsuccessfully three times for the council in Oldham, against the political machinations of no less an opponent than the local Conservative Member of Parliament, Winston Churchill, by age thirty-five he was returned as Labour MP for Miles Platting, just down the road in what had by now become the predominant industrial city in the world, Manchester. He was to serve that constituency without break until 1947. 

By then he had already built a formidable political base. Spotted by the founder of the General Workers’ Union and the architect of general unionism, Will Thorne, while still a teenager, he quickly became the Union’s Lancashire Secretary. For twenty years he served as the Union President, a position more powerful than modern day chroniclers may suppose. From an early age he attended the major socialist events not just in the United Kingdom but also, critically for his future success, across Europe. 

The life experience of the mills, the political education drawn from building the trade unions, and the friends made and trust developed even before Parliament beckoned would later save Britain from starvation, Germany from Nazism and the world from war. 

The morning after the Kingsway Hall rally, Clynes called one of his weekly lunches of the ‘Big Five’, the undisputed power brokers and leaders of the Labour movement. Along with Clynes, the mill boy, were Henderson, Thomas, MacDonald and Snowden. This truly was a working-class shadow Cabinet of giants: Henderson, deeply religious, had started work in the iron foundry, and had refused promotion to foreman to take up his trade union position; Thomas was a railwayman who came to leadership through his analytical brain and his understanding of the use of power; Snowden, the financial genius, heavy smoking, workaholic who bettered Churchill in the chamber and finally MacDonald, orator supreme who more than any of them could sway the intelligentsia. 

The strategy they thrashed out, or rather honed down, (Clynes had been pursuing it since 1906) had three pillars. First was to continue the gradualist approach that had so far delivered success. The British Labour Party needed to maximise the Labour vote and attract those who did not perceive themselves to have a self interest in voting Labour. Clynes knew from bitter experience in Oldham that even the working class could not be relied upon to vote blindly for Labour. They had to be convinced. The difference between Clynes and his detractors was that he welcomed this. The Socialist who took a class vote for granted very quickly ceased to be a democrat. 




In his memoirs, written in 1937 after his premiership ended, he described his feelings towards the electorate. Labour people in the early years, he says, were seen as ‘cranks’. So their second task was to make a psychological breakthrough, establishing the idea that a working-class man, let alone woman, was fit to govern. He was one of a handful who, through participation in Lloyd George’s First World War coalition, had shown that they could govern, and, in Clynes’s case, govern very well. Indeed he had been one of the first three Labour Party members to hold ministerial office. 

As Minister for Food Rationing, many believed he had saved the country from starvation. The outcome of the First World War was a race between Germany’s naval blockade of Britain, strangling supplies, and Britain’s military conquest of a Germany who was herself starving to death. Clynes’s organisational skills, honed as a trade unionist, and his commanding of a communications strategy in mobilising the best instinct of the British for fair shares, had been remarkable. And the public knew it. Here was a mill boy who now sat at the highest tables in the land – and had got there in style.

If leftists and revolutionaries said that he was carrying out the capitalists’ bidding, his response was that it was his people who would have starved without his efforts and he was damned if he was leaving the job to a Tory.

Third, if Labour was ever to convince the electorate to carry Clynes to No. 10, it had to disprove the potent right-wing charge that it was an atheist and pro-Communist party, and smother the threat of Clynes’s old enemy in the unions. Whatever the working class demanded in Britain, Bolshevism it was not. The fear that Labour was merely a Trojan horse for Communist domination was ever present. Worse, Labour was handicapped by its pacifist history. Fortunately, Clynes’s anti-Communist credentials were to benefit his party and his country to an extent that even he, who had come so far, could not dream.

Yet early in the new parliament the issue that dominated Clynes’s leadership and secured his place in the history books was not the threat of Communism but Germany’s war reparation payments.

In January 1923 Germany’s humiliation was pressed home by the French. Clynes watched helplessly as Ruhr coal, in payment enforced by the Treaty of Versailles, flooded the British market and depressed the price of British coal and, with it, miners’ wages. In his view Versailles was a disaster. It was fuelling Bolshevism in Britain and nationalism in Germany. So when French troops marched into the Ruhr to enforce Versailles, Clynes, as Leader of the Opposition, decided to act. The ensuing socialist conference of European countries in March that year was critical in mapping out an alternative strategy to that of Paris and London, based on internationalism and the enforcement of League of Nations decisions. His key ally at that conference was his German comrade from the German Socialist Democratic Party, Herr Otto Wells.

Perhaps only such a renowned anti-Communist could approach the issue of British–Soviet relations. His shadow Foreign Secretary, MacDonald, was not trusted given his pacifist background, his opting out of the Great War and his dalliances with metropolitan Communist sympathisers and pro-Communist members of the PLP.




So Clynes had a tightrope to walk: pursue moderate policies within the Labour Party to bring the public with him, but simultaneously challenge the foreign policy orthodoxy of the Entente Cordiale and widen Britain’s European friendships beyond the Élysée and as far as the Kremlin.

As the year wore on, Clynes’s position strengthened. The Conservatives were weary, the Liberals hopelessly divided and Labour were sounding more and more like the party of government. His inclusive style suited the broad church of Labour in Parliament. His track record and undoubted commitment kept the trade unions on board. What he lacked in (apparent) flair was made up by those around him. Whenever the Fabians and intellectuals flinched, he despatched MacDonald to charm or Snowden to persuade, to keep their eye on the prize.

His secret weapon, though, was Margaret, his wife of twenty years and mother of his two sons and one daughter. Known to the close family as Polly, she was loyal, intelligent, steadfast and the ultimate political animal. She organised him, held him together and gave him the confidence that could have come from a childhood on the shop floor of the area known throughout the world as ‘King Cotton’ – Lancashire.

With a weak minority government, an election was inevitable. It came in December 1922. By then, Clynes enjoyed the strongest platform of any Labour leader to date. And he played his cards with his usual quiet confidence.

Before heading back to Manchester to launch his own campaign (which he did by kicking off a football match at Manchester United), he paid a last-minute visit to the family home in Putney. He discussed the future with Polly and they resolved that whatever happened they would keep their beloved home. They did, though, make a few preparations, just in case the Palace called and they had to move to Downing Street.

The Labour Party did not win the election outright but the Tory Party lost it. Clynes’s troops swelled to 211, Labour’s largest to date. The Conservatives lost 108 MPs (down 347 to 239) and, with them, the moral authority to govern.

On 17January 1924, Clynes moved the motion of no confidence in Baldwin’s wounded and battered government.

The debate took three days. His centrepiece was not the conditions in the factories or mines or the lack of education and health care for the common man. Rather it was the issue that rattled the Tories and terrified the country and the wider world: foreign policy.

The subsequent King’s speech opened with the pledge that the government would maintain good relationships with foreign countries. Clynes went for the jugular:

‘My relations with foreign powers continue to be friendly.’ Is that accurate? I allege that it is not! And if we are not careful about anything else which appears in the speech from the Throne, we ought to be careful about facts. What is the position with respect to Russia? Russia is a great foreign power. Are our relations friendly with that foreign power? If we are on terms of friendship with Russia, how is it that we have not received her representatives, as we long ago properly received the representatives of Germany? Is it because Russia has not undertaken to pay her debts? If this is a bar to recognition, how is it that we have representatives of France here?

 

Labour saw clearly that the foreign policy of the Liberals and Tories was locked in the past. In Clynes’s view, the vindictive and greedy terms of the Versailles Treaty had left Europe like an armed camp riddled by dissension and vengeful rage. Post-war interference and muddle, and the rise of hot-headed dictators, had made things steadily worse up to 1924.




His olive branch towards Moscow was not to be seen as a move towards Communism. Rather, the conventional wisdom of allying Britain so closely with France to the exclusion of all other countries was, in his mind, economic and political folly. Less than six years had passed since the Great War and while patriotism was near its high water mark, the fear of another war was the dominant factor in the minds of the British people. Provoking enmity with foreign powers, whatever their ideological persuasion or outlook, did not fit with the times. The House agreed and the motion was passed.

There is nothing in political life as tense as a crucial vote in the House of Commons. ‘Ayes to the right, three hundred and forty-eight, Nos to the left, two hundred and thirty-six’ called out Speaker Whitley. Even at his point of victory, Clynes remained calm and in control. As the order papers fluttered and backs were slapped in eager congratulations, Clynes ordered his whips to quell the nascent humming of the socialist anthem, ‘the Red flag’. He knew what the right-wing populist, John Bull, would make of that. And in any event, it was foolishly premature; the vote had been won with over 100 Liberal votes, none of whom clamoured for the nationalisation of the British economy.

And so it was that on the 20 January 1924, before the Labour Party had reached the age of majority, King George V summoned the first Labour Prime Minister to Buckingham Palace. 

In fact, he summoned the ‘Big Five’ to receive their seals of office. He wanted them to know that he recognised and accepted them as the legitimate government and that their lowly backgrounds did not affect his judgement. Indeed he went out of his way to wish them luck. The King was asked later how he took to welcoming the first government to come from the working classes: ‘My grandfather would have hated it, my father would have tolerated it but I march with the times.’

The relationship between this monarch and his First Minister was among the strongest in the country’s history. George V quickly developed a deep respect for his new Prime Minister, whose life journey he held in awe, and he learned much about his realm. It would be foolish to say that the King welcomed a socialist government but his commitment to the British system was profound. The respect was reciprocated by Clynes who famously said that as long as the monarch recognised the sovereignty of Parliament, he had nothing to fear from an organised Labour Party. Writing in tribute to his King, Clynes noted, ‘King George remains at Buckingham Palace because he is a democrat ... The history of the past thirty years affords many instances of rulers whose thrones have been overturned because they set themselves stubbornly to defend the “divine rights” claimed by royalties in a previous century.’ 

Indeed, within the year, George V was to save British democracy. 

The early days of the new government went well. Labour were fresh and focused, and expectations were high (though that was more for the country than the government). Any worries about Labour’s fitness to govern were soon dispelled as the economy grew and a clear strategy emerged. The Liberals sat on their hands so the government was, by the standards of the day, stable. Apart from the sneering press over the trivial issue of whether the Cabinet should wear morning and dress suits, there was no sight of the predicted calamity of a socialist upheaval. (Clynes hated wearing the ‘establishments’ garbs but Polly said he had no choice, he was Prime Minister after all. So that was an end to the matter.) 




The Cabinet proposals on housing, welfare and education got support from Labour and Liberal backbenchers alike. More difficult was disarmament, but here Clynes and Snowden, his Chancellor, started the long painful process of turning round the Versailles process. In a series of secret bi-laterals held in neutral Geneva, Clynes and his old friend Otto Wells mapped out a mutually beneficial path.

Alongside the disarmament talks, the rescheduling and pruning of Germany’s reparation payments was made palatable by bringing Russia into the picture – trade opportunities helped fuel the growth that both Britain and Germany needed.

The Tory backbenchers, though, couldn’t swallow it. The idea of the working classes governing Britain offended their sense of what was fitting. They had been brought up to rule and many of them had foregone a fortune in the Square Mile and in industry to serve the public. When Clynes’s disarmament programmes stared to affect the share values of their engineering companies, then ‘something had to be done’.

It was no surprise that the ‘someone’ who took it upon himself to do the something was the Member for Epping Forest and shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer, Winston Churchill. He could barely bring himself to tolerate his own front bench with their naive Francophile view of the world, but to have that ‘Little Piecer’ upstart from Oldham in 10 Downing Street was enough to burst his blood vessels.

Churchill had tried before to halt Clynes’s political career. 

In the very early days of Labour a common goal was to have working-class people appointed as local magistrates. Partly this was because hungry youngsters were being given severe sentences for nothing more than stealing to feed their families. Partly it was a political strategy – the appointment into a public position helped build the trade unions’ and Labour’s credibility. One such nominee in Oldham in 1901 was Clynes. 

His appointment was blocked by his own MP. On 18 April 1901, Churchill wrote to his father’s friend, Lord James of Hereford, then a Cabinet member, asking him to intervene. In a letter written in Churchill’s own hand, he stated: 

Mr Clynes is not v[er]y satisfactory and his appointment would cause dissatisfaction on the conservative side in Oldham, as he is reputed to be a v[er]y active partisan of the Radical party.

 

Lord James did his bidding and Clynes, although he didn’t know the precise reason why, was turned down.

Now Churchill was playing for much higher stakes and he knew where Labour’s Achilles’ heel lay: the Red under the Bed. 

Throughout the spring and summer of 1924, Herbert Asquith and Stanley Baldwin grew increasingly nervous. Asquith saw that his own party was facing annihilation as Labour took the mantle of progressive politics and Baldwin realised the popularity of what Labour was doing. The unemployment benefit improvements, the creation of a national electricity grid, a road building programme and a boost to social housing under the Wheatley Act were all both pragmatic and attractive to the public. Alongside this, disarmament was easing the debt and Germany’s sabre rattling was soothed by Labour’s international success. MacDonald spent most of the time in Geneva and, with Clynes and Snowden’s backing, Europe was looking towards trade-driven prosperity not arms-driven war-mongering.




In the midst of this, as a latter day statesman would have said, there came ‘an event’.

Few people outside of the Communist newspaper Workers’ Weekly had heard of Mr John Campbell, its acting editor. However, an article in late July had caused concern in the War Office. Ironically it was a Labour Parliamentary Secretary, in the reading room at the Liberal Club on Horse Guards parade, who spotted the offending piece. The Admiralty Minister, Charles Ammon MP, was researching a speech when he happened upon a small editorial which exhorted soldiers ‘to let it be known that neither in the class war nor in military war will you turn your guns on your fellow workers’.

Ammon was a good man. A local councillor in Camberwell and General Secretary of the Dock Workers’ Union, he didn’t know much about the Navy but he knew a lot about ships and sailors. What he read stunned him. Without contacting the whips’ office or No. 10, but out of the best of motives, he telephoned Sir Patrick Hastings, the Attorney-General. 

Hastings, one of Britain’s most successful lawyers, was already on the case. The Director of Public Prosecutions had referred the article to him. Now, with direct contact from the Admiralty, Hasting acted. On 6 August Campbell’s house was raided by Scotland Yard and he was arrested.

Predictably, it was James Maxton MP who kicked up a fuss in Campbell’s defence, warning the Attorney-General that the Labour MPs would defend the Communist editor. Hastings wavered and sought an audience with the Prime Minister. Clynes would not budge. He would not countenance withdrawing the prosecution. To give the impression of going soft on Communism would not only be wrong but political suicide.

Campbell eventually served six months in prison for incitement to mutiny. By then, what turned out to be a small affair had been buried by the dirtiest political trick in modern times. 

Asquith and Lloyd George, realising that their enmity was no less than mutually assured destruction, had buried their differences, conspired with Baldwin and decided that the Labour Party was being too successful, and needed to be brought down more than a peg or two. A general election was forced upon Clynes’s minority government. The election date was set for Wednesday 29 October 1924.

Watching the Campbell affair and admiring Clynes’s sure footedness, despite the pressure heaped upon him, was an increasingly frustrated Churchill. He knew that the reason why the Campbell arrest had been so potent was the vulnerability of Labour to the pro-Communist charge. So Churchill set a conspiracy in motion.

Grigori Zinoviev, Head of the Communist International in Moscow, was one of the most powerful men in the world. If anyone was to be the conduit for a Soviet-inspired insurrection in Britain, it would be he. If a letter purportedly from Zinoviev to the British Communist Party were to fall into the hands of the Foreign Office, and simultaneously be given kudos by the intelligence service and perchance fall into the hands of the Daily Mail, then the election might well swing away from Labour.




This was the scheme hatched by Churchill. 

By chance, Clynes was staying overnight in Huddersfield with Snowden, having finished a punishing day of election rallies across Yorkshire. He was due in his own constituency the following morning of Saturday 25 October. Clynes and Snowden were as close as any Prime Minister and Chancellor could be. The former knew that the latter didn’t want his job. The Chancellor for his part knew that whatever his command of economics, his boss had the better political brain. Between them they bestrode Labour politics. 

Before turning in, they were discussing the election outcome and whether to ramp up the German–British disarmament programme when the telephone rang. It was No. 10. They had on the line the duty press officer. Tomorrow’s Daily Mail was carrying a front page headline: ‘Civil War plot by Socialists’. The forged Zinoviev letter was out there.

Fleet Street was thrown into frenzy and the Labour Party went into meltdown. 

The sign of true leadership is to remain calm in the face of a crisis. Clynes instinctively knew the letter was a forgery and, if he didn’t know where it had originated, he could hazard a guess. He also knew that the future of the Labour movement rested on his shoulders and with it the chances of peace in Europe.

He calculated that public trust in his personal anti-Communist credentials (so much better established than that of some of his prominent colleagues, including his Foreign Secretary 
and his party) would be critical. He felt on strong ground and so he turned to the staunchest defender of British parliamentary democracy he knew – King George V.

The two men had already discussed the issue of Soviet–British relations at great length. The King had only half jokingly asked his Prime Minister to do what he had to do with the Soviet Union, but to refrain from shaking hands with the people who had murdered his cousins. As trust between the two had grown, George had accepted that Clynes’s objection to Communism was based on a real fear that a workers’ revolution would lead to bloodshed and hardship not for the rich but for the very workers who Bolshevism claimed to speak for. The King suspected that the Daily Mail was involved in a conspiracy and that whatever some in the Labour ranks privately desired, his government was patriotic, as were the millions who voted for it.

The following morning, as the political fall-out from the Mail scoop exploded over the general election campaign, Clynes travelled home to Manchester. 

The Midland Hotel, Manchester was most renowned as the place where a Mr Rolls and a Mr Royce, twenty years previously, had met and agreed to form a motor company. It was now the venue for a telephone call that would change the course of history. The Prime Minister telephoned his King.




Among the other attributes that separated Clynes from his challenger MacDonald was his ability to negotiate. Whereas MacDonald would schmooze and hypothecate, Clynes would start with his toughest opening bid: ‘Did the King trust the patriotism of his Prime Minister and, if he did, what was he prepared to do to defend it?’

George V’s predecessors would have stayed well out of the matter. But the current monarch calculated that if the working class believed that the election was stolen from them, they could lose faith with the democratic system with disastrous consequences. He had to do the right thing. 

Private secretaries are called upon to carry out many tasks. Some seem trivial, while some are of obvious importance. The good private secretary carries out both such tasks with equal professionalism because he knows that sometimes the small task carries a huge implication. Sometimes he quietly and mildly urges caution and other times he knows when to do as told. The best private secretary in Britain was the King’s, Lieutenant Colonel, the Right Honourable Lord Stamfordham, formerly Arthur Bigge. 

When George V called Arthur that morning with a delicate ring of the silver bell and instructed him to summon the editor of the London Daily Mail to the Palace, he knew better than to interfere.

The following day, the affair was forgotten. A small article appeared on page five of the Mail saying that an investigation was being undertaken by the Manchester police force into an apparently forged letter, purporting to be from a Mr Zinoviev. It was made clear that there was cross-party consensus that the matter should be cleared up so as to avoid any chance of damaging Britain’s relations with foreign powers. The suggestion in some quarters that the official opposition were involved was categorically denied by a No. 10 press officer ‘speaking with the authority of the Prime Minister’. 

Clynes’s committee rooms for the October 1924 election were in the premises of the Popular Picture Theatre in Miles Platting. As the results started to come in Clynes’s supporters suppressed their excitement. It was eighteen years since they had first elected the quietly-spoken son of an Irish immigrant as their Member of Parliament.

In the hours waiting for his own result the theatre was packed to the doors and a silent crowd, many thousands strong, filled the streets outside. Conflicting rumours sent them alternately into despair and delight, but when it was ascertained that he had won, and he arrived by car, the cheering masses were packed so densely that he had to be carried over their heads in a chair, or he would have never got into the theatre at all. For ten minutes after he arrived, he could not get a hearing, and when he did speak less than a score or so could hear what he said.

By the early hours, the only remaining question was whether Labour would have an outright majority or be beholden to a handful of Lloyd George’s Liberals. The situation was entirely new to British politics. The divisions among the Liberals were pretty much put to bed as Asquith had lost his seat in what was a near wipe-out for the party that had governed for so long. Labour’s hour had arrived and its hero was the mill boy who had started his working life at the tender age of ten years old.




The final tally showed Labour with 310 Members of Parliament and the rump of the Liberals holding the balance of power with fewer than fifty seats. There was no question of the Liberals propping up a Tory government; Lloyd George, whatever else he was, was a radical.

For many years he and his party had argued for a new electoral system of proportional representation. Clynes had some sympathy with the view that the existing system did cause dislocation. With four million votes, the Liberals on a proportional system would have carried around 110 seats. 

On the other side of the argument was the compelling warning from Germany: tiny parties wielding disproportionate power. The Prime Minister had always been more attracted to a version of the Alternative Vote in which votes were cast for single-member seats with the second preferences of the third placed candidate transferred first. This was the system used by the trade unions, and had brought fairness and stability there. There were some advantages to the Liberals as well, especially in seats where neither of the big two parties were likely to win outright. Most important, it locked in an anti-laissez faire majority. If the two could strike a deal, never again would the power of Parliament be used to starve Britons into submission, as it had been during the general strike.

Clynes was not a personal friend of David Lloyd George, much as he admired his talents. Indeed, unlike MacDonald and, to a lesser extent, Snowden, Clynes, Henderson and Thomas were not part of the socialite circles of the West End. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel comfortable with the elite, indeed his relationship with George V was the envy of Baldwin and much of the Tory front bench. Rather, he didn’t feel it mattered. In the world he came from, whether or not he was invited to Lady Birkenhead’s parties was a matter of complete indifference. 

In real politics this was a weakness in the Prime Minister and something Sidney and Beatrice Webb worried over. Labour may be able to maintain the parliamentary arithmetic without the movers and shakers of the London social scene but they made the chemistry of government very difficult for themselves. It was to the Webbs that Clynes turned to as conduits when he needed to cut a deal with Lloyd George.

Hampstead, north London, is the geographical home of the progressive intelligentsia. For over twenty-five years, the Webbs had lived at 10 Netherhall Gardens, just off the Finchley Road behind Swiss Cottage. It was here, on the evening of Sunday 2 November 1924, that the method of electing the British Parliament was determined for the next hundred years. 

The 1925 Electoral Representation Act stood the test of time. It introduced Universal Suffrage for all people aged twenty-one years and over on the basis of the Alternative Vote in a single-member constituency. Even Lloyd George saw the advantage of Clynes’s argument about third place candidates transferring their votes first. 

The next morning, Buckingham Palace phoned the Clynes family home in Putney, where Polly and Jack had stayed the night, rather than at No. 10. It was Beatrice Webb’s suggestion that they stayed at home so as not to appear presumptuous. Sidney had argued otherwise; he wanted Clynes to stay over in Hampstead so the call came there.




As Clynes accepted the seals of office again, he discussed the make-up of the new Cabinet with the King. Only one of the ‘Big Five’ could not carry on: MacDonald was exhausted. His eyesight had also started to cause real concern and it was felt that it would be kinder to give him a less onerous position than that of Foreign Secretary.

This caused a problem. Foreign affairs, in particular the treaty with Russia, and the rising resentment against the French in Germany as Versailles still took its political toll, were, the King and Prime Minister agreed, the priority. Henderson, Thomas and Snowden could cope with the domestic front, where the prospect of strike action in the key industries had diminished with Labour’s return to office and the improved price of coal. 

It was the King’s suggestion in the end. George V had a greater intimacy with foreign, especially European affairs, than any monarch before, and possibly since. He understood better than most the disturbing potential of Germany. So why, he asked, didn’t the Prime Minister combine the two jobs: PM and Foreign Secretary?

The problem in Europe, they both understood from their different perspectives, was not just the revolutionary nature of Russia or the hurt pride of France but rather the instability of the Weimar Republic. Democracy in Germany was a new idea and it wasn’t working. 

Although the imposition of Versailles was commonly seen as the problem, Clynes, influenced by his dear friend Otto Wells, knew the problem went deeper than that. In November 1918, as far as the German army and much of public opinion were concerned, Germany hadn’t lost the war but had given in. And it was the new left-wing democratic politicians who had capitulated in November 1918 on the day of the so called ‘stab in the back’. Many felt that democracy was the cause of, not the solution to, Germany’s woes and its resulting weakness in standing up for itself.

Worse, the proportional representation system of the Weimar Republic with its unaccountable list system was creating not a healthy democracy but chaos. By 1925 there were over two dozen parties represented in the Reichstag and decision making was all but impossible. Worse, many of the smaller parties saw a common scapegoat for Germany’s problems. The so called November plotters who had surrendered Germany’s prestige included a number of Jews.

So with political instability, economic meltdown, foreign troops on her soil, territory lost to enemies – and all because some back-stabbing politician had betrayed the Fatherland – Germany was on its knees. 

On the home front, with the guarantees from Lloyd George’s Liberals in return for the Alternative Vote Act, Labour now entered a period of stable government. The programmes of social housing, introduced earlier by the Wheatley Act, were expanded. As a result millions of people moved from their derelict terraced houses with outside toilets into warm, heated homes. Coal, steel and railways provided the pillars of a growing British economy based not on re-armament but shared prosperity. Trade with Russia and America grew. Fears of a Socialist debacle diminished and Labour, although on probation, gained general approval. 




But Clynes was focused on the increasing problem in Europe. His understanding of German hurt eased the situation and his suggestion to Wells that a campaign for a 
referendum in Sudetenland gained support in Prague as well as Berlin. The reparations issue continued to cause problems between France and Germany, but with Britain, and the trade and commerce that came through its Commonwealth, providing the engine of the European economy, the problem was simmering not boiling. 

Yet the economic storm that was about to break did not brew in Berlin or Moscow, much less London, but in New York. 

Central to the 1924–29 Labour government strategy was the development of the League of Nations. The experience of the Great War seared into the minds of the government. It was the British working class who had paid the price in the loss of their young men. 

The Treaty of Versailles had specified that ‘Germany should disarm so as to open the way to universal disarmament’. The choice facing the Western powers was not, as the Conservative benches debated, between re-arming to quell the potential threat of an arms race with Germany on the one hand or an accommodation with the German public’s ambition on the other. It was, as the King’s speech in November 1925 insisted, the development of a League of Nations that the old world and the new world could and would enforce. The surest way in the late 1920s of prompting re-armament in Germany was for Britain to do just that. 

A pre-requisite for peace and prosperity, therefore, was a Germany at ease with itself. The Labour government understood this. 

Clynes, like the majority of the Labour movement, had opposed the war. He understood it as a capitalist war that would benefit the industrialists’ profits and starve, maim and kill his people. Yet once the course was set, he had no hesitation but to put his shoulder to the wheel of the national effort. At the end of hostilities, he had argued that Labour should remain in the coalition but he was out-voted by the special Labour conference. As ever, putting loyalty before self, he had resigned forthwith from Lloyd George’s unity government. He achieved the double objective of showing Labour could govern and maintaining unity in the Movement. 

His experience as Minister of Food Rationing had given him an intimate understanding of the British and German economy. The war was not just fought by the armies and navies of the two powers but by the public’s willingness to support that effort. 

The electorate trusted Clynes more than it had trusted any other politician before. He understood how the need to invest in economies, combined with a nationalist fervour, could result in a call to arms which would render another war more, not less, likely. ‘Mars grows lusty under our tender nurturing of him. The God of War is the cuckoo in our national nest’ he wrote. The world was therefore fortunate that the British Prime Minister was not, peace loving though he was, an idealist.




He also understood how to negotiate. Years of bargaining, cajoling and persuading bloody-minded employers and suspicious trade union members had taught him a lot about human nature. He knew that there were two types of mandates, one to compromise and one with red lines. A representative who crossed the red lines would soon no longer be a representative. At fifty-five, he had learned that this was the weakness and the strength of a democratic system. He understood that this was the case with Weimar Republic.

Yet however much he laboured in Lausanne and Geneva at the reparation and disarmament talks, the German debt that had been built up since 1918 was still owed to Wall Street, irrespective of how Britain unpicked Versailles.

When Labour were re-elected on 30 May 1929, this time with an overall working majority, Britain’s economy was strong. Clynes was at the height of his powers. His eldest son William had left home bound for Madagascar with an ambition to own a tobacco plantation. His daughter May had married, but the younger son had still not settled down.

So as Parliament rose on 26 July 1929 for a long deserved recess, Labour had been in power, more or less successfully, for six years and John Robert Clynes headed up a post-war Britain looking confidently at the world.

It fell to Jimmy Thomas, former railwayman and now Lord Privy Seal, to open the new Parliament on 29 October that year. He was respected by Parliament and indeed loved by many of his own side. Despite twenty-three years in Parliament, six years of them in high office, he was still teased by his colleagues for dropping his ‘h’s. The sketch-writers’ favourite was when he told the House he had ‘a ’ell of an ’eadache’. As he rose to the despatch box at 2.45 p.m. to face oral questions on employment matters, he waited anxiously for messages from the civil service box giving news from New York. There, it was 9.45 a.m. 

All week the Dow Jones index had been falling. That day it was falling fast. Richard Whitney, Vice Chairman of the Dow, had been instructed the previous Thursday by the heads of the banks to shore up stocks and shares to keep confidence in the United States economy. Now it was clear that the tactic wasn’t working. By the time the House of Commons rose that evening in London, $30 billion had been wiped off the share values in New York in less than a week.

The repercussions in Britain were bad enough. The next day the Ebbw Vale mine went into insolvency and unemployment threatened again. In Germany, economics once again moved centre stage. 

No amount of politics could take away the fact that Germany’s economy had been financed by American money. This was on top of the £6,600 million pounds owed to France and Belgium.

As the Cabinet met in emergency session that Sunday, Clynes made sure that their policy response was not just domestic. By the late 1920s the economy was global and interdependent. Protectionism, tariffs and re-armament were the populist calls of the day from the opposition benches and some of his own on the left and the right. Now was the time, he told his Cabinet, to lift their horizons, to strengthen the League of Nations and to use their Commonwealth to the benefit of all.




His colleagues did not know about his conversations with Otto Wells. In Germany, revolution was stirring. A combination of political instability and the economic crisis were driving voters to the extremes. Between them the German National Socialist Workers party and the Communist Party were touching 30 per cent of popular support in the opinion polls. Wells pleaded with Clynes to help and not to abandon democracy in Germany. He felt sure the policies of France, and the Conservatives of all persuasions in Britain, would isolate Germany and plunge it into civil unrest at best and, at worst, a revolution against democracy. 

The Cabinet was asked in very gentle, persuasive, cautionary and chillingly logical fashion to renounce Versailles and enter into negotiations for a European economic order in return for a new constitution based on a remodelled voting system in Germany. The fear of Bolshevism motivated some such as Henderson and Thomas. The fear of depression motivated the Chancellor, Snowden, who backed his Prime Minister by laying out the necessity for a global response using arguments from respected economists such as his dear friend John Maynard Keynes. For some, Sidney Webb included, an understanding of what anti-semitism could do to humanity was decisive. 

For all of them their loyalty and trust in Clynes, for who he was, as well as what he had done, meant they would give him their support in any event. 

There was no vote in the Cabinet. The Commons did divide but with a strong Labour majority passed its support for the emergency package. On hearing the news, a cheer went up in the Reichstag. One man did not celebrate. The leader of the National Socialists, Herr Hitler, left the chamber a defeated man. 

John Robert Clynes died in Putney on 23 October 1949 three weeks after the death of his wife Polly. He was the last survivor of the 1906 intake. His successor as Labour leader and Prime Minister, Clement Attlee MP, told the House of Commons that democracy had lost ‘its greatest proponent’.

Today there is no Clynes College at Oxford or Cambridge. There is a John Clynes Crescent in Miles Platting just off the Oldham Road and there is a Clynes Close in Putney on the site of his former home. History is not kind to those who do not write it.
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