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Prologue

One traditional motive for looking at history, especially national history, has been for inspiration and encouragement. Shakespeare wrote his ‘histories’, of course, establishing the image of ‘this England’ as a ‘sceptred isle’, and Milton introduced a heightened notion of the special relationship between God and ‘his Englishmen’. Such phrases, fine coinage when newly minted, passed into the currency of later generations as clichés. Yet 1940 showed that this heroic register still found a resonance. Winston Churchill was able to tap a providential sense that ‘the British Empire and its Commonwealth’, standing together but standing alone, were capable of saving themselves and thereby the world at an apocalyptic moment. Churchill’s gift was to make this ‘finest hour’ into history while its minutes were actually ticking away. With his aristocratic pedigree and American mother, Churchill was hardly the typical British citizen. Nor, it might be said, was the left-wing writer George Orwell, whose gut reaction in 1940 ranged him, for the moment, firmly behind Churchill’s position. Orwell’s famous metaphor of his country, as ‘a family with the wrong members in control’, nonetheless depended on the binding ties of ‘its private language and its common memories’.

One difficulty in this nationalist reading of ‘our island story’ is that it begs the question of what or who constitutes the nation. In 1900 the United Kingdom essentially comprised two large north Atlantic islands. In Great Britain, England took up just over half of the land area, Wales and Scotland the rest. In what Shaw called ‘John Bull’s Other Island’, the predominantly Catholic population, concentrated in the southern counties, had a well-developed sense of their own Irish national identity that disclosed a clear political rift with the mainly Protestant defenders of the Union, concentrated in a number of northern counties. This was already a disunited kingdom, and was to become more so, notably when Ireland established its own independence as a republic, though with a continuing dispute about the border, which continued to define Northern Ireland as part of the Union. The history of the twentieth century has surely shown that partition was no neat and permanent, still less preordained, solution to the Irish question; and that manifestations of national identity in Wales and Scotland – the one more cultural, the other more political – echo more strident and bloody attempts to reassert or reinvent diverse nationalisms worldwide.

British history has generally dealt with nationalism by ignoring it. Churchill and Orwell slipped into a well-established convention of illicitly, implicitly conscripting all Britons into the pageant of English history, with a few tartan-clad spear-carriers and Celtic bystanders, presumed to be muttering the Welsh for ‘rhubarb’. It is a mark of changing times that the Penguin History of Britain replaces a series simply called the Pelican History of England. I do not claim in this volume to have given wholly adequate attention to the history of Ireland as a part of the United Kingdom in the first quarter of the century; or to Northern Ireland since then, or to Scotland and Wales throughout the period. But this volume does not, I trust, show itself oblivious of their very existence and it acknowledges that the term Britons is problematic, even if it cannot fully explore the dimensions of ‘the British problem’. At any rate, English and British, England and Britain, have ceased to be acceptable synonyms.

History has often been written as a celebration of the present and as a vindication of its particular perspectives, by presenting the past as a story of hard-fought progress towards an ultimately inevitable and satisfactory outcome. A ‘Whig’ interpretation of British history has taken many forms, all of them, however, grounded in confidence that the present is worthy of celebration. The assumption that we are the privileged legatees of progress makes us confident in awarding marks to our predecessors – depending on how closely they succeeded in anticipating and furthering our values and achievements. Those who have fallen short by this test have suffered (in E. P. Thompson’s famous phase) ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’. Nowadays historians are nothing if not alerf to the perils of these Whiggish, condescending perspectives (at least in each other’s writings). The main reason, however, why British history is no longer in thrall· to triumphalist accounts is surely not just because of methodological enlightenment: it is because at the end of the twentieth century British historians lack confidence that there is much to celebrate.

The history of twentieth-century Britain instead threatens to become a history of decline, centred on the question: where did it all go wrong? This vision is understandable but myopic. For it implies a sort of history that is now often regarded as old-fashioned – one in which international rivalry, whether of a military, political or economic kind, is taken as the all-embracing theme. Sellar and Yeatman, in their parody of school textbooks, 1066 and All That, nicely caught the view that history came to a full stop once Britain ceased to be Top Nation. Nowadays we tend to see it as a semi-colon; after which decline can be remorselessly analysed. A history of Britain between 1900 and 1990 can hardly ignore such perspectives.

In 1900 Britain was arguably the greatest power in the world, though the USA already commanded more resources, which could have been mobilized in a serious conflict, and Germany was preparing to extend its military pre-eminence in Europe into a bid for sea power too. It was the Royal Navy which allowed Britain to capitalize on its natural strategic advantage as an island-based country. Maintenance of naval supremacy, with a string of key bases around the world, was in turn the means by which the British Empire was acquired and maintained. Enormous areas of the world’s surface were painted red on the map, from arctic Canada to tropical Africa, from the specialist plantation-crop zones of the West Indies and India to the temperate grasslands of Australia and New Zealand, from the Canadian prairies to the South African gold mines – the produce of the world came to British tables, the riches of the world lined British pockets. For this was no closed protectionist system but a worldwide web based on free markets, with their multilateral transactions delicately regulated through and by the City of London. The Navy, the Empire, and the gold standard, interlocking and mutually supportive, were at once the three symbols and the three pillars of British power and pre-eminence.

It is not surprising that the pillars tottered together as they had once stood together. The First World War shook each of them, though in each case a recovery of sorts was effected, and the 1931 crisis was a shattering moment when their fragility was simultaneously exposed. After the Second World War the Navy was outmatched in an era of air power, the Commonwealth was only the ghost of Empire, and the sterling area was a scaled-down simulacrum for the international gold standard as London had once managed it. Waking up to these new realities proved a painful experience. Yet if no one supposed that Britain was still Top Nation in 1990, whether in economic or political terms, a different kind of historical reckoning remains possible.

What, after all, is history really about? If not about literally everything that happened in the past, it is certainly about a wider range of human experience than used to be recognized. The ‘new history’ which has come into its own in the last generation has remedied many previous blind spots. Not only has social history received more attention: women and children, families and reproduction, sexual relations and gender differences, leisure and shopping, sport and entertainment, the media and popular culture, have all become serious fields of study. Partly, this represents a shift within social history from the old concerns of labour history, centred on the means of production, to a cultural history more concerned with the forms of consumption. And there is also now a stronger interdisciplinary thrust, breaking down the compartments which used to seal off different sorts of history, as seen, for example, in studies of political economy in twentieth-century Britain, giving a political dimension to economic issues and locating ideas in their full historical context.

Though this volume does not claim to be an example of the new history, it tries to be attentive to it. And this in turn suggests other perspectives on the history of Britain during the twentieth century.

Compared with Britain today, in 1900 most people had shorter lives, and not necessarily happier ones. Diseases like tuberculosis, diphtheria, scarlet fever, influenza and pneumonia were dreaded as killers. Many people, especially mothers with large families, often went hungry. Married women might expect to have up to ten pregnancies, with miscarriages, stillbirths and infant mortality all commonplace. The prospect of more mouths to feed on a labourer’s pay of ‘round about a pound a week’, as the phrase went, could be a nightmare; and multiplying this sum by, say, forty to allow for subsequent inflation hardly transforms the picture. Contraceptive strategies were primitive; even inside marriage, there was much tacit repression of heterosexual activity (while homosexual activity was repressed by being criminalized). Women were excluded from full citizenship rights, reflecting their social and economic subordination; most of them ended up as full-time housewives, coping with back-breaking tasks in the home without electrical appliances, modern detergents or a whole range of later convenience products. Child labour was still common; the overwhelming majority of children in their early teens had finished their education and were working long hours. For many men, the constant fear was of not being able to work, with no state unemployment or sickness benefits to tide them over; and half a century was to pass before adequate medical treatment became available to all.

There is room for more than one perspective on the history of the British people in the twentieth century. What is needed is an account which makes sense of the political and economic changes that transformed Britain, but one which also pauses to piece together other, diverse aspects of the experience of the three entire generations who lived through this era of unexampled change. This story cannot simply be told as one of decline. Though the laurels of international leadership passed to others during the twentieth century, Britain still had its moments of glory, not all of them illusory; and Britons nourished hopes, not all of them misguided, that a condescending posterity should not dismiss but try to understand.
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1
Hands Off the People’s Food
1900–1908

A TRADING NATION

At the beginning of the twentieth century the British people had the testimony of their own eyes as well as that of the Bible for the fact that bread was the staff of life. For many working-class families it was the staple food, bulking large in every meal, sometimes adorned only with a little butter – margarine was now a cheaper substitute – or factory-produced jam. Fresh fruit and vegetables, apart from potatoes, were a rarity in many urban areas. The roast beef of old England was an appealing patriotic sentiment rather than a meal which appeared very often on the tables of the mass of the population.

Yet in 1900 British people were enjoying an average standard of living that was historically unparalleled. Wages had outstripped the rise in prices during the third quarter of the nineteenth century, classically thought of as the great Victorian boom. Admittedly, average wages may have taken longer to improve the nutrition of average families than historians used to suppose; but the gains came through in the end. In the 1880s contemporaries began to talk of a Great Depression, by which they meant primarily a depression of prices and profits. This cast the shadow of looming problems in industry, but for most employed workers at the time money wages generally held steady while the cost of living fell. Real wages thus inched upwards – a process not checked by the steadying of prices in the new century. In agriculture the depression was real, as about one acre in every six went out of arable production. The decline was steepest in wheat-growing. The last year in which over 3 million acres were under wheat was 1882; twenty years later little more than half was left. Agriculture was a victim of falling prices for the foodstuffs that British farmers had traditionally produced, especially corn (wheat, barley, oats and other grains). For the consumers of a corn-based diet, however, this was a bonus. Bread was cheap; wages stretched further. For most people the last quarter of the century brought a sustained rise in the standard of living: it inaugurated not a great depression but a great improvement.

All this was achieved despite a vast increase in population. The population of England and Wales had bounded ahead throughout the nineteenth century. At the first census in 1801 it had approached 9 million and it subsequently grew by well over 1 per cent per annum until it reached 26 million in 1881. Thereafter the rate of growth eased slightly, though it still remained (just) over 1 per cent a year until 1911, at which time the census showed a population of 36 million. The population of Scotland was around one-eighth that of England and Wales; with a similar though slightly less buoyant trajectory of growth, it had reached 4.8 million by 1911. The population of Great Britain had thus virtually quadrupled in the nineteenth century.

In Ireland, by contrast, where the population had touched a peak of 8.3 million in 1845, there was an apocalyptic famine during the late 1840s. By 1901 the Irish population was less than 4.5 million.

It was not decimated by the direct effect of the famine: more important was its indirect effect in reducing fertility and – less important as a cause but more visible in its results – in precipitating a century-long diaspora. Irish emigration was largely to Great Britain in the first instance; it was often seasonal or at any rate temporary. But there was a tidal wave of more than a million permanent emigrants, primarily to the USA, in the decade following the famine. In the 1880s Irish immigrants into the USA still numbered over 60,000 a year, though this figure had dwindled to less than half another thirty years later. Well beyond the first generation of immigrants, the Irish community in the USA remained linked to its native land by family bonds and ethnic loyalty, both of which generated flows of dollars. Remittances from Irish-American relatives played a vital role in the Irish domestic economy. Political contributions, moreover, from the time of the new departure in Nationalist politics under Parnell, sustained the agitation for Irish Home Rule. This was one reminder that the politics of the United Kingdom in the early twentieth century were crucially influenced by sentimental ties with kith and kin overseas. It was a phenomenon with not only an Irish dimension but also wider imperial implications.

In Great Britain there were four mouths to feed at the beginning of the twentieth century for every one mouth a hundred years previously. How was it to be done? This question lay at the heart of nineteenth-century political economy. The terrible example of Ireland showed how high the stakes were. An island rich in agricultural resources had failed to sustain a population which bred at a rate greater than that at which the indigenous food supply could be increased. The economist Malthus had notoriously warned of a widening chasm between an arithmetic rate of increase in food production and a geometric rate of increase in human reproduction; and Ireland, it seemed, had fallen into the Malthusian trap in the 1840s. Why should the rest of the United Kingdom, where the geometry of population growth was set at an equally steep angle, not suffer the same fate?

Politics and economics together spelt out the answer. The repeal of the Corn Laws, undertaken at the time of the Irish famine in 1846, opened the British market to imports of wheat at prices which the mass of consumers could afford (though this hardly addressed the immediate crisis in Ireland). British wheat production, still buoyed up by strong home demand, was not to suffer until thirty years later when steam transportation brought a revolution in freight prices.1 The long-term effect of the repeal of the Corn Laws was that imports first surged and then soared. The year 1846 was the last in which wheat imports were less than 10 million hundredweight (cwt); in 1875 this figure reached 50 million cwt; by 1910 it was over 100 million cwt. British wheat production was now enough to feed only one in four of the British people. This tenfold increase in imports of the basic ingredient of the British diet marked the triumph of Free Trade. But it was only half the story.

It was British steam technology, on both land and sea, which made the North American prairies into the real competitor for British farms. Not only was it British capitalism which helped to build American railroads – exports of railway materials exceeded a million tons a year in the late 1880s – but British shipping enterprises also played a key role. Though it was not until 1903 that the number of ships under sail registered in the United Kingdom was overtaken by the number of steamships – just over ten thousand of each – in tonnage the advantage had been with steam for twenty years. By 1895 steamships of over 10 million gross tons were registered; and by 1914 this figure had almost doubled. About half of the world’s merchant marine was flying the British flag.

The whole point of abolishing tariffs was to maximize production through an international division of labour and thus maximize the exchange of goods produced by the most efficient methods at the cheapest prices. Free Trade worked by expanding the volume of world trade between countries which, through nature or nurture, possessed specialized resources or skills. The volume of British foreign trade, both imports and exports, was over six times higher by 1910 than it had been in the mid-nineteenth century (or three times as much per head). The breakdown of imports by category in the early twentieth century was fairly constant. Food, drink and tobacco accounted for not far short of half the bill; raw materials for up to one-third; and manufactured imports for the remaining quarter. On the other side of the account, manufactured goods provided two-thirds of Britain’s export earnings.

Here was the living demonstration of the highly developed division of labour which the theory of Free Trade implied. In accordance with the axioms of classical economics, Britain had ceased to grow food on a large scale and instead concentrated on adding value to manufactures, which were traded for cheap food grown under more advantageous conditions overseas. In fact Britain’s trade was even more highly specialized, since three major items dominated the export account. It is hardly surprising that one of these comprised all goods – pre-eminently railways again – made from iron and steel, which made up over 10 per cent of domestic exports. So did coal; there were a million coal miners in the United Kingdom by 1910. The export industry par excellence, however, was cotton textiles, which alone made up a quarter of the value of all domestic exports before the First World War.

Not only was the export trade largely dependent on one industry; that industry was uniquely concentrated in one English county, Lancashire, and was in turn disproportionately dependent on one overseas market, India. Here is the industrial counterpart to the overwhelming import penetration of foreign food in the British market, established under an international division of labour during the late nineteenth century. Exports of cotton piece goods, which stood at 1,000 million yards at the time of the repeal of the Corn Laws, had doubled within ten years – and doubled again by 1880. Exports continued to climb, passing 5,000 million yards by 1890, exceeding 6,000 million by 1905, and in the unique boom year of 1913 touching 7,000 million. Since the total domestic market for all cotton goods used in the United Kingdom was only 1,000 million yards, seven out of every eight Lancashire mills were plainly dependent on the export market.

The textile industry’s reliance on the unimpeded flows of a vast foreign trade can be measured in another way. In the boom years raw materials for textiles, chiefly raw cotton, were over 20 per cent of all British imports, costing around £130 – £150 million in 1907 and 1913. Exports of textiles in those years earned £180 – £200 million. The difference between the two figures is a crude measure of the value added in Lancashire – an understatement in view of the fact that the people of Britain were also clothed in the process of converting the raw cotton into manufactured cotton goods. This rough-and-ready calculation suggests that the profit of the cotton trade for Britain was generated by this difference between two much larger numbers and that it was of the order of at least £50 million a year.2

The romance of the rise of the cotton trade was part of a Manchester mythology which underpinned an almost providential sense that Britain would retain its position as the workshop of the world. There is room, however, for a less complacent view of what was going on, which suggests its precarious footing. For in the late nineteenth century Lancashire had increasingly concentrated on producing cheap cotton goods, of the coarser counts (fineness of yarn), for mass consumption in India. The richer and more sophisticated market for fine counts had already come under competition from producers in other industrial countries, especially in Europe. In this sense it was bad news that Lancashire was driven to specialize in the coarser counts, where less value was added to the commodity in the course of production and the margin of profit was narrower. This made the cotton trade acutely sensitive to any increase in prices.

Despite the rise of other industrial countries, the United Kingdom continued to dominate world trade. Unlike Germany and the USA with their largely self-sufficient agricultural output and their protected domestic markets for industrial goods, the United Kingdom was dependent on importing food and exporting manufactures. Its share of world exports of manufactures, which had been over 40 per cent for much of the late nineteenth century, had fallen to around 30 per cent in the Edwardian period. This was still an impressively high proportion of an ever-increasing global total. Moreover, London was the centre of the web of international finance through which world trade was conducted. Gold was the medium in which international settlements were ultimately made; but before the First World War the pound sterling was, as the phrase went, as good as gold.

The gold standard meant that the Bank of England guaranteed to exchange the currency for a prescribed weight of gold. This fixed the value of sterling against other currencies which were also on the gold standard. In the forty years before 1914 the pound was invariably worth just over 25 French francs, just over 20 German marks, and – a parity which was to become an icon – 4.86 US dollars. In practice it was sterling which dominated international exchange parities. Prices of imports and exports were set in sterling; settlement was made through British banks; insurance and other financial services were provided through a network based on the City of London. These services, of course, no less than exports of commodities, were being sold to foreigners – they were Britain’s invisible exports. Indeed, these earnings were a crucial item in the United Kingdom’s balance of payments with the rest of the world.

The fact is that Britain habitually ran a deficit on visible trade. Imports exceeded exports in value by well over £100 million in most years around the turn of the century. The gap then narrowed somewhat, so that in 1913 (which was exceptionally favourable for exports) the deficit stood at £82 million. A deficit it remained – and nobody turned a hair at the time.

With the aid of subsequent statistics, the reason is not hard for us to see, though it is ‘invisible’. The earnings of the City alone were sufficient to fill the payments gap in the years immediately before the First World War. Even in buoyant years, like 1900 – 1902, when net earnings from services covered under half the visible deficit, other invisible income, derived from property abroad, still produced a small surplus on the overall current balance. It was this rising income from Britain’s overseas investments which cushioned the balance of payments in the lean years. In the fat years, since there was no claim on it to finance imports, it provided a source of further capital for export. Britain thus possessed capital overseas which not only produced a rentier income but provided a self-financing accumulation of progressively greater wealth. This was the ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ which, according to A. C. Benson’s Edwardian panegyric, God had made mighty – mighty rich, anyway – and was implored to make mightier yet.

Likewise, when an older patriotic song demanded that Britannia rule the waves, it was affirming a hard-headed business proposition. British shipping companies dominated many international routes, both for passenger and freight traffic. This, too, was a source of invisible export earnings, making exports even more profitable and offsetting the costs of imports to the balance of payments, since freight charges in sterling accrued on both inward and outward voyages. The strategic task of the merchant navy was to transport the bulk of the nation’s food from overseas. The task of protecting it rested on the Royal Navy – the ultimate form of flexible response in safeguarding a worldwide maritime network of trade routes. By the parsimonious standards of Victorian public expenditure, defence did not come cheap. Like the Army, the Navy soaked up almost a fifth of the budget in the late 1890s. But, as some contemporaries argued, seen as an insurance payment of £20 million a year on an external trade forty times bigger, this premium of 2.5 per cent might not seem unreasonable. In the twentieth century, however, the premium was to rise.

IMPERIALISM

Though Victorian radicals had liked to talk of Free Trade as God’s diplomacy, knitting together a pacific world through the nexus of commercial interest, the reality was sterner. Historians have identified an imperialism of Free Trade which relied, not on annexation, but on an informal empire of economic advantage. Informal imperialism was based on a calculus of minimum effort on Britain’s part – a sufficient exertion of power to secure an open market in which contracts would be enforceable. These were the conditions under which competitive capitalist enterprise could flourish. Once these conditions had been established, it was up to individual British businessmen to take advantage of them, as they had done to such good effect throughout the nineteenth century. All that was demanded was a fair field and no favour, for a sporting contest in which, having made up the rules and having been in training longer than anyone else, Britain started as favourite.

Other competitors, however, were becoming reluctant to see the best man win. Increasingly protectionist in their domestic markets, France and Germany in particular threatened to establish protectionist empires of their own, in which British entrepreneurs would naturally be at a disadvantage. British participation in the late-nineteenth-century scramble for Africa was in this sense a defensive move, appropriating new colonies in a largely pre-emptive way, designed to protect them from protectionism and to enforce the strategic priority of safeguarding Britain’s older empire, east of Suez.

There is no need to suppose that British imperialism was in any way reluctant. The fact that the British Empire grew, on average, by 100,000 square miles a year throughout the nineteenth century speaks for itself. But the new gains in territory, especially the African colonies acquired in the last twenty years of the century, were no great economic prize. Compared with the rich markets of western Europe and North America, the African trade was, and was to remain, of minor importance to the metropolitan economy. It was, of course, of major importance to the British companies involved in that trade, and naturally they formed pressure groups designed to promote their own interests by enlisting the aid of the British Government and fostering public opinion. But in general such methods did not yield very conspicuous results.

The noticeable exception was South Africa. The Boer War of 1899 – 1902 was the last of Britain’s imperialist adventures and the greatest, at least in aspiration. Its rationale was threefold, appealing in different ways to three different constituencies. The strategic concern was the most traditional. This saw the Cape of Good Hope as the guardian of the ocean route to India, regarded the protection of the existing British colonies at the Cape and Natal as essential, and viewed the pretensions of the settlers of Dutch origin, now established inland in the two Boer republics, as an intolerable threat to British paramountcy. Though the thinking here might seem rather paranoid, it was well within the canon of British imperial statecraft to which the prime minister, Lord Salisbury, had subscribed throughout his long tenure of the Foreign Office. What troubled Salisbury about the war, over which he presided with aristocratic disdain, was the infusion of two new ingredients into the imperialist rationale: plutocracy and democracy.

Money always talks, but during the Boer War its tones were particularly raucous. The fact was that when an earlier generation of Boers, a pastoral people attached to a peculiar sort of fundamentalist Christianity, had gone on a trek into the wilderness of the veldt, to get away from the British, they inadvertently ended up sitting on the world’s richest goldfield. As the scale of the discoveries became apparent in the 1890s, just when the need for more gold to lubricate world trade was driving its value through the roof, British business enterprise was stimulated to do for the Boers what they seemed incapable of doing for themselves: to mulct the mines of the Rand. It was just the sort of overseas investment opportunity that the London market relished, as British companies fuelled with British money scrambled for the prizes, while arriviste South African millionaires jostled their way into London drawing rooms. All that stood in the way of the realization of this golden imperial project was the froward obscurantism of the so-called independent republic of the Transvaal (and its ally the Orange Free State). Little wonder that the City of London showed a thirsty impatience or that radical critics talked disparagingly of stockjobbing imperialism.

But imperialism had to be sold to the democracy. It was not axiomatic that it would be popular. Statesmen like Salisbury shuddered at the recollection of Gladstone’s Midlothian campaigns, culminating in the Liberal triumph of 1880 on a tide of anti-imperial rhetoric. Disraeli (ennobled as Earl of Beaconsfield) showed a fascination with the notion of a British Raj – he had had Victoria made Empress of India – that had failed to grip the popular imagination. Gladstone had promised an ‘extrication from Beaconsfieldism’, even though in practice his own Government stumbled into an occupation of Egypt. What politicized imperialism and redirected its thrust was Joseph Chamberlain’s period in office as Colonial Secretary from 1895 to 1903.

A former Radical, who had broken with Gladstone over Irish Home Rule, Chamberlain was now in Salisbury’s Unionist cabinet, serving cheek by jowl with Conservative ministers. One implication was that many of his old schemes for domestic reforms would have to be shelved or at least repackaged in imperial measures. It was an implication he was ready to accept since in any case he was now consumed with a passion for the British Empire that the Conservative Party more readily shared.

Chamberlain’s main concern, however, was not Disraeli’s Empire, centred on the British Raj in India. In this he was quite different from a Tory imperialist like Lord Curzon, who ascended a dizzying pinnacle of power and fame as Viceroy of India from 1899 to 1905. It was not just that it was Curzon’s job to talk up India: he manifested a lifelong commitment to maintaining the British Raj. ‘As long as we rule India we are the greatest power in the world,’ he maintained. ‘If we lose it we shall drop straight away to a third rate power.’ Curzon’s imperious temperament turned duty to pleasure, as he organized the magnificence of the Coronation durbar in 1903, which ritualistically asserted the supremacy of the King-Emperor, splendidly represented by the person of his viceroy. Yet underneath the pomp there were hard-headed businesslike reasons for prizing India as the imperial jewel. In land area and population alike, it dwarfed other British territories, at a stroke putting the Empire into a world league alongside Russia and the USA. In trade, it was India which balanced the books for Britain, with steady profits from cotton exports compensating for chronic deficits in other markets. Above all, in military and fiscal resources, it was the self-financing Indian Army which provided the bulk of the the land forces at Britain’s disposal, called upon regularly to do the dirty work at the behest of its unheeding imperial masters, just as Rudyard Kipling often mordantly observed.

Chamberlain, by contrast, reserved his imperial enthusiasm for a Greater Britain of white settlement. Canada had long been self-governing as a Dominion and the colonies in Australia and New Zealand were to be formally granted similar status in 1907. Chamberlain was all in favour of self-government, seeing the Dominions as adjuncts in the mobilization of Britain’s maritime Empire, in turn implying a stronger naval commitment as compared with the Indianists’ concentration on military preparations against putative Russian designs. If a link could be maintained between the mother country and its sturdy offspring overseas, then British emigration could be seen as a strategic redeployment of imperial manpower: relieving pressure on resources at home while peopling new territory under the Union Jack. In this way the intractable inferiority of Great Britain, to the rising power and population of Germany and the USA might perhaps be countered. Chamberlain began brooding on some way to ‘call in the new world, the Colonies, to redress the balance of the old’.

In the 1880S, net emigration from Great Britain had run at an annual rate of about 100,000. According to British statistics, more than half went to the USA; according to US statistics, even more. By the late 1890S net emigration from Great Britain had dwindled to a trickle of perhaps 20,000 a year, at a time when Irish emigration, from a far smaller population, was still virtually double that figure. Emigration to Canada was overstated in the early figures – much of it was indirect immigration into the USA – and it is doubtful if it ever exceeded 10,000 in any year in the 1890s. The figures for Australasia were now even lower, following a heady burst in the mid-1880s; while those for South Africa, which peaked at 12,000 in 1895, had actually turned negative at the outbreak of war in 1899. It is readily apparent that the lure of successive gold rushes explains many fluctuations in the figures, with a boom-and-bust cycle which led some hopeful globe-trotters from one El Dorado to the next.

Opportunities for settlement, in rich new lands under the dear old flag, were surely one benefit of Empire which the working-class electorate could be brought to appreciate. All that was necessary was to bang the drum. The last decade of Chamberlain’s political career was to be governed by a mission to create a popular imperialism. South Africa dropped into this picture. Here was a gilt-edged opportunity for the British race to go forth and multiply their wealth. Chamberlain talked of making South Africa into a white man’s country – an argument with a strong democratic appeal, as the Unionist victory in the general election of 1900 seemed to affirm.

There was to be a brief flurry of British emigration to South Africa at the end of the war, totalling over 50,000 in 1902 – 3. But the openings for white labour were not all they had been cracked up to be. Under Milner, the British High Commissioner, a policy of using indentured Chinese labour in the gold mines was seen as the quickest way of getting the economy moving. It provoked an outcry in Britain from Liberals who denounced ‘Chinese Slavery’ – a fine humanitarian cause in a philanthropic tradition that stretched back to earlier campaigns for emancipation of the less-favoured races. Chinese labour had a stronger economic resonance for British labour, since it was seen as an attempt to undercut trade-union rates and conditions. No one had fought to make South Africa a yellow man’s country, and there was an ugly racist undertow to the ostensibly high-minded exploitation of the issue by Chamberlain’s opponents. One way or another, South Africa failed to realize the dizzy dream that had been conjured up.

The true, workaday opportunities lay elsewhere in the Empire – in the antipodes and, above all, in Canada. What the colonial immigrant could realistically expect was a hard but wholesome life in an underdeveloped country where food, land and work were all more plentiful than in Britain. Emigration picked up dramatically in the Edwardian period. Well over 1 million emigrants left the United Kingdom in the seven years 1903 – 9 and another million in the next four years. These figures fully matched the peak years of the early 1880s; but meanwhile two historic changes had taken place. In the 1880s, more than half the total, year by year, had come from Ireland; after 1910 nearly 90 per cent of the emigrants were from Great Britain. Their destination too had changed. The USA still drew the bulk of the Irish but the English, Welsh and Scottish emigrants now opted for the Empire.

British immigration into Australia and New Zealand boomed in a decade, from a combined total of 15,000 for the three years 1901 – 3 to a total of over 200,000 for the three years 1911–13. The figures for the USA contain discrepancies which probably conceal some British immigration via Canada; but even so, it is striking that Canada was the destination of more than a million British citizens in the early twentieth century, half of them during the four years 1910 – 13.

The reasons for this spurt in imperial migration are not straight-forward, though economic motivations, both push and pull, bulked large. The Empire was certainly better promoted. Propaganda aimed at potential migrants was purposefully stepped up at this time by the Canadian Government. ‘Only farmers need apply’ was its slogan; but the great exodus from British farms had already taken place, and the new generation of British emigrants were mainly urban workers. Some of these British settlers became farmers, faute de mieux, as the prairies were opened up. Thirty per cent of all immigrants to Canada in 1901 – 11 were headed for the western provinces of Saskatchewan and Alberta, whose population quadrupled in a decade, by 1911 containing a relatively higher British-born proportion than Ontario (though in absolute terms the weight of numbers remained in the east). With the closing western frontier now pushing American farmers north, the drain of population from Canada to the USA was at last reversed.

Though it would be naive to attribute too much to imperialist fervour in pushing British immigrants out to the Empire, sentimental ties clearly played a part in pulling some of them back – all too soon. A million and a half troops from the Dominions were to serve in the First World War. It would be interesting to know how many of them were recent migrants who, having made one fateful voyage to the ends of the Empire, made a subsequently fatal one back to the old country. Given the relatively narrow. margin of victory, the contribution of Greater Britain was to prove crucial.

Here was a complex process of equilibration between land and population, capital and labour, all on a global scale. Frontiers were not yet restricted by deterrent quotas on white immigrants and in Britain no embargoes or tariffs inhibited economic forces. As a result, the imperial granary was set up in business in a big way, with fine prospects and higher hopes. British imports of Canadian wheat, which first passed ten million cwt in 1903, were to touch thirty million in 1914. It was indicative of a shift in the focus of Imperial interest – from the Raj in India a generation previously to the goldfields of South Africa at the turn of the century and then to the wheatfields of Canada and the new pastures of Australia and New Zealand.

JOE’S WARS

Chamberlain’s diplomacy in South Africa gave imperialism an explicitly democratic twist; the Boer War was the continuation of this diplomacy by other means. It all turned on an appeal to the ballot box. The Government’s casus belli was not, of course, stated in naked economic terms. ‘We seek no goldfields,’ Salisbury had intoned. Instead, it was the grievances of the Uitlanders, the British migrants into Johannesburg, which dominated the headlines; and foremost among these was the fact that the Transvaal enforced a long qualifying period of residence before allowing them to vote. How undemocratic! To be sure, the arguments used on the hustings betrayed many inconsistencies, not all of them on the Unionist side. Those Liberals, steeped in the Glad-stonian tradition, whose hearts went out to the Boers as a small people rightly struggling to be free, were often as blind as their Unionist opponents to the claim that South Africa might properly be considered a black man’s country.

They called it a ‘khaki’ election in 1900. It is undeniable that ‘Joe’s War’ eclipsed other issues. Polling took place at a time when the war appeared to be on the point of a victorious conclusion, and the jingoism of Chamberlain’s electioneering was unabashed. He sent one telegram to a supporter saying: ‘Every seat lost to the Government is a seat gained to the Boers.’ Its controversial impact was not muted by the substitution of ‘sold’ for ‘gained’ somewhere along the line. Perhaps it is not surprising that the outcome was a solid Unionist majority of over a hundred seats at Westminster. To contemporaries this seemed the more striking because they expected the pendulum to swing against the party in power, as it had at every election since household suffrage had been introduced. Salisbury was the first prime minister in more than thirty years to survive a general election with his majority intact, and the old man was curiously troubled at what this portended.

Maybe Salisbury was right to suspect there was something artificial about this victory, snatched on a single issue at an opportune moment. Though the average vote for opposed Unionist candidates was only 4 per cent more than for Liberals, this is a misleading figure. For this was truly the last nineteenth-century general election, in that over one-third of all MPs were returned without a contest; and the fact that no fewer than 163 Unionist MPs were returned unopposed (compared with only 22 unopposed Liberals) shows that the Unionist triumph was a foregone conclusion. The results, it soon appeared, represented a premature triumphalism, since the Boers staged a long guerrilla action which mocked the imperial pretensions of the noisy jingoes. This was a point not lost upon that keen but introspective imperialist Rudyard Kipling, who blamed the insular British themselves:

It was our fault, and our very great fault, and not the judgment of Heaven. We made an Army in our image, on an island nine by seven.

For Chamberlain the protracted nature of the messy war in South Africa had held one great consolation. It showed that the colonies were loyal. Soldiers from Australia and New Zealand, and volunteers from Canada, were sent to fight on the veldt alongside British troops – and often fought rather more effectively. Was Kipling right to think that ‘We have had no end of a lesson: it will do us no end of good’? His hero, Chamberlain, brooded on the moral to be drawn. This demonstration of the limits of British power suggested a need to work on a bigger canvas than nine by seven – a need to cement the wonderful loyalty which the Empire had displayed with the concrete reinforcement of institutionalized self-interest. It is no coincidence that it was while Chamberlain was away from Britain for several months in the winter of 1902 – 3, on a post-war tour of the British colonies and annexed republics in South Africa, that his big idea came to fruition: a scheme for imperial preference based on tariffs.

The ex-Radical Chamberlain still remained a radical (with a small r) in one fundamental respect: he believed in the agitation of mass opinion behind great popular causes as the means of achieving his political objectives. He was not a great orator but he made himself into a forceful platform speaker, projecting a strong image to the people. With his well-known props – a monocle in his right eye and an orchid in his buttonhole – he was a cartoonist’s dream. As caricatured by the most talented of them, F. Carruthers Gould, whose cartoons were widely printed in the Liberal press, ‘Joe’ was inimitable. His fiscal policy might be satirized but he was not diminished in the process – quite the reverse. Chamberlain put his faith in ‘a raging, tearing propaganda’ to get his message across. He had used such methods all his life and was now too old to change (he turned sixty-seven in 1903). This was a break in style with traditional Conservatism, which had relied on the forces of social conservatism – land, property and established institutions, notably the Church of England – to recruit deferential support for an aristocratic governing class. Chamberlain had little time for any of this. Socially, he was a self-made businessman from Birmingham who had made his name denouncing the landed interest as parasitic; and his religious affiliation (if no longer his faith) was Unitarian and Dissenting.

Though prepared to work with the Conservatives, Chamberlain was not of them. Their leader, Robert Arthur Gascoigne Cecil, third Marquis of Salisbury, was a figure from another world. Chamberlain was happier hobnobbing with the colonial prime ministers at the imperial conference held at the time of King Edward’s coronation in 1902. Ironically, it was during the conference that Chamberlain suffered a cab accident which temporarily immobilized him; and while he was out of action, Salisbury, the great survivor of the Victorian era, quietly took his leave. The succession was kept in the family: Arthur Balfour, whose mother was a Cecil, took over from his uncle as head of a government which seemed to be so packed with his relatives that wits called it the Hotel Cecil. Educated at Eton and Trinity College, Cambridge, Balfour had been bred for office; though more than ten years younger than Chamberlain, his ministerial experience was longer, stretching back into the 1870s. He was a cold fish whose languid elegance belied his intellectual acuity and his political ruthlessness.

With Salisbury, perhaps curiously, Chamberlain enjoyed relations of mutual respect: with Balfour of muted respect. Their uneasy cooperation got off to a bad start. Two episodes ruffled Chamberlain’s amour propre. First, his status as the custodian of Liberal Unionist support for the Government was challenged by the Education Bill, introduced in Salisbury’s last days, which Balfour insisted on pushing through. Its administrative rationale was sound enough. In place of the school boards, which were elected locally in an ad hoc way, the 1902 Education Act made county councils responsible for elementary education in England and Wales. Moreover, they would henceforth constitute the local authority for all the schools in their areas: not only elementary schools, educating children up to the age of fourteen, but also new secondary schools for pupils continuing their education beyond the elementary level. For the first time a ladder of opportunity, albeit a narrow one, could help the publicly educated child to gain academic qualifications which compared with those of the fee-paying schools, of which the most famous were the ‘public schools’, patronized by the upper and professional classes.

Moreover, all elementary schools with approved educational standards were now eligible for support from the ‘rates’, levied as a local property tax. Here was the political sting. For schools under religious control thus qualified for assistance. It meant ‘Rome on the rates’ in those districts, notably large cities with Irish communities, where Catholic schools had been set up. More important at the time, the Church of England’s many thousands of elementary schools also had to be assisted by their local county councils. To most Liberals this was an anathema. Many of them had a principled objection to subsidizing any kind of religious activities and (as Chamberlain had done in the 1870s) campaigned for secular public education.

It was the Nonconformists – Methodists, Baptists and Congregationalists especially – who objected most violently to the 1902 Act; some went to the length of passive resistance by withholding rate payments. Historically, Dissent challenged the notion of conformity within a confessional state. This corpse had been interred; but its latter-day ghost, manifested in the lingering privileges of the Church of England, still needed exorcism. Since 1870 Nonconformists had tolerated the continuing provision of state grants for building (not running) Church schools while favouring board schools (run at public expense), in which no specifically denominational instruction was given. This smouldering issue was disturbed by the Balfour Education Act, rekindling the historic animosities of church and chapel which had energized Victorian party politics.

To this Chamberlain could hardly remain indifferent, however agnostic his own beliefs. The only way that his breed of Liberal Unionist had been able to cooperate with the Tories since 1886, and join them in government since 1895, was by avoiding mention of such sensitive matters and, whenever they were raised, quickly changing the subject to Ireland and Empire. Chamberlain knew that, up and down the country, the agitation against the Education Act was reminding some of his old supporters, still loyal chapel-goers, of their suppressed Liberal affinities. The Colonial Secretary did not break ranks in public, but his position was well understood, and his decision to spend the winter of 1902 – 3 in the sunshine of South Africa spared him the necessity to say more.

On Chamberlain’s return, he received a second affront from the Balfour Government. The Budget of April 1903 abolished the corn duty recently imposed on all imported grain; this had been at the nominal level of only five shillings (25 p) per ton, so any protection it gave to home production could only be marginal. Why, then, meddle now? Clearly because Chamberlain was already toying with the idea of introducing some preference for colonial wheat over foreign wheat in the British market, in line with the pleas recently put in his ear at the imperial conference. If the minimal corn duty were to be waived – but only for colonial imports – it would be a gesture towards imperial preference at no appreciable cost to the British consumer. This was the opening which the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Charles Ritchie, now closed by scrapping the tax altogether. Chamberlain was angry at the decision itself, resentful at the lack of support from his colleagues.

If Ritchie and Balfour really imagined that Chamberlain would be so easily thwarted, they little knew their man. In May 1903, at a packed meeting in the town hall of his beloved Birmingham, Chamberlain launched his campaign for tariff reform. In one sense his proposals were nothing remarkable. He had given many previous hints about the desirability of preferential tariffs to bind the Empire together. The trouble was that the only preference worth anything to Canada had to be on grain; the food imports from Australia and New Zealand, mainly frozen meat and dairy produce, faced less competition. A new tariff on foreign corn was therefore inescapably the main plank in Chamberlain’s platform.

He did not apologize; that was not his way. The Unionists were already in low water before Chamberlain ever made the Birmingham speech. When reproached later, he flatly denied that tariff reform was the immediate cause, still less the real origin, of the Government’s troubles, which he blamed on the Education Bill. Chamberlain was playing for higher stakes than his critics, inside or outside his own party. He proposed nothing less than a crusade to avert British decline through an exercise of will. To his eager young supporters, like Leo Amery, the moment was like that when Luther nailed his theses to the church door at Wittenberg, and it was to effect a sea change in the politics of Edwardian Britain.

To some extent the fiscal debate was a clash of interest groups. The oldest protectionist interest, of course, was agriculture (hence the Corn Laws until 1846), but here imperial preference was not protectionist enough; it had little to offer British farmers who had already been swamped by imports of Canadian wheat, which would presumably continue to flood the market. By contrast, the mercantile and financial interest tended to be cosmopolitan. Dealers and traders, shippers and insurers, discounters and bankers: these, if anyone, were the men with a vested interest in Free Trade. Along with the gold standard, it established the framework of an international free market in goods, in labour and in capital, with the City of London ready and able to siphon its percentage from each of these lucrative flows.

Chamberlain offered a businessman’s policy to producers – like those in the metal trades within a thirty-mile radius of Birmingham – who felt threatened by foreign competition in the domestic market. Conversely, within a thirty-mile radius of Manchester, the cotton trade had little to gain and much to lose from proposals which were bound to push up British costs of production. Here was the problem for the export industries. If cost increases, caused by compensating workers for higher food bills, were passed on in export prices, markets would be lost overseas; this was the major headache for the bosses. Alternatively, if labour costs were held steady despite a rise in the cost of living at home, this would mean lower real wages, which was the immediate worry for wage-earners.

It was an economic argument with strong moral overtones. Tariff Reformers soon discovered that the Free Trade orthodoxy of the previous half century was deeply entrenched. It was part of a ‘fiscal constitution’ which had been established in mid-Victorian Britain, notably through Gladstone’s great budgets of 1853 and the early 1860s. Abolition of import duties, satisfying the Radical demand for the ‘free breakfast table’, was made possible by relying on income tax for revenue, making the wealthier classes bear the burden of direct taxation. The Gladstonian doctrine of Treasury parsimony, however, deliberately limited the size of that burden. The role of the state, by general consent, was minimized: the working class freed from undue interference, the middle class spared from undue expense. The ideological triumph of Gladstonianism was to make these conceptions popular by making them seem fair.

The virtue of Free Trade was that it offered insider privileges to no one: no favoured class, no special interest. Hence the moral opprobrium which Chamberlain aroused when he seemed to be opening the door to a competitive scramble for sectional advantage at the expense of the community at large. The fact that he had long been held responsible for the Americanization of British politics, through his development of the ‘machine’ or ‘caucus’ of party activists, added colour to the charge that, via tariffs, he was about to usher in the sort of political corruption notorious in the late-nineteenth-century USA.

Chamberlain realized full well that he would have an uphill struggle in making Tariff Reform popular. Having introduced the fiscal issue, his instincts were to follow through hard by making a virtue out of the necessity to tax food. For taxes, in the nature of things, raise revenue; new taxes raise new revenue; with new revenue, new government expenditure becomes possible. Social reform and Tariff Reform might be yoked together, offering the working-class electorate welfare gains to compensate for any marginal economic loss.

This kind of logic was spelt out in a typically provocative way by the Fabian Socialist Bernard Shaw, who argued that both imperialism and social reform embraced a much stronger role for the state than the laissez-faire orthodoxy of the nineteenth century allowed; thus, on the basis of a common opposition to Gladstonianism, state socialists ought to have no quarrel with imperialism and protectionism. Chamberlain, for his part, had for some time toyed with the idea of introducing a state-assisted scheme of old-age pensions, but had delivered nothing. Taunted in the House of Commons by a Liberal backbencher (David Lloyd George), Chamberlain now threw out the hint that pensions might become affordable with the revenue generated by his proposed tariffs.

Somehow, during the summer of 1903, Chamberlain let this grand design slip between his fingers. Instead, locked into the tactical infighting of the Balfour cabinet, he became sidetracked. The prime minister, wearily worldwise, evinced little enthusiasm for imperial preference (or for anything else). He once said that the difference between himself and Chamberlain was the difference between Youth and Age – but with Balfour, twelve years the junior, adding the twist: ‘I am Age.’ Balfour’s sceptical and subtle mind saw that it was no use defending the old doctrine of Free Trade, or ‘Insular Free Trade’ as he liked to call it. Scepticism took him as far as supporting tariffs, in principle, for the purpose of retaliation against other country’s tariffs. Subtlety then led him to claim that, if this strategy succeeded in reducing tariffs all round, it would make retaliationists freer traders than the doctrinaire Free Traders.

Such arguments left Chamberlain wholly unpersuaded; they were frivolous distractions which he ignored. He did, however, seek to conciliate the Free Traders in the cabinet, notably the Duke of Devonshire, the nominal leader of the Liberal Unionists. Devonshire and Chamberlain had been thrown together in common opposition to Home Rule. They had usually been at odds when, twenty years previously, they had served in Gladstone’s cabinet; Balfour’s was now riven by the incompatibility between the old Whig’s antique fiscal conservatism and Chamberlain’s impatient economic radicalism. Devonshire and his followers took their stand against taxing food. Chamberlain sought to conciliate them by claiming that his scheme need not raise food taxes for the average family.

The fact was that tea and sugar – plantation crops with no domestic competition – were already subject to revenue duties which could not be regarded as protectionist and were therefore permissible under Free Trade doctrine. This enabled Chamberlain to make a clever move – too clever by half. By promising to offset the extra cost of his prospective wheat duty by an abolition of the tea and sugar duties, he balanced a hypothetical working-class household budget, down to the last farthing – but at the price of depriving the Exchequer of the windfall that would be required to finance old-age pensions. Having promised to produce social reform like a rabbit out of his fiscal hat, Chamberlain was then left with an empty hat. The trick did not even succeed in impressing the duke, who remained as hostile as ever to Tariff Reform.

The split in the Government came to a head in the autumn of 1903. Chamberlain resigned as Colonial Secretary in order to be free to crusade for his policy in the country. Balfour took the opportunity of getting rid of Ritchie and other doctrinaire Free Traders, but inadvertently lost Devonshire too in the manoeuvre. Young Austen Chamberlain was installed as Chancellor of the Exchequer to appease his father and the Tariff Reformers.

The sort of factionalism which had for years debilitated the Liberals now infested the Unionist Party instead. The fervent Chamberlainites wanted the ‘whole hog’ of imperial preference, food taxes and all. The Free Fooders were a disintegrating remnant; some crossed the floor and joined the Liberals, like the young Winston Churchill, MP for the cotton town of Oldham; others looked, increasingly vainly, for a lead from the Duke of Devonshire. Meanwhile the Balfourites colonized the middle ground, some leaning towards Tariff Reform, some towards Free Trade, most of them simply good Conservatives who were ready to accept any formula which would keep the party together. Most of Balfour’s own erudite points went over the heads of his supporters. Repeatedly challenged by the Opposition in the House of Commons, he was reduced to preserving a show of party unity by a series of desperate tactical ploys, on one occasion leading his supporters out of the chamber rather than face a vote on the Free Trade issue.

Chamberlain took his case to the country. A Tariff Reform League was set up to mount a ceaseless propaganda against Free Trade. It was well funded and well organized, bringing a new professionalism into campaigning methods, ready to exploit the new technology of the gramophone and motion pictures to get its message across. The star attraction remained Chamberlain himself, setting out the case against Free Trade in a series of cogent speeches. When told by an expert adviser that some of the statistics he cited were inaccurate, he simply replied: Τ have used them before.’ He took the war to the enemy, unafraid to address vast meetings in Free Trade Lancashire. He pointed to the erosion of Britain’s manufacturing base, with one industry after another going into decline. ‘Cotton will go,’ he warned. He dismissed the idea that the commerce of a great nation could depend on ‘jam and pickles’ or the manufacture of ‘dollseyes’. A long-running debate had thus been inaugurated over the importance of the manufacturing base in the British economy. Though now living off a rentier income himself, Chamberlain remained the spokesman for industrial producers, despising what historians have termed the ‘gentlemanly capitalism’ of the City of London, with its commitment to the logic of a cosmopolitan free market.

THE ROAD TO 1906

The Home Rule crisis of 1886 had split the Liberal Party and depleted its support in the country. For twenty years the Unionists were to be the largest group in Parliament, with only the minority Liberal Government of 1892 – 5, dependent on Irish Nationalist support, to punctuate their period of office. The Boer War merely added to the Liberals’ difficulties, with their new leader, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, uneasily straddling divisions between ‘pro-Boer’ and ‘Liberal Imperialist’ groupings. Both of these labels were terms of art. ‘Pro-Boer’ started life as a jingoist taunt to the Government’s critics – who defiantly adopted the appellation – and there was hardly more literal accuracy in ‘Liberal Imperialist’. The fact remained that the Liberals were in a bad way. On his retirement Salisbury could reflect on how unexpectedly well the Conservative Party had weathered the advent of democracy. It had been his achievement to use Home Rule for his lifelong political purpose: to rally the possessing classes into a formidable party of resistance.

The class basis of the Government’s support, however, raised an awkward question – what about the workers? A party of organized labour was not a new idea. In a sense it had been expected since urban workers were enfranchised (with the introduction of household suffrage in the parliamentary boroughs of Great Britain) under the Second Reform Act in 1867. But all that had materialized was an informal arrangement with local Liberal organizations to run a number of trade-union candidates. These were the so-called Lib-Labs, initially representatives of the craft unions for the most part. It was one achievement of Gladstonian populism to make this possible without, of course, turning the Liberal Party into the instrument of organized labour, still less of socialism, in the process. The Trades Union Congress (TUC) used lobbying methods, with considerable success, on matters of labour legislation. By 1900 there were over 1,300 trade unions with a total of 2 million members. Sixty per cent of them belonged to a hundred big unions with an income of £2 million a year.

The Third Reform Act of 1884 – 5, by extending household suffrage to county divisions, opened the door to another platoon of Lib-Lab MPs: the miners. On most coalfields, where a Nonconformist political culture (usually Methodist) was strong, the Liberal organization became virtually an adjunct of the lodges (union branches) of the Miners’ Federation. Under household suffrage there was thus no difficulty about achieving labour representation, provided two conditions were satisfied: that one trade union could call the shots in a given constituency and that virtually all its members were of the same party-political persuasion (in practice, Liberal). The first condition, however, was satisfied only by the miners and the cotton operatives; the second by the miners alone – and not even them on the Lancashire coalfield. The reason was the presence of enough Conservative working men in Lancashire to thwart the extension of the Lib-Lab system, which plainly had no future as a general method of labour representation.

Yet, as the twentieth century dawned, direct representation in parliament was exactly what the trade unions decided that they needed. This was now seen as the only way of protecting their own interests when they found their legal status threatened by a series of adverse judgements in the courts. Since 1893 there had existed a body called the Independent Labour Party, with a name apparently proclaiming the same aspiration. This was an invitation by socialists, of whom Keir Hardie was the best known, for trade unionists to join their party. This grand design failed and electorally the ILP was a flop.

The Labour Representation Committee, set up in 1900, tackled the problem the other way round – through an invitation from the TUC for socialist organizations to join its own party. As well as the ILP, with branches concentrated in Yorkshire and Lancashire, the Fabian Society joined – a small think-tank of metropolitan collectivists, seizing disproportionate attention through the irrepressible talent of Bernard Shaw in publicizing the formidable researches of Sidney and Beatrice Webb. As in all European countries, there was a Marxist organization, albeit a small one: the Social Democratic Federation. Secularist in outlook, prominent in godless London, it was distinguished from the provincial, Nonconformist political culture of the ILP as much by style as by doctrine. The SDF pulled out of the LRC almost immediately, correctly perceiving that this was no socialist party.

The LRC brought together a number of affiliated trade unions, whose number was opportunely boosted by further court decisions, notably in the Taff Vale cases of 1901 – 2.. The cumulative effect of these judgements was to undermine the legitimacy of peaceful picketing and to make unions liable for the payment of damages to employers who suffered loss through trade disputes. A generation of trade unionists had grown up believing that Gladstone and Disraeli between them had given industrial action the cover of law. Now they discovered the Taff Vale catch: if they lost a strike, they lost, and if they won, and were successfully sued, they still lost.

Following the establishment of the LRC, relations between the Liberal Party and Labour were put on a new footing. The key step was an agreement between the Liberal chief whip, Herbert Gladstone, whose father had first brought organized labour under the Liberal umbrella, and Ramsay MacDonald, an able socialist publicist who had recently been appointed as secretary of the LRC. The Gladstone-MacDonald pact earmarked up to forty constituencies in England and Wales for Labour candidates. Gladstone could give no absolute guarantee that Liberal candidates would withdraw in favour of Labour any more than MacDonald could be sure of preventing Labour or socialist candidates sprouting up elsewhere. Nor was the pact made public. For all that, it laid out the ground rules for electoral politics until the First World War: a new template for cooperation between Liberals and Labour which, with the obsolescence of the Lib-Lab model, contemporaries called a Progressive Alliance.

What really made the Progressive entente effective was the substantial ideological affinity between Liberals and Labour. For years the Liberal leadership had made approving but ineffective noises about encouraging working-class candidates. Now they were offered a job lot of around forty Labour representatives – mainly comprising solid and sensible trade-union officials, recognized and funded by a proper national organization under the control of the TUC, all of them determined to get a fair settlement of labour legislation, but otherwise, almost to a man, imbued with a strongly Liberal outlook. The Fabian logic of social imperialism did not sway Labour politicians who might sometimes call themselves socialists but who were steeped in the Glad-stonian tradition. Hostile to Joe’s War, they were to prove immune to Joe’s blandishments. If reassurance were needed on this point, it was immediately forthcoming through the virtual unanimity with which Labour rallied to the defence of the greatest of all Liberal causes, Free Trade.

The need to defend Free Trade stuck the old Liberal coalition back together again for the first time in twenty years. Leading Liberals rehearsed their lines, blowing the dust off the hymn sheets of their old-time religion, confident that if it was good enough for Cobden it was good enough for them. Campbell-Bannerman was a fat and comfortable rentier, with a fondness for foreign spas, or for French novels when he was not actually on the Continent. Though his hock-and-seltzer lifestyle made it clear that he had no quarrel with the cosmopolitan ethos of Free Trade, he was content to leave the hard slog of speech-making to others.

The real leadership in the Free Trade campaign came from H. H. Asquith, marking him out as the heir apparent to ‘C – B’. Born in Yorkshire, known by his first name (Herbert) in his youth, Asquith was a self-made barrister with a well-oiled mind which had been put into meticulous working order, thanks to a scholarship in classics, at Balliol College, Oxford. As Home Secretary he had been the youngest, brightest member of Gladstone’s last cabinet, and had got married, with the Grand Old Man as chief guest, to a highly articulate heiress, Margot Tennant (his first wife having died leaving a young family). With his second wife, his second name (Henry) was thought more fitting, and Margot’s egregious influence was to be apparent in more than the stylish parties she gave.

Asquith followed Chamberlain around the country, marshalling the brief for Free Trade with relentless pertinacity and imperturbable aplomb. During the Boer War he and his colleagues, R.B. Haldane and Sir Fdward Grey, had been known as Liberal Imperialists and had lived in the shadow of the former prime minister, Lord Rosebery. Now the perspective shifted. Rosebery moved out of the Liberal orbit altogether; Asquith emerged as his own man; and he successfully mended his fences within the party by championing Free Trade. In fact, Liberal Imperialism had never amounted to much more than a readiness to look further than the Gladstonian agenda in domestic policy as much as in foreign policy. Asquith’s instincts were centrist, just as Campbell-Bannerman’s were; it was only late in the war that the pro-Boers made a hero out of ‘C – B’ when he denounced the Government for using ‘methods of barbarism’. Now, magically, rancour and mutual suspicion were dispelled under the wand of Free Trade. After hearing Asquith, Campbell-Bannerman mused: ‘How can these fellows ever have gone wrong?’

Chamberlain’s ability to ‘make the weather’, as Churchill later put it, was never seen to more dramatic – or more perverse – effect than in 1903 – 6. The sun went in for the Unionists; they got doused in a number of spectacular by-election defeats, and then found themselves swept away in the deluge of the general election. Partly it was a matter of bad timing. In the four years after Chamberlain started preaching doom and gloom, British exports increased by 50 per cent. Unemployment, which had peaked at 6 per cent in 1904, then fell sharply. Chamberlain’s slogan, ‘Tariff Reform means work for all’, with its implied protectionist appeal, had little to bite on – as yet. Instead, the simple, populist, time-worn Free-Trade slogans carried the day – ‘Hands off the people’s food’ or ‘Your food will cost you more’. On countless Liberal platforms the Big Loaf, which Free Trade brought to the humble poor in their cottage homes, was contrasted with the Small Loaf, which was all that rapacious Tariff Reformers would allow. Liberal scaremongers had loaves baked, to show credulous audiences the contrast between a fat, fecund Free-Trade loaf, fit for the British table, and a puny, parsimonious protectionist loaf, such as foreigners had to tolerate. The real poser about reciprocal imperial preference – whether the protectionist colonies would admit British goods freely rather than further increasing their own tariffs on non-imperial imports – was barely debated.

Balfour’s final tactical ploy came in December 1905, when he resigned rather than dissolve parliament. Thus a Liberal Government had to be formed before rather than after a general election, which Balfour hoped would create trouble and expose fissures. In fact it had the opposite effect. Asquith, Grey and Haldane had a plan up their sleeves (‘the Relugas compact’) for kicking Campbell-Bannerman upstairs into the Lords, for the good of his health, leaving them to run the new Government. They had not envisaged conducting this political assassination under the limelight of an impending election; nor reckoned with Campbell-Bannerman’s determination to accept the King’s commission to form his own administration; nor appreciated that, since Asquith was offered the Treasury, Grey the Foreign Office, and Haldane the War Office, they would virtually be running the Government anyway. Cabinet-making, in short, cemented the unity of the Liberal Party and Campbell-Bannerman was at last free to set January 1906 as the date of the long-heralded appeal to the people on the issue of Free Trade.

There were, of course, other issues. The Unionists claimed, as they had at every election for the last twenty years, that the Union was in danger. But even the Duke of Devonshire could not be terrified this time, conceding that Campbell-Bannerman’s ‘step-by-step’ policy for Ireland excluded another Home Rule bill in the next parliament. There is little doubt that many Unionist Free Traders felt able to vote Liberal. Some of them did so as Nonconformists, still incensed over the Education Act. This was an issue which stirred the historic Liberal constituency, recharging activists with righteous indignation.

Chinese labour had a similar effect in touching tender consciences, but its real impact was its coded message to the new Progressive constituency. In urban and industrial seats, where trade unionism was strong, Chinese labour served as an object lesson on how the Unionist Government regarded labour in general. This larger symbolic meaning escaped most Unionist candidates, who bitterly regarded the prominence of the issue as nothing but Liberal humbug. It is true that it filled a vacuum since, so far as specific measures of social reform were concerned, the Liberal programme offered virtually nothing to the working-class electorate.

Before the First World War polling was spread over a couple of weeks, with the big cities and boroughs generally voting first, and then the county divisions. This gave the results added drama in 1906, for the first day was dominated by the stunning Progressive gains in Lancashire, where the Unionists had been predominant for a generation. Balfour himself lost his seat in Manchester. This was not just cotton speaking up for Free Trade. The Liberal landslide was across the whole of Great Britain, even in the English shire counties and cathedral towns. Moreover, 30 Labour members were returned. Both the Labour MPs from Scotland defeated Liberal opponents; but in England and Wales all but a couple of Labour’s successes came through Progressive cooperation in the constituencies, which maximized both Liberal and Labour representation.

In Great Britain the average fall in the Unionist share of the poll was over 10 per cent. In England only 4 Unionist MPs were returned unopposed, compared with 15 Liberals – a big difference from 1900. Indeed it was the Irish Nationalists, with 74 of their 83 MPs returned without a contest, who now accounted for the bulk of unopposed returns. The new parliament neatly reversed the balance of the old, in that 402 Liberals replaced 400 Unionists as the largest party. Only the Irish representation was substantially unaffected: 82 Nationalists in the South, 15 Unionists in the North (plus 3 Liberals and 1 independent). In addition, 1 Irish Nationalist was returned for the Liverpool Scotland division, as at every election until 1929. In 1900 there had been 402 Unionists in the House, now they were cut to 157 – only 130 from the 560 constituencies in Great Britain. In 1900 there had been 184 Liberal MPs; in 1906 there were 400. This understates the strength of the new Government’s position since the Labour Party (to use the name it henceforth adopted) supplied an extra thirty reliable votes, and the Irish Nationalists were hardly likely to support the Unionists.

The real division on the opposition benches was not between Liberal Unionists and Conservatives (they were to merge formally in 1912): it was between Chamberlainites and the rest. Though Tariff Reform had gone down to defeat, it had strengthened its hold on the Unionist Party, which Chamberlain now looked poised to capture. Certainly the divisions within the party had done it little good, and those candidates who had distanced themselves from Imperial Preference still found themselves tarred as protectionists. But Chamberlain himself had little time to exploit his opportunity. In the summer of 1906 he had a stroke. The family hushed up the seriousness of his condition for as long as they could; Balfour was reduced to poring over newspaper photographs through a magnifying glass to form his own prognosis. The invalid Chamberlain lived on till 1914 in his Birmingham villa, fitfully intervening by telegram in the course of subsequent political developments which he had set in train but which he could no longer dominate, direct and determine.

THE ROAD TO BIARRITZ

A majority Liberal Government was a novelty. Queen Victoria had not had to put up with one during the last fifteen years of her reign. King Edward VII was less politically prejudiced than his mother, who had been charmed by Disraeli into becoming a fierce anti-Gladstonian. The King got on well enough with Campbell-Bannerman when the two indolent and overfed old men were taking the cure at Marienbad. The political influence of ‘Edward the Peacemaker’ was much overrated at the time, though l’oncle de l’Europe naturally wanted to keep on good terms with his relations, Tsar Nicholas as much as Kaiser Wilhelm – it was all in the family. He approved of the Entente Cordiale with France which the Unionist government had sealed in 1904. But then, who did not?

The Entente was one of several diplomatic steps which Britain took to remedy an international position that suddenly looked vulnerably lonely. Chamberlain might speak of the British enjoying ‘a splendid isolation, surrounded and supported by our kinsfolk’, but the Boer War brought home the reality that, fully extended in their imperial role, the British needed to avoid conflict with the other great powers. The Marquis of Lansdowne, Salisbury’s successor as Foreign Secretary from 1900 until the fall of the Unionist Government, had a basically Whig instinct for adroit accommodation as the price and means of survival amidst unwelcome change. He could see that Germany was no longer content, as in Bismarck’s day, to respect British naval and imperial hegemony; a new navy was under construction and the Kaiser, dissatisfied with Germany’s meagre place in the sun in tropical Africa, kept turning hungry eyes on promising territories, from China to the Sahara. Ideally, Lansdowne would have liked a treaty with Germany, to cut the roots of potential conflict; but since Germany’s price was a pledge of British support against the Franco-Russian alliance, Lansdowne was forced to think again.

The fact was that Britain still had no interest in entering the system of alliances between the European powers. Instead it proved easier to settle outstanding difficulties in the western hemisphere, basically by accepting that the Royal Navy could no longer compete with the US fleet (especially once the Panama Canal was constructed). Likewise, in 1902, Lansdowne limited Britain’s naval commitments in the Far East by concluding a treaty with Japan, the first Asian country to flex its muscles as an industrial and military power. No serious British interest was compromised by thus ruling out war with either the USA or Japan – though if war should break out between Japan and Russia (as soon happened in 1904), it would now pit the ally of Great Britain against the ally of France, threatening to import hostilities back to Europe. This was just what Britain – and France too – wished to avoid; so the effect was to spur the two countries into concluding their Entente. It was a determined effort to restore harmonious relations, chiefly by clearing up outstanding colonial rivalries; it was hardly an alliance, still less an alliance against Germany. A similar settlement with Russia proved possible (under the Liberal Foreign Secretary, Grey) in 1907, once a Japanese victory had ended the war in the Far East. All told, in a process of give and take, these two Whigs – one now a Unionist, one still a Liberal – seemed to have achieved through negotiation the sort of peace in Europe which well suited a satisfied power like Great Britain – much the same objective which Lansdowne was to seek, under far less promising conditions, in 1916 – 17.

The Edwardian era was short but had a distinctive tone which the King set (or lowered, as some whispered). The Victorian age was soon identified in retrospect as heavy with respectability and decorum: unamusing and notoriously unamused. The old Queen’s death seemed to release a psychic burden. Edward was no rebel but nor was he wholly respectable. He had mistresses; he eased the opprobrious rigour of the court and made it less exclusive. He greedily hobnobbed with plutocrats of dubious social origin, accepting their hospitality with lax acquiescence. Under his patronage, the Upper Ten Thousand set new standards of conspicuous consumption by the wealthy. On the grouse moors, aided by armies of beaters, shooting parties measured the day’s bag in thousands: carnage on a scale that anticipated the trenches. Vast meals were served, course by course, for guests to pick over, washed down by the finest wines. Champagne became a fetish; in some circles it was consumed at every meal (a lifelong habit in Winston Churchill’s case).

There had never been so many millionaires. They generally made their money in finance rather than industry; even if they had lived in the North they tended to die in the South, buying their way (or their children’s way) into landed society. This was an old pattern of elite mobility in Britain, with the aristocracy renewing and refreshing itself with new money in each generation. The old money, however, had never felt so much threatened as in the Edwardian period. Socially it felt affronted by plutocratic vulgarity. Economically, thirty years of agricultural decline had taken their toll; it brought lower land values, reduced rents and declining incomes for landlords who had always thought of themselves as rich (and lived accordingly). Politically, the landed interest suddenly found that the Hotel Cecil had gone out of business and that ‘the best club in London’ (the House of Commons) had been occupied by a horde of Radicals.

The House of Lords was indeed ‘another place’, as parliamentary language put it. There the political balance had not shifted since, in 1893, the Lords had rejected the second Home Rule bill by a 10-to-1 majority. The fact that, despite Gladstone’s fulminations, the Lords had got away with it shows two things. First, of course, the reality of their constitutional role as a hereditary second chamber, despite all the talk in the late nineteenth century about the triumph of representative government. Twenty years during which Unionists had outnumbered Liberals in both Houses of Parliament had masked but not removed the potential for conflict beteeen them. The other point about the Home Rule fiasco was its Irishness. There was no majority for Home Rule in Great Britain; the bill had been put through the Commons by Irish Nationalist votes. While this was perfectly proper in procedural terms, it also meant that an appeal to the electorate against the Lords’ action would be doomed by the unpopularity of the substantive proposal. In short, the issue was not constitutional but political.

No one recognized this point more clearly than Balfour. Returned to Westminster in a hastily contrived by-election in 1906, he found himself confronted by the biggest Commons majority since the Great Reform Act. When he attempted one of his characteristically feline debating ploys, Campbell-Bannerman simply brushed it aside, to thunderous cheers, with the comment, ‘Enough of this foolery.’ Disraeli’s dictum, that a majority is the best repartee, was thus brutally confirmed. But Balfour realized that he too commanded a repartee that made him the most powerful Leader of the Opposition of modern times. The Unionist peers were led by the Marquis of Lansdowne. He and Balfour adopted a very simple principle: that the inbuilt Conservative majority in the Lords should be used in the interests of the Conservative Party. Thus bills that were popular, however misguided their provisions were thought by the Tory peers, would be let through. Bills which simply appealed to partisan Liberals, by contrast, though they might be part of the platform on which the party had won the 1906 election, were fair game for obstructive action.

The Lords did not impede the Trade Disputes Act of 1906. Here was the response to the Taff Vale difficulty, fulfilling the Government’s debt of honour to the Labour Party. After some fumbling by the Government’s law officers, trying to define a sound but not invidious legal status for trade unions, it became apparent that so many Liberal MPs felt themselves already committed that a simple capitulation to the TUC’s own solution was the easiest recourse. The bill reverted to the anomalous provision, originally enacted in the 1870s, which protected trade unions by giving them a unique legal immunity from being sued over trade disputes. This legal settlement was a mark of an arms-length approach to British labour legislation that was to survive for most of the century. Politically it showed the power of organized labour.

The Government’s other debts to its supporters were less easily redeemed. The temperance interest had, as usual, been vocal in the Liberal campaign, just as the brewers and publicans had on the Tory side. The Unionist Government’s Licensing Act (1904) was felt to be too lenient to the vested interest of ‘the trade’ and had little effect in extinguishing liquor licences, which were staggeringly profuse in many urban areas. The Liberals duly passed their own bill in 1908; the Lords rejected it. Liberal propaganda pointed to the significant number of Tory peers with interests in brewing. It is true that the ‘beerage’ comprised the largest section of British industrialists to become ennobled, partly because brewing was the longest-established large-scale British industry. It is also true that ‘the trade’ was a significant financial contributor to Conservative funds. But licences were in fact being reduced, prohibition no longer had serious support (outside north Wales), and the Liberals were certainly not going to fight an election on the drink issue, which was rapidly becoming passé.

A similar fate awaited the Government’s attempts to modify Balfour’s Education Act. Its tenderness towards the Church of England had rankled with many Liberals, but the idea of returning to the school boards was a non-starter, and the Government simply wanted a decent compromise which would leave honour satisfied all round. This Balfour was determined to deny them. The first effort in 1906 (the Birrell bill) was conceived to propitiate the Nonconformists, while offering a loophole for Catholic schools. The House of Lords employed stealthy tactics, to maim rather than kill it. The hobbled bill, trapped in the Lords’ procedural snare, was put out of its misery by the Government. The second try in 1908 (the McKenna bill) laboriously modified the Liberal proposals so as to protect Nonconformists, on one flank, and secure the assent of the non-partisan element on the bench of bishops of the Church of England, most of whom sat in the House of Lords. The Conservative Party did not want to upset the bishops, just upset the bill; this they eventually succeeded in doing, since at the grassroots it really pleased neither Church nor chapel.

Within a couple of years of its greatest triumph, the Liberal Party had dissipated much of the heady enthusiasm which had carried it to victory. The fact was that the Government was in no position to fight back against the tactics employed against it, because it lacked a strategy that promised popular appeal. It was living in the past, fiddling around with measures on schools and pubs that no longer seemed relevant to most of those who had voted Liberal in 1906. The negative nature of that victory was belatedly revealed by the fact that its major election cry (Free Trade) implied no agenda for action.

One thing was plain. It was no use looking to Campbell-Bannerman for a lead. He was much loved in the Liberal Party, for reasons that are now elusive; and not much hated by the Tories, for reasons that remain much more understandable – he gave them no reason either to hate or fear him. The fatal illness of his wife, who had crucially stiffened his resolve to occupy 10 Downing Street, blighted his time there; he suffered more than one heart attack; and by April 1908, when he submitted his resignation, he was a dying man. The constitutional niceties were observed – just. The King was abroad, taking the cure, and could not be bothered to come home, so it was Asquith who had to travel to kiss the hand of his monarch, in a French hotel. Where more appropriate for Edward the Peacemaker to appoint his last prime minister than Biarritz?
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