Liberal Democrat History Group
Newsletter Number One
The Liberal Democrat History Group aims to
promote the discussion of historical topics,
particularly those relating to the histories of the
Liberal Party and the SDP.
We aim to fulfil this objective by organising
discussion meetings, by spreading knowledge of
historical reference sources, and by assisting in
the publication of studies of the Liberal
Democrats and its predecessor parties.

Introduction
Welcome to the first edition of the Liberal
Democrat History Group newsletter!
The purpose of this publication is to keep all
members of the History Group in touch with what
it is doing and planning, to bring you reviews of
books and other publications of interest, and in
general to stimulate historical thought and
discussion. Letters in response to anything in this
issue are very welcome indeed, as are book
reviews and articles.

Organisation
The History Group is run by an informal
committee, which will meet roughly once every
three months. Any member of the Group is very
welcome to attend a committee meeting and
contribute thoughts and suggestions. The next
one takes place at 6.30pm on Wednesday 15
December, in the Meetings Room in Party HQ (4
Cowley Street, London SW1 - nearest tubes
Westminster and St James Park).
Individual members of the committee volunteer
themselves for particular tasks and roles. The
more people who are willing to volunteer, the
more the Group can achieve! So far, Duncan
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Brack is in overall charge of coordinating the
Group, and also of editing and producing the
Newsletter; Patrick Mitchell looks after
membership and finance; Richard Grayson is
responsible for researching the Mediawatch list of
recent articles on the Party; Tony Little and
Duncan Brack jointly are responsible for
Conference fringe meetings; and Malcolm Baines
will be organising Witness Seminars.

Conference Fringe Meetings
This year’s Conference fringe meeting saw Earl
Russell (Professor of History, King’s College and
the Lib Dem Social Security spokesman in the
Lords) and Andrew Adonis (Financial Times
journalist and chair of the Party’s policy working
group on constitutional reform) speaking on the
subject ‘why are the English frightened of
constitutional change?’ The speeches were first
class, the questions mostly interesting and the
room packed - another good event for the History
Group! After excellent meeting in each of the last
three years, all with capacity audiences, we do
seem to have established ourselves as an organiser
of interesting and worthwhile fringes. In future,
fringe meetings will be reported on and
summarised in this Newsletter.
It is never too soon to start thinking ahead for next
year’s Conferences - both spring and autumn. The
ideal fringe combines both an essentially
historical discussion with a degree of topicality
(constitutional reform this year to link in with the
Party’s own debate on it; links with Labour last
year; etc) - and a subject and speakers which are
likely to attract a good audience. We list below a
number of potential topics. Now please let us
know what you think of them, whether you can
think of any speakers to go with them, and
whether you can think of any other topics.
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•

Historical relationship between Liberals and
Labour

•

Historical relationship between Liberals and
Conservatives

•

Why has the Conservative Party historically
been so successful?

•

Party splits - why do the Conservatives
generally avoid them, while parties of the left
suffer from them repeatedly? (Possible
speakers include Hugo Young, Edward
Pearce, Will Hutton, Vernon Bogdanor, Ben
Pimlott)

•

The historical development of liberal thought

•

League of Nations/United Nations

•

How do opposition parties win elections?
common factors in 1906, 1945, 1964/66, 1979
- when the major changes in government
occurred this century

•

‘Old Heroes for a New Party’ - a balloon
debate between (current) Party notables
justifying historical figures whose ideas
contributed most to our current philosophy.
(This was Gordon Lishman’s idea; when I
asked him for his favoured thinkers, he
mentioned Montaigne, Burke, Fox and
Keynes!)

Some of these may be possible ideas for joint
meetings between ourselves and other groups
within the Party - eg LINk (our long-term partner)
or the Philosophy Group. Any responses? Any
ideas? Let Duncan Brack know at the address
below.

Witness Seminars
The concept of a ‘witness seminar’ is to discuss
historical events with actual participants in them.
In a similar vein to the list of potential fringe
meetings above, we list a number of potential
ideas below (possible speakers in brackets):
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•

Foundation of the SDP (Gang of Four)

•

Lib-Lab Pact (Steel, etc)

•

Liberal Assemblies

•

The Bleak Years - the ‘50s (Seear)

•

The Thorpe Affair

•

Byelection victories (Bonham-Carter,
Avebury)

The seminar could possibly be run as an
interview, with proceedings taped for the record.
We hope to organise one of these in the
forthcoming year, using the same format as the
successful LINk Seminar series - an evening
meeting in a room in Kettner’s Restaurant (Soho),
which is free to us provided some of the audience
eat a meal afterwards! If the event proves a
success, we will organise more.
Once again, if you have any ideas for witness
seminars, let Duncan Brack know - your
thoughts will be passed on to Malcolm Baines,
who is in charge.

Publications
Mediawatch
Richard Grayson is responsible for maintaining
and updating a bibliography of articles on the
Liberal Democrats appearing in the broadsheet
papers and some magazines and journals (all those
listed in the British Humanities Index, published
by Bowker-Saur). Starting in 1988, this list now
extends to six pages, and should be of use to any
serious student of the Party. Any History Group
member is entitled to receive a copy free of
charge; send a large (at least A5) SSAE to
Duncan Brack. The current issue extends to 30
June 1993.

Introductory Reading List
Members of the History Group are invited to help
the Party’s Policy Unit in compiling a short (max
20 books) reading list for inquirers wishing to

November 1993

