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Before becoming one of Britain’s
great satir ists, John Wells was a
schoolteacher and this perfectly se-
rious book draws more on his skills
as a pedant than a comic. It breaks
up the chronology with a series of
anecdotes, drawn mostly from the
present day, designed to shown that
the Lords functions despite a series
of eccentricities unlikely to be found
anywhere else and unlikely to be
tolerated in any rational system. But
it would be wrong to underestimate
how much strength the Lords draws
from its irrationality.

The shining ladder
Wells argues that throughout its his-
tory there have been two visions of
the British political environment –
the shining ladder and the bright ho-
rizon. The early views of the Lords

were dominated by the Shining Lad-
der. Each and every one of us has
his rung, with the knights above the
peasants but looking up to the peers
who in their turn are responsible to
the king. At the beginning, the king
in turn was subordinate to the pope
who was at the top of the ladder
leading to god in heaven. The very
terminology of an upper house rec-
ognises this sense of hierarchy. The
Eurosceptics of the sixteenth century
displaced the pope to leave the king
at the top as god’s representative on
earth. But even the monarch most
inclined to assert the divine right of
kings, Charles I, recognised that the
peers played an important part in the
realm, not just as major landowners
with a vested interest in the preser-
vation of order and property rights,
but also as ‘an excellent screen be-
tween the Prince and people, to as-

sist each against any encroachment
of the other, and by just judgements
to preserve the law.’

Over the bright
horizon
The seventeenth century saw the
defeat of the divine right, but the
functions of the Lords remain as
Charles defined them. In the eight-
eenth century and for the early part
of the nineteenth, the aristocracy cir-
cumvented the supremacy of the
Commons by exploiting the
unreformed electoral system, pack-
ing the lower house with relatives,
friends and dependants. However a
vision, described by Wells as the
Bright Horizon, gradually took over
– a democratic paradise, waiting just
over the skyline. The Horizonists
have won the battle to establish a
fully democratic Commons, though
Liberal Democrats will not see the
voting system as adequate. In the
struggle with the Lords over Lloyd
George’s budget, a major blow was
struck against the Lords. The 
Parliament Act removed the power
of veto exercised by the upper house,
leaving only a power of delay which
has been progressively whittled away.
It was intended that further reforms
of the Lords would follow. Yet nearly
a century later, we are still debating
what such reforms will look like.

There are good reasons for this
and bad. The most significant is that
with no power of veto and a reluc-
tance to use its ability to delay legis-
lation, the Lords is a dragon with its
fire damped down, a harmless if awk-
ward pet. The problem for the
Horizonists is that beyond abolishing
hereditary peerages, they have not
generated any consensus on what a
reformed Lords would look like or
what its functions would be – as Wells
makes clear in his analysis of both
Conservative and left wing propos-
als. The outcome of the last serious
attempt was to unite Enoch Powell
and Michael Foot in a common cause
to frustrate Lords reform, the one
because he was satisfied with the sta-
tus quo and the other because the
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The history of the Lords can be traced back beyond that of
the Commons into Saxon times but, even in the medieval
period, it was thought worthwhile to gain the participation
of the Commons in the setting of taxes. As is well known,
effective management of taxation and government
expenditure eluded the Stuarts and the assertion of rights
by Parliament or, more especially, the Commons, resulted
in the abolition of the monarchy for a short period. It is less
well known that the Cromwellian revolutionaries also
eliminated the Lords. Both were restored in  and the
upper house has clung tenaciously to life since. How will
Tony Blair and Lord Irvine carry out their aim of a
fundamental reform of the composition of the peerage? What
work do they see the Lords performing?



journal of liberal democrat history 21: winter 1998–99 23

reforms were not advanced enough.
One of the joys of the British

constitution is its adaptability and
flexibility, but the pace of reform is
often imperceptible. Palmerston
would have been happy with life
peerages – how long did that take?
Lloyd George would not find any-
thing surprising in today’s debate. So
far the Labour Government has not
proposed an alternative franchise for
a democratic second chamber and
has not given any very clear indica-
tion of the functions the Lords
should fulfil. They only seem to
know what they do not like. Would
we be right to trust Tony Blair or
any other premier with exclusive

rights of nomination in a House of
Lords without the ballast of the
hereditaries – the world’s most pres-
tigious quango? Liberal Democrats
see the various parts of constitutional
reform in a context of renewing
British society; Labour are not
equipped with this vision. Unless
they are prepared to learn from us
or from history they are likely to find
that their reform of the Lords im-
pales itself on the same barbed wire
as previous frustrated efforts.

Anyone reading Wells’ book will
be better placed to enter the debate,
to understand its complexities and to
see how little progress we have made
since the time of Lloyd George.

incumbent MP, Sir Leicester
Harmsworth, a disaffected Lloyd
George follower re-emerging after
a long absence, as the epitome of
‘landlordism, feudalism and reaction.’
Sinclair was indeed the last great Lib-
eral landlord, compassionate, pater-
nal and radical rather than feudal and
reactionary. Successful at his first at-
tempt, Sinclair was returned at five
general elections, unopposed or in
straight fights with a Conservative.
Despite the hostility of the local
press, farmers and landlords, he built
up a personal following through
service to his constituency which
enabled him to survive while the
Liberal Party disintegrated.

Sinclair never spelt out his po-
litical philosophy in any extended
writing of his own, though he con-
tributed freely to policy studies such
as Land and the Nation. His beliefs,
founded upon classical Liberal prin-
ciples of individual freedom and free
trade, steadily became unfashionable
as the decades passed, while his po-
sition as a radical laird in an essen-
tially conservative constituency grew
increasingly anomalous. The temp-
tation to leave the Liberals must have
been great in the early s. He
showed his abilities on his appoint-
ment as Chief Whip in –,
striving valiantly to hold the party
together during a particularly trying
period. His twelve months at the
Scottish Office, in –, as a min-
ister in MacDonald’s National Gov-
ernment, underlined his talent for
administration and commitment to
Scotland. After the  general elec-
tion, with the Liberals reduced to
just twenty-one MPs, Sinclair was
elected Leader to replace Sir Herbert
Samuel who had lost his seat, Lloyd
George apparently having shown no
interest in the succession.

De Groot’s best chapters cover
the ensuing period of Sinclair’s ca-
reer, commencing with his coura-
geous efforts in the final four years
of peace to uphold the authority of
the League of Nations. By attacking
appeasement, he sought to stiffen the
resolve of Baldwin and Chamberlain
against Hitler and Mussolini. More
consistent than his mentor, Church-

Of Scottish-American parentage,
orphaned at five, young Archie be-
came the ward of his eccentric
grandfather, a gloomy uncle who
was a canon of St Pauls, and a
worldly aunt who introduced him
into society. Inheriting vast estates in
Caithness and his mother’s fortune,
Sinclair went to Sandhurst after
Eton, entering Liberal circles during
the Asquith premiership and meet-
ing Winston Churchill, who shared
his passion for flying. Their friend-
ship deepened during World War
One. Though a cavalry officer, he
served in the trenches for twenty
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months, part of the time as Church-
ill’s adjutant, developing a loathing
of the futility of war, an esteem for
the common soldier and contempt
for the military establishment. In
 he married Marigold Forbes, a
volunteer in a field canteen, after a
whirlwind courtship.

After the Armistice, he held posts
on the staff of his influential friend
who encouraged him to look for a
seat in Parliament. Standing for
Caithness & Sutherland as a National
(Lloyd George) Liberal in the con-
fused politics of the  general
election, Sinclair was attacked by the

An American lecturing at the University of St Andrews, De
Groot began work knowing ‘absolutely nothing about
Archibald Sinclair and shockingly little about British politics’.
Readers will still find gaps in his knowledge, though he
provides much biographical information which fleshes out a
man who has been a ‘non-person’ to historians and a shadowy
figure to Liberals, despite a ten-year term as Party Leader.




