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Liberal Civil War
Denbigh, Oldham and the 1935 Election
Following the 1931 
general election, the 
Liberal Party soon 
disintegrated into 
three rival factions: 
the mainstream party 
under Herbert Samuel; 
the Liberal Nationals 
led by John Simon; 
and a small family 
group surrounding 
David Lloyd George. 
Though the last named 
ultimately rejoined the 
party, the majority of 
Liberal Nationals never 
did. David Dutton 
tells the story of two 
constituencies where 
Liberals and Liberal 
Nationals fought each 
other at the polls in 
1935.

One of the most 
striking features 
of the Libera l–
Liberal National 
sp l i t  wa s the 

reluctance of the mainstream 
party to challenge the Simonite 
heretics in those constituen-
cies where the sitting MP, the 
local party organisation, or 
both, had defected to the rebel 
cause. There were superf icial 
justifications for this approach. 
It allowed Liberals to maintain 
the pretence that the breach of 
1931, like many before it, was 
no more than a passing quarrel 
and that the Liberal Nation-
als would one day repent and 
return to the fold. ‘With one 
or two exceptions’, declared 
the Liberal Magazine as late as 
1934, ‘the Liberal Nationals are 
bound in the course of time to 
reunite with the normal Liberal 
Party’.1 In addition, it was clear 
that clashes between the two 
groups would inevitably split 
the Liberal vote to the probable 
electoral advantage of Labour 
or Conservative opponents. 
Furthermore, if Liberals chal-
lenged Liberal Nationals and 
then failed to defeat them, the 
impact would be worse than if 

the Liberal Nationals had been 
left undisturbed in their seats. 

The experience of a by-elec-
tion in East Fife in February 1933 
provided a salutary warning. 
After a period of uncertainty, 
the Liberal National candidate, 
James Henderson Stewart, was 
opposed by an independent free-
trade Liberal, David Keir. The 
latter was not authorised by Lib-
eral headquarters, but enjoyed 
the backing of several prominent 
Liberals. But Keir came a disap-
pointing fourth out of five can-
didates and the clash between 
Liberal and Liberal National 
inevitably put back hopes of 
eventual reunion. As late as 1937 
Archibald Sinclair, by then leader 
of the Liberal Party, warned 
of the consequences of clashes 
in the constituencies in terms 
of initiating full-scale warfare 
between the two factions:

We at Headquarters cannot – 

at any rate yet – countenance 

attacks upon seats held by 

Liberal National members of 

Parliament. They have not yet 

done it to us openly, and we 

should have to consider very 

carefully before we took the 

initiative against them.2
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But the policy of peaceful co-
existence with the Libera l 
Nationals also had its downside, 
as Sinclair himself had been 
quick to recognise. Writing as 
early as November 1932, he had 
drawn attention to the Liber-
als’ need to stress their claim 
to be the Liberal Party rather 
than merely one representa-
tion of the Liberal creed. ‘If you 
will forgive me for saying so 
… we don’t want to be called 
Samuelite Liberals as opposed 
to Simonite Liberals, we want 
to emphasise the fact that we 
are the Liberal Party.’3 By leav-
ing Liberal Nationals in place 
and unchallenged in constitu-
encies where there was a sig-
nificant Liberal tradition, the 
mainstream party could only 
encourage the perception that 
the breakaway group was the 
authentic voice of the Liberal 
creed. This was an image which 
the Liberal Nationals them-
selves were understandably keen 
to foster. ‘It must be noted’, 
suggested their house journal, 
‘that the Liberal Nationals had 
not split off from the rest of the 
Liberal Party. The Party as a 
whole formed part of the First 
National Government [August 

– November 1931] and the 
small section which now forms 
the Opposition Liberal Group 
subsequently split off from the 
Party.’4

On balance, however, it was 
the arguments against confron-
tation which prevailed. As a 
result, formal clashes between 
Liberals and Liberal Nationals 
remained very rare. This makes 
the two inter-Liberal contests 
which did take place at the 1935 
general election of particu-
lar interest and significance. In 
the North Wales constituency 
of Denbighshire West (usually 
referred to simply as Denbigh) 
Dr Henry Morris-Jones, f irst 
elected as a Liberal MP in 1929, 
was a natural recruit to the ranks 
of the Liberal Nationals. He 
was appalled by the perform-
ance of the Labour government 
of 1929–31 and especially by its 
management of the economy. ‘I 
have seen what a Labour major-
ity would be like’, he recorded: 
‘They are crude and insufferable 
and bring into the atmosphere of 
debate in this old House some of 
the manners of our town coun-
cils in big industrial areas.’5

But he was equally disap-
pointed by the conduct of his 

own party, including Lloyd 
George’s attempts to negotiate a 
pact to keep the government in 
office. ‘Find Liberal party going 
down the abyss’, he noted in 
May 1930.6 It was clear to him 
that the party was disintegrat-
ing and equally clear on which 
side of the divide Morris-Jones 
would place himself:

Our party has inherent diffi-

culties. A portion of it is pro-

Labour and a portion (much 

smaller) anti-Labour. Party 

organisation is going to pieces: 

federations are closing for lack 

of funds, and no-one knows 

how much there is in the LlG 

fund and what use is being 

made of it or to what purpose it 

is being kept.7

Though not attracted by John 
Simon in terms of character, 
Morris-Jones did concede that 
the leader of what became the 
Liberal National faction had 
‘seen the rocks ahead some 
time ago’.8 Not surprisingly, he 
was among those who joined 
Simon in a memorial to the 
Prime Minister, Ramsay Mac-
Donald, after the formation of 
the National Government in 
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August 1931, pledging support 
for any steps judged necessary to 
deal with the economic crisis – a 
clear indication of his willing-
ness to contemplate tariffs. By 
the time of the general election 
in November, Morris-Jones had 
become a fully-fledged member 
of the Liberal National group.

But the member for Den-
bigh was only partially success-
ful in carrying the local Liberal 
party with him. A number of 
local activists, particularly in 
the Colwyn Bay area, refused 
to be reconciled to the MP’s 
change of a l leg iance. The 
annual meeting of the Denbigh 
Liberal Association in October 
1931 saw Morris-Jones ‘severely 
questioned … and also criti-
cised’ before he secured a vote 
of confidence by forty-six votes 
to twenty-two and was adopted 
as the Liberal candidate for the 
for thcoming elect ion.9 The 
departure of the Samuelite 
ministers from the National 
Government in September 1932 
served to highlight the Den-
bigh MP’s anomalous position 
and, when he accepted office 
as a junior whip, the Denbigh 
Liberal Association passed a 
resolution expressing disap-
proval. The following April a 
further resolution was passed 
urging the divisional executive 
committee to secure a Liberal 

free trade candidate for the next 
general election.

Thomas Waterhouse, sen-
ior vice-president of the North 
Wales Libera l Federat ion, 
emerged as Morris-Jones’s sever-
est critic. The important thing, 
he stressed, was for the Liberal 
Party to put its house in order at 
the earliest possible moment. But 
‘how can this be done when we 
have men like Dr Morris-Jones, 
who is holding office in a Tory 
administration, acting as a good 
Tory should, and coming down 
to his constituents at Denbigh 
and telling them that he was 
“as good a Liberal as ever”?’10 
A well-attended meeting of the 
Colwyn Bay Liberal Association 
in early November 1933 passed 
a unanimous vote of no confi-
dence in the sitting member and, 
in pointed terms, called upon 
the county association to select 
a Liberal candidate at the earliest 
opportunity.11 This, of course, 
is precisely what Morris-Jones 
claimed to be. 

An ‘eagerly ant icipated ’ 
meeting of the divisional asso-
ciation was held later in the 
month. Morris-Jones declined 
to attend, but a letter from him 
was read out to the meeting. The 
MP reminded the delegates that 
more than half the members of 
the parliamentary Liberal Party, 
elected in 1931, were still sup-
porting the National Govern-
ment and had behind them the 
support of their local associa-
tions. ‘I trust the Denbigh Divi-
sion Liberals will take the same 
view.’ By a vote of sixty-seven 
to fifty-nine Morris-Jones was 
re-elected president of the asso-
ciation, but he then faced a vote 
of no confidence moved by Dr 
Vaughan Jones of Colwyn Bay. 
According to Vaughan Jones, 
the MP had become a whole-
hearted supporter of what was 
effectively a Conservative gov-
ernment and of all the measures 
it had brought forward. He had 
even spoken on Conservative 
platforms and had supported 
a Conservative candidate in a 
recent by-election. Liberals, 

Vaughan Jones suggested, had 
now come to the parting of 
the ways – ‘we cannot ride two 
horses; we must get in or get 
out’. By a vote of seventy-one to 
fifty-eight and to the cheers of 
the Liberal National section of 
the meeting, Morris-Jones sur-
vived the hostile motion.12

But the narrowness of the 
MP’s victory ensured that his 
troubles would continue. The 
very fact that Morris-Jones 
enjoyed the continuing, and 
increasingly unqualified, back-
ing of the local Conservative 
Association only confirmed the 
misgivings of his Liberal critics. 
According to the annual report 
of the Central Council of the 
West Denbighshire Conserva-
tives, ‘another year’s experi-
ence has further emphasised his 
loyalty and devoted efforts in 
support of the National Gov-
ernment and we would assure 
Dr Morris-Jones of our utmost 
satisfaction and co-operation’.13 
At the Liberals’ annual meeting 
in December 1934 the tone was 
very different. Morris-Jones did 
his best to rebut the charge that 
he was supporting what was, in 
practice, a Conservative admin-
istration. With some justice he 
pointed out that many right-
wing Tories were critical of the 
government for not enacting 
Conservative measures. ‘The 
fact was’, he suggested, ‘that the 
Conservative Party was going 
through the process of transi-
tion which was inevitable to 
every party facing the complex 
problems of the modern world.’ 
But criticism came from Tho-
mas Roberts, chairman of the 
Colwyn Bay Association, who 
described the MP’s defence of 
the government as tantamount 
to ‘whitewashing Judas Iscar-
iot’. It was such a government 
as this, he added, that had lost 
the American colonies. ‘If we 
judge Dr Morris-Jones by the 
company he keeps, he is not a 
good Liberal. I have no per-
sonal objection to the Doctor’, 
stressed Roberts, ‘and I would 
like to see him break clean away 

Henry Morris-
Jones, Liberal 
National MP for 
Denbigh
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from them. I am sure there is 
the making of a good Liberal in 
him yet.’14

The approach of another gen-
eral election brought Denbigh’s 
internecine Liberal dispute to a 
head. Nationally, the position 
remained that Liberals would 
not challenge sitting Liberal 
National MPs in their constitu-
encies. Indeed, in most instances 
the local Liberal organisation 
was in no position to do so. But 
much depended on the initiative 
of the local Liberal party. Mor-
ris-Jones had behind him the full 
and unanimous backing of the 
West Denbighshire Conserva-
tive Association, but his position 
in relation to the corresponding 
Liberal Association remained as 
problematic as it had been since 
1931.15 The reporter of the Den-
bigh Free Press chose his words 
with care:

As a rule the [annual] meet-

ing [of the West Denbighshire 

Liberal Association] is a formal 

affair, confined mainly to the 

appointment of off icers for 

the ensuing year, but we are 

given to understand it is not 

at all unlikely that advantage 

will be taken of the opportu-

nity of selecting and adopting 

a candidate to represent the 

Association. Dr J. H. Morris-

Jones, the Liberal National 

member, entered Parliament 

as the nominee of the Asso-

ciation and, having given a 

good account of himself dur-

ing his stewardship, would no 

doubt have the solid backing 

of the great majority of his 

constituents.16

The crucial meeting was duly 
held on 24 October 1935. As 
Morris-Jones later recalled:

I faced a crowd of excited dele-

gates. In the entrance hall I met 

a friend who it had been whis-

pered to me, on my way in, 

was likely to be adopted in my 

place. He assured me that he 

was not in the field … After a 

boisterous two hours’ meeting 

my friend was adopted as the 

Liberal candidate by sixty-six 

against forty-two.17

The second name before the 
meeting was that of J. C. Dav-
ies, Director of Education for 
Denbighshire and a former 
MP for the division (1922–23), 
who insisted that he had only 
put himself forward because 
of pressure from local Liberals. 
‘I was found by those whom I 
sought not. I never asked a soul 
to support me. As a matter of 
fact it was the constituency that 
courted me, and not I the con-
stituency.’ Proposing Davies’s 
nomination, W. G. Dodd from 
Llangollen said that Morris-
Jones’s conduct had caused divi-
sion in the constituency and 
‘today is the day of reckoning’. 
Seconding the nomination, A. 
J. Costain from Colwyn Bay 
emphasised his belief that ‘there 
should be a Liberal Member 
for the Division at the present 
time’. But there was no question 
of Morris-Jones standing aside 
gracefully. As his own proposer 
pointed out, there was ‘a pos-
sibility that if Dr Morris-Jones 
was not adopted, he would 
come out as a National Liberal 
candidate’, to which the MP 
responded, ‘that is what I will 
do’. In practice, of course, this 
is what Morris-Jones already 
was. Only the majority backing 
of the local Liberal Association 
up to this point had enabled 
him to claim that he was a Lib-
eral tout court. When the vote 
was declared, Morr is-Jones 
remained defiant. ‘This is the 
result here. I shall fight the seat 
… I shall carry my appeal to the 
electors of the West Denbigh 
Division’, he declared to con-
flicting cries of ‘Hear, hear!’ and 
‘as a Tory’.18 The vote, insisted 
Morris-Jones, had been deter-
mined by a caucus from Col-
wyn Bay, and there is certainly 
evidence that many of the MP’s 
supporters had stayed away in 
unfounded confidence that he 
would again be adopted as the 
Liberal candidate.19

At all events, Morris-Jones’s 
supporters now decided to adopt 
him as the Liberal National can-
didate for the forthcoming elec-
tion and it was significant that 
the sitting member retained 
the backing of the key officers 
of the West Denbighshire Lib-
eral Association. Meanwhile 
his opponents rejoiced that they 
had finally secured the opportu-
nity to return an authentic Lib-
eral for a seat that had been ‘one 
of the greatest strongholds of 
Liberalism’.20 The MP ‘could not 
have been ignorant of the strong 
feeling that has existed for some 
time among a great number of 
his Liberal supporters against his 
support of the so-called National 
Government. It is useless for him 
saying that no other government 
was possible.’21

In what became a lively cam-
paign, both Morris-Jones and 
Davies sought to lay claim to the 
mantle of true Liberalism. Tak-
ing his case to his critics’ strong-
hold, Morris-Jones addressed 
a crowded meeting in Colwyn 
Bay. Here, supported by Oswald 
Jones, chairman of the Divi-
sional Liberal Association, he 
explained his position on what 
remained the central point of 
division between the two Liberal 
factions. He was, he stressed, as 
much a free trader as anyone at 
the meeting and he wanted to 
see all tariff barriers removed. 
But the realities of the world sit-
uation could not be ignored. ‘It 
is quite clear that a small coun-
try like ourselves could not be 
allowed to become the dump-
ing ground of the world. It was a 
situation which could not be tol-
erated. The tariffs that the Gov-
ernment imposed have given 
new life to many industries.’22 
Nor was this mere sophistry 
on Morris-Jones’s part. None 
other than David Lloyd George 
had decided that new circum-
stances demanded new remedies. 
Speaking at Bangor on his sev-
enty-second birthday, the still-
vigorous former Prime Minister 
made an important contribution 
to the ongoing debate between 
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free trade and protection. His 
‘New Deal’ proposals included a 
call for ‘the implementation of a 
policy of Protection, the use of 
tariffs “ruthlessly and to the full” 
to effect the reduction, and ulti-
mately the elimination, of tar-
iffs in the USA.’23 If this was the 
opinion of Welsh Liberalism’s 
most famous son, it would take a 
brave man indeed to declare that 
the same sentiment expressed by 
Morris-Jones did not constitute 
true Liberalism. Furthermore, 
there were still in 1935 many 
whole-hearted Liberal vot-
ers who believed that Britain’s 
situation, domestic and foreign, 
required united action by all the 
parties. As one newspaper corre-
spondent put it:

There is a substantial moderate 

Liberal view which considers 

that much of the Government’s 

legislation has been progres-

sive and fair to the country as 

a whole and that it has sought 

peace and given firm support to 

the League [of Nations]. This 

Liberal opinion considers that 

a solid body of Liberals within 

the administration can exert 

more influence for causes that 

are dear to Liberalism than a 

small handful of Liberals in 

opposition who do not appear 

to know their own mind.24

The former MP, Lord Clwyd, 
who as Sir Herbert Roberts had 
represented the constituency for 
upwards of a quarter of a cen-
tury in the Liberal interest, was 
of the same mind. While regret-
ting the Liberal split within the 
division, Clwyd assured Mor-
ris-Jones that, under existing 
international conditions, he was 
in favour of a National Gov-
ernment and his desire was to 
strengthen the influence of Lib-
eralism in the interests of peace. 
‘I am, therefore, a supporter of 
your candidature.’25

For all that, it was a central 
point of Davies’s campaign to 
assert that he was the only Lib-
eral candidate – without prefix 
or suffix – in the field. The issue, 

he suggested, was clear. It was a 
case of Liberalism versus Tory-
ism masquerading as Liberalism. 
But Davies did something to 
undermine his own case by fol-
lowing the line of Lloyd George 
– whose endorsement he enjoyed 
– on the question of tariffs. ‘I 
am and always have been a free 
trader, but I quite recognise that 
under present circumstances free 
trade is not practical politics.’26 
The last days of the contest were 
‘very bitter’ and local observers 
sensed a remarkable late swing to 
Davies.27 But when the result was 
announced Morris-Jones had 
held on. Polling 17,372 votes, he 
had a majority in excess of 5,000 
over Davies.28 The latter had not 
been helped by the intervention 
of a Labour candidate who prob-
ably deprived him of a consider-
able number of anti-government 
votes. Across the country as a 
whole the National Government 
enjoyed another overwhelming 
victory. The Times drew atten-
tion to Morris-Jones’s triumph 
and hailed him as ‘the only Gov-
ernment Liberal who fought a 
Liberal’.29 

~

This, however, was not strictly 
true. The very different two-
member constituency of Old-
ham, to the east of Manchester, 
had returned two Conservative 
MPs in 1931, with the Liberals 
standing down at the last minute 
as a gesture of solidarity with the 
recently-formed National Gov-
ernment, which at that point 
enjoyed the support of both the 
Simonite and Samuelite factions. 
But this predominantly work-
ing-class constituency, in which 
textile manufacture and in par-
ticular cotton-spinning was the 
leading industry, had been sol-
idly Liberal in the early years of 
the century before that working-
class allegiance began to transfer 
to Labour.30 Indeed, one Liberal 
MP had still been elected for 
Oldham in each of the general 
elections of 1918, 1922, 1923 and 
1924. Moreover, the experience 
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of 1929, when both seats had 
been taken by Labour, indicated 
that, in normal times, this was 
not natural Conservative terri-
tory. Thus, despite the fact that 
in 1931, each of the successful 
Tories polled over 20,000 more 
votes than their nearest Labour 
opponent, there was considera-
ble doubt, as the election of 1935 
approached, as to whether both 
seats could be held by the Con-
servatives. By July such think-
ing persuaded the executive of 
the local Conservative Party to 
adopt just one candidate for the 
forthcoming contest and, for the 
second seat, to throw its weight 
behind a Liberal National, ‘both 
being supporters of the National 
Government’.31

The quest ion now was 
whether the Liberal National 
candidate would be the sole 
standard-bearer of the Liberal 
creed by the time the country 
went to the polls. The debate 
was fully engaged by the town’s 
press, with the Conservative-
inclined Oldham Standard cham-
pioning the cause of the Liberal 
Nationals, while the Oldham 
Chronicle urged local Liberals to 
resist the seductive embrace of 
the Simonite heresy. With no 
sign that the Liberals themselves 
were going to enter the con-
test, and with Liberal Nationals 
actively seeking support among 
the ward Liberal parties, the 
Chronicle was only too conscious 
of the danger which existed. 
‘Our object’, it stressed,

is to urge all Liberals to stand 

firm, to look beyond the next 

election, and to ensure that 

there shall remain Liberals and 

a Liberal Party in Oldham that 

have not sunk by absorption 

into the Conservative Party 

and become indissolubly a 

part of the array of the ‘Haves’ 

against the ‘Have Nots’.32

N. A. Beechman, who had been 
the prospective Liberal candi-
date for Oldham in 1931 before 
withdrawing in favour of the 
Conservatives, added to the 

voters’ confusion by throw-
ing his weight behind the Lib-
eral Nationals. He argued that 
the great creed of Liberalism, 
despite its historic achievement 
in removing restrictions on indi-
vidual freedom, had largely stag-
nated since the end of the First 
World War. Its reputation now 
was for ineffectiveness, the result 
of its over-concentration on the 
removal of abuses at the expense 
of positive policies of construc-
tion and progress. By contrast, 
the Liberal Nationals:

have had the courage to break 

away from the Liberal prepos-

session of negation and to re-

establish what is the first of all 

Liberal principles, namely that 

every problem should be con-

sidered on its merits. They have 

refused to confound ends with 

means and have shown them-

selves capable of distinguish-

ing expedients from principles. 

This has been particularly 

manifest in the arena of the 

antique controversy between 

Protection and Free Trade.

The blind commitment of the 
mainstream party to free trade, 
he suggested, ‘does not denote 
honesty; on the contrary, it pre-
vents integrity of thought’. The 
future function of true Lib-
eralism would be to reconcile 
conscious organisation with 
individual liberty; its ultimate 
end, securing for every man 
and woman the power to derive 
enjoyment from the multifari-
ous and enthralling possibilities 
of modern life. Only the Liberal 
Nationals, insisted Beechman, 
were capable of doing this.33

The credibility of the Liberal 
National challenge and, in par-
ticular, of its claim to represent 
the authentic voice of Liberalism 
in Oldham, was boosted by the 
party’s selection of J. S. Dodd as 
their candidate. Dodd had con-
tested the seat, unsuccessfully, 
for the mainstream Liberal Party 
in the general election of 1929. 
As soon as the election was called 
for 14 November, the Liberal 

National machine was up and 
running in Oldham, working 
in close co-operation with local 
Conservatives. The agent, Rob-
ert Leitch, gathered together 
an enthusiastic band of work-
ers, many of whom had helped 
Dodd in his earlier incarnation 
as a Liberal. A co-ordinating 
committee was set up with the 
Conservatives to organise the 
campaign and plans were drawn 
up to invite senior government 
ministers to visit the constitu-
ency. Only in mid-October did 
the Samuelite Liberals decide 
to contest the seat, though no 
candidate was yet chosen. The 
Standard was dismissive of their 
prospects:

It is generally recognised that 

the Samuelite Liberals, who-

ever their candidate, can have 

little if any chance of success. 

They are weak numerically and 

there is little enthusiasm for 

their cause. The majority of the 

Liberals in the constituency will 

undoubtedly give their support 

to Mr Dodd, recognising the 

need in these critical days for a 

National Government.34

By contrast, the Chronicle insisted 
that the Liberals’ decision was 
‘most important’ and would 
mean a ‘real blow’ for the Liberal 
Nationals who had hoped that 
‘the rightful heirs of the Old-
ham radical tradition would this 
time allow the contest to go by 
default’.35 By the end of Octo-
ber W. Gretton Ward had been 
chosen as the Liberal candidate 
for the election, now only a fort-
night away. But the fact that the 
party had only put forward one 
candidate for the two-member 
constituency raised interesting 
questions about how Liberal 
supporters would distribute their 
second votes.

Liberal and Liberal National 
candidates presented the elec-
torate’s choice in strikingly dif-
ferent ways. Dodd argued that it 
would be ‘supreme folly’ to split 
the anti-socialist vote as, he sug-
gested, had happened when he 
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had contested the seat in 1929. 
The real struggle was between 
‘socialist’ and ‘anti-socialist’ 
forces and ‘the sooner this is rec-
ognised also by those [Liberal 
voters] who supported him six 
years ago, the better it will be for 
the country’.36 At the same time 
he was keen to emphasise his 
Liberal credentials and refused 
to accept any blame for splitting 
the forces of Liberalism in Old-
ham. ‘We have not changed our 
opinions in the slightest degree’, 
he insisted. ‘I am still just the 
same Liberal I was in 1929 when 
20,000 people voted for me. I 
had not changed my opinions 
by 1931 and I have not changed 
them by 1935.’ The first plank of 
Liberal politics, he claimed, was 
personal liberty. As this was the 
absolute and direct antithesis of 
socialism, a Liberal must in the 
first instance be an anti-socialist. 
And the only guaranteed way to 
thwart the socialists was to go 
over to the National Govern-
ment camp. ‘There is’, Dodd 
declared,

a majority of Oldham Liberals 

who believe in the policy which 

we have adopted. They believe 

and have believed during the 

past year or two that, if the 

official Oldham Liberal Asso-

ciation would not co-operate, 

then it was up to them to work 

out some basis of co-operation 

themselves and, at any rate, to 

come down on one side of the 

fence … and for that reason the 

Oldham Liberal National Asso-

ciation was formed.37

Gretton Ward and his support-
ers entirely rejected such argu-
ments. The Chronicle warned 
that Dodd, though calling him-
self a Liberal, was entangling 
himself with the Conservatives 
and, if elected, would be com-
pelled to back measures which 
no true Liberal could honestly 
support. At the heart of the 
Conservative-Liberal National 
deception, it claimed, lay the 
nature of the government 
itself.38 It was not a National 

Government in any meaningful 
sense, but a Conservative gov-
ernment and, if re-elected, the 
least Liberal element within its 
ranks would control its policies 
and direction even more than in 
the previous parliament.39 Like 
Davies in Denbigh, Gretton 
Ward strove to present himself 
as the only real Liberal in the 
campaign and revealed that he 
had received ‘one or two rather 
tempting offers if only I would 
join a certain other party’.40 But, 
while Gretton Ward continued 
to stress his commitment to free 
trade – the issue which above 
all others had driven a wedge 
between the two wings of Lib-
eralism – his claim to be the sole 
representative of the true creed 
was not helped by the main-
stream party’s growing recon-
ciliation with Lloyd George at a 
time when the Welshman him-
self was calling for the imposi-
tion of tariffs.41 Speaking at the 
King’s Cinema on 6 November, 
Alfred Duff Cooper, Financial 
Secretary to the Treasury in the 
National Government, did his 
best to shake the conviction of 
Gretton Ward’s Liberal support-
ers. It was, he argued, a confes-
sion of failure that nationally 
the ‘rump’ of the Liberal Party 
had had to coalesce with Lloyd 
George, despite the latter’s call 
for the ‘ruthless application’ 
of tariffs. ‘These Liberal pur-
ists’, said Duff Cooper, ‘who 
would not have tarif fs from 
the National Government are 
accepting tariffs and anything 
else if poured down their throats 
with the gold from Mr Lloyd 
George’s moneybags.’42 Sensing 
that Dodd was having the better 
of the argument, and aware that 
there was no possibility of the 
election resulting in a Liberal 
government, the Chronicle tried 
to convince Oldham Liberals 
that upon them rested a special 
responsibility:

To Liberals who seek neither 

occasion nor excuse for leav-

ing their party this election 

brings a f ine opportunity. 

They can oppose the National 

Government and its candi-

dates, which is a protest worth 

a great deal. Better still, they 

can vote for that sound Lib-

eralism so urgently needed in 

Parliament.43

But however successful the Lib-
eral candidate might be, Dodd 
had the considerable advantage 
in a two-member constituency of 
being the likely recipient of Lib-
eral electors’ second votes. Con-
servatives and Liberal Nationals 
were being encouraged to vote 
for the Conservative candidate, 
H. W. Kerr, and for Dodd. And 
with only one candidate from 
the Samuelite Liberals, Dodd 
could reasonably expect that at 
least some, and perhaps even a 
majority of, Liberals would cast 
their second votes in his favour. 
In the event of a close contest, 
such support might be sufficient 
to deny the Oldham Labour 
Party representation at West-
minster. Sensing this opportu-
nity, Dodd reminded Liberals of 
their historic role in extending 
the franchise. It would be quite 
wrong, he argued, for Liber-
als to vote only for the Liberal 
candidate:

Do you think … the people of 

Oldham are going to be so mis-

led in a moment of crisis in the 

nation’s affairs as to waste the 

one great right for which the 

Liberal Party has fought and 

struggled generation by gener-

ation during the last century? I 

am going to say to you, whether 

you be Liberals or Conserva-

tives, whatever you do you 

must use those two votes to 

which you are entitled.44

The declaration of the result 
saw both Oldham seats held by 
the National Government. The 
Conservative H. W. Kerr topped 
the poll with over 36,000 votes. 
Dodd, for the Liberal Nation-
als, was second, 2,000 votes 
behind, narrowly holding off 
the challenge of the Rev. G. 
Lang, the first of the two Labour 
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candidates. Gretton Ward with 
just 8,534 votes was bottom of 
the poll and lost his deposit.45 
The vast majority of those who 
had voted for the Conserva-
tives had also backed the Liberal 
Nationals. But the result’s most 
interesting feature lay in the 
distribution of Liberal second 
votes. It was some indication of 
the confusion which now lay 
at the heart of British Liberal-
ism that these were well spread 
between all the other candidates. 
Some 3,000 followed the advice 
of Liberal Party headquarters 
and Lloyd George’s Council 
of Action and backed a Labour 
candidate; others used only one 
of their votes. But enough (1,138) 
went to Dodd to ensure the lat-
ter’s election. The Chronicle was 
predictably disappointed:

It is certain that the Liberal 

vote has decided the result in 

Oldham and that although Mr. 

Lang got the larger proportion 

of the second votes cast by Lib-

erals, those among them who 

gave their second vote to Mr 

Dodd gave him the seat.46

~

Thus, in both the contests 
between Liberals and Liberal 
Nationals the latter emerged 
victorious. Over the country 
as a whole, the general election 
of 1935 saw a further reduction 
in the size of the parliamentary 
Liberal Party, down now to 
just twenty-one MPs. The Lib-
eral Nationals had thirty-three 
members elected, a slight reduc-
tion from the figure for 1931.47 
At the time, and ever since, 
those whose loyalty lies with the 
mainstream party have sought 
to dismiss the significance of the 
Liberal Nationals and, in par-
ticular, to deny their right to use 
the name ‘Liberal’ to describe 
themselves. In Oldham, the 
Chronicle was in no doubt:

One thing is certain and it 

is that the Liberal Nationals 

have committed themselves 

irretrievably to the Tories. It 

was their inevitable destiny … 

Before the next General Elec-

tion Mr Hore-Belisha and his 

lot will have been completely 

swallowed, including title, by 

the Tories. They will have no 

separate organisation.48

The timing of this prediction 
was somewhat awry, but the 
forecast was essentially fulfilled. 
In the post-war world the Liberal 
Nationals found it increasingly 
difficult to sustain an independ-
ent identity and, especially after 
the Woolton–Teviot Agreement 
of 1947, were progressively swal-
lowed up by their Conservative 
allies, before finally vanishing 
without trace in the mid-1960s.

The ‘Liberal interpretation’ 
of the Liberal–Liberal National 
division therefore has the great-
est of assets on its side; it is the 
history of the victors. The Lib-
era l Nationals disappeared; 
mainstream Liberalism did not. 
Indeed, after reaching its elec-
toral nadir in the early 1950s, 
the Liberal Party began a slow 
recovery which eventually saw 
it restored as a major player on 
the political stage. But this out-
come looked improbable in the 
years leading up to the Second 
World War. Then, mainstream 
Libera l ism seemed to have 
entered an irreversible spiral of 
decline. The Liberal Nation-
als, by contrast, were com-
paratively vibrant. Across the 
country dozens of local Liberal 
parties all but disappeared and 
their institutional organisation 
became moribund. But new 
Liberal National groups were 
forming in many areas, boosted 
by the mounting conviction 
that the worsening interna-
tional situation demanded the 
continuation of the National 
Government.49 In Oldham a 
Liberal National Club opened 
in November 1937:

The Club possesses excellent 

facilities for both Social func-

tions and Propaganda purposes. 

It has a large room upstairs that 

can be used for lectures and 

meetings, and it is the inten-

tion of the Committee to 

commence in the near future a 

series of educational talks upon 

political subjects. The Club 

has provided a special room 

for the Women’s Section, and 

they are looking forward to a 

large increase in membership 

as a result of the opening of the 

Club.50

Despite what the Liberals them-
selves claimed, the Liberal 
Nationals did offer an alterna-
tive vision of the Liberal creed 
which, coupled with the pros-
pect of exercising inf luence 
within government, succeeded 
in attracting a sizeable number 
of former Liberal voters. The 
electoral returns in Oldham 
reveal with precision that 1,138 
Liberal voters gave their second 
votes to the Liberal National 
candidate. But what can only be 
guessed is the number of erst-
while Liberals who accepted the 
full logic of the Liberal National 
case and divided their two votes 
between Dodd and his Conserv-
ative partner, Kerr. In Denbigh, 
Morris-Jones estimated that he 
had captured in excess of 7,000 
Liberal votes.51 The impact of 
these defections was decisive in 
what was, Morris-Jones con-
ceded, ‘really a Liberal seat’ and 
one which ‘would – had it not 
been divided – be the last to fall 
in the Liberal decline which has 
come and is coming more’.52

In Oldham the Chroni-
cle correspondent ‘Passer-by’ 
bemoaned the Liberal Party’s 
failure to confront the Liberal 
Nationals in more of their con-
stituencies, ‘in order that the 
Liberals in the different divi-
sions might be given an oppor-
tunity to express their views 
on the pseudo-Liberals’. Had 
such a course been taken, ‘Sir 
John Simon and others of his 
group would not now be in 
parliament’.53 But in determin-
ing their electoral strategy, the 
Liberals’ dilemma was never 
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this straightforward, for an 
open conflict between the two 
factions might also have led to 
the loss of further Liberal seats, 
many of which were retained 
in 1935 by extremely narrow 
majorities. As it was, Liberals 
in Oldham and Denbigh were 
left to take comfort from their 
gal lant but futile chal lenge. 
In Denbigh supporters of J. C. 
Davies gathered at the Empire 
Ballroom, Colwyn Bay, to dis-
cuss their party’s future. ‘To 
have a true Liberal in the field 
again’, enthused one activist, 
‘has been like a breeze from the 
hills.’54 Perhaps so, but in both 
Oldham and Denbigh Liberal-
ism was the long-term loser. 
Denbigh had been Liberal for 
sixty years, but never was again 
before the seat disappeared as a 
result of boundary changes in 
the 1980s. In Oldham the Lib-
eral tradition was less strong, 
but the two Oldham seats fell to 
Labour’s landslide in 1945, with 
Kerr and Dodd in third and 
fourth places and two Liberal 
candidates bringing up the rear. 

By the time of the 1935 general 
election the long-term decline 
of the British Liberal Party was 
already well advanced. But the 
defection of the Liberal Nation-
als posed a potentially mortal, 
if largely underestimated, chal-
lenge to its continued survival as 
a major political party.

David Dutton is Professor Mod-
ern History at the University of 
Liverpool. His study of the Lib-
eral National Party, Liberals in 
Schism, will be published in 2008 
by I. B. Tauris.
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