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This year marks the centenary of the death of Liberal Prime Minister Sir Henry 
Campbell-Bannerman and of the succession to the premiership of H. H. Asquith, the last 
head of a purely Liberal government of the United Kingdom. Iain Sharpe considers the 
relationship between the two Liberal leaders. 
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Sir Henry Campbell-
Bannerman and Her-
bert Henry Asquith 
between them pre-
sided over the twenti-

eth century’s longest continuous 
period of non-Conservative rule, 
from 1905 to 1915.1 They were 
instrumental in transforming 
the Liberal Party’s political for-
tunes in opposition before 1905, 
leading to the landslide election 
victory of January 1906 and nine 
and a half years in government, 
before the inclusion of Conserv-
atives in Asquith’s wartime coa-
lition government in May 1915. 
In government between 1905 
and 1908, Asquith was the clear 
second-in-command to Camp-
bell-Bannerman and deputised 
for the Prime Minister during his 
frequent illnesses. Yet for much 
of the period before the Liber-
als took office the two men were 
on opposite sides of the divi-
sions that beset the Liberal Party 
and which at times threatened 
to divide it permanently. Their 
willingness to work together in 
spite of pressures from the rival 
wings of the party that threat-
ened to pull them apart was cru-
cial to rescuing the Liberals from 
the electoral wilderness.

The Liberal leadership
The final decade and a half of 
the nineteenth century was a 
period of electoral failure for the 
Liberals. The landslide defeat of 
1886 followed the secession of 
the Liberal Unionists over Irish 
home rule. The party staged a 
modest electoral recovery in 
1892, taking office under Glad-
stone, and then Rosebery, but 
the government was short-lived 
and accomplished little. The 
party suffered another cata-
strophic defeat in the 1895 gen-
eral election. The resignation 
of Rosebery as Liberal leader in 
1896 and that of his successor, 
Harcourt, in 1898, in both cases 
the result of disputes over impe-
rial policy, created an impres-
sion of a party in perpetual 
crisis. 

The Liberals’ choice of leader 
now fell between Campbell-
Bannerman and Asquith, both 
survivors of the 1892–95 Cabi-
net. Of the two, Asquith seemed 
the more obvious choice. Aged 
forty-six, he was one of the few 
success stories of the recent Lib-
eral government, in which he 
had served as Home Secretary. 
Originally from Yorkshire, he 
came from a relatively modest, 

middle-class and staunchly 
Liberal family. He had been a 
brilliant classics scholar at Bal-
liol, before becoming a bar-
rister and Liberal MP for East 
Fife. In the House of Commons 
he was associated with figures 
such as Richard Burdon Hal-
dane and Sir Edward Grey, who 
were imperialist in outlook and 
wanted the party to project a 
moderate image, but who were 
also open to new ideas on social 
and welfare reform. Campbell-
Bannerman, known univer-
sally as ‘C-B’, was more clearly 
a Liberal in the Gladstonian 
tradition. Sixteen years older 
than Asquith, he had served in 
all Liberal governments since 
1868, most recently as Secretary 
of State for War. His father was 
a wealthy Glasgow merchant 
and his family Conservative. 
Although he had attended Cam-
bridge University, his academic 
achievements were modest. As a 
cabinet minister he was capable 
and loyal, but by no means out-
standing – neither a great orator 
nor a shining intellect. His lack 
of leadership ambition is shown 
by his unsuccessful pursuit in 
1895 of the House of Commons 
Speakership.2 
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In the event, the party 
was spared a leadership bat-
tle. Asquith ruled himself out 
of contention because, being 
dependent on his earnings at the 
Bar to support a large family and 
a notoriously extravagant social-
ite wife, he could not devote 
himself to full-time politics. 
Indeed, despite his acute mind 
and academic achievements, 
Asquith was regarded by many 
of his contemporaries as a par-
venu, in contrast to C-B who, 
although he took little part in 
‘society’, was at least wealthy.3 
Asquith offered his backing to 
C-B, promising ‘the most loyal 
& energetic support’, while 
admitting that, with the party’s 
ongoing difficulties, ‘it has not at 
first sight a very friendly look to 
urge a man into such a position’.4 
C-B’s election was conf irmed 
at a meeting of Liberal MPs on 
6 February 1899, at which he 
made clear that he was a reluc-
tant party leader, and said: ‘I 
hope I am well enough known 
to be a person of a pretty tolerant 
and easy-going disposition not 
likely to exercise pedantically 
any powers of party discipline.’5

Both men were to be severely 
tested on these respective pledges 
in the ensuing years.

The South African war
Although C-B enjoyed a quiet 
first few months as opposition 
leader, the war in South Africa, 
which broke out in Octo-
ber 1899, was guaranteed to 
reawaken divisions in the party. 
Liberals in the Gladstonian and 
Cobdenite traditions opposed 
aggressive imperial adventures 
and instinctively sided with 
small nations such as the Trans-
vaal and Orange Free State, with 
which Britain was now at war. 
By contrast, the ‘Liberal Impe-
rialists’, as they were to become 
known, felt the war was justified 
and did not want the party to 
seem unpatriotic. 

On the surface Asquith and 
Campbell-Bannerman held sim-
ilar views on the war. Both were 

critical of the Unionist govern-
ment’s diplomacy, but realised 
that a responsible opposition 
could not appear to side with 
their country’s enemies in war-
time. Yet C-B ultimately blamed 
the British government for the 
war and believed it an unnec-
essary blunder, while Asquith 
regarded Britain as more sinned 
against than sinning. In the early 
part of the war, they attempted 
to coordinate their public state-
ments to avoid contradicting one 
another. But it was impossible to 
avoid differences of emphasis. 
Asquith, Haldane and Grey all 
supported the diplomacy of Sir 
Alfred Milner, the British High 
Commissioner for Southern 
Africa and Governor of Cape 
Colony, with whom they had 
close personal ties. C-B, on the 
other hand, was privately critical 
of Milner’s belligerent approach 
and struggled to resist expressing 
these views in public.

Key parliamentary votes in 
the early part of the war high-
lighted the divisions among 
Liberals between three groups: 
supporters of the war, it s 
implacable opponents (dubbed 
‘pro-Boers’), and those who 
followed C-B’s lead in trying 
to steer a middle course. Unlike 
Haldane, Grey and other impe-
rial-minded Liberals, Asquith 
avoided voting against his leader 
on the parliamentary divisions. 
He cooperated with C-B and 
the Chief Whip, Herbert Glad-
stone, in agreeing an amend-
ment to the Queen’s Speech 
in February 1900 that brief ly 
united all factions in regret-
ting the government’s ‘want of 
knowledge, foresight and judg-
ment’ in its conduct of South 
African affairs and preparations 
for the war.6 

Methods of barbarism
Despite C-B’s attempts to pre-
serve unity, Grey and Haldane, 
along with other Liberal Impe-
rialists, believed that Campbell-
Bannerman’s leadership was 
resulting in an unsustainable 

fudge over the war and hoped for 
Rosebery to return to the lead-
ership with Asquith leading the 
party in the House of Commons. 
Asquith, however, does not 
appear to have shared his friends’ 
desire to oust C-B, and contin-
ued to support him.7 However, 
C-B’s notorious ‘methods of 
barbarism’ speech in June 1901, 
in which he denounced the con-
ditions in which Boer prisoners 
were being held in concentration 
camps in South Africa, plunged 
Asquith into open confronta-
tion with his leader.8 Despite 
its celebrated position in the 
canon of Liberal speeches, the 
phrase ‘methods of barbarism’ 
was at the time widely regarded 
as a mistake, even by Liberals 
loyal to his leadership,9 because 
it appeared to be a criticism of 
British troops fighting for their 
country. While C-B was sincere 
in his comments on the suffer-
ing in the concentration camps, 
Asquith joined with Liberal 
Imperialists in seeing it as a sign 
that the party leadership had 
been captured by the pro-Boers 
and that their own views were 
being anathematised. This was 
partly because the speech was 
given to a dinner sponsored by 
the anti-war National Reform 
Union, and the whole event was 
seen as having an air of pro-Boer 
triumphalism.

 At first Asquith assumed that 
C-B had made an unintentional 
blunder. He offered to do what 
he could to discourage repris-
als from Liberal Imperialists.10 
However, when it became clear 
that C-B stood by his remarks, 
Asquith spoke out in defence 
of Liberal supporters of the 
war. He addressed a dinner at 
Liverpool Street Hotel when, 
although he did not mention 
C-B by name, he attacked the 
National Reform Union meet-
ing. He did not threaten a Lib-
eral imperialist secession from 
the party, but defended the Lib-
eral credentials of those who 
supported the war and their 
claim to be part of the orthodox 
Liberal movement.11
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Asquith’s supporters arranged 
a further dinner in his honour, 
to be held on 19 July; it was 
regarded by many as a direct 
challenge to C-B’s leadership. 
However, C-B outwitted his 
critics by calling a meeting of 
the Liberal parliamentary party, 
which endorsed his leadership 
while allowing scope for Liber-
als to express dissenting views. 
Asquith came under pressure 
from many Liberal MPs to aban-
don the dinner in a show of 
party unity.12 What followed was 
an early example of the sort of 
compromise that became typical 
of Asquith’s career. Pleading that 
the arrangements had gone too 
far for cancellation, he insisted 
that the dinner go ahead, but 
then used his speech to deliver a 
conciliatory message, in which 
he commented: ‘I have never 
called myself a Liberal Imperial-
ist. The name of Liberal is long 
enough, good enough, and dis-
tinctive enough, and always will 
be for me.’13

Relations between Asquith 
and C-B remained strained for 
some time afterwards, however. 
In his public speeches through 
the autumn of 1901 Asquith, 
while never directly repudiat-
ing C-B’s leadership, took an 
increasingly independent line. 
At Ladybank on 28 September 
he raised the question of Irish 
home rule, advocating a ‘step-
by-step’ approach, arguing that 
the Liberal Party should disavow 
any immediate intention to leg-
islate for an Irish parliament and 
instead consider Irish reforms 
that were compatible with, but 
did not go as far as, a separate 
legislature.14 This appeared a 
calculated attack on a long-held 
Liberal policy and therefore a 
direct challenge to C-B. In real-
ity, Asquith’s view was simi-
lar to the policy that C-B had 
acquiesced in before the 1900 
election, at the instigation of 
Herbert Gladstone.15 This made 
clear that home rule would not 
be an immediately priority of a 
Liberal government and gave 
Liberal candidates flexibility in 

their statements on the policy. 
But whereas C-B was happy to 
let home rule sit quietly on the 
back-burner, Asquith and the 
Liberal Imperialists wanted it to 
be publicly disavowed, signal-
ling a clear change in Liberal 
priorities.

On 15 December, Asquith 
was present at Rosebery’s noto-
rious Chesterf ield speech, in 
which the former Prime Minis-
ter appeared to point the way to 
Liberal unity on the war, while 
at the same time stirring up ten-
sions on domestic policy.16 The 
speech was a political sensation, 
seeming to herald Rosebery’s 
return to front-line politics. On 
this point both C-B and Asquith 
had mixed feelings. Rosebery’s 
prestige in the country meant 
that all leading Liberals had to 
express the hope, in public at 
least, that he would rejoin the 
active ranks of the party. In 
C-B’s case, this was tempered 
by the knowledge that Liberal 
Imperialists wanted Rosebery to 
resume the leadership. Asquith 
too was aware that Rosebery’s 
return would threaten his own 
position as the foremost figure 
on the party’s imperial wing. 
He was frustrated by Rosebery’s 
semi-detached relationship with 
the Liberal Party, on one occa-
sion describing him as ‘afraid to 
plunge, yet not resolute enough 
to hold to his determination to 
keep aloof ’.17 At the same time, 
Asquith’s allies, Grey and Hal-
dane, were also strong support-
ers of Rosebery.

The Liberal League
If the Chester f ield speech 
seemed at f irst to offer hope 
of Liberal unity, its aftermath 
saw an increasingly bitter feud 
between C-B and Rosebery. 
The most divisive factor was 
Rosebery’s espousal of the ‘clean 
slate’ – the view that the Liberal 
Party should abandon long-
held policies that had proved 
unpopular with the electorate. 
In practice, C-B was f lexible 
about what the Liberals ought to 

do in government, and willing 
to amend unpopular policies. 
For example, he agreed to drop 
the party’s commitment to the 
prohibitionist ‘local veto’ policy 
on temperance, at the suggestion 
of Herbert Gladstone.18 He was 
aware of the faults of the party’s 
radical wing. But he saw Rose-
bery’s ‘clean slate’ position as an 
abandonment of all that the Lib-
eral Party stood for. Asquith’s 
views were probably somewhere 
between the two extremes, but, 
in the wake of Chesterfield, he 
stood more clearly in the Rose-
bery camp. 

In February 1902, Rosebery 
launched a new organisation, 
the Liberal League, as a vehi-
cle for his Chesterfield policy, 
and Asquith joined Grey in 
becoming one of its vice presi-
dents. From the start the Liberal 
League’s purpose was unclear 
– was it a putative breakaway 
organisation or a haven for impe-
rialists within the Liberal Party? 
The fact that Rosebery, the 
League’s president, pronounced 
himself ‘outside [the official Lib-
eral Party] tabernacle’,19 while its 
vice presidents remained active 
Liberals in the House of Com-
mons, added to the confusion. 
It provoked a hostile reaction 
from C-B, to whose authority 
the League seemed a direct chal-
lenge. However, Asquith was 
keen to assert the League’s posi-
tion within the Liberal fold and 
disavow any intention to break 
away from the party or be driven 
out of it.20 

Free trade
In May 1902 the South African 
war came to an end. The Union-
ist government’s Education Act 
of the same year, with its per-
ceived bias towards Church of 
England schools, enabled nearly 
all Liberals to rally to the tradi-
tional cause of religious equal-
ity. The following year Joseph 
Chamberlain’s tar if f reform 
campaign acted as a further cat-
alyst for unity, as all sections of 
the party wanted to defend free 
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trade, one of the party’s longest-
held and most treasured causes. 
Relations between Asquith and 
Campbell-Bannerman thawed, 
and regular correspondence 
between them resumed from 
early 1903, although never quite 
on the same friendly terms as 
before the summer of 1901. 
C-B remained suspicious of the 
Liberal Imperialists, comment-
ing privately that: ‘That sec-
tion, for their ends, which are 
mainly personal, exaggerate 
their zeal in the fiscal quarrel in 
order to cover their old back-
slidings.’21 However, he encour-
aged Asquith to follow Joseph 
Chamberlain round the coun-
try with a series of speeches 
countering tariff reform propa-
ganda, a campaign that revived 
Asquith’s reputation within the 
party as a whole. C-B valued 
Asquith’s mastery of the facts 
and detailed arguments on free 
trade, referring to him as ‘the 
sledgehammer’ for his ability 
to rebut the tariff reformers’ 
arguments.22

From 1902, the Libera ls 
began to notch up a series of by-
election victories and it became 
increasingly clear that the party 
was l ikely to win the next 
general election. This raised 
the question of who would be 
Prime Minister in an incom-
ing Liberal administration. C-B 
was officially only the leader of 
the party in the House of Com-
mons, and not an automatic 
choice to lead a Liberal gov-
ernment. Many Liberal Impe-
rialists hoped that Rosebery 
would agree to form a govern-
ment, but as the former Prime 
Minister still refused to make 
a political comeback, Asquith 
became their favoured choice. 
In 1903, Haldane told Asquith 
that neither he nor Grey would 
be willing to serve under C-B 
either as leader in the House of 
Commons or as Prime Minis-
ter. He claimed that Rosebery 
refused to consider forming a 
government and was going to 
‘work with all his strength for 
an A.[Asquith] ministry’.23

In 1903, Herbert Gladstone 
reported to Asquith a conversa-
tion with C-B in which the lat-
ter said that ‘in the event of Govt 
he did not think that he would 
be able to take any post which 
involved heavy & responsible 
work’, adding that he would 
prefer a largely ceremonial post 
such as Lord President of the 
Council.24 C-B’s comments are 
surprising from a party leader 
who was presumably intending 
to lead the Liberal Party into the 
next election and who did in the 
end serve as Prime Minister. It 
is possible that, as C-B and his 
wife were constantly troubled by 
ill-health, the leader’s remarks 
indicated his state of mind at 
that moment rather than his set-
tled intention. Asquith relayed 
the information to Haldane 
and Grey and it may well have 
inspired the so-called Relugas 
compact of September 1905.

The Relugas compact
The Relugas compact is one of 
the most controversial episodes 
in Asquith’s career, since he can 
be charged with duplicity on 
two counts – conspiring against 
his party leader and then reneg-
ing on the conspiracy as soon 
as he was offered high off ice. 
The compact, reached between 
Asquith, Haldane and Grey in 
September 1905, at the latter’s 
fishing lodge at Relugas, Moray-
shire, involved the three men 
agreeing to refuse to take office 
under C-B, unless certain con-
ditions were met. These were 
that C-B should take a peer-
age, allowing Asquith to lead 
the House of Commons, and 
that Haldane and Grey should 
become Lord Chancellor and 
Foreign Secretary respectively. 

The Relugas conspirators 
have not had a good press from 
historians.25 The clumsiness of 
their conduct bears the hallmarks 
of a conspiracy initiated by Hal-
dane, of whom C-B once said: 
‘Haldane always prefers the back 
stairs to the front, but no mat-
ter, for the clatter can be heard 

all over the house’.26 However, 
it would be wrong to see their 
agreement as simply the product 
of treachery and personal ambi-
tion. They feared being margin-
alised within a largely pro-Boer 
Libera l administrat ion and 
wished to ensure they had real 
inf luence. They believed that 
a government which could not 
demonstrate its patriotic creden-
tials would be short-lived, pav-
ing the way for the Unionists’ 
return to office on a tariff reform 
programme.27 

Asquith appears to have been 
a largely passive participant in 
the conspiracy. Always averse 
to direct personal confronta-
tion and internal party conflict, 
he may well have acquiesced 
with Haldane’s plan, hoping that 
C-B would prove amenable to 
their requests. Unlike Haldane 
and Grey, Asquith was not in 
a position financially to refuse 
office if it was offered. In addi-
tion, as he pointed out in a later 
letter to Haldane, his refusal to 
serve under C-B might well 
undermine the viability of a Lib-
eral administration, something 
that was not true of Haldane or 
Grey.28 

On 4 December 1905, Balfour 
resigned office, in the hope of 
regaining the political initiative 
by demonstrating that the Lib-
erals were too divided to form a 
stable government.29 When C-B 
was invited by the King to form 
a new government, Asquith 
accepted his offer of the Chan-
cellorship of the Exchequer 
without insisting on the Relu-
gas conditions. He argued that 
the compact was based on an 
assumption that a Liberal gov-
ernment would be formed after a 
general election victory; instead, 
C-B was being asked to form a 
minority government before the 
general election, and public dis-
unity might prejudice the party’s 
electoral prospects.

Asquith did urge C-B to 
take a peerage and to offer Hal-
dane the Lord Chancellorship. 
However, C-B, having taken 
advice from his wife, and under 
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pressure from pro-Boer Liber-
als,30 resolved to remain in the 
House of Commons. Haldane 
and Grey then refused office, 
with Grey being the more 
implacable, unless C-B met 
the Relugas terms. The forma-
tion of the Liberal government 
was therefore stal led by the 
strange situation in which Grey, 
although he had been offered 
his preferred position of For-
eign Secretary, would not join 
the government unless Asquith 
was made leader in the House 
of Commons, even though 
Asquith had agreed to serve 
without such a precondition and 
was trying to persuade Grey to 
take office. Eventually, cajolery 
from various leading Liberals 
persuaded Grey that it was his 
duty to accept the Foreign Sec-
retaryship; Haldane too joined 
the Cabinet as Secretary of State 
for War, C-B having denied 
him the Lord Chancellorship.31

It is tempting to conclude that 
the Relugas compact was a com-
plete failure, with two of its three 
main objectives not achieved. In 
fact, the outcome was a compro-
mise. C-B disliked both Grey 
and Haldane and had at f irst 
attempted to pass the former 
over for the Foreign Secretary-
ship and to offer the latter the 
non-Cabinet office of Attorney-
General.32 Instead, they had both 
secured high office; the Relugas 
triumvirate was in a strong posi-
tion to influence or even control 
government policy. And as C-B 
survived for just two years as 
Prime Minister before ill-health 
led to his resignation and death, 
possibly he made the wrong 
choice in declining a peerage.

The Liberals in government
In government, rel at ions 
between C-B and his Liberal 
Imperialist ministers were more 
harmonious than they had been 
in opposition. Asquith was 
the clear heir apparent and was 
treated as such by the Prime 
Minister. There remained, how-
ever, some disagreements. One 

of the challenges of the new gov-
ernment was to reverse the Taff 
Vale decision, which had made 
trade unions liable for damages 
sustained by employers due to 
strike action. While Asquith 
wanted to see trade unions given 
only limited immunity from 
legal action, C-B insisted on a 
Labour-inspired measure that 
gave them full immunity and 
which became the 1906 Trades 
Disputes Act.33 Asquith and the 
Liberal Imperialists wanted to 
see disputes between the Lords 
and the Commons resolved by 
joint sittings of the two cham-
bers, while Campbell-Banner-
man preferred the more radical 
policy of a suspensory veto, in 
which the Lords would merely 
have power to delay measures 
passed by the elected chamber.34 
Asquith acquiesced without pro-
test in C-B’s decision and wound 
up the debate on the House of 
Commons resolution in sup-
port of the suspensory veto.35 His 
own government, of course, was 
to legislate for the veto in 1911.

The correspondence between 
Asquith and C-B during the 
latter’s premiership shows a 
friendly collaboration.36 Indeed, 
in government the mutual suspi-
cion between C-B and Haldane 
and Grey largely disappeared.37 
During C-B’s f inal illness in 
1908, Asquith deputised for him, 
presiding over Cabinet meetings 
and leading the House of Com-
mons. According to Asquith’s 
official biographers, C-B’s part-
ing words to his successor were 
to thank him for being ‘a won-
derful colleague, so loyal, so 
disinterested, so able’, adding: 
‘You are the greatest gentleman 
I have ever met. This is not the 
last of me; we will meet again, 
Asquith.’38 C-B resigned on 6 
April 1908 and died on 22 April, 
with Asquith taking over as 
Prime Minister.

Conclusion
C-B’s resignation and Asquith’s 
accession to the premiership 
ended what had been a successful 

political partnership – one that 
was often tense and difficult but 
which yielded great dividends 
for the Liberal Party. Although 
they belonged to different social 
circles and differed in their polit-
ical style and on some policy 
issues, there was far more that 
united than divided them. Both 
were practical politicians, more 
comfortable in government than 
with broad political theory or 
the posturing of opposition. 
Despite Asquith’s imperialism, 
he was also a Liberal in the Glad-
stonian tradition, and like C-B 
had been strongly influenced by 
Gladstone himself.39

Both were highly partisan 
Liberals and believed in the ben-
ef it to the country of Liberal 
government. This contrasted 
with the radical pro-Boer left of 
the party, who often appeared 
to prefer opposition, and with 
Grey, Haldane and Rosebery, 
whose semi-detached attitude 
to the party gave the impression 
that they were willing to partici-
pate in Liberal politics on their 
own terms or not at all. Asquith 
and C-B alike believed strongly 
enough in the goal of Liberal 
electoral success to make per-
sonal and political compromises 
in order to achieve it. 

Whereas Haldane, Grey and 
Rosebery viewed C-B with 
thinly veiled contempt for his 
intellectual and oratorical short-
comings, Asquith’s correspond-
ence suggests that he either did 
not share this view or kept such 
thoughts to himself. Likewise, 
C-B recognised the impor-
tance of Asquith to the success 
of the Liberal Party and did not 
regard him in the same light as 
the other Liberal Imperialists. 
Although C-B privately used 
disparaging nicknames for Hal-
dane (Schopenhauer, to make 
fun of his pretensions as a phi-
losopher) and Sir Edward Grey 
(Sir E. Hur), Asquith escaped his 
leader’s mockery.40

One interesting question is 
whether, had C-B lived and 
continued as Prime Minister, he 
might have kept Britain out of 
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the European war in 1914. One 
contemporary supporter of C-B, 
F. W. Hirst, was in no doubt, 
writing in his memoirs that C-B 
‘would have wished … to follow 
up the Entente with France by a 
similar Entente with Germany’ 
and highlighting the reluctance 
with which C-B appointed Grey 
as Foreign Secretary.41 Such 
counterfactual speculation can 
never produce definite answers, 
but there are strong reasons to 
doubt this conclusion. C-B was 
aware of the need for the Liberal 
Party not to appear unpatriotic. 
His election address in 1906, 
which was effectively the Liberal 
manifesto, committed the party 
to ‘continuity’ with the previ-
ous administration’s foreign 
policy.42 Of the two alternative 
candidates for the Foreign Sec-
retaryship that C-B considered, 
Lord Cromer was a Unionist and 
Lord Elgin, although a Liberal, 
was an essentially non-partisan 
figure who had spent much of 
his career, like Cromer, in colo-
nial administration. Any Liberal 
Foreign Secretary would have 
had to maintain a delicate bal-
ance between showing that a 
Liberal administration was com-
mitted to defending Britain’s 
interests abroad and not alien-
ating the anti-war left of the 
party by appearing excessively 
belligerent. 

The course of the First World 
War led to the demise of the Lib-
eral government that C-B and 
then Asquith had presided over 
for nine years, when Asquith 
formed a coalition government 
in May 1915. Although, as with 
any administration, it had its 
failures as well as successes, its 
achievements were consider-
able: it introduced old age pen-
sions, laid the foundations of 
the welfare state, established the 
democratic principle of suprem-
acy of the House of Commons, 
enacted both home rule for 
Ireland and Welsh disestablish-
ment (although both of these 
were suspended for the dura-
tion of the war), established the 

principle of progressive taxation 
and succeeded in defending free 
trade. But for the intervention 
of the First World War it could 
have claimed to have completed 
much of the unf inished busi-
ness that the Liberal Party had 
accumulated over the previous 
quarter of a century. Asquith 
and C-B’s willingness to work 
together when other elements 
in the party sought to pull them 
apart was essential in ensuring 
that the Liberal Party was in a 
position to take office in 1905, 
win an election and enjoy its 
longest ever continuous period 
in government.
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LIberAL HIstory quIz 2008
This year’s Liberal history quiz attracted a fair amount of attention at the History Group’s exhibition stand at the Liberal Democrat 
conference in Bournemouth in September. The winner was Robin Young, with an impressive 19½ marks out of 20. Below we reprint 
the questions – the answers, and some observations on what the entrants thought were the answers, are on page 27.

1. Which Liberal Democrat leader had been an Olympic 
athlete?

2. Which was the first by-election won by a Liberal Democrat 
(constituency and year)?

3. The Liberal Party was founded in 1859. Where?

4. Whose Dimbleby Lecture was instrumental to the 
foundation of the SDP?

5. Who did David Steel beat to become the leader of the 
Liberal Party?

6. Who was the Liberal Leader in the Lords at the end of the 
Second World War?

7. What was the year of the Orpington by-election?

8. In which twentieth-century elections did the Liberal Party 
achieve its: 
(a) highest share of the poll?
(b) lowest share of the poll?

9. In 1929, Lloyd George published a pamphlet advocating a 
programme of public works which formed the basis of the 
Liberal manifesto in that year’s general election. What was 
its title?

10 Which Liberal leader proclaimed, ‘I intend to march my 
troops towards the sound of gunfire’?

11. Which Liberal Democrat leader described his party as 
‘confused, demoralised, starved of money and in the grip of 
a deep identity crisis’?

12. Which Whig Prime Minister had seventeen children?

13.  In 1905, which three leading Liberal MPs plotted against 
Campbell-Bannerman in the agreement known as the 
Relugas Compact?

14. At the time of its formation in March 1981, how many MPs 
formed the SDP’s Parliamentary Party?

15. In a piece of prose associated with the Liberal Party’s 
presidency, which poet wrote ‘Give me the liberty to know, 
to utter and argue freely according to conscience, above all 
liberties’?

16. In what year did William Beveridge become a Liberal MP?

17. For how long, in years and days, was David Lloyd George MP 
for Caernarfon Boroughs?

18. Which Liberal Prime Minister said of which other Liberal 
premier –
(a)  He is one of the ablest men I have ever known;
(b) He is of the highest honour and probity;
(c) I do not know whether he really has any common 

sense?

19 Who was the first president of the National Liberal 
Federation?

20. Who wrote: ‘I am not aware that any community has a right 
to force another to be civilised’?
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