through society long after the plots
had been handed back to the hous-
ing developers. Many of those
using them for growing vegetables
had no idea how to distribute their
produce, and refused to sell it — but
gave it away around the neighbour-
hood as a sign of largesse. Those
who did sell it found, on average
that allotment growing could pro-
duce food to the value of £80an
acre —in the days when a hefty bag
of potatoes cost sd (about 2p).” The
argument for allotments as a tool of
poverty reduction seemed to have
been won.

The desperate need for home
grown food in the First World War
had also converted Lloyd George
to the old Liberal Unionist posi-
tion, leading to the Land Settle-
ment (Facilities) Bill of December
1918, designed to resettle returning
soldiers on the land. Collings was
ill, but his friends rallied round and
organised a successful amendment
allowing smallholders to buy their
land after six years, and to pay back
the money over sixty years.

Two years later, another 208,000
acres had been acquired for for-
mer soldiers. Collings died on 20
November 1920, believing that his
campaign had achieved its objec-
tives. He could look back on an
extraordinary focused life of com-
mitment to the cause, stretching
from the days of town planning,
Ideal Home magazine and hens in
suburban back gardens, right back
to Cobbett, the Great Reform Act,
and the Captain Swing riots. He
was old enough to have signed the
petition calling for the repeal of the
Corn Laws in the 1840s and to have
regretted doing so. It was a long
lifetime, nine decades, of unprec-
edented change.

Actually, Collings was wrong.
The kind of transformation in land
ownership and small-scale agricul-
ture he imagined, and could see in
other European countries on his
summer jaunts with Chamberlain,
did not come to pass after all. The
great opportunity that opened up
for land reform on that scale was
a victim Home Rule divisions in
the Liberal Party and the frustra-
tion of Lloyd George’s Land Cam-
paign by the First World War. The
1885 slogan ‘“Three acres and a cow’
continued to be associated with the
Liberal Party well into the second
half of the twentieth century, but
with little understanding about its

Collings died
on 20 Novem-
ber 1920,
believing that
his campaign
had achieved
its objectives.
He could look
back onan
extraordinary
focused life of
commitment
to the cause,
stretching
from the days
of town plan-
ning, /deal
Home maga-
zine and hens
insuburban
back gardens,
right back to
Cobbett, the
Great Reform
Act, and the
Captain Swing
riots.

origins or objectives. When the
generation after Collings began to
pull together the lost and frayed
strands of his campaign, they did so
outside the Liberal Party.

David Boyle is the author of On the
Eighth Day, God Created Allot-
ments: A brief history of the allot-
ments campaign (Endeavour Press).
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Scapegoat for Liberalism?

Antony Lentin, Banker, Traitor, Scapegoat, Spy? The
Troublesome Case of Sir Edgar Speyer (Haus, 2013)

Reviewed by David Dutton

HE FirsT WorLD War gave
rise to countless acts of
patriotic bravery and self-

sacrifice. But it also prompted a
large number of instances of ugly
xenophobia. As is well known,

the First Sea Lord, Prince Louis
of Battenberg, second cousin of
King George V, father of Louis
Mountbatten and a nationalised
British subject who had served in
the Royal Navy from the age of
fourteen, was forced from office in
October 1914, solely on account of
his German birth. The offence of
Lord Haldane was equally slight.
An admirer of German culture,

he had once described Germany

as his ‘spiritual home’. At the same

time, however, as War Minis-

ter under Campbell-Bannerman
and Asquith, Haldane had done
more than anyone else to prepare
the British Expeditionary Force
for military combat in 1914. This,
however, did not spare the by-then
Lord Chancellor from a vitriolic
campaign in the right-wing press.
The recipient of more than 2,500
abusive letters in a single day, Hal-
dane was summarily dropped from
the government at the formation
of the first wartime coalition in
May 1915 — the price Prime Min-
ister Asquith was prepared to pay
to ensure Conservative participa-
tion in the government and his own
position at its head. Even innocent
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dachshunds, impeccably loyal to
their British masters and mistresses,
were the victims of unthinking
persecution.

The fate of the German-born
Edgar Speyer was arguably even
crueller. In the same month that
Haldane left office, Speyer, accom-
panied by his wife and children,
sailed to New York to escape a sus-
tained campaign of vilification in
Britain which charged him with
disloyalty and more. By this time
he had tried, unsuccessfully, volun-
tarily to resign the privy council-
lorship to which he had been raised
on Asquith’s recommendation in
1909. Worse, however, was to fol-
low. In 1921, after a lengthy investi-
gation of his wartime activities, he
was found guilty by a judicial com-
mittee of enquiry of disloyalty and
disaffection to the Crown and of
communicating and trading with
the enemy. For this he was deprived
of the British citizenship he had
held since the age of twenty-nine
and expelled from the Privy Coun-
cil, the last individual to suffer this
indignity until the Labour MP,
Eliot Motley, in 2011, following
imprisonment for fraudulent claims
for parliamentary expenses.

Speyer’s is not now a household
name. Yet he was a leading fig-
ure in British society in the years

before the outbreak of the First
World War. A wealthy member of
a Jewish merchant-banking fam-
ily from Frankfurt, Speyer settled
permanently in London in 1886

as chairman of Speyer Bros., the
British branch of the family enter-
prise. It was Speyer’s money that
financed the Underground Elec-
tric Railway Company of London,
bringing electrification to the Met-
ropolitan and District lines of the
London ‘Tube’ and completion to
major sections of what became the
Piccadilly, Bakerloo and North-
ern lines. As Tony Lentin writes,
‘He saw the Company not only as

a hoped-for source of profit which
he must strive to keep solvent but
also as a great public amenity, an
agent of urban and social progress.
The Underground became an end
initself’ (p. 6). According to the
Daily Mirror, by 1912 Speyer had
become ‘London’s “King of the
Underground” ... the master-mind
dealing with the mammoth prob-
lem of London’s passenger-traffic’
(p- 10). At the same time, he became
a generous patron of the arts, sav-
ing the annual Promenade Concerts
from bankruptcy, underwriting
their losses and putting them on a
secure financial footing. Speyer’s
enormous wealth also enabled him
to support such varied causes as the
Whitechapel Art Gallery, the Pop-
lar Hospital and Captain Scott’s
expeditions to the Antarctic.

Then as now, wealth opened
doors and Speyer became promi-
nent on the fringes of Liberal poli-
tics, developing into an intimate
of both Campbell-Bannerman
and Asquith, and of the latter’s
wife, Margot. His contributions
to party funds for the general elec-
tion of 1906 no doubt eased the
path to the baronetcy he secured
later that year. The following
year Lloyd George asked him
to advise on the establishment
of the Port of London Author-
ity. Speyer gave public support to
the People’s Budget of 1909 and
was on the long list of those ear-
marked for a peerage in the event
that their Unionist lordships had
not seen the error of their ways
and allowed the Parliament Bill to
reach the statute book in the sum-
mer of 1911. Winston and Clemen-
tine Churchill were even renting a
holiday cottage from the Speyers
as the European storm clouds gath-
ered three years later.

In an essay published in 1912,
Speyer lauded Germany and Eng-
land as ‘citizens of the world’ and
wrote of the prospect of continu-
ing good relations between two
kindred nations. Yet he would be a
collateral casualty of the collapse of
that vision following the outbreak
of hostilities in August 1914. Spy-
mania predated the coming of war,
but the fear of the ‘enemy within’
inevitably intensified once fight-
ing began. It was not long before
figures on the right of the political
spectrum started to ask whether
someone born in Germany, no mat-
ter how pronounced his Anglo-
philia, could really be trusted.
Journalists such as Leo Maxse of the
National Review and H. A. Gwynne
of the Morning Post were suspi-
cious of Speyer’s continuing entrée
into 10 Downing Street. It was
rumoured that at one dinner party
in October 1914, he had been pre-
sent during discussions of the dis-
position of the Royal Navy. ‘One’s
blood boils at these things, wrote
the former Tory whip, the Earl of
Crawford, ‘while we know that
communications are being made to
the enemy’ (p. 43).

Over the months that followed,
indiscriminate hostility towards
those of German birth was one
way to vent frustration at the fail-
ure of the military to produce the
promised early victory. ‘I get lots
of violent and abusive letters say-
ing I am pro-German’, complained
Margot Asquith. “This is because
I won’t drop my German friends,
Sir Edgar Speyer, [Sir Ernest] Cas-
sel etc.” (p. 59). Even the king,
whom no one could claim was
of undiluted British blood, was
alarmed, a feeling that would lead
to the masterstroke of the crea-
tion of the House of Windsor to
replace that of the distinctly suspect
Saxe-Coburg-Gotha.

Denounced by Maxse as one of
agroup of ‘opulent, sinister, pow-
erful, truculent Prussians’ and
no doubt recoiling from Horatio
Bottomley’s assertion that ‘you
cannot naturalise an unnatural
beast, a human abortion, a hell-
ish freak’ (pp. 62—3), Speyer’s deci-
sion to seek sanctuary in the then
neutral United States was entirely
understandable. His ‘departure
from these shores, writes Lentin,
‘and the fall of the last purely Lib-
eral government were coinciden-
tal but symbolic of the decline of

44 Journal of Liberal History 80 Autumn 2013



liberalism generally’ (p. 164). The
decision of the Home Office in 1919
to re-open the case, a decision that
led ultimately to Speyer’s disgrace
and ‘conviction’, was altogether less
comprehensible.

Was this a flagrant miscar-
riage of justice inflicted on one
of the country’s greatest benefac-
tors of the twentieth century? As
an accomplished historian of this
period and also a qualified barris-
ter, Antony Lentin is well placed
to decide. He does not, however,
act unreservedly as the counsel for
the defence. Rather his task is that
of a fair-minded judge (something
largely denied to Speyer through
the person of Mr Justice Salter,
for twenty years the Unionist MP
for Basingstoke), summing up the
available evidence for his reader-
ship, the jury. Yet the conclusion
seems inescapable. Speyer had com-
mitted minor and technical misde-
meanours, including deliberately
evading the censor. But there is no
proof that he had set out to betray
his adopted country or indeed done
anything to merit the punishments
imposed. If not quite a British
Dreyfus, Speyer had good rea-
son to feel bitter at his treatment.
He was, judges Lentin, in a phrase

previously used by the late Stephen
Koss of Haldane, ‘a scapegoat for
Liberalism’. ‘Conservatives were
paying off old scores, taking vicari-
ous revenge for their deep-seated
grievances both against Asquith’s
pre-war administration and for his
wartime failings’ (p. 166).

This is a compelling tale told
with skill and verve. One would
have liked a little more on the
deeper origins of wartime hostil-
ity, not all of which came to light
only with the outbreak of conflict,
and of the anti-Semitism which was
clearly a factor. Sir Almeric Fitz-
roy, clerk to the Privy Council,
described Speyer as ‘a most charac-
teristic little Jew’ and, when swear-
ing him into that august body,
pointedly offered him the Old Tes-
tament, ‘and thus saved the Gos-
pels from outrage’ (p. 27). Overall,
however, this is a valuable and salu-
tary study of the perilous route by
which patriotism can shade imper-
ceptibly into jingoism and thence
into pure xenophobia.

David Dutton is the author of A His-
tory of the Liberal Party since 1900
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), and con-
tributes regularly to the Journal of Lib-
eral History.

Bitterest allies

lan Cawood, The Liberal Unionist Party: A History

(1.B. Tauris, 2012)
Reviewed by Tony Little

N 17 DECEMBER 1885, a
newspaper scoop revealed
what some Liberals had

long feared: Gladstone had been
converted to home rule. Glad-
stone’s proposal for a devolved Irish
parliament resolved the impasse
created by 1885 election where Par-
nell’s Irish nationalist party held
the balance of power. But his move
split the Liberal Party and ninety-
three Liberals joined the Conserva-
tives in crushing the Home Rule
Bill.

Division in the Liberal forces
was nothing new. It had kept them
out of power for parts of the 1850s.
It had overpowered Russell’s 1865
government and Gladstone’s first

administration. What was different
about 1886?

The defeat of home rule, Ian
Cawood claims, created the big-
gest defection from any British
political party. It was followed by
an immediate general election in
which Gladstonian Liberals fought
the Unionist Liberals who were
protected by an electoral pact with
the Tories. The split became insti-
tutionalised. The Unionists formed
a separate party and supported
Salisbury’s minority Conservative
administration between 1886 and
1892. In 1895, the Liberal Unionists
(LUs) formed a coalition with the
Conservatives and in 1912 the two
parties merged.

The defeat of
homerule,
lan Cawood
claims, cre-
ated the
biggest
defection
from any
British politi-
cal party.
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The quarrel kept the (Gladsto-
nian) Liberals out of power for most
of the following two decades and
the home rule policy blighted both
the 1892 and 1906 Liberal govern-
ments. The two candidates angling
to succeed the aging Gladstone, the
Whig, Lord Hartington, and, the
Radical, Joe Chamberlain, both
sided with the Unionists and in
turn led the LUs in the Commons.

A devolved parliament no
longer seems such an outland-
ishidea and it is hard to recreate
the passions with which home
rule was debated, compounded of
enthusiasm for the Empire then
approaching its zenith, resentment
of Parnell’s obstructive parliamen-
tary tactics and the violence of
Irish agrarian campaigners, British
Protestant fear of regimented Irish
Catholicism, and old-fashioned
racial prejudice against the Irish,
which had been stoked up in Stu-
art times and festered at least until
the 1950s.

Gladstone had once defined Lib-
eralism as ‘trust in the people only
qualified by prudence’. Gladstone
believed that he had detected in
Parnell, a Protestant landowner, the
reasonableness and conservatism of
aman with whom he could do busi-
ness. I have always considered that
the essential difference between the
Gladstonians and the Unionists was
this element of faith for the future.
Gladstone judged that home rule
would strengthen the ties between
Britain and Ireland, the Unionists
feared that home rule would begin
the dissolution of the Empire. Alex
Salmond’s referendum on Scot-
tish independence will put these
hypotheses to a practical test.

While the home rule dispute is a
staple part of analyses of the Victo-
rian Liberal Party and biographies
of Gladstone, little has been written
on the Liberal Unionist party asa
topic of interest for itself. The focus
has been on the dispute or on its
implications for the Liberal Party
or on the leavening of the Conserv-
ative Party with a mildly more pro-
gressive element. So much attention
has been paid to the LU leaders,
especially Chamberlain, that it has
often been considered a party of
chiefs without Indians, or as Glad-
stone put it ‘clergymen without a
church’ (p. 10). The traditional nar-
rative — which suggested that the
party merely provided disillusioned
Whig aristocrats with a comforting
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