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Letters to the Editor
Targeting
I am grateful for Mark Pack’s elucida-
tion of national decision-making on 
targeting ( Journal of Liberal History 90, 
Spring 2016). The table accompanying 
my article in the previous issue of the 
Journal showed the increases in the par-
ty’s national vote and seats won at gen-
eral elections subsequent to 1997 but my 

point was that targeting brought dimin-
ishing returns, as was clearly shown. 

My main argument is that targeting 
in effect hollows out the party and pre-
vents it profiting from a national move 
to the party, such as followed the ‘I agree 
with Nick’ moment and, indeed, the 
increase in membership following the 
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last general election and, more recently, 
the referendum. The lack of organisa-
tion, and even activity, in many con-
stituencies denies the possibility of 
capitalising on national events. I believe 
that the voting figures demonstrate that.

Mark’s final point, that ‘When there 
is only 8 per cent of the vote to go round, 
with or without targeting, the results are 
necessarily grim’, presupposes that the 
base vote in May 2015 would have been 
no higher without twenty years of tar-
geting. I would certainly challenge that. 
At the 1950 election, with the Liberal 
Party in desperate straits, and with 150 
seats unfought, the party still polled 9.1 
per cent. More vividly, in 1950 only 29 
of the 475 candidates polled less than the 
current lost deposit level of 5 per cent, 
whereas there were 340 such in May 2015. 
Even accepting that the 150 unfought 
seats would probably have produced a 
high ratio of votes below 5 per cent, the 
comparison is stark, as is the lesson.

Michael Meadowcroft

Liberal clubs (1)
Your interesting piece on Liberal Clubs 
(‘The Liberal Echo Chamber’, Journal 
of Liberal History 90, Spring 2016) made 
no mention of the three working men’s 
clubs in the Borders which were instru-
mental in my by-election in 1965. 

The Jedburgh Club was the smallest, 
but as the late-night declaration was in 
that town hall, I was carried shoulder-
high down the High Street to that Lib-
eral Club for celebratory refreshments. 
There was an amusing sequel some years 
later when I was pressing the case for 
an A68 bypass for the town. The road 
planners originally proposed that dem-
olitions would include the Club, but mis-
takenly were told to redraw the plans for 
fear of the wrath of the local MP. In fact 
it was in dire straits financially, and the 
MP would have been only too happy to 
see it demolished at a good price. It later 
had to close and is now a pub. 

Galashiels had the largest club, where 
I used to call the bingo at packed Friday 
night sessions. Galashiels had in the 1959 
housing report the highest proportion 
of unfit houses of any town in Scotland, 
and the top floor contained five bath-
rooms so that members had access to 
what was missing from their homes. The 
club in Hawick occupied the most prom-
inent position in the High Street. Sadly, 
the days of these clubs have long since 
gone and they all had to close eventually.

David Steel (Lord Steel of Aikwood)

Liberal clubs (2)
Matt Cole’s interesting article about Lib-
eral Clubs barely touches upon Scotland 
(where their life cycle at local level paral-
leled that south of the border). 

The Scottish Liberal Club, however, 
continues in existence, though not for 
some decades in the grand premises it 
once possessed in Edinburgh’s Princes 
Street. The SLC holds meetings and an 
annual dinner, and has a clubroom in the 
premises of the Scottish Liberal Demo-
crats at 4 Clifton Terrace. In fact the club 
is proprietor of the building.

A history of the SLC in its early years 
from 1879 to 1898 was the subject of a 
thesis by Noah Torn, a final-year under-
graduate at Edinburgh University. It is 
available online at www.scottishliberal-
club.org.uk/history.htm.

Willis Pickard

Liberal clubs (3)
Matt Cole’s article, ‘The Liberal Echo 
Chamber’ in issue 90 provides an inter-
esting look at the role of Liberal clubs in 
England and at their ‘drift and decline’ 
from 1918 onwards. Sadly, it makes no 
mention of the clubs in Scotland and, 
in particular, of those in the Scottish 
Borders, where they remained in exist-
ence, albeit declining, until a few years 
ago. At one time, there were at least six 
clubs, founded, in some cases, during the 
latter years of the nineteenth century, 
although those in Innerleithen, Kelso 
and Peebles had closed by the time I first 
became engaged in Borders elections.

The surviving clubs in the Rox-
burgh, Selkirk & Peebles constituency, 
in Galashiels, Hawick and Jedburgh, 
played an important role as a reservoir 
of support for Liberalism throughout 
the 1950s and early 1960s, leading up to 
David Steel’s victory at the March 1965 
by-election.

This continued into the 1970s and 
onwards. During the October 1974 elec-
tion, for example, when I was David 
Steel’s sub-agent in Hawick, we used 
rooms in the Club as our offices, while 
the Galashiels Club, conveniently 
located on the main street, Bank Street, 
was also used as an office. Steel popped in 
and out of the Galashiels Club whenever 
campaigning in the town – and financial 
contributions to campaigns were made, 
as well.

I was only in the RSP constituency 
and its successors, first Roxburgh & 
Berwickshire and Tweeddale, Ettrick 
& Lauderdale, and later Berwickshire, 

Roxburgh & Selkirk, during general 
election campaigns, so cannot provide 
information on how they operated in a 
political context outside these elections. 
They were also centres of social activi-
ties, of course, not just in relation to their 
own members, but in engaging with the 
wider community.

In 1976, in a debate in Parliament on 
the powers of the police to enter such 
private clubs without permission, David 
Steel noted that ‘ the Galashiels Lib-
eral Club has just won a prize as the Ace 
of Clubs for raising a record amount to 
help fight muscular dystrophy – £1,500 
in three weeks. This real club atmosphere 
in a community is of value.’1 Further 
scraps of information can be found on 
the internet, such as a press report that in 
1978, the Jedforest Liberal Club, in Jed-
burgh, sponsored a 90 metres youth race 
in the town’s Border Games that year.2

All three clubs have now closed, 
the premises in Galashiels and Hawick 
struggling on for a few years as, respec-
tively, a nightclub and a sport and social 
club, though without any political con-
nections. Both are listed as historic 
buildings, though for their architecture 
rather than because of their importance 
to the political history of the Borders.

What is perhaps a last echo of these 
formerly vibrant clubs is to be found in 
Michael Moore’s Parliamentary Regis-
ter of Interests, where it is recorded that 
the Trustees of Jedforest Liberal Club, 
an exempt trust created in 1985, made 
a donation of an unspecified amount to 
the constituency association in Novem-
ber 2005 and another, of £3,500 in June 
2010, for that year’s election campaign. 
No donation for the 2015 election was 
recorded.3

Papers about the Galashiels Club can 
be found in David Steel’s papers at LSE,4 
while there are notes on the ‘Galashiels 
Hawick Liberal Club’ 1901–1912 in the 
National Archives at Kew.5

Peter Hellyer
1	 http://hansard.millbanksys-

tems.com/commons/1976/jul/27/
power-of-police-to-enter-clubs

2	 https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=25
07&dat=19680223&id=bn1AAAAAIBAJ&sji
d=sKMMAAAAIBAJ&pg=2764,4138445&hl
=en

3	 http://www.theyworkforyou.com/
regmem/?p=10439

4	 http://archives.lse.ac.uk/
Record.aspx?src=CalmView.
Catalog&id=STEEL%2FB%2F8%2F2

5	 http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
details/r/C2612819
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