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A Party Divided: A Party Divided: 
Liberals, Liberal Liberals, Liberal 
Nationals and the Nationals and the 
Decline of the Liberal Decline of the Liberal 
PartyParty
I! th$ 1&3(), in addition to struggling 

between the upper and nether millstones 
of the Conservatives and Labour, the 

beleaguered Liberals faced a new front of 
con*ict following the defection of more than 
thirty MPs, who formed a new Liberal National 
group. This con*ict was not fought out on the 
traditional battle+elds of electoral politics. 
Between the original defection in 1&31 and the 
outbreak of the Second World War, Liberals 
and Liberal Nationals confronted one another 
at just two by-elections (East Fife, February 
1&33, and St Ives, June 1&3,) and in only two 
constituencies at the 1&3- general election 
(Oldham and Denbighshire West). This article 
seeks to explore the nature of the Liberal–Lib-
eral National contest and to assess the damage 
it did to the mainstream party.

~

According to the old adage, history is writ-
ten by the victors, a presumption certainly 
borne out by the con*ict between Liberals 
and Liberal Nationals which began in 1&31. 
The two groups’ later fortunes stand in stark 
contrast and leave little doubt of the outcome 
of their con*ict. Defying widespread predic-
tions of its inevitable demise, the Liberal Party 

experienced a marked revival in the second 
half of the twentieth century which, if neither 
smooth nor consistent, restored it to signi+-
cant parliamentary representation alongside a 
major role in local government.

Meanwhile, the Liberal Nationals, 
renamed ‘National Liberals’ in 1&./, drifted 
in the postwar years into increasing irrele-
vance. The 1&., Woolton–Teviot agreement 
encouraged the amalgamation, under a suit-
ably agreed designation, of Conservative 
and Liberal National constituency organisa-
tions. Thereafter, in most cases, the Liberal 
Nationals survived only in the antiquated 
nomenclature by which what were usu-
ally unequivocally Conservative candidates 
chose, or were obliged, to present themselves 
to their electorates. Even The Times, once 
vocal in its support, concluded in 1&01 that 
‘National Liberalism as a self-consciously 
maintained political entity has served its turn 
for the anti-Socialist forces … and has done 
all the good it is likely to do for the Conserv-
ative Party … It survives as the fossil remains 
of a con*ict long ago with the Labour Govern-
ment of 1&1&–31 and of a desperate closing of 
ranks on the Right after the Labour victory of 
1&.-.’1

Liberals divided
David Dutton analyses the damage caused to Liberalism by the split between 
Liberals and Liberal Nationals.
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A tale recalled by the newly elected Liberal 
MP, Richard Wainwright, graphically con+rms 
the +nal Liberal triumph over their rivals. 
Arriving at the Commons in 1&00, Wainwright 
found himself without o2ce accommodation 
until Jack McCann, Labour Member for Roch-
dale, took him to a large room in St Stephen’s 
Tower ‘where, he said correctly, I would +nd 
the name of a deceased Liberal National MP 
who had been the +nal Whip of that absurd 
group. Notwithstanding Sir Herbert Butcher 
being dead, the Vote was delivered daily to this 
room, and the huge piles of unopened pages 
did not deter daily delivery to the deceased. 
With glee, I emptied my suitcase into one of 
the desks and invited four other homeless Lib-
eral MPs to use the room as well.’ Wainwright 
and his grateful colleagues retained occu-
pancy throughout the 1&00–,( parliament 
without authority, only by leaving the name 
and title of ‘Sir Herbert Butcher, Baronet – 
Whip’ on the door.1

The Liberal Party then was the undisputed 
victor of its battle with the Liberal Nation-
als. But how did the party portray its oppo-
nents and the con*ict in which both had been 
engaged? From the outset, the mainstream 
party sought to undermine its opponents’ 
claim to be a genuine political party and via-
ble force in Britain’s political life. As Archibald 
Sinclair explained in November 1&31, it would 
be dangerous to allow the Liberal Nationals to 
pose as an alternative representation of the 
Liberal creed. ‘We don’t want to be called Sam-
uelite Liberals as opposed to Simonite Liber-
als, we want to emphasise the fact that we are 
the Liberal Party.’3 The Liberal Nationals were 
presented as political heretics, Tory converts 
lacking the courage to stand under their true 
colours, unprincipled renegades primarily 
concerned to save their parliamentary seats 
and prepared to sell their political souls to the 
Tory devil to maintain a foothold on the seat 
of power. Herbert Samuel, Liberal leader at 
the time of the original defection, set the tone 

when o3ering a dismissively contemptuous 
assessment in October 1&31:

That group [the Liberal Nationals] was sup-
ported by no organisation in the country. It 
had failed … to establish such an organisa-
tion. It was a plant without root, stuck pre-
cariously in the soil; it would not *ourish; 
it would soon wilt and wither. He did not 
believe there was a single Liberal association 
… outside their own constituencies which 
would adopt as a candidate for parliament 
anyone holding the views of Sir John Simon 
and his friends..

Isaac Foot, head of a distinguished West- Coun-
try political family in one of the few remaining 
redoubts of orthodox Liberalism, dismissed 
the Liberal Nationals as ‘yes-men’, ‘rub-
ber-stamp MPs’ who had forfeited their right to 
independent opinion.- On another occasion he 
likened them to the ‘janissaries and eunuchs of 
the royal palace’.0 For his son Dingle, a Liberal 
MP in Dundee, writing during the Second World 
War, the appropriate comparison was with the 
collaborationist government of Marshal Pétain 
in wartime France. Liberal Nationals, he sug-
gested, were ‘Vichy Liberals’., Supporting the 
Liberal candidate in Hudders+eld in 1&.-, the 
local press subjected his Liberal National oppo-
nent to a seemingly unending campaign of 
denigration. The Liberal Nationals were ‘mere 
camp-followers of the Tories’, ‘mere append-
ages of the Conservatives’, ‘merely Conserva-
tism-under-camou*age’ and, borrowing from 
Disraeli, ‘an organised hypocrisy’./ Finally, 
Edward Martell’s handbook for Liberal speak-
ers in the 1&-( general election o3ered a cou-
ple of quips to be used at the expense of Liberal 
National candidates. A Liberal National was 
‘one who is Liberal to save his soul and National 
to save his seat’. Alternatively, in the words of 
Archibald Sinclair, ‘a Liberal National has nei-
ther eyes to see, not tongue to speak, nor ears 
to hear save as his local Conservative associa-
tion directs him’.&
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Just as important as these contemporary 
slights, their underlying message was taken 
up by many historians, particularly those of 
a Liberal disposition. John Ramsden, though 
not subscribing to it himself, described a 
portrayal of ‘traitors, knaves or dupes, men 
whose tenure of o2ce relied on their political 
masters and who toed the Tory line in order to 
survive’.1( Roy Douglas, party historian and 
several times a Liberal parliamentary candi-
date, judged that the Liberal Nationals ‘had 
become Conservatives for all practical pur-
poses’ by the end of 1&33.11

Yet is this Liberal narrative really tenable? 
Was it the case that around half the parliamen-
tary party, largely simultaneously, renounced 
the Liberal faith to which 
they had tenaciously 
adhered – often for many 
years – and became closet 
Tories? Were they moti-
vated purely by cynical 
determination to hang on to their Commons 
seats? Or should the Liberal National case be 
taken more seriously? At the time he deliv-
ered it (October 1&31), there was much truth in 
Samuel’s critique of a genuine Liberal National 
Party infrastructure. But such an edi+ce could 
not be created overnight, and the Liberal 
Nationals lost no time in trying to rectify this 
de+ciency. By early 1&33, the Liberal National 
Organisation had been established in Old 
Queen Street, Westminster, under the direc-
tion of the chairman of the Liberal National 
Council, Lord Hutchison, a former Liberal chief 
whip. It was then soon agreed to set up area 
organisations to handle propaganda and plat-
form work in the constituencies, those already 
held by Liberal National MPs and those that 
were not.

By the mid-1&3(s the Liberal Nationals 
had most of the apparatus of a national polit-
ical party in place and they held their +rst 
national convention in June 1&30, with the 
aim of drawing up a constitution. Attended 

by over ,(( delegates, this was deemed a 
‘great success’ by Henry Morris-Jones, Lib-
eral National MP for Denbigh.11 His colleague 
William Mabane had con+dently invited 
Hudders+eld’s Liberal Association to send 
delegates to the convention and also to the 
meeting shortly afterwards of the National 
Liberal Federation, which, despite its name, 
was the chief extra-parliamentary organisa-
tion of the mainstream party. In this way, sug-
gested Mabane, the delegates could ‘assess on 
their merits which they think is most likely to 
serve the interests of Liberalism’.13

By this time, there were area councils 
in nine districts across England. In addition, 
there was a Scottish National Council with 

district councils in Glasgow and Edinburgh, 
a South Wales Council and one in the pro-
cess of formation in North Wales. Follow-
ing the meeting of the National Convention, 
some 1-( women attended the +rst gather-
ing of the Women’s Division of the Liberal 
National Council, and the following year 
saw the establishment of a Liberal National 
League of Youth. It marked the culmination 
of a period of intense organisational activ-
ity, making it ‘clear that the organisation of 
the Liberal National Party is being extended 
and strengthened as a permanent medium 
of political thought and activity’.1. Perhaps 
most important, and in marked contrast to the 
mainstream party, the Liberal Nationals were 
well +nanced, enjoying the support of wealthy 
benefactors including the motor manufac-
turer, Lord Nu2eld.1-

But the Liberal Nationals had severely 
damaged their erstwhile colleagues even 
before these administrative and institutional 
developments took shape. The defection of 
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so many MPs was a hammer-blow to hopes 
of Liberal revival. In the wake of the 1&31 gen-
eral election, there appeared to be thirty-+ve 
Liberal Nationals and just thirty-three stand-
ing by the mainstream party, though precise 
numbers are disputed as some MPs left their 
a2liations obscure. Taken alongside four MPs 
in a small group owing personal allegiance 
to Lloyd George, this gave a ‘Liberal’ total of 
seventy-two. Such a +gure was undoubtedly 
in*ated by the arrangements entered into by 
the parties and groups pledged to support the 
National Government, but it was still a heart-
ening tally (the best since 1&13), especially set 
against a Labour opposition now reduced to 
+fty-two MPs. Walter Rea, soon to become 
Liberal chief whip, boldly claimed that the 
party was ‘now once more the second larg-
est’ in the country.10 But for this boast to have 
any hint of credibility, it would need all Liber-
als to come together as a coherent whole. This 
never happened and, with its parliamentary 
ranks depleted, the mainstream party began 
to lose the characteristics and credentials of a 
national political force.

Liberal woes did not end with the loss of 
numerical strength in parliament. Individ-
ual circumstances inevitably di3ered, but in 
many constituencies this was only the start of 
a process leading to the e3ective elimination 
of independent Liberalism as a viable political 
force. And this was in areas where a consid-
erable Liberal voting tradition persisted. As a 
consequence of Liberal National defections, 
an institutional infrastructure was inevitably 
damaged or even destroyed and an existing 
pattern of voting lost. The defections could 
not have come at a worse time. The Liberal 
Party’s condition in many parts of the country 
was already parlous. Its seemingly inexorable 
decline at the local level throughout the 1&1(s 
has been well chronicled.1, The experience of 
Labour government from 1&1&–31 made mat-
ters worse. Alienated by the antics of their 
MPs, who seemed incapable of producing a 
united policy or strategy to make use of their 
holding the balance in the Commons, Liberal 
constituency o2cers and activists struggled to 
sustain their own morale. In an already weak-
ened organisational structure, the decision 

Liberal National leaders: Sir John Simon (!873–!9&4, leader !93!–4() in !93!; Ernest Brown (!88!–
!9)2, leader !94(–4&) in !939 (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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of a few key individuals could be enough to 
determine the loyalties of the local party.

In Luton the MP’s defection e3ectively 
transformed Luton Liberalism into Liberal 
Nationalism. Describing the local political 
scene in 1&.0, one prominent activist made 
this point with commendable clarity: ‘It was 
more or less accidental that Luton is a National 
Liberal constituency. It was due to our mem-
ber, the late Dr Leslie Burgin, who was a 
National Liberal.’1/ The MP’s change of alle-
giance was enough to e3ect the virtual elimi-
nation of mainstream Liberalism in Luton for 
a generation. Con+rmation comes from the 
fact that the new Liberal National Association 
never found it necessary to be known as such. 
It could remain the ‘Luton Liberal Associa-
tion’ because there was no rival organisation. 
When, +nally, in 1&-( the Liberals managed to 
+eld a candidate against the sitting National 
Liberal MP, Dr Charles Hill, he secured just & 
per cent of the vote. Yet this was a seat which 
the Liberals had won in 1&13 and 1&1& (before 
retaining it as Liberal Nationals in 1&31 and 
1&3-). If nothing else, the Liberal Nationals 

had been extremely e3ective in appropriating 
Liberal support and the Liberal tradition from 
their Liberal opponents.

In Hudders+eld, the defecting MP, Wil-
liam Mabane, faced a more di2cult challenge. 
The local Liberal Association and the voters 
who gave him a massive 1,,((( majority in 
1&31 had every reason to believe that Mabane 
remained a loyal member of the main-
stream party. Only slowly did his true a2li-
ation emerge. Almost up to the outbreak of 
war, Mabane maintained a precarious unity 
among Hudders+eld Liberals, even though, by 
1&3- at the latest, he was clearly a fully-*edged 
Liberal National. The local association, +rmly 
under Mabane’s personal guidance, had held 
to the pretence that it was the representative 
body in Hudders+eld of Liberalism without 
pre+x or su2x. The doubts of the local party 
agent had been overcome, and the associa-
tion’s leading o2cers were fully loyal to the 
MP. In the absence of an alternative Liberal-
ism in the town, unequivocally committed 
to the mainstream party, most Liberal voters 
were prepared to give Mabane the bene+t of 

Key Liberal Nationals: Walter Runciman (!87(–!949) in !93&; Leslie Hore-Belisha (!893–!9&7) in !93( 
(© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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the doubt. The MP, by acting as if Hudders+eld 
Liberalism was the same animal that it had 
been before 1&31, sought to retain as many 
local party members as possible, to maxim-
ise his hold on the constituency’s Liberal vote 
and thus tighten his grip on his parliamentary 
seat. Again, the title of ‘Hudders+eld Liberal 
Association’ was never changed to ‘Liberal 
National’ before the end of the decade. When 
orthodox Liberalism became su2ciently 
organised to create a rival body in April 1&3&, it 
had to adopt the title of ‘Hudders+eld Borough 
Liberal Association’.1& Mabane lost his seat in 
1&.- to Labour (victors also in 1&13, 1&1. and 
1&1&), but it is striking that (with Conservative 
support), he still +nished 13,((( votes ahead 
of the Liberal, even though, in the economist 
Roy Harrod, the mainstream party had nomi-
nated a thoroughly credible candidate.

Life was easier for Liberal Nationals in 
Dumfriesshire. The allegiance of the sitting 
MP, Joseph Hunter, a protégé of Lloyd George, 
was obscure largely because of his absence 
through long-term illness during and after the 
1&31 general election. Indeed, a by-election was 
widely predicted. In the event, however, it was 
announced in late May 1&3. that Hunter had 
accepted appointment as national organiser of 
the Liberal Nationals, thus ending the ambig-
uous position that he had held within British 
Liberalism.1( Almost immediately, the Dum-
friesshire Liberal Association announced that 

it would ‘acquiesce in the step that Dr Hunter 
was about to take’.11 With the local newspa-
per, the Standard, whose Liberal pedigree went 

back deep into the nineteenth century and 
whose editor, James Reid, was fortuitously also 
president of the Dumfriesshire Liberal Asso-
ciation, also o3ering support, Liberalism in 
Dumfriesshire transmogri+ed seamlessly into 
Liberal Nationalism, again without needing to 
change name. At the same time, the organisa-
tional infrastructure of the mainstream party 
e3ectively disappeared. E3orts in the east of 
the constituency to resurrect traditional Lib-
eralism soon +zzled out. After a half-hearted 
e3ort at the 1&.- general election, the Liberal 
Party again almost disappeared, and it was not 
until 1&-- that the Dumfriesshire Liberal Asso-
ciation was +nally renamed ‘National Liberal’. 
Meanwhile, the Standard unhelpfully added 
to muddied waters by frequently describing its 
Liberal National/National Liberal representa-
tives as ‘Liberals’.

If the nature of the Liberal–Liberal 
National con*ict is to be fully understood, 
we need to examine what separated the two 
groups. In other words, what lay at the heart 
of the Liberal National defection? The con-
ventional answer is ‘free trade’. There is some 
truth here, and it certainly +ts into the Liberal 
narrative outlined above. But the overall pic-
ture is more complex and nuanced. Free trade/
protection was never the invariable distinc-
tion between Liberals and Liberal Nationals. 
It is true that the majority of MPs who left the 
mainstream party in 1&31–1 signed a memo-

rial to Prime Minister 
Ramsay MacDonald in 
September 1&31, pledg-
ing unquali+ed support 
for any measures the gov-
ernment saw +t to take in 
the interests of the coun-
try’s +nance and trade.11 
Granted that the Conserv-
atives were, even before 

the general election, comfortably the largest 
component of the National Government and 
that it was widely understood that they would 
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press to introduce tari3s to deal with Britain’s 
economic crisis, the memorial’s implications 
were clear. Similarly, it was the government’s 
success at Ottawa in August 1&31 in set-
ting up a scheme of Imperial Preference that 
prompted the resignation of the Samuelite 
ministers and their subsequent return to the 
opposition benches.

This series of events plays into the Lib-
eral narrative of the split. Given the central 
importance of free trade to the Liberal creed, 
the mainstream party’s supporters would 
later argue that here was proof positive that 
the Liberal Nationals had abandoned their 
faith and no longer had any claim to the noble 
title of ‘Liberal’. David Marquand has argued: 
‘Free trade for [Liberals] was what the Thir-
ty-Nine Articles were for the Church of Eng-
land: though individual Liberals might have 
doubts, the Liberal Party could not abandon it 
without destroying the chief justi+cation for 
its existence as an organised body.’13 But was 
this any longer the case? During the 1&1(s, as 
the British economy faced new and intractable 
problems, including ever-mounting unem-
ployment, even this most sacred doctrine had 
come under review. This was particularly true 
among Liberals operating within industrial 
constituencies where cheap foreign imports 
threatened domestic production and jobs.

The great economist J. M. Keynes became 
converted to the idea of tari3s in 1&3(, while 
E. D. Simon, no relation of John Simon and 
never associated with the Liberal National 
group, found himself questioning whether 
traditional free trade, whatever the case when 
Britain was the undisputed workshop of the 
world, remained relevant in changed twen-
tieth-century circumstances. For growing 
numbers of Liberals, free trade was no longer 
an imperative article of their faith, but rather 
an impractical liability in a world where many 
other nations imposed tari3s. They saw the 
British economy locked into a collapsing 
world economy and believed that, while it 

remained committed to free trade, no escape 
was possible. Not surprisingly, ‘the march 
of protectionist ideas in 1&3(–31 made more 
headway than in the whole of the previous 
quarter-century’.1.

The salience of free trade as a de+ning 
feature of British Liberalism continued to 
decline as the 1&3(s progressed. In October 
1&33, even Sinclair conceded that, whatever 
‘the greater ultimate advantages of free trade, 
it was di2cult to convince anyone that it was 
possible in the present world’.1- This was strik-
ingly close to the thinking of prominent Lib-
eral Nationals. Walter Runciman, MP for St 
Ives, declared that he remained a committed 
free trader, but was prepared to accept tari3s 
for the moment and use them as a bargain-
ing-counter to reduce the general level of tar-
i3s. Clement Davies, who spent eight years as a 
Liberal National before returning to the dimin-
ished ranks of orthodox Liberalism, later 
explained that he had joined the breakaway 
group because he saw free trade as ‘a very nar-
row and out-of-date question’ and regarded 
tari3s as a means of increasing Britain’s bar-
gaining powers.10 In Walsall, still professing 
loyalty to the orthodox party but destined 
soon to align himself with the Liberal Nation-
als, Joseph Leckie insisted that he remained 
‘as strong as ever on free trade’, but would not 
carry his conviction ‘to the last point’ in the 
case of imported manufactured luxuries.1,

By 1&3-, even Lloyd George was no longer 
a ‘true believer’. An extract from his mistress’s 
diary, written in the wake of that year’s general 
election, is revealing: ‘He is … sorry that one 
or two did not get in who might have done had 
they not clung to the fetish of Free Trade. One 
of them he advised to leave free trade alone. 
“I must stick to my principles”, was the reply. 
“Do you want to get to heaven or to Westmin-
ster?” was D[avid]’s slightly cynical retort.’1/

The last years before the outbreak of 
world war saw existing trends in the Lib-
eral–Liberal National contest con+rmed. The 
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mainstream party emerged from the 1&3- 
election with only twenty-one MPs compared 
with thirty-three Liberal Nationals. For the 
+rst time in its history, the Liberal Party had 
seemed irrelevant in the eyes of most of the 
electorate. In particular, the case for free trade 
had largely been ignored.1& Even that +gure 
of twenty-one MPs *attered perceptions of 
Liberal strength. No more than half the par-
liamentary party were regular Commons 
attenders. Leading +gures, including the chief 
whip, Walter Rea, the west-country grandee, 
Isaac Foot, and Samuel himself, had been 
defeated. Ever more responsibility fell on Sin-
clair, who took over Samuel’s mantle without 
enthusiasm, doubting whether his party could 
even survive. While there was some improve-
ment in the party’s organisation at the cen-
tre, constituency infrastructure continued 
to decline. Given the party’s ever-weakening 
+nancial position, Sinclair wondered whether 
he could hope for anything better than 
cooperation with others as a parliamentary 
group.3( As Lord Lothian put it, ‘it may prove to 
be the best, perhaps the only course, for Lib-
erals to join one or other of the two main par-
ties and liberalise from within’.31 Few activists 
anticipated Liberal gains in the general elec-
tion expected in 1&3&/1&.(.

In the wake of the 1&3- election there 
was a further, if small, defection to the Lib-
eral National camp. The most important was 
probably that of Robert Bernays, MP for Bris-
tol North, in September 1&30, who might have 
defected earlier but for a personal antipathy 
towards John Simon. In so far as policy issues 
were involved, international a3airs rather 
than free trade came to the fore, with support 
for the government’s appeasement policy 
confronting a new Liberal focus on collective 
security. Heavily defeated as Liberal candi-
date in the Ross and Cromarty by-election of 
February 1&30, Russell Thomas soon decided 
to join the Liberal Nationals. He criticised the 
Sinclairites’ ‘blind devotion to what is called 

“collective security” with a tendency to ignore 
the facts of the European situation and to 
hinder the rearmament of our country’. This 
showed ‘a lack of realism I can no longer sup-
port’.31 Following the Munich settlement of 
September 1&3/, Herbert Holdsworth, sitting 
MP for Bradford South, also jumped ship. In an 
open letter to his erstwhile leader, Holdsworth 
declared that he ‘supported the actions of the 
Prime Minister in the agreement at Munich. 
I am convinced that the alternative to that 
agreement was war. You obviously believe 
otherwise.’33 As with free trade, however, the 
lines of division were never precise. Prom-
inent Liberals, including the journalist J. A. 
Spender and even the party’s recent leader 
Samuel, openly backed Chamberlain, while 
four of the eighteen Liberal MPs voting in the 
Commons debate on Munich also supported 
the government.

Strikingly, the Twenty Points of Policy 
published by the Liberal National Organisa-
tion in January 1&3/ were, apart from a con-
tinuing commitment to support the National 
Government, largely compatible with tradi-
tional Liberal beliefs.3. Beyond di3erences 
over speci+c areas of policy, however, the 
Liberal–Liberal National divide is best viewed 
in strategic terms. Once the Liberal Party fell 
unequivocally into third place in the national 
political competition, as had happened by the 
mid-1&1(s, Liberals faced a dilemma. With 
realistic aspirations now limited to holding the 
parliamentary balance – which was achieved 
in 1&13 and 1&1& – the party inevitably tended 
to fragment. Themselves covering a broad 
spectrum of opinion, Liberals faced the crude 
choice of whether they preferred to sustain a 
minority Conservative or a minority Labour 
administration. Opinions inevitably di3ered, 
but many believed that Lloyd George’s e3orts 
to reach a formal understanding with Mac-
Donald’s second Labour government had, 
at best, been misguided. That government, 
they thought, was completely discredited by 
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the time that the mounting economic crisis 
swept it away, while the manner of its disin-
tegration – ‘running away’ in the commonly 
used phrase – disquali+ed Labour from gov-
ernmental responsibilities for the foreseeable 
future. According to Morris-Jones in Den-
bigh, the Labour government’s performance 
showed that ‘the Labour and Socialist party 
as at present constituted is a danger to the 
State’.3- It was the duty of all anti-socialists 
to combine; and cooperation with a moder-
ate Conservative Party – partnership, indeed, 
inside the National Government – o3ered a 
credible way forward. Speaking at the annual 
conference of the Scottish Liberal National 
Association in 1&3,, Simon suggested that 
new dividing lines had been drawn in British 
politics. The contests of the future would not 
pitch old-style Conservatism – now a thing of 
the past – against the old Liberalism, which 
remained stuck in its trenches, unable to rec-
ognise the new reality.30

The mainstream party under Samuel 
and Sinclair appeared intent on maintaining 
independence and ideological purity, even if 
this led inevitably to political oblivion. When 
an independent Liberal candidate challenged 
the Liberal National nominee at the East Fife 
by-election of February 1&33, the Liberal Mag-
azine heaped praise on this ‘young Free Trader 
marching out to +ght the combined hosts 
of Tories and Simonites’. It was ‘a Charge of 
the Light Brigade’ in which he covered him-
self with glory.3, A moment’s re*ection on the 
disastrous outcome of that brigade’s failed 
assault might have prompted a di3erent anal-
ogy! The Liberal Nationals always insisted 
they were genuine Liberals, albeit Liberals pre-
pared to modernise their ideas in the face of 
changing circumstances. Their success in con-
vincing substantial numbers of Liberal voters 
of the continuing reality of their Liberalism 
made them a signi+cant ongoing threat to the 
mainstream party. By the end of the 1&3(s, 
while many leading Liberals pondered their 

own futility, Liberal Nationals could point to 
participation in government – Simon, Runci-
man, Hore-Belisha, Godfrey Collins, Ernest 
Brown and Leslie Burgin all held cabinet posts 
during the decade – and, somewhat more 
questionably, their liberalising in*uence on 
overall government policy. Liberal Nationals 
increasingly referred to the mainstream party 
as the breakaway group, as it was they who 
had not stayed loyal to the National Govern-
ment which both groups initially supported 
in 1&31. Looking forward to the next general 
election, Liberal Nationals could also note 
that, after agreement with the Conservatives, 
they would be +ghting on a broader front than 
before. Liberal National candidates would 
contest seats as diverse as Motherwell and 
Hackney South, She2eld Hillsborough and 
Gower. Few of these were likely to result in Lib-
eral National victories, but all had the capacity 
to obliterate any lingering local presence of the 
mainstream party.

The experience of Scotland, where the 
Liberal National Godfrey Collins was the 
National Government’s secretary of state 
from September 1&31 until his death in Octo-
ber 1&30, reveals how close the Liberal Nation-
als came to ‘victory’ in their civil war with 
the orthodox party. In the wake of the First 
World War, the once dominant Liberal Party 
went into precipitous decline north of the bor-
der. By the end of the 1&1(s it was ‘reduced to 
a bunch of squabbling factions united only 
by a name and its memories’.3/ Much of what 
remained tended to lean to the right and was 
thus particularly susceptible to the Liberal 
National embrace. For several months in 1&3-, 
the mainstream party e3ectively lost control 
of the Scottish Liberal Federation. Sir William 
Baird, the federation’s chairman, motivated, it 
appeared, by the Liberal Party’s chronic short-
age of money, moved tentatively towards the 
Liberal National camp. Yet at this stage Sinclair 
seemed sympathetic towards Baird’s posi-
tion: ‘The +nancial situation of the Federation 
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is bad, even though some subscriptions are 
being obtained from Liberals whose sym-
pathies are with the National Government. 
Without such support it may be di2cult for 
the SLF to carry on.’3& Most local associations 
throughout Scotland were, Sinclair admit-
ted, ‘simply dead’..( There followed a period 
of shadow boxing between the two sides, but 
Sinclair, through his close ally James Scott, 
arranged for the submission to the SLF’s exec-
utive committee of a statement rea2rming 
the independence of the federation from both 
the Liberal Nationals and the National Gov-
ernment. Emboldened by further evidence 
from a by-election in Edinburgh West of the 
weakness of the mainstream party, Baird in 
July circulated a memorandum to his fellow 
o2ce holders, gently suggesting ‘genuine (if 
to some extent quali+ed) cooperation with the 
National Government, especially at the com-
ing general election’..1 Again, Sinclair used 
his in*uence to convene a special meeting to 
consider this memorandum, which was then 
referred back to the chairman’s committee.

Sinclair was probably happy with this 
stalemate, recognising that at the coming 
election the Samuelites were likely to support 
the government’s declared policy of uphold-
ing the League of Nations, a stance di2cult 
to reconcile with further censure of Baird’s 
position. At the same time, he was reluctant 
to ‘damp down … sparks of genuine Liberal 
enthusiasm’ when a group of independent Lib-
erals produced a counter-memorandum repu-
diating Baird’s arguments..1 This was debated 
by the federation in Glasgow on 1, October. 
The counter-memorandum was supported by 
Sinclair, Scott and others. After an acrimoni-
ous debate, it was carried by 100 votes to 1(1, 
after which Baird and several other o2cers 
resigned their posts, with most soon joining 
the rival Liberal National Organisation..3

This was a victory for the mainstream 
party, but a pyrrhic one. The Times suggested 
that the federation’s ‘unhappy week’ ended 

with its Glasgow headquarters ‘in charge of a 
solitary typist’... Over the following weeks, 
several who had backed the counter-mem-
orandum withdrew their support..- At the 
November general election, Scottish Liberal 
representation fell to three MPs; the Liberal 
Nationals secured seven. Two and a half years 
later, from the vantage point of his new o2ce 
as chairman of the Scottish Liberal National 
Federation, Baird reviewed the situation:

Beginning as we did with small but enthusi-
astic bands, we have developed in the short 
space of two years to be a strength in the 
land and, I trust, a help to the Government. 
Slowly but surely Liberals joined our ranks 
and the attendance at our +rst Annual Con-
ference … proved beyond doubt that large 
numbers of Liberals throughout Scotland 
would have drifted had we not fashioned 
and built a home for their thoughts and ide-
als, and a meeting place to express them..0

World war transformed the whole course of 
British politics, including the contest for the 
soul of the Liberal Party. In the postwar world, 
Liberal Nationals found it di2cult to renew 
themselves with a fresh generation of adher-
ents. As the circumstances that had brought 
them into existence faded into history, they 
became little more than a historical curiosity. 
The National Government was no more and, if 
their primary goal was to help block the path 
to a further period of Labour rule, the 1&.- 
general election showed how spectacularly 
they had failed. Yet, as one historian has put it, 
Liberal Nationalism enjoyed a ‘long afterlife’ 
and remained capable of in*icting damage on 
a still-declining Liberal Party.., After 1&.-, and 
particularly after Woolton–Teviot, it did so less 
as an independent political force than as an 
instrument in Conservative hands in a broader 
strategy of capturing the ‘Liberal vote’ as the 
only way of recovering power in the face of a 
rampant Labour Party. This involved attempts 
to swallow up the mainstream Liberals, as 
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well as draining the last vestiges of Liberal 
National autonomy. Throughout the 1&-(s, 
there remained Conservative MPs determined 
to maintain, often to the confusion of their 
electorates, a National Liberal element in their 
local association and nominal a2liation for 
fear that its abandonment would prompt a 
haemorrhage of ‘Liberal’ votes../

For all that, it seems reasonable to con-
clude that, for around +fteen years after 1&31, 
there were two British Liberal parties, each 
with a plausible claim to be the authentic voice 
of the Liberal tradition. Though the Liberal 
Party survived, and Liberal Nationalism did 
not, this outcome was not inevitable in 1&3&. 
Furthermore, it is indisputable that the latter 
had in*icted serious harm on the former and, 
having done so, acted as an impediment to 
any meaningful recovery by the mainstream 
party. It is striking that no parliamentary seat 
which passed into Liberal National hands was 
recovered by the mainstream party until the 
Torrington by-election of 1&-/. Small wonder 
that Violet Bonham Carter, Asquith’s daugh-
ter and mother of the Torrington victor, later 
recalled a ‘strange sense of being a member of 
an army of liberation entering occupied ter-
ritory which for years had been ruled by quis-
lings and collaborators and that their day was 
over once and for all’..& 

David Dutton has had a long-standing interest in the 
cross-over between Liberal and Conservative politics. 
This led inevitably to a focus on the Liberal National 
Party. His book Liberals in Schism was published in 
paperback by I.B. Tauris in 2(!4.
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fellow radical Liberals, Roberts 
and Granville, also lost their seats. 
Noel-Baker and James Callaghan 
then suggested to her that the 
time had !nally come to join the 
Labour Party.

Within the Liberals, the radicals 
continued to debate the way 
forwards whilst staying away 
from party meetings. However, 
they did not act together and 
one by one they moved across to 
Labour. Megan focused much of 
her energies on the cross-party 
campaign to get a Parliament 
for Wales. Joining Labour was 
delayed by Megan’s concern 
about Labour in!ghting between 
Bevan and Gaitskell and the lack 
of suitable parliamentary oppor-
tunities in Wales for her to re-en-
ter the Commons as a Labour MP. 
Even as late as 195%, the remain-
ing radicals in the Liberal Party 
hoped that Megan could be 
more active and swing the party 
to the left. Finally, Megan joined 

Labour just in time to speak for 
them in the 1955 election.

Her opportunity to rejoin parlia-
ment came in November 195&, 
at the height of the Suez crisis, 
with the sudden death of Sir Rhys 
Hopkin Morris, the Liberal MP for 
Carmarthen. As a largely Welsh 
speaking and rural constituency, 
Labour’s national executive saw 
it as an ideal opportunity for 
Megan. However, Megan won 
the selection by only one vote. 
The Liberals selected a candidate 
who supported the Tories’ Suez 
policy, and the Conservatives did 
not stand. Megan campaigned 
on Suez even though the Labour 
organisers would have preferred 
her to focus on less controversial 
domestic issues. In the end she 
won by %,000 votes.

As a Labour backbencher Megan 
was never really comfortable 
within a party whose traditions 
and ethos were so unfamiliar to 

her. She had lost the battle to 
save the Liberal Party as a signif-
icant, progressive and genuinely 
Radical force. Despite being diag-
nosed with cancer in 19&(, Megan 
fought both the 19&) and 19&& 
elections but was too ill to visit 
the constituency in 19&&. Even so, 
the seriousness of the cancer was 
not at all widely known and her 
death two months later in May 
19&& was a surprise. 

Megan Lloyd George didn’t really 
have her own separate political 
identity until after her father’s 
death in March 19)5. She is prob-
ably most fondly remembered 
for her leadership of the Par-
liament for Wales campaign in 
the 1950s. Megan’s lack of drive, 
relying on her charm to make a 
political impression, meant that 
she was never able to mould the 
Liberal Party in her image and 
her departure was probably only 
a matter of time. 
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