ThelLiberal vote

Mark Egan examines the geographical persistence of the Liberal vote.

The Geography of
Liberal Survival

UCH INK HAS been spilled in dis-
cussing the decline of the Liberal
Party, fromitsbarnstorming gen-

eral election winin 1906 to the catastrophic
1924 campaign, when only forty Liberals were
elected, and the party’s subsequent descent
into near-irrelevance. Ratherless attention
hasbeen paid to another of the great puzzles
of British politics: why did the party survive at
all?

In 1929, the Liberalsregrouped and made
adetermined attempt to regain power. Past
divisions were pushed below the surface and
the party presented arange of freshideasto
the electorate. Theresult was a severe disap-
pointment; another third-place finish and
only fifty-nine MPs elected. It was confirma-
tion of a seismic shiftin the political firma-
ment, with Labour replacing the Liberalsin
the UK’s two-party system. The Liberal Party
continued to decline, being reduced to just
five MPs between 1957and 1958. The situa-
tioninlocal government was no better, with
there being fewer than 500 Liberal councillors
elected across the whole country by the mid-
1950s.* Yet, the party did survive, reviving in
local government and finding ways of winning
parliamentary by-elections. Although the Lib-
eral Party and Liberal Democrats have experi-
enced some exceptionally tough periods since
1959, the party’s survival hasneverbeenin
doubt, save, perhaps, inthe immediate after-
math of the merger of the Liberal Party and
SDP.

The question of why the Liberal Party sur-
vived is not simply of interest to historians of

the party. The Liberals’ stubbornrefusal to
disappear forced the two major parties to take
the party anditsideas seriously. At national
level, Liberal Democrats have taken partin
governing coalitionsinthe UK, Scotland and
Wales, aswell asthe Lib-Lab pactin the 1970s;
and the party is well entrenched in swathes of
local authorities across the country. The unex-
pected survival of the Liberal Party changed
Britain and continuesto do so.

Accounts of the party’s survival typically
focusinonthe persistence of the Liberal vote
inthe UK’s ‘Celtic fringe’, evoking comparison
with ancient Picts, Scotsand druidsretreating
before the Romansto the wilds of Wales, Corn-
walland northern Scotland. Thisisn’tsomuch
anexplanation asadescription, basedon a
characterisation of the areas of the country
which, itissuggested, remained Liberal.

The Celtic fringe thesis also fails to
account for the stubborn survival of the party
atlocal governmentlevelin Lancashire and
the West Riding of Yorkshire. Of the 292 Liberal
borough councillorsin 1956, 179 were from
those two counties.? What, if anything, links
the party survivalin placeslike Rochdale and
Halifax with the extremities of the UK?

In order to analyse the factors underlying
the Liberal Party’s survival, we need to have
abetterunderstanding of where it survived,
whichisthe purpose of this article.

The starting pointis the set of parlia-
mentary seatswhich the Liberals won in 1929.
These were, presumably, the seats with the
strongest Liberal tradition, where Liberal
strength had survived the strong ebb tide
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of the 1920s. This thesis will be tested using
Pelling’s pithy analyses of the politics of indi-
vidual constitutionsin hisbook, Social Geog-
raphy of British Elections 1885-1910. There
are a small number of seats which the party
did notwinin 1929 but which it did pick up
later, before 1955, especially in 1931, when the
Labour Party suffered a significant reverse.
These are alsoincluded in the analysis.?

For each of the seventy-eight seatsiden-
tified in this study, welook at the 1945 election
results, to see how the party fared at the time
of the Labour Party’slandslide victory, and the
1955 electionresults, shortly before the Liber-
als’ parliamentary nadir. Thereisthen a brief
study of what happened between 1955 and
1974 in each constituency, to enable consid-
eration of where a Liberal tradition appearsto
have survived and where it did not. Constit-
uencies have been splitinto four categories,
based onthisanalysis. These are heartland
seats, where the Liberal Party remained strong
throughout the 1929-55 period and that
strength persisted; ‘bounce back’ seats, where
the Liberal Party weakened during the 1929-
55 period, but there was subsequent revival,
seats exhibiting ‘glimmers of hope’, where
there was decline during the 1929-55 period
but occasions thereafter where the Liberals
polled well; and seats where the party was not
competitive in parliamentary electionsin the
periodto1974.4

Analysing parliamentary constituencies
over such along period of time has necessar-
ilyinvolved making some judgements about
boundary changes which some readers may
regard as cavalier.

Ithasnotbeen possible to undertake
asimilar analysis atlocal government level
because of the amount of data which would
beinvolved and the difficulty of findinglocal
electionresults, especially before 1945. How-
ever, somereflections on the persistence of
Liberal voting atlocal government level are
included.

Scotland

The Scottish seats won in 1929 were almost
allregarded by Pelling as safe territory for

the party before the First World War, with the
exception of Greenock, amarginal seat, and
Galloway, which was formed from two county
seatswhich were usually Tory. The three
urban seats picked up in 1931 had also been
safely Liberal before the war, Paisley being
Asquith’s seat from 1920 to 1924. However,
innone of these seats was a Liberal elected in
1945. Roxburgh and Selkirk, a surprise gain
forthe Liberalsin 1950, was made up of two
former constituencies which were both earlier
regarded asmarginal.

Three of the seats can beregarded as Lib-
eral heartlands. Orkney and Shetland had
been Liberal for decades before 1935. It was
regained by Jo Grimond in 1950 and remained
safely Liberal thereafter.

The Inverness-shire county seat was cre-
atedin 1918 from the former county and burgh
constituencies, and elected a Liberal. In 1929
the sitting MP was Murdoch Macdonald. He
became a Liberal Nationaland in 1945 he was
elected asanindependent Liberal, although
notregarded asaligned to the Liberal Party.
The Conservatives won the seatin 1950 and
therewasn’taLiberal candidatein 1951. How-
ever, John Bannermanrelit the Liberal flame
with a spectacular by-election performance
in1954, taking 36 per cent of the vote. The seat
was specifically targeted by the party after
1959, and Russell Johnstone won in 1964 and
remained as MP until 1992.

Roxburgh and Selkirk, in the Borders, was
also an area of strength for the party through-
outthe wildernessyears, briefly electing a
Liberal MP in 1950. A by-election also played
amajorrole herein providing an opportunity
for the Liberals to regain the seat, with David
Steel being elected in 1965.

Inthree seatsthe Liberals seemedtobeon
apathtoirrelevance by the mid-1950s before
suddenly reviving. Caithnessand Sutherland
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Scotland
Constituency ‘ Pelling’s analysis Lib performance 1945 | Lib performance 1955 | Liberal performance after 1955
Heartland
Inverness-shire County safe Liberal, 3rd (22.2%), Lib Nat 2nd (38.7%) Liberals have held the seat or
burghs seat more won, claiming to be an parts of the seat for most of the
marginal independent Liberal time since 1964, although with
numerous boundary changes
Orkney and Safe Liberal 2nd (34.2%) to Con Lib victory Liberal / Liberal Democrat since
Shetland 1950
Roxburgh and Roxburgh and Peebles | 2nd (33.2%) to Con Roxburgh, Selkirkand | Won by the Liberals in 1965 and
Selkirk and Selkirk seats both Peebles, 2nd (32.1%) retained.
marginal
Bounce back
Aberdeenshire Aberdeenshire West 2nd (48.5%) to Con Seat split. Aberdeenshire West was
West and and Kincardine both with no Lab candidate | Aberdeenshire West, Liberal 1966-70 and successor
Kincardine safe Liberal Liberal vote 13.8%: seat

North Angus & Mearns
not contested (was a
Nat Lib)

Caithness and
Sutherland

Caithness very
safe Liberal seat,
Sutherland usually
Liberal

3rd (33.1%), Con won

3rd (14.5%)

Liberal seat 1964-66

Ross and Cromarty

Safe Liberal

An‘independent
Liberal’ won who was

No Lib (Nat Lib won)

Liberal seat 1964-70

later Lib Nat
Glimmers of hope?
Banff Safe Liberal 2nd (29.6%) to Con Not contested Liberals 2nd in 1966 but not
competitive after that
Galloway Kirkcudbright usually | Not contested, Not contested Liberals 2nd in 1959 by-election
Con, Wigtown Con Independent Unionist and general election and in
evenin 1906 won 1964 election but seat not
contested in 1966 and not
competitive since.
Greenock Marginally more 4th (12.2%), Lab won Not contested (had Liberals 2nd in 1959, even with
Liberal than Unionist achieved 2ndin 1950 | Con opponent.
although with no Con
candidate)
Paisley Strongest Liberal seat | 3rd (10.0%), Lab won No Lib candidate Liberals 2nd in 1961 by-election

in West of Scotland

and 1964 general election but
4thin 1970. Liberals 2nd in
Paisley South in 1983 and 1987.

Western Isles

Split from Ross

and Cromarty and
Inverness-shire seats
(see above)

2nd (33.0%) to Lab

No Lib candidate (was
aNatLib)

Liberal was 2nd in 1964 and 3rd
in 1966 but the seat was not
contested in 1970 or Feb 1974.

Not competitive

Dumfriesshire Usuallyin Liberal 3rd (16.9%), Lib Nat Not contested Not competitive
control won
Dundee Safe Liberal 3rd (19.5%) with one Both East and West Not competitive
candidate, Lab took seats contested by
both seats Nat Lib but not Lib

candidatesin 1955
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Constituency Pelling’s analysis

Lib performance 1945

Lib performance 1955 | Liberal performance after 1955

Edinburgh East Safe Liberal No Lib candidate (Lab | No Lib candidate Not competitive
won)

Fife East Safe Liberal No Lib, seat won by No Lib, but was a Nat 3rd or 4th, even in 1961 by-
Lib Nat Lib election (3rd)

Leith Safe Liberal No Lib: Lab seat, Lib 3rd (18.3%): Nat Lib Not competitive
Nat 2nd was 2nd

Montrose Burghs | Very safe Liberal No Lib, Lib Nat won Split between North Lots of boundary changes

affected this area but no
significant Liberal results

Angus and Mearns and
South Angus. Both
seats were Nat Lib with
no Lib candidate

was the constituency of Liberal leader Sir
Archibald Sinclair, but helost narrowly to the
Conservativesin 1945, finishing third behind
Labour. Arash promise by the Tory candidate
to stand down in favour of Sinclair if he was
successful was nothonoured; and, by 1955,
the Liberalswere a distant third. However,
farmer George Mackieregained the seatin
1964. Labour won in 1966, and the Liberal vote
thereafter declined.

Rossand Cromarty is similarin some
respects. The seatwaswon by anindepend-
entliberalin 1945 who took the Conserva-
tive whip, but the Liberalsregaineditin 1964,
only to fade away again during the 1970s. The
Conservatives only narrowly held off a strong
Liberal challenge in Aberdeenshire Westand
Kincardine in 1945 but ten yearslater the Lib-
eral votein Aberdeenshire Westhad declined
precipitously. However, in 1966 James David-
sonwas elected asthe district’s Liberal MP.

Intheremaining seats, the Liberals more
orlessdisappeared, as faras parliamentary
contests go, after 1970, if not before. Four of
the seats were contested by Liberal Nation-
alsin1945and by their successor party, the
National Liberals, in subsequent elections.
Five of the seats were not contested by Liber-
alsin1945and only one (Leith) had a Liberal
candidatein 1955. There was clearly residual
Liberal strength in some areas but the failure
to stand candidates in seats such as Galloway,
where a by-election inspired a brief revival,
musthave been particularly damaging.

Elsewhere, there was a strong Liberallocal
government presence in Greenock from the
1950s which underpinned a second-place fin-
ishinthe 1959 election. There wasarevival
inthe1960sin Paisley, likely due to the 1961
by-election, where the Liberals finished sec-
ond, withJohn Bannerman as candidate. In
Fife Eastthere waslittle signinthe 1950sand
1960s of the party’sre-emergence in the late
1970sand 1980s.

Wales
All of the nine seats won by the Liberalsin 1929
wereregarded as safe territory before the First
World War. Four remained Liberalin 1945, dis-
counting Pembrokeshire, where Gwilym Lloyd
Georgewasalready regarded asa Conserva-
tivein allbut name. In two of those seats, the
Liberals benefited from there being no Con-
servative candidate, although thatreflected
the weakness of the Toriesin those areas
rather than electoral pacts. One seat, Wrex-
ham, was picked up from Labourin 1931, butit
had beenlostby1945.
Two of these ten seats can be consid-
ered asLiberal heartlands: Cardiganshire
and Montgomery. Both elected Liberal MPs
throughout the period, although in the case of
Cardiganshire the consistent absence of Con-
servative candidates must have helped.
Inthree seats, the Liberal vote faded dur-
ingthe 1950s but seemed to retain someresid-
ual strength. Merioneth wasa Liberal seat until
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Conservative

Wales
Constituency Pelling’s analysis Lib performance 1945 | Lib performance 1955 | Liberal performance after 1955
Heartland
Cardiganshire Safe Liberal Lib seat, no Con Lib seat, no Con Liberal until 1966, remained
competitive.
Montgomery Safe Liberal Lib seat Lib seat Liberal until 1974 and beyond
Glimmers of hope?
Denbigh Western and Eastern 2nd (29.6%) to a Lib 2nd (32.2%) to a Nat Liberals continued to challenge
divisions both Nat Lib in general elections
considered safe
Liberal, for different
reasons
Merioneth Safe Liberal Liberal seat 2nd (26.9%) Remained in 2nd place until
1970
Wrexham Part of the Denbigh 3rd (14.5%) to Lab with | Not contested; a Nat Liberals 2nd in October 1974
Boroughs seat aLibNat 2nd Lib stood
and thought to be

Not competitive

divisions were both
safe Liberal

Anglesey Safe Liberal Lib seat, no Con 2nd (32.6%) Liberal vote quickly collapsed
and the seat wasn't even
contested in 1966
Carnarvon Safe Liberal, but 2nd (32.0%) to Con Merged into
Boroughs ascribed to Lloyd Caernarvon and
George’s influence Conway seats (see
below)
Carnarvonshire North and South 2nd (39.3%) to Lab, Caernarvon 4th (9.3%), | Not competitive
Carnarvonshire no Con Conway 3rd (8.2%)

Flintshire

Safe Liberal, duetoa
solid industrial vote

3rd (23.8%), Con won

West seat 3rd (10.8%);
did not contest East
seat

Not competitive

Pembrokeshire

Safe Liberal

Gwilym Lloyd George
elected asaLib but
was regarded as a Con

Lab defeated an
Independent.

Not competitive

1951, and the Liberals retained second place
until 1970. In Denbigh, the party was the chief

challenger to the National Liberal MP in the
1950s. In neighbouring Wrexham, the Lib-

eral vote was lessresilient but still sufficient
toachieve second placein the October 1974

election.

Elsewhereitisa story of swift decline. For
example, in Pembrokeshire, there were no
signs of Liberal survival after Gwilym Lloyd
George officially switched to the National
Liberalsand then Conservatives. The Liber-
alswere third in Flintshirein 1945 and never
recovered. In Anglesey, the Liberal vote

collapsed shortly after Megan Lloyd George
lostthe seatin1951.

South-west England
The seatsin south-west England consist of

sevenwonin 1929 and one gained in 1935,

Barnstaple. Only one, North Cornwall, was
retainedin 1945, the absence of a Labour can-
didate playinga partin that outcome. Notall
of the seats wereregarded by Pelling as safe
Liberal territory before the First World War,
withboth Bodmin and Dorset Eastregarded as
marginal.
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South-west England

Camborne not
contested

Constituency ‘ Pelling’s analysis Lib performance 1945 | Lib performance 1955 | Liberal performance after 1955
Heartland
Bodmin Marginal 2nd (38.0%) to Con 2nd (28.0%) to Con Liberal 1964-70 and Feb-Oct
1974
North Cornwall Liberal because of Lib (no official Lab 2nd (42.9%) to Con Liberal after 1966
strong Nonconformist | candidate)
farmers’ vote
South Molton Safe Liberal No Lib (Lib Nat won) Torrington not Torrington was won at a by-
contested (Nat Lib electionin 1958, lost in 1959
MP). North Devon 2nd | but the Liberals remained 2nd
(32.45%) until the seat was abolished.
North Devon Liberal after 1959
Barnstaple Tended to the 2nd (32.9%) to Con North Devon 2nd See above
Liberals because of (32.45%)
Nonconformist vote
Bounce back
Penryn and Marginal 3rd (19.3%) to Lab Truro 3rd (18.7%). Falmouth and Camborne see
Falmouth Falmouth and below. Truro (later Truro and
Camborne not St Austell) was Liberal from
contested Oct 1974
Glimmers of hope?
Dorset East Very marginal 3rd (14.8%) to Con Poole, 3rd (11.65%) 2nd place in 1974 elections
toCon
Stlves Liberal (but very anti- | 3rd (25.5%) to Lib Nat | 3rd (18.6%) to Nat Libl | 2nd place in 1964 and the two
home rule) 1974 elections
Not competitive
Camborne Safe Liberal 3rd (27.6%) to Con Falmouth and Consistently in 3rd place in

Falmouth and Camborne
before 1974

Fromthe perspective of 1955, south-west
England was an area where Liberal strength
appeared to be ontheretreat. There wereno
Liberal MPsin the area and only in North Corn-
wallhad the Liberals come close to victory at
thatyear’selection. In Torrington, the National
Liberal MP, stalwartformer Liberal George Lam-
bert, did notfacea Liberal opponent. St1ves
also elected a National Liberal and the Liberals
did not contest Falmouth and Camborne.

However, in 1958, when Lambert was
raised to the peerage, the Liberalswon the
ensuing by-election, the first by-election gain
since 1929. Although the seat waslostin 1959,
North Devon was won, by Jeremy Thorpe, and
the party wonin Bodminin 1964 and North
Cornwallin 1966. All of these seats can justifia-
bly claim to be Liberal heartlands.

In oneseat, the Liberalsbounced back to
regain territory. Boundary changes confuse
the situation, but parts of the Falmouth and
Penryn seat were in the Truro constituency
won by David Penhaligon in October 1974.
There were signs of recoveryin Stlvesand
Poole (the primary successor of the old Dorset
Eastseat), butin Falmouth and Camborne the
Liberalslooked to havelost significant ground
toLabour.

Lancashire and Yorkshire

Eight seats areincluded in this analysis from
urban Lancashire (excluding Manchester) and
Yorkshire —the cotton belt, an area of Victo-
rian prosperity in decline after 1945. Three
werewon by the Liberalsin 1929 and three
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Lancashire and Yorkshire

Constituency ‘ Pelling’s analysis Lib performance 1945 | Lib performance 1955 | Liberal performance after 1955

Bounce back

Colne Valley Liberal, challenged by | 3rd (18.4%) to Lab Not contested Liberal 1966-70 and from Feb
Labour 1974

Glimmers of hope?

Huddersfield West | Liberal because Huddersfield: 3rd Lib because of pact 2nd in 1964 when Labour stood
of Nonconformist (16.2%) to Lab with Con for first time but 3rd thereafter.
strength

Not competitive

Bolton West Bolton tended Bolton: 3rd (2 Lib because of pact Not competitive
Conservative before candidates polled with Con
1906 but Liberals under 10%) to Lab
and Labour shared
representation
1906-18

Bradford South Bradford Central, East | 3rd (14.4%) to Lab, 3rd (12.4%) with Nat Not competitive
and West seats were with Lib Nat 2nd Lib second
all Liberal with Labour
challengers

Darwen Very marginal 3rd (24.26%) to Lab Not contested Not competitive

Dewsbury Safe Liberal 3rd (13.9%) to Lab 3rd (12.4%) to Lab Not competitive

Heywood and Heywood and Not contested (Lab Successor seats — No successor seat ever

Radcliffe Radcliffe cum seat) Heywood and Royton | competitive
Farnworth seats both and Bury and Radcliffe
Liberal not contested

Spen Valley Liberal due to Not contested. Lab Successor seats No successor seat ever
Nonconformist vote seat, with Lib Nat - Brighouse and competitive

opponent Spenborough and
Batley and Morley not
contested. Dewsbury
3rd (12.4%)

were taken from Labourin 1931. All were lost
by1945. Inaddition are two seatswon by the
Liberals after 1945 because of local pacts with
the Conservatives: Huddersfield West and Bol-
ton West.

Mostwereregarded by Pelling as safe
Liberal territory before the First World War
because of the strength of Nonconformity
inthisarea. Inanumber of places, therise of
the Labour vote wasnoted. However, in many
cases, before 1918, the Labour Party was help-
ingto buttressthe Liberals’ position against
their Tory opponents.

Two of the seats—Spen Valley and Hey-
wood and Radcliffe — were not contested by
Liberalsin1945. Only in Darwen, which an
independent Liberal came close to winningin

awartime by-election, did the party poll over
20 per cent. In 1955, the seatswon in 1929 or
1931, or their successors, were either not con-
tested or saw unremarkable Liberal perfor-
mances. The Liberalslargely disappear from
view inthese seatsand in Bolton, after the end
of theelectoral pactin1964.

However, in Colne Valley there was a
remarkable revival. This seat, comprising a
number of small towns and villages between
Huddersfield and the Lancashire border, was
not contested in 1955 but was won by the Lib-
eralsin 1966 and retained for over twenty
years. The Liberalrevivalin Colne Valley was
testament to the charisma and organisational
abilities of the Liberal MP, Richard Wainwright,
perhapsreviving Liberal strength based on
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Rural England
Constituency Pelling’s analysis Lib performance 1945 | Lib performance 1955 | Liberal performance after 1955
Bounce back
Berwick Safe Liberal 2nd (36.4%) to Con Not contested Liberal after 1973 (by-election)
Isle of Ely Cambridgeshire 3rd (24.9%) to Con Not contested Liberal after 1973 (by-election)
East and North both
marginal but with
Liberal strength
concentrated in the
villages
Glimmers of hope?
Buckrose Distinctly Liberal Lib seat Bridlington not 2nd placein Bridlington in 1974
because of tradition of contested elections
primitive methodism
Eddisbury Fairly safely 3rd (14.4%) to Lib Nat | 4 successor seats, Liberals often 2nd in Knutsford
Conservative with Lib contests in
Crewe, 3rd (10.5%) and
Knutsford, 3rd (15.3%).
Eye The most heavily Lib seat 3rd (11.8%) to Lab 2nd place in 1974 elections
Liberal seat in East (former Lib MP Edgar
Anglia Granville)
Harwich Marginal seat Not contested. Lib Nat | 3rd (9.5%) to Nat Lib 2nd place Feb 74
won.
Hereford Safely Conservative 3rd (23.4%) to Con 2nd (24.8%) to Con 2nd in 1956 by-election and
after 1892 1959 and again in 1974
Huntingdonshire | Marginal 3rd (19.1%) to Lib Nat Not contested 2nd Feb 1974
Not competitive
Ashford Conservative evenin 3rd (13.3%) to Con Not contested Not competitive
1906
Bedfordshire, Mid | Both Bedfordshire 3rd (30.9%) to Con Not contested Not competitive (3rd in 1960
county seats tended by-election)
towards the Liberals
Bosworth Safe Liberal Not contested. Lib Nat | Not contested Not competitive (no Liberal
2ndto Lab candidate 1970)
Cumberland North | Trending Liberal Lib seat Penrith and the Not competitive
Border: 3rd (18.5%)
to Con
Great Yarmouth Conservative evenin Not contested. Lab Not contested Not competitive
1906 seat, Lib Nat stood
Holland-with- Marginal, tending Not contested, Lib Nat | 3rd (7.0%) to Nat Lib Not competitive
Boston Liberal won.

Norfolk East

Trended Liberal from
1892

Not contested. Lib Nat
won

Split across 4 Norfolk
seats, none of which
were contested in 1955

Not competitive

Nonconformity in the constituency’s small
communitiesand theincorporationintothe
seats of parts of the Huddersfield West con-
stituency. Thisis perhapsthe bestexample of
theimpactindividual Liberal candidates could
makein contributing to Liberal survival dur-

ing this critical period.

Rural England
The Liberals won twelve rural English seats,
outside of the south-west, in 1929 and picked
up three more subsequently: Berwick, North
Cumberland and Buckrose, in the EastRiding
of Yorkshire. The seats are spread through-

outthe country and are not allin areas which
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Urban England

Constituency

‘ Pelling’s analysis

Lib performance 1945

Lib performance 1955

Liberal performance after 1955

Glimmers of hope?

Bethnal Green

Liberal seat

2nd (30.9%) to Lab

Bethal Green 3rd

2nd in Bethnal Green and Bow

North East (14.1%) to Lab in 1974 elections
Bethnal Green Liberal due to 2nd (36.2%) to Lab As above As above
South West prevalence of small
employers
Middlesbrough Middlesbrough safe Not contested Not contested 2nd in 1962 by-election but
East Liberal, very working didn’t contestin 1964.
class
Not competitive
Birkenhead East Birkenhead and 2nd (31.1%) to Lab Neither Birkenhead Not competitive
Wirral both tended nor Bebington
Conservative contested

Bristol North

Marginal

Not contested. Lab
seat, Lib Nat contested

Bristol North East: 3rd
(8.7%), Nat Lib stood

Not competitive

Durham City seat safe Not contested. Lab Not contested Not contested until 1974 when
Conservative seat, Lib Nat stood the Liberals were 3rd in both
elections
Lambeth North Usually Conservative 3rd (13.3%) to Lab, Lib | Vauxhall not contested | Not competitive

Nat stood

Leicester West

Safe Liberal or Liberal/
Labour

3rd (12.0%) to Lab

North Westand
South West seats not
contested

Not competitive

Luton Seen as strongly Not contested. Lab 3rd (6.5%) to Lab, Nat | Not competitive
Liberal, part of seat, Lib Nat contested | Lib stood
Bedfordshire South
Manchester Manchester North safe | 3rd (21.7%) to Lab Not contested Not competitive
Blackley Liberal, North West a
little less so: Prestwich
also Liberal
Manchester Manchester South 3rd (19.7%) to Con 3rd (11.6%) to Con Not competitive
Withington mostly Liberal;
Stretford tended
Conservative
Middlesbrough Middlesbrough safe 2nd (46.5%) to Lab, Not contested Not competitive
West Liberal, very working | no Con
class
Newcastle East Newcastle was Liberal, | Not contested. Lab Not contested Not competitive
with strong Labour won, Lib Nat stood.
vote
Norwich Marginal, becoming Not contested. Lab North and South seats | Not competitive
safe for Liberals/ won both seats. Con not contested
Labour stood alongside a
Lib Nat
Nottingham East | Marginal 3rd (18.8%) to Lab Central and South Not competitive
seats not contested
Plymouth Marginal Not contested. Lab 3rd (5.9%) to Lab Later David Owen'’s SDP seat
Devonport seat, Lib Nat contested but never competitive exceptin
this context
Preston Usually Conservative 3rd (6.1%) to Lab Preston North 3rd Not competitive
(4.5%), Preston South
not contested
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Constituency

Pelling’s analysis

Lib performance 1945

Lib performance 1955

Liberal performance after 1955

South Shields

Very safe Liberal

Not contested, Lab
won, Lib Nat stood

Not contested

Not competitive

Whitechapeland | Whitechapel Liberal 3rd (7.7%) to Lab

Stepney: 4th (4.3%) Rarely contested

St George’s because of Jewish toLab
vote. St George’s
in the East more
Conservative but
trending Liberal
Wolverhampton Safe Liberal, 2nd (30.1%) to Lab Neither South West Not competitive in
East stronghold of nor North East seats Wolverhampton
Nonconformity contested

Pelling identified as areas of Liberal strength.
While Eye was East Anglia’s best prospect for
the Liberals before 1918, Great Yarmouth, Ash-
ford and Hereford resisted the Liberal tide in
1906. Three were won by the Liberalsin 1945:
Eye, North Cumberland and Buckrose, which
was gained from the Conservatives. In seven
seatsthere were Liberal National candidates,
mostly not opposed by Liberals.

Most of these seats went uncontested
in1955. Theseincluded Bridlington, which
replaced alarge part of the Buckrose seat
lostin 1950, and Berwick, where the Liberals
polled 36 per cent ten years earlier. None of
theresults where Liberals stood in these seats,
or their successors, could give the party any
encouragement.Nevertheless, there were
signs of resilience in a number of seats after
1955, with by-elections playing prominent
roles. For example, in Hereford, the former
MP, Frank Owen, revived the party’s fortunes
with agood second place at the 1956 by-elec-
tion. Liberals won by-electionsin Berwick and
thelsle of Ely in 1973.

Urban England

The Liberals won thirteen urban English seats
in1929 and a further sevenin1931. These were
notallin traditional Liberal territory. While
South Shields had neverreturned a Conserv-
ative, Plymouth Devonportwas marginal
before 1918, and Preston wasregarded by
Pelling asusually Conservative.

The party’srecord in these seats after
the1930swas poor. Eight seats were not con-
testedin 1945, with Liberal Nationals stand-
inginseven. The party won over 30 per cent
of thevotein five seats, likely in most cases
because of support forincumbent MPs. In Mid-
dlesbrough West, the sitting Liberal lost despite
there being no Conservative opponent.

Few of the seats, or their successors, were
contestedin 1955, and theresultsin the seats
where Liberals stood were poor, the best being
14.1per centin Bethnal Green. After 1955, the
seatswererarely competitive for the party.
The standoutis Middlesbrough East, where
the Liberals came second in a by-election
in1962. However, astonishingly, no Liberal
contested the seat at the subsequent general
election so any momentum arising from the
by-election waslost.

Conclusion

There are nine parliamentary constituenciesin
four parts of the UK which could be considered
Liberal heartlands, where the Liberals main-
tained a parliamentary presence after 1945
which persisted atleastuntil 1974. These seats
wereinnorthern Scotland (Orkney and Shet-
land; and Inverness-shire), the Scottish borders
(Roxburgh and Selkirk), mid-Wales (Cardigan-
shireand Montgomery) and south-west Eng-
land (Bodmin, North Cornwall, North Devon
and Torrington). This would appear to vindicate
the Celtic fringe thesis for the party’s survival.
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However, there still remain the questions of
what factors connect these disparate places,
other than their distance from the UK’s main
centres of population, and why these seats
remained Liberal while neighbouring seats with
apparently similar characteristics did not.

Forexample, Caithness and Sutherland
would seem at first sight to be a good exam-
ple of a Celtic fringe constituency. Compris-
ing the most northerly parts of the British
mainland, the seat wasLiberal until1945and
wasregained by the partyin 1964. However,
Labourtook the seatin 1966, and the Liberal
vote slipped to third in October 1974, behind
the SNP. This situationlooksnot dissimilar to
the positionin Anglesey and Merioneth where
the Liberal vote slipped badly after the seats
werelostinthe 1950s.

Inanumber of ‘Celtic fringe’ constituen-
cies, the Liberals were eclipsed by the SNP and
Plaid Cymruinthe 1960sand 1970s. The Liber-
alswere second in 1964 in the WesternIslesand
in1966in Banff, but quickly thereafter sank
intoirrelevance. Only in Cardiganshire, andto a
lesser extent Caithnessand Sutherland, did the
party seem able toresist therise of the nation-
alists. There areindividual factorsin playin
each of these areas which must be analysed to
understand why the Liberal Party’s fortunesin
neighbouring seats could be so different.

There are a number of factors which are
clearly relevant to the question of why the Lib-
eralsremained capable of winningits heart-
land seats after 1945. Oneisto dowith the
weakness of the Labour Party in some rural
areas, which enabled the older Conserva-
tive-Liberalrivalry to continue. This seems to
be compellingin North Cornwall, where the
Labourvote hasnever exceeded the16.4 per
centrecordedin 1951. However, in other parts
of Cornwall, the Liberals remained competi-
tive despite the development of a significant
Labourvote. Likewise, and as we have seen,
Caithnessand Sutherland became a Liberal-
Labourmarginalin the 1960s.

The Geography of Liberal Survival

Another significant factoris the effect of
thesplitinthe Liberal Party in the 1930sand
the development of the Liberal National Party
(subsequently National Liberals), which aligned
with the Conservatives and was eventually
incorporatedinto that party. There are numer-
ous examples where the Liberals did not stand
against Liberal Nationals or their successors, or
stood and polled badly. However, it should not
be overlooked that there are also some seats
where the existence of National Liberals did
notlead to thelong-term eclipse of the Liberal
Party, Torrington being the prime example.

Anumber of sociological studies have
shed somelight on the persistence of Liberal
voting after 1945. A. H. Birchlooked in detail
atthe small Derbyshire town of Glossop, where
the Liberalsretained a stronglocal govern-
ment presence into the 1950s. He found that,
inthe 1950s, over 80 per cent of the popula-
tionhad beenborninthe town orlived there
for over twenty years. This, itwas suggested,
led to the persistence of prewar social struc-
tures and voting patterns.s Margaret Stacey
came to a similar conclusionin analysingthe
impact of industrial development in Banbury
onolder social and political structures.®

Inmany areas where the Liberals retained
some strength, there were well-known local
familiesknown to be Liberals, whose mem-
berswere often councillors or aldermen, either
representing the party orinlocal anti-Labour
groupings, often with connectionsto Non-
conformism. Liberal clubs also played a partin
some areas, providing a focus forlocal organ-
isation and a continuing presence, even if
sometimesinname only.

However, furtherresearchin each area
isneeded to establish which of these factors
explained Liberal survivalin the ‘heartland’
seatsand whether there was one set of circum-
stances which can explain why the party sur-
vived in those seats but declined elsewhere.

Other examples of Liberal survival are,
arguably, stories of revival. The importance
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of by-electionsinreinvigorating Liberal tra-
dition—in Berwick, Isle of Ely, Hereford, Truro
and Roxburgh and Selkirk — cannot be over-
stated. In all of these areas there would have
been arecent tradition of Liberal voting to tap
into and the combination of a good candi-
date, a clear message of opposition to the gov-
ernment of the day, and national resources
wontheday. Asearly asthe mid-1950s Lib-
eral activists began travelling to promising
by-electionsto campaign, animportant ele-
mentinthe party’ssurvival and revival. In
abattle for electoral relevance, by-elections
were and are an opportunity toregain the
initiative.

Starting this analysisin 1929, several of
the seatswon that year were notregarded as
safe territory for the Liberal Party and a few
had noteven been won in1906. There were
many seatswhich Pelling regarded as safely
Liberal before 1918 where the party finished
thirdin1929. Significant demographic and
political changes were rewriting the UK’s elec-
toral geography and continue to do so. This
analysiswouldlook very different if 1974 were
the baseline year. There would be more Liberal
heartlands-in south-west London, for exam-
ple, the suburban area south of Manchester,
andinamuch broader swathe of south-west
England. Local government strength would
more closely align with the picture at the par-
liamentary level.

Aside from the seats where by-elections
inspired Liberalrevival, the electoral geogra-
phy of Liberalrevival borelittle relation to areas
of previous strength. Thelocal government
revival after 1955 barely touched Scotland,
Wales or Cornwall, where it was unusual for the
partyto contestlocal elections. Southend, Liv-
erpool, Orpington, Finchley —all areas where
the Liberalsmade great strides in thelate 1950s
and early 1960s—do not feature in this analysis
of survival. Thisraisesan intriguing question.
Aside from the handful of ‘heartland’ constitu-
encies, to whatextent did the pre-1945 Liberal

Party survive atall? Other than the partylabel,
what connected the new Liberal councillorsin
the Home Counties in the 1960s with Liberal
votersin Skye or North Cornwall? Was the Lib-
eral Party of the 1960s alargely new creation,
itsethos significantly different fromthe party
of Asquithand Lloyd George?

What the party’s survivalinto the 1950s
did achieve wasto establish a platform from
which Jo Grimond could lead the party’s
revival after 1956. Without a parliamentary
presence, or with just one or two MPs clinging
on, the Liberal Party would have struggled to
projectitself as a national political entity. By
retaining seatsin Scotland, Wales and Eng-
land, as well as maintaining a small, but geo-
graphically dispersed, local government base,
the Liberal Party was able to maintain its sta-
tusasanational party —just. It wasthe chang-
ing nature of the Liberal Party after 1945 which
ensured its survival after 1964. How British
politics would be different today if the Liberal
Party had not survived is aninteresting coun-
terfactualto consider. W
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