Revival

What did the reviving Liberal Party of the 1960s owe to its forebears? by William

Wallace

New Liberals and Old in
the Revival of 1957-66

T THE PEAK of the first significant
Arevival inthe Liberal Party’s fortunes

since the 1920s, most commentators
saw itasanew force in politics. Alan Watkins
defined the party’sleader, Jo Grimond, asa
‘new Liberal’ only loosely linked to the party of
ageneration before. Comparisons were made
between the Liberals and the US Democrats,
with Grimond, like J. F. Kennedy, symbolis-
ing a new political generation, while Macmil-
lan, like Eisenhower, represented the past.*
The Guardian’s political correspondent, Fran-
cisBoyd, declaredin 1963 that ‘The Liberal
Party of today isvirtually a new party trying to
rebuild itself up from almost nothing.”

The majority of the 350,000 party mem-
bers at the peak of therevivalin 1962-63 were
new to party politics. Part of the party’sappeal
to voterswasits self-proclaimed freedom from
the class-based Labour—Conservative conflict.
Butasignificant minority had been brought
upin ‘Liberal families’, for whom activeliber-
alisminthereviving party wasan appealing
orinstinctive choice; and, amongstitsleaders,
thiswas amajority. Many of the voterswho
moved to supportthe Liberalsin these years
were alsoresponding to family or local loyal-
ties. The aim hereisto examine the strength
of theselinks between the old Liberal Party,
of the years before and after the First World
War, and the new party thatemerged under Jo
Grimond -amongthose wholed, funded and
organised the party, amongitslocal activists
and members, and among those mostlikely to
vote forit.

The gap between the absorption of the
Liberal government of 1905-16 into the war-
time coalition and the first stirring of revival in
1958-59 waslessthanalifetime. Young Liber-
alsintheir twentiesin 1914 had reached their
seventies by 1964 —provided they had sur-
vived the two world wars. Those who had ral-
lied to the hopes of revival in 1929 were often
younger. The national Liberal Party struggled
and fractured in the interim, losing MPs and
peersboth to Labour and the Conservatives.
But, atlocallevel, many Liberal clubs contin-
ued, linked tolocal Liberal councillors and
aldermen, sometimes in unofficial or official
pacts with other council groups. And, when
therevival came, the children of Liberals from
theworld before the First World War were
among the mostlikely torally to the party as
activists or supporters.3

Theyearsin between were marked by
repeated cycles of hope and despair. There
were hopes of recovery in thelate 1930s, fac-
inga ‘national’ government and a weakened
and uncertain Labour Party: hopes delayed
by the wartime political truce, and dashed by
the 1945 election. Nevertheless, the national
organisation setto work toraise fundsand
find candidatesin preparation for the 1950
election, in which the Liberals fought 475
seats, and were again disappointed. Each of
these brief recoveries broughtin new activ-
ists, while the disappointing results then lost
many to Labour or the Conservatives—or to
politicalinactivity. But Liberalismisinherently
anoptimistic creed, and an upturnin political
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fortunes orilliberal behaviour by the party in
power would rally many of them to try again.
Liberalsin these difficult years prided
themselves onbeing ‘the party of ideas”
the party of Lloyd George’s We Can Conquer
Unemployment, of J. M. Keynes and William
Beveridge (thelatter briefly a Liberal MP in
1944-45, and later leader of the Liberal group
intheLords). The Liberal Summer School
attracted intellectuals throughout these years
andintothe1960s. After the renewed set-
backs of the 1950 and 1951 elections, there
followed a battle of ideas between free trade
and free market Liberals and Keynesian social
Liberals. With free market liberals apparently
inthe ascendantin two stormy Assemblies
(party conferences)in1953-54, the Radical
Reform Group (of Keynesians and social lib-
erals) dissociated itself from the party. Two of
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itsleading members, Dingle Foot and Megan
Lloyd George, joined Labour and became
Labour MPs, but othersin the group returned
when Jo Grimond set out a progressive and
internationalistagenda. Conversely, the
economic and individualistic wing, which
included many of the party’slarger fundersin
that period, moved gradually away in the late
1950s, with the Institute of Economic Affairs
(founded in 1955) their most effective alterna-
tive vehicle.*

There was therefore a wide pool of pre-
viously active Liberals scattered across the
country astherevival of thelate 1950s began,
gathering strength after the 1959 election.
Some, like the Aclands, Russells, Sinclairsand
Foots, came from old Liberal families that
stretched in some cases back to the Whigs.
Othershad grown up in communities that had

Jo Grimond and Eric Lubbock, victor of the Orpington by-election
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formed part of the old Liberal coalition of Non-
conformists, liberal Jews, intellectuals and
businessleadersin textile towns. The surge

of new members who flooded in discovered
pockets of embattled Liberals still holding offi-
cial positions, party assets, even seats onlocal
councils—making for culture clashes when
the newcomerswanted to change long-es-
tablished habits of campaigning and policy.
Liberalswho had ‘kept the faith’ through the
barrenyearsin the political margins were
joined by ‘returnees’ from non-politicalinac-
tivity or fromthe other two parties, and by
larger numbers of enthusiasts new to party
politics —some of whom were the children

of former Liberals, others entirely without a
political history.

Leadingtherevival

Significant figures within the ‘new’ Liberal
Party were linked to the old by family ties. Eric
Lubbock, portrayed by the press, when elected
in1962as MP for Orpington, asthe veryimage
of the new middle-class suburban voter,
wasthe great-grandson of Sir John Lubbock,
fourth baronet, Liberal MP and first Lord Ave-
bury, friend of Charles Darwin and founder

of the Proportional Representation League
(now the Electoral Reform Society).> Pratap
Chitnis, theagent who led the innovative Orp-
ington campaign and subsequently, as head
of the party organisation, drove through the
replacement of the various colours Liberals
stood foracrossthe country with ‘day-glo
orange’, proudly recalled his maternal grand-
father, Manmatha Chandra Mallik, a Liberal
candidate for parliamentin 1906 and 1910. Sir
Felix Brunner, president of the Liberal Party
(and chair of itsannual assembly) in 1962,

had ‘followed in a family tradition by stand-
ing forelection for the Liberal Party’in 1924,
1939 and 1945.° Margaret Wingfield, a promi-
nent policy adviser and candidate in the 1960s
who became party presidentin 1975-76 and

steered the organisation through the com-
plications of the Jeremy Thorpe scandal, was
the niece of Charles McCurdy MP, chief whip
inLloyd George’s coalition government.” Jo
Grimond himself, portrayed by the pressasa
modernising ‘new man’in politics, was mar-
ried to Laura Bonham Carter, the granddaugh-
ter of H. H. Asquith.

Onekey element in the post-1957revival
was Grimond’s circumvention of the party’s
ramshackle formal procedures by creating a
small ‘organising committee’, led by Frank
Byersand comprising Richard Wainwright,
Arthur Holt, Mark Bonham-Carter and Jeremy
Thorpe. Mark Bonham Carter, briefly an MP
afterwinning the 1958 Torrington by-election,
was Laura’sbrother.® Frank Byers had been
president of the Oxford University Liberalsin
the mid-1930s (Harold Wilson was treasurer
atthetime), and Liberal MP for North Dorset
from 194510 1950; after a period of political
inactivity, during which he had established a
successful business career, he was persuaded
by Grimond to apply his managerial skills to
the party organisation, andled the 1964 and
1966 election campaigns.? Arthur Holt, in con-
trast, came from a long-standing local indus-
trial, Congregational and Liberal family in East
Lancashire. Tasked with revitalising Bolton’s
Reform Club and Liberal Association on his
return from Japanese prison camp, he then
became thelocal candidate, and was elected in
1951 when the Conservatives offered to stand
downin Bolton West if the Liberals recipro-
cated in Bolton East. He became Grimond’s
chief whip, and headed the Liberal Publica-
tion Department, which, from 1958, pub-
lished a succession of policy papers. Richard
Wainwright was from a similarly traditional
background: the only son of a wealthy Leeds
accountantand businessman, he had trained
asaMethodistlay preacherand asacon-
scientious objector had served in the Friends
Ambulance Unitin the war. Jeremy Thorpe,
the son and grandson of Conservative MPs,
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wasinthisrespectan outsider —though his
parents were friends of Megan Lloyd George,
whom heknew and admired; hehad become
anactive Liberal asa student at Oxford.

The party outside parliament, always
suspicious of central direction, insisted after
the 1959 election on adding one of the treas-
urersand the chairman of the party execu-
tive as ex officio committee members. This
broughtinaschairmen of the executive Leon-
ard Behrens, a prominent Manchester busi-
nessman and philanthropist who had stood
for parliamentin1945and 1950 (and was pres-
ident of the party in 1957-58), and from 1961
Desmond Banks, a party stafferin 1949, can-
didatein 1950, and a co-founder of the Radical
Reform Group in 1952 (president of the party in
1968-9).

Grimond’s efforts to reshape and redefine
Liberal policy led him to draw on the advice of
sympathetic academics, onthefringes of the
party or outside. Yetthe 1957book of essays to
which he contributed, The
Unservile State: Essays
inLiberty and Welfare,
which presenteditself as
‘thefirstfull-scale book
ontheattitudes and poli-
cies of British Liberalism since Britain’s Indus-
trial Future (1928)’, came from a group chaired
by Elliott Dodds, who had once been private
secretary to Herbert Samuel, a parliamentary
candidate five times between 1922 and 1935,
president of the partyin 1948, and alifetime
Congregationalist.*® Another of the contrib-
utorswas Nathaniel Micklem, aleading Con-
gregational minister (and son of a Liberal MP
inthe 1906 parliament).** Grimond’s grasp of
theimportance of the foundation of the Euro-
pean Economic Community was strengthened
by the advice of (Lord) Walter Layton, a three-
time Liberal candidate in the 1920s, who was
deputyleader of the Liberal group in the Lords
inthe 1950s. He had chaired the committee
thathad drafted the Liberal Yellow Book in
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1928, had been the only Liberal in the British
delegation to the Council of Europe atitsinau-
gural meetingin 1949, and was a close friend
of Jean Monnet, the ‘apostle’ of Europeaninte-
gration, withwhom he had worked on trans-
atlantic supply for the allied war effortin both
world wars.*? Grimond’s extensive writings
and speeches, redefining Liberal policiesin his
early years asleader, combined a commitment
to ‘modernisation’ and a post-imperial Britain
with established socialliberal commitments
such asindustrial democracy and political
decentralisation.®

Linksbetween old and new were much
thinner in terms of party finance. Edward
Martelland Lord Moynihan, who hadled the
party’s effortstoraise money for the first ten
years after the war, left the party to setup the
libertarian ‘People’s League for the Defence of
Freedom’in 1956, taking several large donors
with them. The Cadbury family’s gradual
withdrawal from supporting Liberal causes

One key element in the post-1957 revival was Grimond’s
circumvention of the party’s ramshackle formal procedures
by creating a small ‘organising committee’.

was completed with the closure of the News
Chroniclein 1960.** The Rowntree connection
survived through the Joseph Rowntree Social
Service Trust, which was one of the party’s
mostimportant fundersin the1960s. Therev-
erend Timothy Beaumont, the son of a Tory
MP (and grandson of two of the 1906 genera-
tion of Liberal MPs), became one of the party’s
most generous and active funders from his
return from serving as an Anglican priestin
HongKongin 1959. He became one of the par-
ty’streasurersin 1961, together with Ronald
Gardner Thorpe, a first-time candidatein 1959
and city businessman who later became lord
mayor of London.* The 1960s revival was des-
perately dependent on small donations, gath-
ered through appeals atannual assemblies
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andrallies; as membership and support sank
in1965-66, the party became deeply in debt.

Candidates, activists and members
The disastrousresults of the 1950 and 1951
electionsleftlocal Liberal organisations across
the country badly shaken. But pockets of the
party faithfulremained. In 1953, 350 constit-
uency associationsin England and Wales were
still affiliated to the national party —though
many had completely lost representation
onlocal councils, and others (particularly in
the north of England) had maintained rep-
resentation through electoral pacts with other
parties. Acrossnorthern countiesandinthe
south-west many Liberal Clubsretained some
linkswith political loyalties. Bradford’s sixteen
clubskept constituency associations alive and
funded through the 1950s. Colne Valley had
fifteen active clubsinto the 1960s; Hudders-
field almost as many. In Glossop and Rochdale,
thelocal Liberal club remained the centre for
Liberal activities.®

Eveninapparently derelict constituen-
cies, groups that were often scarcely active
were nevertheless still constituting formal
associationsand sometimes controlling useful
assets. The 1959 Nuffield election study noted

The total membership of the Liberal Party trebled
between 1955 and 1963, to reach a claimed peak of 350,000.
A high proportion of those who joined were young,
reflecting the attraction of an idealistic party and the
personal appeal of Jo Grimond’s intellectual style.

thatin Tiverton ‘the two sources of Liberal
strength, long-standing membersand “dis-
sident” newcomers, worked uneasily in com-
bination.”” Activists moving from elsewhere
and new membersinfiltrated inactive associa-
tionsand clubsin order to regain control; con-
trol of assets was sometimes contested in the
courts. In strongly Nonconformist areaslike

Torrington, revival might start by contacting
local chapel stewards—a tacticrecommended
by the party organisation.*® Personalrelations
between older and newer members could make
amarked difference to the pace of revived
activity —but so could generational divides
andreligious and social attitudes. The Scottish
Liberal Party conference in 1960 witnessed a
heated debate on reform of the laws on divorce
and homosexuality, proposed by the Associ-
ation of Scottish Liberal Students, with older
members successfully claiming thataccept-
ance of the proposals would shake the founda-
tions of Liberal supportin the Highlands.* As
late as 1967, thelong-standing officers of the
Truro Liberal Association resisted the nomi-
nation of younglocal activist David Penhali-
gon asparliamentary candidate, preferring the
Oxbridge graduate Michael Steed. When, after
the 1970 election, Penhaligon was adopted as
candidate these officersresigned.?

Fromthe perspective of 2025it may be
difficult to understand the pastimportance
of Nonconformity in British society, and the
influence of Nonconformist beliefs and her-
itage in shaping Liberal (and Labour) politi-
calcommitment in this period, in spite of the
decline of Nonconformist church attend-
anceinthe1940sand 1950s.2* Attheend of
the nineteenth century,
the political divide (ina
not-yet-universal elec-
torate) had beenasmuch
aboutreligion asclass:
Anglican Tories versus
Nonconformist Liberals,
disputing over education
and disestablishment —atits peak in the con-
troversy over the 1902 Education Act. There
were subtle differences between Baptistsand
Congregationalists, who elected their own
ministers, and Presbyterians and Wesleyan
Methodists, whose ministers wielded author-
ity over their congregations.?? Quakers had
(and have) no ministers, speaking their minds

74 Journal of Liberal History 127 Summer 2025



in meetings without bowing to any earthly
authority. Resistance to social hierarchy (rep-
resented by the established Church aswell as
social conventionsand class distinctions—and
for some also union hierarchies) combined
with moral conscience and independence of
mind to create a willingness to accept minority
statusand argue that the majority were wrong,.

Inthe 1950s, the majority of the tiny
Liberal parliamentary party were Congre-
gationalists. In the 1966—70 parliament,
two of the twelve MPs (Wainwright and Bes-
sell) were Methodist lay preachers. Inrural
Wales, the south-west of England and in
Lancashire and Yorkshire, those who had
hung onin the defeated party and many of
thosewhoreturnedinitsrevival came from
these churches. Half of the Liberal activists
in Newcastle-under-Lyme at the beginning
of the 1960s were Nonconformists, twice
the percentage among thelocal popula-
tion. In one Lancashire town in 1971 eight of
thenine Liberal councillors were Methodist
lay-preachers.?

The total membership of the Liberal
Party trebled between 1955 and 1963, toreach
aclaimed peak of 350,000. A high propor-
tion of those who joined were young, reflect-
ingthe attraction of an idealistic party and
the personal appeal of Jo Grimond’s intellec-
tualstyle. Student Liberal societies at Oxford
and Cambridge, which had remained active
throughout thelean years of their party, were
flourishing from the mid-1950s, often with
membership close to 1,000; they were an
important source of future activists and par-
liamentary candidates. By 1962 there were
twenty-three student organisationsin the
Union of Liberal Students, from universities
and colleges across the country. The National
League of Young Liberals, which had also
survived from before the 1906 government,
grew between1957and 1962 from 140 to 300
branches, claiming 15,000 members. ‘The
recent willingness of several thousand young
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people to work for the Liberal Party’, a survey
of youth politics concluded, ‘is the most strik-
ing ... aspect of the political participation of
youthin contemporary Britain.*¢Inthe 1964
election, over half of the Liberal candidates
were under 40 —and forty-four of them stillin
their twenties.

Parliamentary and local candidates were
often thekey to the revival of activity and
membership. Outside traditional areas of Lib-
eral strength there wasan almostacciden-
talelementinlocal revivals; the presence or
absence of key activists was crucial. In Liver-
pool, Cyril Carr and a few supporters started
by winning a ward, with some supportand
advice from existing activistsin Birkenhead.
Tenyearslater they took control of the city
council. Jeremy Thorpe’s charisma and energy
built up the North Devon Party organisation
from six branchesin 1955 to thirty-eight by
the 1959 election, with over 4,000 members.
The 1959 Nuffield election study of the Tiver-
ton campaign notes that the first-time candi-
date, alocal gentleman farmer who had left
the Conservative Party after the Suezinter-
vention, provided much of theimpetusfora
campaigninaseatnotfoughtini9gss, even
though ‘many of their votes came ... from par-
isheswhere Nonconformity washeld tobea
stronginfluence.’

Inthe fallow years of the early 1950s, the
party had been painfully short of potential
parliamentary candidates. A high propor-
tion of those who had stood in 1950 and 1951
had dropped out of politics or joined another
party; four of the twelve MPs elected in 1945
had joined Labour by 1955, and thirteen for-
mer Liberal candidates stood for the Conserv-
ativesinthe 1955 election. Returning former
members, aswell as enthusiastic new recruits,
gave the party more choice inalarger num-
ber of seats for the 1964 election. A survey by
Michael Steed and William Wallace of 1964 Lib-
eral candidates found that a third of those who
stoodin 1964 had been active Liberals before
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1951, forty of them before1945; several of
these had becomeinactive and returned asthe
partyrecovered. Thirteen had first been Lib-
eral candidatesin 1950, fourin 1929 or 1935.
Over half of these veterans were Nonconform-
ists (including Methodists and Quakers); sev-
eral wererelated to former Liberal politicians.
First-time candidates were far less often linked
to past political and religious families, though
asignificant minority had previous experi-
ence in one or more other parties, including
the wartime Common Wealth Party andlocal
Independent groups. In Devon and Cornwall,
the clear majority of candidates were party
veterans. Inthe north of England there was
ahigh proportion of Nonconformists. Butin
the south-east of England, younger and newer
candidates predominated, largely graduates
and in professional occupations.

Thenew generation nevertheless
absorbed something of the party’s tradi-
tionsand assumptions as they became fully
involved. Atthe 1958 Assembly, Sir Arthur
Comyns Carr, that year’s president, told the del-
egatesabouthisexperiencesasaschoolboy
intheelection of 1900. Young Liberals at their
annual dinnerin 1966 applauded Sir Leonard
Behrens as he told them about the Young Lib-
eralsof 1910. At the Leith constituency par-
ty’sannual general meetingin 1962, thereport
onrising activitiesinspired elderly members
tosingthe Liberal Land Song, firstadopted by
Liberalsatthe time of Lloyd George’s ‘People’s
Budget’in 1909.% Socialisation of new mem-
bers passed on party principles.

The geographical strength of the 1955-66
revival partly reflected traditional areas of
Liberal support-inthe south-west of Eng-
land, rural Wales and the Scottish Highlands,
andin scattered parts of England’s industrial
north. Thiswas particularly the casein par-
liamentary elections. Colne Valley had been
fought by Lady Violet Bonham Carter in 1950.
Roxburgh and Selkirk had been won in 1950,
thoughlostagainini1951. Atthelowest point

in Liberal fortunes, John Bannerman (a Lib-
eral since the 1930s, Gaelic speaker and former
Rugby international) had come close to win-
ningthe Invernessby-electionin 1954. But the
presence or absence of a small group of activ-
istswho mightrecruit otherstorebuild alocal
organisation - or the opportunity of a by-elec-
tion — determined whether or notlatent Liberal
supportwas mobilised, and how farrevival
mightreach. Inthe suburban interwar and
postwar estates of the south-east, memories
of past Liberal strength werelargely absent.
Here active Liberalism often had to be rebuilt
from the ground up, mostly by a younger gen-
eration of new Liberals.

Supporters and voters

The Liberal Party only fought 216 seatsin 1959,
then365seatsin1964, downto311in1966.
Surveys therefore struggled to identify a sta-
ble Liberal vote, given that half the electorate
wasn’'tableto castavote for the Liberals when
itcametoit. A quarter of those who described
themselves as Liberals to the Butler/Stokes
surveyin 1963 were denied a candidate the fol-
lowingyear. A slate of candidates comparable
tothe 517who stood in February 1974 might
well have won a percentage of the national
vote not far short of the 19 per cent then won.
The average percentage per seat contested in
1964 was18.5per cent.

It therefore made sense to look for ‘poten-
tial Liberals’—those answering ‘yes’to the Gal-
lup survey question ‘Would you be likely to
vote for the Liberals if you thought they would
getamajority?’—asthe pool of unrealised
support. This never sank below 30 per cent
exceptbetween 1951 and 1955, when it never-
thelessremained around a quarter of the elec-
torate. In August1962itreached 41 per cent.
There was also evidence of a persistent core
Liberal vote. In the 1964 election Liberal can-
didates gained atleast 10 per cent of the vote
in all but fourteen of the seats fought (mostly
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inLondon). In seatsnot fought by the Liber-
als, the turnoutwas over 2 per cent lower; the
Nuffield Election study (p. 348) concludes that
‘about oneinfive of Liberal voters ... abstained
if no candidate [was] available.’ Successive
election studies during these years also noted
that spoilt ballot papers were higher in seats
the Liberalsdid not contest—evidence of a
tiny diehard remnant. The Butler and Stokes
surveys were told by 35 per cent of Liberal vot-
ersin 1964 that they had made up their mind
tovote Liberal by 1951 or
before. Butthe surveys
also showed that more
thanhalfin their sam-
plewho switched parties
between 1959 and 1966
were switching between
the Liberals and the two ‘main’ parties—strong
evidence that potential Liberals were swayed
bylocal circumstances and their perceptions
of the binary national choice of government.
Alongside the entirely new voters Gri-
mond’s Liberal campaigners attracted, there
were many whorecalled past support. Inthe
politicallife cycle, opinions formed in early
adulthood often persistinto old age. Attheend
of the1950s, a third of the sampled votershad
either themselvesvoted Liberal or remembered
one or both of their parents as having been
Liberal supporters. Thisis not surprising: the
Liberalshad polled a third of votes castin 1922
and 1923, aquarterin 1929, and had received
2,620,000 votes asrecently as 1950. Butler
and Stokesrecorded older respondents who
referred to Lloyd George and the introduction
of nationalinsurance asreasons for supporting
theLiberalsinthe early1960s. Other older vot-
ersreferred to Beveridge and the welfare state.
A secondary factorin the survival of Lib-
eralloyalties wasreflected in the high level of
Nonconformist support for the party. Nearly
20 per cent of respondents to the Butler/Stokes
survey who declared themselves Noncon-
formistsalso declared themselves Liberals
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—twice asmany of those who identified them-
selvesas Church of England, and even higher
than those who gave noreligious affiliation.
Thiswas strongestinthe north of England,
where 40 per cent of Liberal supports were
Nonconformists, compared to 33 per centin
Wales and 25 per centin the south-west. In
contrast, only 15 per cent of Liberal support-
ersinEngland’s south-east had personal or
parental Nonconformistlinks. The distinction
between ‘old’and ‘new’ Liberals was also evi-

Alongside the entirely new voters Grimond’s Liberal
campaigners attracted, there were many who recalled
past support. In the political life cycle, opinions formed in
early adulthood often persist into old age.

dentinrecollections of parental loyalties. In
the south-west, and in parts of the Midlands,
over 40 per cent of respondentsremembered
Liberal parentsand over 30 per cent of the
children of Liberal parents were now Liberals.
Contemporary comment on ‘new’ Liberalism
correctly focused on the south-east. In 1964,
49 per cent of the Liberal vote came from Lon-
don and the Home Counties, which contained
only athird of the electorate. Significant
increaseswere also gained in the south-west
and the Scottish Highlands, from which came
seven of the twelve seatswon in 1966. Butin
the old Liberal strongholds of Wales, Lanca-
shire and Yorkshire, fewer constituencies were
fought and fewer advances made; Colne Val-
ley was the only seat won through recapturing
traditionalloyalties.

Reshaping the party after 1966
Grimond’sunderlying strategy had been to
replace - or atleast to supplement — the Labour
Party asthe main alternative to the Conserv-
atives. Labour’sachievement of a secure
majority in the 1966 election ended that

hope -and Grimond resigned the following
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January. Ambitious politicians attracted to the
surging party in 1961-62 had started to leave
in1963-64; otherslapsed back into inactivity.

Grimond’slegacy to the party wasin
the new generation of youngliberalshe had
attracted through his many visits to universi-
tiesand student groups and his questioning of
Britain’s post-imperial consensus. The Young
Liberals’response to the setbacks of 1964 and
1966 was to turn to extra-parliamentary pol-
itics, both through the development of local
community politics and through demonstra-
tive campaigns. The clash between old and
new became personalised in the mutual hos-
tility between the Young Liberals and Jeremy
Thorpe: heasasuperb parliamentarianand
election campaigner, they asreaching out to
non-votersand those disillusioned with con-
ventional politics and politicians.?

The nextrevival, in the early 1970s, came
partly out of community campaigning, but
also partly out of electoral discontent with
divisionswithin both the major parties. Three
of the five by-elections won by Liberals in
1972-73 were in long-past-held constituen-
cies. Berwick-on-Tweed had beenrepresented
by Sir Edward Grey when Liberal foreign sec-
retary, and briefly by William Beveridge in
1944-45; theIsle of Ely by James de Rothschild
from 1929-45. Neitherlocal association had,
however, remained active; the Isle of Ely had
only beenfought once by aLiberal candidate
inthe six general elections before Clement
Freud’s by-election success. Cyril Smith, the
victorin Rochdale was a former Young Liberal
between 1945and 1950, then a Labour coun-
cillorand mayor until ariftin their council
group in 1966-67, afterwhich he returned to
the Liberals and successfully ousted the young
candidate who had moved into Rochdale to
fight the seat: very much an old Liberal ousting
the new. The victory in Suttonand Cheam, a
suburban seat won by a Young Liberal, was by
contrast clear evidence of a differentapproach
to political campaigning.

With Thorpe’sresignationin 1975, the
partyleadership inside and outside parlia-
ment moved to a generation that had few or
nodirectlinksto the party of the 1920sand
before. David Steel, son of a Church of Scot-
land minister, had been brought up partly
inKenya, joining the Liberalsasa studentin
Edinburgh. Socialand economic changes were
looseninglocal political ties and closing Lib-
eral clubs and Nonconformist chapels. Two
decades after the beginnings of revivalin 1957,
few membersremained who remembered
British politics before 1945. The Alliance with
the Social Democratsin the early 1980sintro-
duced another surge of converts and political
novices, some of whom became stalwarts of
the merged Liberal Democrat Party.

Yetechoes of old Liberal loyalties have
remained, passed down the generations. Ray
Michie, the daughter of John Bannerman, sat
from 1987to 2001 asthe MP for the seathe
had foughtin1945. David Rendel, who won
the Newbury by-electionin 1993, was a great-
great-nephew of Stuart Rendel, one of Glad-
stone’s closest parliamentary colleagues. In
2025, the Highlands and the south-westhad
again become party strongholds. And at party
conferences every year party activists still
lustily sing the Liberal Land Song, waving ‘the
ballotin ourhands’

William Wallace joined the Liberal Party as a student
in 1960, working in several by-election campaigns,
including Orpington. He was the party’s assistant
press officer in the 1966 election campaign, fought
Huddersfield West in 1970 and Manchester Moss Side
twicein 1974.

1 See, for example, The Guardian, 31 Mar.1962.

2 Francis Boyd, British Politics in Transition (Pall Mall
Press, 1964), p. 98.

3 Thisarticle draws extensively on William Wallace,
‘The Liberal Revival: The Liberal Party in Britain,
1955-1966’ (Ph.D. thesis, Cornell University, 1968),
both on the Nuffield election studies for 1964 and
1966, and on David Butler and Donald Stokes, Polit-
ical Change in Britain: Forces shaping electoral choice
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