Liberalsand Labour

Brendon Jones examines the experiences of the five Manchester Liberal MPs during

the 1924 Parliament.

The Manchester Liberal
IMIPs and the First Labour
Government

the formation of the first minority Labour

government. With only 191 Labour MPs,
Ramsay MacDonald wasreliant on the support
of 158 Liberal MPs, which included five elected
from Manchester. Thisarticle will focuson
their experience during that government. It
will examine thereasonsthatled themto sup-
portthe formation of aminority Labour gov-
ernment, their opinions towardskey issues
and policies, the increasing disillusionment
that they felt towards the government as the
months progressed, and their views towards
theissueswhich prompted the fall of the
government.

The December 1923 general election
marked a post-war watershed for the Lib-
eral Party in Manchester. For the first time
since December 1910, it successfully elected
MPs. Thomas Ackroyd in Moss Side, Noton
Barclay in Exchange, Charles Masterman
inRusholme, Philip Oliver in Blackley and
Ernest Simon in Withington. If Masterman is
excluded, ashewasaprominentfigurein the
Liberalleadership, the experience of the other
four MPsisinstructive of the problems facing
theLiberal Party during the 1924 parliament.

Fromthe outset, they faced a difficult

situation: the wider electorate had produced
aninconclusiveresult, leaving the Liberals
holding the balance of power between the

J‘ ANUARY 2024 MARKED the centenary of

Conservativesand Labour. Having foughtan
election campaign focused on free trade and
against Baldwin’s proposals to introduce pro-
tection, the course of action which emerged
fromthe Liberal leadership wasto supporta
minority Labour government. The Manches-
ter MPs, along with the Liberal parliamentary
party, supported this position. Given thatthe
new government relied on Liberal support,
they expected to possess strong influence
and control over it, so asto promote greater
cooperation between the two sides, allow-
ingtheintroduction of progressive reforms.
They failed torealise that the Labour leader-
ship had no intention of consulting with the
Liberals. Thislack of cooperation produced a
growing feeling of disillusionment amongst
Liberals, including the Manchester MPs; con-
cernincreased as the government tackled
issuesin waysthe party opposed. The growth
of disillusionment was also fuelled by the
aggressive stance which the Labour Party
adopted towardslocal Liberal Associations;
Manchester provides an excellent example
of this. Despite increasing disillusionment,
the Liberals were in an invidious position;

if they defeated Labourin the Commonsa
general election would ensue, which the Lib-
eral Party wasill-prepared to fight. Thiswas
amajor factorin explaining the behaviour of
the Manchester Liberal MPs. It was only when
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confronted with the issuesraised by the Rus-
sian Treaty and the Campbell case that Liberal
MPswithdrew support, prompting the fall of
government.

The Manchester Liberal MPs
Thomas Ackroyd (1861-1946) was MP for
the Manchester Moss Side division 1923-24.
Following an education at the Manchester
MechanicsInstitute, Ackroyd wentinto a
career inbanking. He was actively involved in
Manchester politics, servingas a city council-
lor, and was closely interested in social reform
especially social and educational work for
neglected children.

Robert Noton Barclay (1872-1957) was
MP for the Manchester Exchange division
1923-24. Educated at the University of Man-
chester, Barclay entered the family business as
anexportshipping merchant and was closely
involved in both the economic and the polit-
icallife of Manchester. In addition to his spell
asan MP, he served as a city councillor.

Charles Masterman (1873-1927) was
MP for the Manchester Rusholme division
1923-24. Masterman was closely linked to
the Liberalleadership, having been a promi-
nent pre-war New Liberal both working with
Lloyd George on welfare projects, including
the National Insurance Act1911, and serv-
ingin Asquith’s government. He developed a
closerelationship with Manchester Liberalism
after 1918, encouraging theradicalideasbeing
pursued by younger radical Manchester Liber-
alsincluding Philip Oliver and Ernest Simon.
Thisled to aninvitation to contest Rusholme
in1923. Masterman’s prominence in the party
ensured he was part of the Liberal leadership
during the 1923-24 parliament and was influ-
entialin formulating the views of the other
four Manchester Liberal MPs.

Philip Oliver (1884-1953) was MP for the
Manchester Blackley division 1923-24 and
1929-31. Educated at Manchester Grammar

o

Charles Masterman in 1923

School and Oxford, Oliver went into a career
asabarrister. Returning to Manchester, he
became activeinlocal politics, fighting the
Blackley division at every election from 1918
until1945. Oliver was aradical who became
actively involved in the early 1920sin the agi-
tation from Manchester to develop aradical
policy programme for the post-war Liberal
Party whichled to the creation of the Liberal
Summer School movementand culminated in
the publication of Britain’s Industrial Future,
the Yellow Book.

Ernest Simon (1879-1960) was MP for the
Manchester Withington division 1923-24 and
1929-31. Educated at Rugby and Cambridge,
Simon went into the family business, Simon
Engineering, following university. He became
aManchester city councillorin 1912 and estab-
lished hisradical credentials campaigning
for smoke abatement and housing improve-
ments. Aschair of Manchester’shousing com-
mittee, inthe early 1920s, he played akey
roleintackling the post-war housing short-
age and later bought the Wythenshawe Estate
to donate to the city council for the building
of a satellite town to tackle slum clearance.
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Robert Noton Barclay in 1930 (© National Portrait Gallery, London); Thomas Ackroyd

Following the First World War, he became
increasingly active in national Liberal politics,
agitating for the party to adopt aradical pol-
icy programme, which he helped to frame,
and which included akeyrolein the produc-
tion of Britain’s Industrial Future, the Yellow
Book. After a period outside of active party
politicshejoined the Labour Party in1947and
accepted a peerage from Clement Attlee in the
same year.

The formation of the Labour
government

Initially, the electoral success of the reunited
Liberal Party in the December 1923 general
election disguised the difficult position that
theresulthad placed the party in; with 158
MPsthey held the balance of power. The new
Manchester Liberal MPs had to address the
question of whether to supporta minority
Labour administration or not. Before analys-
ingthe position that they adopted, and the
arguments that they deployed to justify t,
itisimportant to consider the party leader-
ship’s position, which was a central factorin

theviewpoint adopted by most Liberal back-
benchers. Once itbecame obvious that Bald-
win did notintend to resign immediately but
towait and face the Commons, therewas con-
siderable debate amongst the Liberal leader-
shipregarding the course of action the party
should take when the Commons metin Janu-
ary 1924.* Asquith addressed the Liberal par-
liamentary party on 18 December, making
clearthathe had nointention of obstruct-
ingthe formation of a Labour government.
He asserted he could not supportaminority
Baldwin administration which favoured pro-
tection after fighting an election campaignin
defence of free trade, especially as a majority
of the electorate had supported candidates
favourable to free trade. Asquith argued that,
if aLabour government was to ever hold office,
‘it could hardly be tried under safer condi-
tions’,2believing the Liberal Party would be
able to controla minority MacDonald govern-
ment. He argued that, whilst Labour would be
inoffice, ‘itiswe, if we really understand our
business, who really control the situation.’
Asquith failed to appreciate that MacDonald
was prepared to govern with Liberal support
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Philip Oliver; Ernest Simon in 1926 (© National Portrait Gallery, London)

but had no intention of consulting the Liberal
leadership on government business and pri-
orities. MacDonald’s behaviour was arguably
intensified by the aloof and arrogant attitude
that Asquith adopted fromthe outsetand
throughout the governmentin believing that
the Liberals would have the upper hand owing
to their previous experience of government
and Labour’s need for their parliamentary
support.

The approach adopted by Asquith and
the Liberalleadership was a central factorin
defining the stance followed by the Manches-
ter Liberal MPs. The views that Lloyd George
expressedto C. P. Scott—who, as editor of the
Manchester Guardian, was a major influence
onand leader within Manchester Liberalism
—regarding the position of the Liberal Party
inrelation to aminority Labour government,
were also influentialin the formulation of their
opinions. Lloyd George pressed the potential
that existed for progressive reformif the Lib-
erals supported MacDonald in thelobbies.

In correspondence with Scott, atthe end of
December, Lloyd George argued, ‘if Ramsay
were tactful and conciliatory I feel certain that

the Party asawhole would supporthiminan
advanced Radical programme.* Lloyd George
developed thisin conversation with Scotta
few dayslater, maintaining ‘that the only pos-
sible course, under present conditions, for

the Liberal party was to back the Labour party
whole-heartedly to the full extent opentoit,
and in concerttoreap a full harvest of Radical
reform.” Herecognised that this course would
haveits opponentswithin the Liberal Party,
and would have practical problems, in that
cooperation would not be enough: active con-
sultation would also be needed. However, he
maintained that thiswas the only alternative
if radical reform was to triumph, concluding
thatit could work as there was no difficulty
onpolicy: ‘Therewasanample field common
to the two parties.”® The emphasis that Lloyd
George placed on the possibility of coopera-
tion between the two partieswould have had
astronginfluence over Ernest Simon, Philip
Oliver and Noton Barclay, who had played a
centralrolein pressing for Liberalismto be
redefined along progressivelines, in the early
1920s, which had led to the formation of the
Liberal Summer School movement.
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The arguments that the Manchester Lib-
eral MPs used to justify defeating Baldwin in
the Commons and then supporting a MacDon-
ald government reveal the degree to which
their views had been influenced by the Liberal
leadership. Apartfrom Masterman, who had
played arole in formulating the line of the Lib-
eralleadership, itis significant that the other
four members adopted different approaches
to defend their proposed course of action.

Ernest Simon, not surprisingly given
hisradical viewpoint, pursued the need for
cooperation between the two parties most
forcefully, arguing for support for aminority
Labour government with positive collabora-
tionin the Commonsbetween the two par-
ties. Inearly January, ata dinner held by the
Manchester Liberal Federation he argued,
‘thatitwould be a great misfortuneif Lib-
eraland Labour men could not cooperate on
the great body of progressive measures on
which they were agreed.”” There was a great
deal of room for collaboration, with both sides

inagreement on many of thereforms that
needed to beintroduced.
Theelectionresulthad produced alarge
progressive majority in the Commons. For
Simon, this majority had to consider ‘the
interests of the country asawhole, rather
than the sectional interests of any particular
party and will therefore cooperate success-
fully in passing much fruitfullegislation on
thelines desired by the electors during the
lifetime of the present House of Commons.’®
Simon’s argument to justify his support for
aLabour government should be qualified.
Although most of the electorate had rejected
protection in favour of free trade, itismore
tenuousto argue, as Simon did, that they had
voted for a progressive agenda. Most Liberal
and Labour candidates had pursued the threat
to free trade asthe centralissue of their cam-
paigns, withlittle attention being given to pro-
gressive reform. Given the influence of Fabian
socialism, through his friendship with the
WebbsandR. H. Tawney, combined with his

The first Labour cabinet, 1924 (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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political career as a city councillor, inwhich he
had championed better cooperation between
the two parties, which had culminatedin the
election of a progressive majority of Liber-
alsand Labour councillors in 1919, sweeping
away thirty years of Conservative hegemony
in Manchester, itis not surprising that Simon
developed the argument. Whilst Simon’sargu-
ments mirrored those of Lloyd George, he also
described the speech which Asquith had made
inmid-December as ‘splendid’ and voiced
strong support for thelead Asquith had tak-
en.? Simon further articulated thereasons that
underpinned his decision to support Labour
intheimmediate days before the formation

of the government. He noted in his diary that,
if the Liberals failed to support Labour, this
could produce anincrease in Labour’s vote at
the next general election as they would be able
to presentit ‘as a capitalist conspiracy to keep
them out of power.”° In his maiden speech
during the debate on the King’s Speech pro-
duced by Baldwin Simon focused on housing
and his experience of itin Manchester. With
ahung parliament, he believed that coopera-
tion between Labour and the Liberals could be
fruitful especially regards housebuilding, as
had occurred in Manchester.*

After Simon, it was Noton Barclay who
articulated explicitly the factors which
prompted his supportforaLabour govern-
ment through correspondencein the Man-
chester Guardian. His views concurred with
those of Asquith. The central consideration for
Barclay was the question of Free Trade; it was
impossible for him to support Baldwin who
had advocated Protection and been defeated.
Thiswould mean the ‘Liberals were keepingin
power a Government discredited by the coun-
try, and, quiterightly, we would be accused of
betrayinga greatbody of the electorate, for if
onething emerges clearly from the election
itisthe defeat of the Conservatives and their
policy.*?He had pursued thistheme at the
Manchester Liberal Federation dinner in early

January, expressing his opposition to Bald-
win.®3Herecognised the advent of a Labour
government caused concern, but echoed
Asquith’sargument thatitwould be ‘depend-
enton the support of Liberals to carry through
any legislation’ meaning no extreme meas-
ures were initiated.*4 For Barclay these were
the best circumstances to put Labour in office,
‘Could they do so under safer conditionsthan
when, asnow, they are dependent on other
parties for support?’, he asked.*

Philip Oliver stressed that the Liberal
Party held aninfluential role after the elec-
tion. His speeches addressed the benefits of
the three-party system which had emerged.
Oliver advanced therole that Liberalism could
play in the new parliament by moderating the
policies pursued by a Labour government. At
adinner, inmid-January, he pursued the piv-
otal position which the Liberal Party occupied,
noting thatit ‘might fulfila mission he had
often felt belonged toit, that of liberalising the
other parties.*® This was proved by the way
the Liberal Party had succeeded ininfluenc-
ing Labour since the election. He argued that,
‘Judged by Mr Ramsay MacDonald’s London
speech, nine tenths of which was Liberal, they
had already done something to liberalise the
Labour party’.* MacDonald had addressed a
crowded Labour movement demonstration,
inthe Royal Albert Hall, on 9 January, during
which he combined thelofty ideals of utopian
socialism with a pledge that in power Labour
would pursue a pragmaticline. Oliver appears
to have failed to recognise that MacDonald
was followingaline designed to attract Liberal
supportforaLlabour government.

In post-election speeches, Thomas
Ackroyd pursued the need for greater social
reform, with little reference to the questions
raised by the electoral arithmetic. Atthe Man-
chester Liberal Federation dinner in early Jan-
uary, he did not confront the questions which
would determine his supportfora MacDonald
government, but analysed the need for social
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reform.*® Although Ackroyd was not dis-
cussing theissue directly by choosing social
reform, he wasindicating that he would sup-
portalLabour governmentin thelobbies given
thatitwasmorelikely that a Labour govern-
ment would pursue social reform as a priority.
Inearly February, at ameeting in Moss Side,
Ackroyd outlined the reasons he had voted

to defeat Baldwin. The central consideration
was the campaign Ackroyd had fought; he had
consistently attacked the Conservatives, and
ifhehadactedinany other manner he would
have been disloyal to the wider electorate:

‘The electorsdeclared they had lost confidence
inthe Conservative administration, and asthe
Labour party had been returned with the next
largest number of members they had the per-
fectright to be asked to take the government
of the country.™

The early months

Having contributed to the defeat of Bald-
win’sKing’s Speech, which resulted in the first
minority Labour government coming into
power on 22 January, the Manchester Liberal
MPsvoiced their satisfaction with the way
Labour exercised power in the initial months
of the new government. This vindicated their
earlier decisions and provided evidence of the
influence they could exert over Macdonald’s
government. Thiswas voiced by Oliver and
Ackroyd atameetingin early February. The
King’s Speech produced by Labour, according
to Oliver, was ‘amodified and diluted policy ...
Asforthe programme of the Labour party, the
capitallevy wasvanishinginto the distance,
that nationalisation of which they heard so
much was postponed to the indefinite future,
and the actual programme now before the
country was one of Liberalism, not of Social-
ism.?° Ackroyd echoed similar sentiments,
noting that thereliance of Labour on Liberal
votes had ensured that the government had
notintroduced extreme legislation: ‘So far as

itsought to carry out the measures outlined by
Mr MacDonald in his great speech at the Albert
Hall ... he believed it would have the support

of every Liberalin the House of Commons.
Atthe annual meeting of the Withington Divi-
sional Liberal Association, Simon addressed
theinfluencethat Liberalideas played on the
new government:

Untilnow, he said, the Government had
shown areal desire to avoid impracticaland
Socialistic legislation and to concentrate on
practical social reform along Liberallines ...
In other words, they were acting almost on
thelinesof a Liberal Government.’?

Simon developed this pointin a general letter
that he circulated to the electorsin his con-
stituency inmid-March, pointing out that the
government had produced nearly eighty bills
and ‘practically the whole of these bills, which,
with certain modifications the Liberal Party
could acceptand of which, in general, they
would approve ... Solong asthey keep thisup
we shall support the Government, assoonas
theyintroduce Socialist measures we shall
oppose them.’? Barclay voiced similar views,
in early March, ata dinner of the Exchange
Division Liberal Association. He argued that
thereliance on Liberal support had moderated
theactions of Labourin office noting:

The present Government was determined
tointroducelegislation which would effect
many of those very reforms for which Lib-
eralshad foughtinyearspast ... Thisthey
could only accomplish with the aid of the
Liberal vote. More they could notdo.’*

The Manchester MPs were initially satisfied
with the conduct of the Labour government,
believing that their support was influentialin
restraining itand with a feeling that there was
the potential that many of reformsintroduced
by the 1906-14 Liberal government might be
continued and developed. However, it was
early days; the way the government handled
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several keyissues, notably the Poplar ques-
tion and the construction of five new cruisers,
combined with the failure of the Labour lead-
ership to consult the Liberals, and the increas-
ingly aggressive position adopted towards
local Liberal Associations by their Labour
opponents, produced a feeling of disillusion-
mentas1924 progressed.

In the first month of the new govern-
ment, controversy raged owing to the deci-
sion of the minister of health, John Wheatley,
torescind an order instigated by Sir Alfred
Mondin 1921 againstthe
Poplar Poor Law Board of
Guardians. The board had
given spending priority
tolocalneeds, refusing
to use theirinsufficient
resourcestomeetalon-
don County Council
precept that would con-
tribute to the funding of boroughsin a better
financial position than Poplar. Inresponse,
Mond had issued a statutory order severely
limiting the scale of unemployment relief
that the Poplar board could operate. This
did not solve the problem, with the Poplar
guardians defying the order, going to prison,
and making the Mond order inoperable by
referring vast numbers of special benefit
claimsup to the Health Ministry. In Novem-
ber 1923, Joynson-Hicks, the successor to
Mond, threatened to suspend the board and
place surcharges onthem for theillegal rates
of unemployment benefit they had been
paying, along with the £4 minimum wage
they had sanctioned aslocal councillors for
employees of the borough.? After receiving
adeputation from the Poplar board in early
February, Wheatley resolved torescind the
Mond order and cancel the surcharges. This
prompted immediate controversy. The Lib-
eral parliamentary party put down a motion
of censure on Wheatley, for debate on 26 Feb-
ruary, which Wheatley survived by defending

hisactionsand making a tactical change of
ground.

Evidence exists which reveals the views
of Simon and Oliver towards the Poplar con-
troversy. Whilst condemning ‘Poplarism’
asillegal, theyrecognised the wider prob-
lem, namely the need for a better system of
social insurance, which explains why Wheat-
ley’stactical move in the censure debate had
appealed to Liberals. Simonraised the Pop-
lar question whilst addressing a meeting of
the newly formed Withington branch of the

The Manchester MPs were initially satisfied with the
conduct of the Labour government, believing that their
support was influential in restraining it and with a
feeling that there was the potential that many of reforms
introduced by the 1906—14 Liberal government might be
continued and developed.

League of Young Liberals a few days before the
debate. He denounced the concept of ‘Pop-
larism’, insisting that, ‘If the Labour party
showed itself to be deliberately in favour of
Poplarismthenthe Liberal party would have
no alternative but to vote against what would
virtually be a piece of Socialism.’?® Simon
would support the government if Wheatley
and MacDonald made it clear that, ‘the Gov-
ernment did not favour indiscriminate and
extravagantrelief, and that they would take
into consideration the long overdue reform of
the Poor Law.’* Wheatley fulfilled both these
criteriain his speech, which explains Simon’s
ultimate support. Oliver adopted a similar
approach at ameeting of the general coun-

cil of the Blackley Divisional Liberal Associa-
tion a few days before the debate. Although
hewas concerned at the actions Wheatley had
taken, he believed Liberals ‘should approach
itin a spirit of constructionratherthanina
spirit of criticism.?® Herecognised the need for
Wheatley to defend hisactions, but noted that,
if the government repudiated illegal actions
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andrecognised the need for ‘an extended
system of social insurance’ which Poplar had
revealed, he would be able to support the gov-
ernment.? Again, Wheatley met Oliver’s con-
ditionsin his Commons speech allowing the
latter to support the government.

Although Poplar was controversial, it was
quickly overshadowed by the uproar which
surrounded the government’s decision to con-
struct five new cruisers and two destroyers,
provided the measure gained parliamentary
approval. The proposalimmediately produced
opposition from the Liberal ranks. Thiswas
voiced from two quarters within Manchester
—the Manchester Guardian and Philip Oliver.
The former carried a highly critical leading
article, inwhich it strongly argued the case
against construction:

Onthe meritsthere isnot much to be said for
the construction at this time of five new and
more powerful cruisers ... It can hardly be
pretended that they are needed for the pur-
pose of defence.3°

It continued by pointing out the obviouslink
between the decision and the problem of
unemployment, attacking the government
for usingarmaments asameansto tackle the
problem:

Therealreason, as everybody knows, is that
the Labour Government being concerned
aboveall else with the question of unem-
ployment, feel thatit simply cannot afford to
forgo this opportunity of relieving it. That is
aweakness... Tousearmaments asaremedy
forunemploymentisaboutasbad as expe-
dientascanbeimagined for that purpose. 3

This forceful criticism from the influential
Manchester Guardian was a significant blow
for the government.

Oliver’sinterestin the question canbe
explained by his frequently voiced support for
the League of Nationsand hisinvolvementin
the League of Nations Union. He developed

three angles to oppose the government’s deci-
sion: the present strength of the navy did
notrequire the construction; they would not
replace present cruisers butadd to their num-
ber; and, finally, if money wasto be spent on
defence, itwould be better spent on increas-
ing the size of the Air Force. Hewas careful not
to pursue a pacifist stance which would have
lefthim opento attack. After he had voted
againstthe proposal, he achieved thisin two
ways. He stressed in all speeches he made on
theissuethat, ‘itis our duty to see that effec-
tive steps are taken to provide for the defence
of this country.’*He developed this by insist-
ing thatitwasthe Air Force which needed tobe
enlarged, maintaining that thiswas the first
line of defence for the United Kingdom. There
was no question ‘that when the Estimates

for the Air Force come along you will find me
voting for anincrease in our squadronsin

the air.’*3 He defended his action by apply-

ing the same considerations to the navy; he
argued thatif it could have been proved that
the new cruisers were required for the coun-
try’s defence, he would have supported the
proposed construction. He argued there was
no justification to build new cruisers: ‘we have
more of these cruisers than the nextthree
greatest naval powers put together.?* This,
combined with the fact that the new ships
would not replace current onesin service but
addtothesize of the navy, meant there wasno
way he could have voted for the proposal.

The Liberal Party widely supported Philip
Snowden’s April Budgetin which he proved his
free trade credentials by reducing the sugar
duty, halving duties on tea, cocoa, coffee,
and chicory, lowering the entertainment tax
and, moreimportantly, abolishing the McK-
enna duties. Indirect taxes were reduced by
£29 million and direct taxes by £145 million.
Asquith voiced ‘extreme satisfaction’ with
the measuresintroduced, in the Commons,
adding, ‘Thereisnothinginthe Budget, so
farasIknow, in which principleis concerned,
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towhich a single one of us sitting on these
bencheswill not heartily subscribe.’?s The
Manchester Liberal MPs gave a broad welcome
to Snowden’s proposals which is not surpris-
ing given the context of the strong free trade
tone set by the Budget. Simon considered it to
be‘agood, progressive Budget, and probably
asnearly as possible what a Liberal Chancellor
of the Exchequer would have done.”?® Ackroyd
expressed similar sentiments, describingitas
‘avery fine Budget, and one that will appeal to
Liberal aswellas Labour members. ItisaLib-
eral Budget, of course, and I hope it will help

to conciliate the strong feeling that already
existsamong some sections of the Liberaland
Labour parties.’¥ Barclay delivered hismaiden
speech during the Budget debate, warmly
endorsingit, noting:

AsalLiberal Free Trader, [ welcome most
heartily the Budget which the Chancellor of
the Exchequer has presented. Itisa sound
Free Trade Budget, and one which any Lib-
eral Chancellor of the Exchequer would have
been proud to bring before this House.3®

Creeping disillusionment

Despite Snowden’s budget, the spring of 1924
witnessed the increasing growth of disillu-
sionment among the Manchester Liberal MPs
towards the government. Thisresulted from
the total disregard that the Labour Party,
within parliament and in Manchester, exhib-
ited towards the Liberal Party. From Mac-
Donald downwards, ‘The same petulantrage
against the Liberals for continuing to exist was
apparentamong Labour backbenchers, and
inthe country Liberal MPs were subjectto a
spontaneous assault by Labour organisations,
especially in constituencies which Liberals had
narrowly captured from Conservativesin the
absence of Labour candidates.’* Having con-
tested Blackley in November 1922, Labour had
allowed Oliver a freerunin December 1923, in

April1924 thelocal party resolved to stand in
the seat atthe next general election. Although
Oliver accepted Labour could stand, he was
concerned ‘atthe way in which the Labour
party was carrying on an intensive campaign
againstthem, while they were doing their best
inthe House of Commons to supporta Labour
government.° Oliver’sannoyance was inten-
sified by the fact that he had received the news
when he wasinthe Commonslobbies sup-
porting the government, along with Simon
and Barclay, whilst the seven Labour MPs from
Manchester and Salford were attending arally
inthe Manchester Free Trade Hall.

During the spring Barclay and Ackroyd
expressed concernathow the Labourleaders
treated the Liberalleadership. Barclay com-
plained that, despite consistent support for
the government, the Liberals had not received
‘courteous treatment’ from Labour.4* He
attacked the way Labour eschewed consulta-
tion arguing;:

We arein harmony with Labour on a great
part of their programme and with that part
of their programme which they can carry
throughin present circumstances. We want
to getalong with thislegislation, and if we
can getalongthere mustbe some consulta-
tion between the leaders of the two parties.4

Ackroyd expressed a similar opinion in early
May, noting that thelack of cooperation
between the two parties was not healthy. He
argued, ‘with proper cooperation it would
be possible to work together for some time,
butif this could notbe accomplished another
general election could not be long delayed.”?
By the beginning of the summer, there was
mounting disenchantment among the Man-
chester Liberal MPs as the government per-
sisted inignoring the Liberal leadership. No
attempts were made to improverelations
between the two parties at the parliamen-
tarylevel. Following his earlier optimism
around the potential of working with Labour
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onaprogressivereformagenda, Lloyd George
expressed his frustration at thislack of coop-
erationin aspeech atLlanfairfechan on 22
Aprilnoting:

Liberals are to be the oxen to drag the Labour
wain over the rough roads of parliament for
two or three years, goaded along, and at the
end of the journey, when thereisno further
use forthem, they are to be slaughtered.
Thatisthe Labouridea of cooperation.4

In Manchester, the Labour Party became
increasingly aggressive towards the party.
Having decided to challenge Oliver in Blackley,
by July Labour had announced itsintention to
fightthe both the Exchange and Withington
seatsagainstBarclay and Simon, having not
contested the seats previously.4s

Inthis climate of growing disillusion-
ment, the Manchester Liberal MPs had to
address how to vote on a Conservative motion
of censure around the government’s failure
to tackle the unemployment problem. Mac-
Donald’s government had adopted orthodox
and unconvincing means to tackle the unem-
ploymentissue. The failure to reduce unem-
ploymentwasanissue which the Liberals
felt strongly about, particularly considering
Labour’s grandiose election promises. The Lib-
eral shadow cabinet met on 27 May, with most
of theleadership, including Lloyd George, John

[Simon] recognised that Labour had achieved little on
unemployment, but the Liberals had been aware when
they had put Labour into power that its election promises
on the issues were ‘all nonsense’.

Simon, Pringle and Phillips, urging that the
party vote against the government. Asquith
wanted to delay a crisiswhich might threaten
an election and proposed putting the question
to ameeting of the full Liberal parliamentary
party. Thefeeling at this meeting waslesshos-
tile; consequently, the party supported the

government, except for Lloyd Georgeand a
few of his supporters who abstained. Evidence
has survived of the views of Simon and Oli-
ver towards this: both adopted the Asquithian
line. They were both concerned at the govern-
ment’s failure to decrease unemployment and
justified their votesin pragmatic terms argu-
ingthata general election would be a disaster
fortheLiberal Party.

The opinions of Simon are the clearest
to gauge. He described the mood of the par-
liamentary party meetingin his diary, not-
ingthe strong feelings from Lloyd George, Sir
John Simon and Phillips, which amounted
toadesireto defeat Labour and turnthem
out of office. Simoninsisted in truculentlan-
guage that he believed that would be ‘abso-
lutely suicidal’.#® He recognised that Labour
had achievedlittle on unemployment, but the
Liberalshad been aware when they had put
Labourinto power thatits election promises
ontheissueswere ‘allnonsense’.*”He argued
thatthe Liberals could have achieved substan-
tially more, but the more important point for
Simon was the threat of a general election if
Labourwas defeated. From hisexperiencein
Manchester, the electorate appeared to still
be favourable to the new government, which
prompted him to conclude that ‘an election
now would be hopeless from a Liberal point
of view.”8 Given time, the electorate would
realise Labour’s weak-
nessonunemployment,
causing the pendulum
to swingagainst them,
which would improve the
Liberal Party’s prospects.
Simon’s greatest concern
was the electoral outlook of the Liberal Party.
He also intervened in the Commons debate
on 29 May and did not attack the Labour gov-
ernment but appealed for further actions:
‘We simply ask for areasonable increase in
the grants which are already being made for
work such asthiswork on mainroads, which,
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from the point of view of unemployment, is,
admittedly, national work.*® The central prob-
lem wasthat the average grant that the gov-
ernment was giving to local authoritiesin big
cities, such as Manchester, only covered one-
third of expenses, with therest falling on the
ratepayers; thereisno question, he argued,
that ‘animmediate increaseisneeded’.>° He
detailed several areas, most notably the better
provision of leisure facilities, which could be
developed if the government provided two-
thirds of the cost to local authorities. He con-
cluded that, within a few years, this ‘would do
a great deal to revolutionise conditionsin our
great citiesand torelieve unemployment.’s
Simon’sargumentsin the Commons show he
did notwant the government to be defeated,
butrather more action taken to tackle
unemployment.

Philip Oliver made corresponding points
on the day before the Commons debate,
speakingin Manchester. Oliver observed that
hewasdissatisfied with Labour’s progress on
the problem, butrecognised that it was a diffi-
cult problem, and hoped that ‘Liberals would
notbeled by any desire to make a mere party
scoreinto any action which would delay the
real solution of the problem.”s?Following the
debate, he addressed a meeting in Blackley, in
which he defended the decision of the Liberal
Party to supportthe governmentin the vote;
he noteditwas only fair to allow Labour more
time to pursueits policies to reduce unem-
ployment arguing that ‘the Liberals should
give fair play to Labour and thatitwould not
be playing the game to turn the Government
out.”® Oliver was clearly motivated by the
same concerns as Simon. He wanted greater
action from the government but did not want
Labour defeated and a subsequent general
election. The Asquithianline, which both
Simon and Oliver, had pursued, was moti-
vated by pragmatic electoral considerations
which trumped their initial principled posi-
tion. The Liberal Party was not prepared to

fighta general election, which wasinevitable if
MacDonald was defeated. The Labour govern-
ment had gained a reprieve owing to the fear
which dominated Liberal circlesregarding the
party’selectoral prospects.

Ernest Simon’s growing disillusionment
withthe governmentlargely centred around
the question of tackling the housing shortage.
Housing was a central concern of Simon’s; he
had been chairman of Manchester City Coun-
cil'shousing committee, playing a principal
partinreducing the post-war housing short-
agein Manchester. It was clear from the out-
set of his parliamentary career that he would
devote a great deal of hisenergies to theissue,
using hismaiden speech to attack the Con-
servative government for failing to tackle the
housing shortage.5* Herecognised the advan-
tage hisknowledge of housingissues gave
himinthe Commons, notingin hisdiary that
hisexperience was ‘invaluable to me asanew
member of the House of Commons, in giving
me aspecialityin whichIamrecognised as
an authority.””s He quickly became a critic of
the Labour government’s weaknesses on the
issue.

Housing was an urgent priority for the
government, and John Wheatley, whose
health ministry dealt with the issue. The sec-
ondary problem of evictions also needed to
betackled. There were stillmany landlords
making ruthless use of the eviction pow-
erswhich had been granted under the Lloyd
George coalition government’s 1920 legisla-
tion. This prompted a Labour backbencher,
Ben Gardner, to introduce a private member’s
bill toamend the currentlaw, to protect the
unemployed from eviction. The central clause
of the bill declared no unemployed worker in
arrears should be evicted unlessit could be
proved that the hardship incurred by theland-
lord for not evicting him was greater. Simon
served on the committee which considered
Gardener’s Rent RestrictionsBill, and quickly
became frustrated at the slow progress of the
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Bill arguing that the blame rested with the gov-
ernment because it would not give the Bill offi-
cialbacking.*® Simon determined to introduce
his own private member’s bill to tackle the
problem —the Prevention of Evictions Bill—as
Gardner’s Bill, by concentrating on the unem-
ployed, was too narrow in focus and quickly
becametied up in debate. He asserted that,
‘The only thing of urgentimportanceisto give
protection to those tenants who are being
evicted.’””which his Bill, which was introduced
in March, did by tackling the wider issue. The
Bill passed through allits parliamentary stages
and becamelaw in July. The length of time this
took aroused criticism from Simon. On several
occasions, he attacked the government for
delaying the measure’s progress; he believed
that, because itwasless controversial than
Gardener’s Bill, there was no reason to stop
itreaching the statute books quickly. 58 The
whole evictions question and the hesitancy
the government had shown in confronting it
clearly concerned Simon.

Wheatley recognised the vital need to
tackle the housing shortage. Afterafullinves-
tigation of the problem and negotiations
with the key interested parties, most nota-
bly the building trade unions, the employers,
and local authorities who, with government
subsidies, would fund the new building,
he produced a Housing Bill. The bill pro-

By the summer recess, there was a general air of
disappointment, combined with falling morale, within the
Liberal Party. By installing Labour into power, the Liberal
Party had become trapped in a position where there was a
lack of consultation from Labour but a need to support the
government for pragmatic electoral reasons.

posed thathouses built under the Wheatley
scheme would be eligible for subsidies of £9
perannuminurbanareas, and £12. 10s. in
rural parishes, whilst rate contributions were
fixed at £4. 10s. asamaximum payable by

local authorities on each house built. It firmly
established the principle of building for let-
ting. The bill, which iswidely recognised as
amajor milestone in inter-war house build-
ing received stern criticism from Simon. The
principal area he opposed the billon was its
rental clauses. On the question of rentsto be
charged on housesbuilt under the scheme,
thebill sought toreturn to the principles which
had governed Christpher Addison’s 1919 Act
by fixing rents in relation to those of pre-war
houses. These controlled rents were only a
basis foran average rent eachlocal author-
ity could charge. Thisaverage rent could not
exceed the rents of similarly controlled houses
unless the annual costsincurred by local
authorities exceeded their rate contribution of
£4.10s. perannum per house. Local author-
itieshad to keep within this, but otherwise
itwasleftto their own discretion asto what
rentwould be charged on individual houses.
Simon argued this would allow local author-
itiesto create a privileged class of tenants.
He was concerned that new council houses
would be too expensive for most of the work-
ingclass. He moved an amendment to ensure
therents of houses built under the bill were the
same as those for similar houses already exist-
ingin eachrelevantlocal authority area, not-
inginhisdiary thathisaim was ‘to reduce the
rents of Wheatley houses below those of other
houses.”® Simon’samend-
ment was defeated largely
because the majority of
Liberal MPs opposediit.
Simon gained sup-
portfrom Oliver regarding
one part of the billwhich
boththoughtto be weak.
Simon argued thata fun-
damental weakness of the billwas it had not
been submitted to the building trade and, in
hisview, ‘they are totally free to repudiate it
if they want to do so’.°° Thiswaslinked to Oli-
ver’s concern thata central obstacle hindering
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the scheme’s success was the shortage of
labour inthe buildingindustry and a shortage
of materials.®* Oliver moved an amendment,
which Simon supported, making the con-
tinued subsidy dependent on anincrease in
the supply of labour. Again, thisamendment
failed to gain support from the majority of Lib-
eral MPs, and it also failed. Whilst Simon later
gave the Wheatley Act credit for the expan-
sion of house building from 86,210 housesin
1923-2410238,914 in1927-28, hisfailure to
reform the act prompted disillusionment; ina
diary entry fromlate July 1924, he noted that
‘the whole thing has been a most disappoint-
ing and depressing experience.’®?

Thefall of the government

By the summer recess, there was a general air
of disappointment, combined with falling
morale, within the Liberal Party. By install-
ing Labour into power, the Liberal Party had
become trappedin a position where there was
alack of consultation from Labour but a need
to support the government for pragmatic elec-
toralreasons. Itwasin these circumstances
thatthe Liberal Party was faced with the prob-
lem of the Russian Treaty, which, butfor the
Campbell case, would have probably pro-
ducedthefall of the government. The issue

of the Russian Treaty had its originsin the
government’srecognition of Soviet Russia,
which prompted MacDonald to announce that
heintended to negotiate a trade agreement
with the Soviet government to restore com-
mercialties. Negotiations were difficult, par-
ticularly regarding the question of the British
bondholderswho held claims on the Tsarist
regime thathad been repudiated by the Soviet
government. Inresponse to this, the Soviets
demanded aloan as part of any commercial
treaty, to settle the payment of pre-revolu-
tionary debts. A compromise wasreached in
August, with atreaty signed between the del-
egates of the two sides. The treaty was divided

into two: the commercial treaty, which wasa
direct agreement between the two countries,
and awider general treaty, which wasavague
dealthatwould possiblylead, in future, toa
fulltreaty. This second deal proposed more
negotiations between the bondholdersand
the Soviet government. If the outcome of
these had the approval of the bondholders,
and theremaining outstanding differences
were settled, a third treaty would be signed,
after which the British government would
guarantee aloan. Thisenraged the Conserva-
tive opposition, which prompted MacDonald
to agree to atwenty-one-day delay between
the signing and ratification of the treaty, to
allow parliament an opportunity to voiceits
views on the agreement. The position of the
Liberal Party became vital. If the Liberal par-
liamentary party opposed the treaty, Mac-
Donald’s position would be precarious, and he
would be forced to call a general election.

The Liberalleadership, including Mas-
terman, condemned the treaty in generaland
the provision for the guaranteed loan in par-
ticular. As MP for Rusholme, Masterman’s
opposition was particularly significant given
hisinfluence over the other Manchester MPs.
Masterman’s opposition to the treaty was clar-
ifiedin aletter he sent to Walter Runcimanin
mid-September. He asserted that there were
no conditions under which the Liberal Party
could agree ‘toratify a Treaty which holds out
any hope of a British loan or a British guaran-
teedloanto the Bolshies. The latter would
alsomean that the previousactions of the
Sovietswere justified; the Liberal Party could
not ‘recognise theright of the Bolshies to con-
fiscate private property of British subjects
which had been invested in Russia.®* Master-
man delivered anumber of speechesin Man-
chester in which he pursued identical points to
those communicated to Runciman, to defend
hisresistance toratification of the treaty.

Oliver was the first of the backbench
Manchester MPs to declare his opposition to
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the Treaty. In correspondence with Sir John
Simon on 12 September he noted, ‘Idon’tlike
the treaty. Certainly I don’tlike the proposed
guarantee, which seemsto meto go altogether
beyond the proper function of a government,
atanyrate asconceived by Liberals.*® He
asked Simon’s advice on whatline to adopt at
party meetings before parliament re-assem-
bled. Norecord appears to have survived of
Simon’s response but his general opposition
to the treaty was already onrecord, and thus
itcanbereasonably assumed that he advised
Oliver to express his concerns openly. Oliver
did thisin anarticlein the Daily Herald, con-
centrating his opposition on the proposal for
aguaranteedloan, noting: ‘Ido notbelieve
thatitiswithin the province of a Government
to guarantee any foreignloan, andIsee no
reason why an exception should be made in
favour of a Soviet Republic which is prose-
cuting a grossly imperialistic war against the
Free State of Georgia.’®” He repeated his views
at several meetings in Manchester during
September.5®

Ackroyd, Barclay and Simon framed their
responsesto the treaty following a confer-
ence of the five Manchester Liberal MPs held
on 20 September to formulate a united reac-
tionto the questionsraised by the treaty.®
They all opposed the treaty owing to the pro-
vision for a guaranteedloan. Simon argued
atameetingin Withington on 22 September

There was no binding agreement between the two parties,
and it quickly became plain that the Labour leadership
was not willing to consult the Liberals, which placed them
in aninvidious position: having put Labour into office,
they now had to support it for a reasonable period, or face
accusations of not playing fairly.

that, although he wanted to encourage trade
with the Soviet Union, he could not vote ‘for
atreaty which involved the guaranteeing of
aloan of an uncertain sum ... when there was

absolutely no certainty that we should ever
getapenny of itback again.”° Barclay pursued
the same course, speaking in Miles Platting on
22 September, maintaining that theloan was
the central obstacle to Liberal support forrati-
fication. He was concerned there wasto beno
provision for security if theloan was made,
prompting him to note, ‘We would probably be
called upon to meet the interest and the sink-
ing fund —itwas notabusiness proposition
withoutthere being some security.””* As with
Oliver, he did not feel it was the function of the
British government to guarantee aloan. Ack-
royd also endorsed this opinion, arguingin
favour of better relations between Britain and
Russia, but expressing concern at the treaty
inits current form owing to the arrangements
fortheloan.” The five Manchester Liberal MPs
were united in their opposition to the treaty
inits presentformand, if changes were not
made, particularly the provision for a guaran-
teedloan, before parliament debated it, they
would vote against. AtaLiberal parliamen-
tary party meeting on 1 October, there was
unanimous support foramotionrejecting the
guaranteedloan, which in effect served notice
to go on MacDonald, who had insisted defeat
would be treated as a matter of confidence.
Eventsovertook thisvote, and itwasthe
Campbell case that prompted the fall of the
government. J. R. Campbell, the acting editor
of the Workers Weekly, had published a pro-
vocative article on 25 July
urging members of the
armed forcesnot to fire
on striking workers. Ini-
tially, the attorney gen-
eral, Sir Patrick Hastings,
recommended chargesbe
broughtagainst Camp-
bell for inciting mutiny.
These were brought on 5 August. Under pres-
sure from Labour backbenchers, who stressed
Campbell'swarrecord, and following a letter
from Campbellindicating that he was only
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temporary editor, which was considered an
apology, the charges were dropped on 13
August. MacDonald had discussed the issues
raised by the case with Hastings on 12 August
and at cabinetlater that evening. The Camp-
bell case rumbled on through the summer with
allegations from Labour’s opponents of polit-
icalinterference. On30 September, MacDon-
ald claimed in the Commons that he had not
been consulted on the matter, which wasalie.
The following day the Conservatives put down
amotion of censure. Asquith, stillwanting to
avoid a general election, decided to put down
anamendment calling for a select committee
tobe created toinvestigate the issuesraised by
the case. MacDonald and the cabinet resolved
totreatboth themotion and amendmentas
matters of confidence. The Manchester Liberal
MPshad concentrated on the Russian Treaty
during the summer and thereislittle evidence
ontheir views about the Campbell case beyond
theirvotesin the debate. Onboth the Con-
servative motion and the Liberalamendment,
Ackroyd broke ranks and voted with the gov-
ernment. Helater justified his votes arguing,
‘theissue wasaltogether too trivial to plunge
the country at thistime into the turmoiland
vast expenditure of a general election’and it
would have been better to wait until the Com-
mons had expressed their opinion on the
Russian Treaty.”? Ackroyd’s votes made no dif-
ference, the other four voted with the majority
of Liberals and Conservatives, resulting in gov-
ernment defeatsin both votes. MacDonald dis-
solved parliament for a general election.

Conclusion

The experience of the Manchester MPs dur-
ing the 1924 parliament typifies the difficul-
ties faced by Liberal Party more widely. The
electoral arithmetic produced by the Decem-
ber 1923 general election meant that the party
was faced with a situation in which ithad to
supportaminority Labour administration.

In this situation, the Manchester Liberal MPs
defended their decision in the same terms
thatthe Liberalleadership pursued, arguing
that, although Labour wasin government, it
had torely on the Liberals for support. This
led them to believe that there would be wide-
spread cooperation between the two sidesto
ensure thatareformagenda, which both par-
tiescould agree on, was pursued. In January
1924, the Manchester Liberal MPs assumed
that their position would be more influential,
which seemed to be vindicated by Snowden’s
budget, but this subsequently gave way to
disillusionment. There was no binding agree-
ment between the two parties, and it quickly
became plain that the Labour leadership

was not willing to consult the Liberals, which
placed themin aninvidious position: having
put Labour into office, they now had to sup-
portitforareasonable period, or face accu-
sations of not playing fairly. The more Labour
did not consult the Liberals, the greater the
disillusionment grew with the government,
whichis clearly demonstrated by the experi-
ence of the Manchester MPs. Having achieved
government, Labour activistsbecame
increasingly aggressive in the country, mak-
ing plain that they intended to contest many
Liberal-held seats at the next general election.
This only served to intensify the disillusion-
mentonthelLiberal side, and Manchesteris
an excellentexample of this. Although disen-
chanted, the Liberal Party could notrisk a full
attack on the Labour government on a funda-
mentalissue, because thiswaslikely to result
in MacDonald dissolving parliament with the
Liberalsin no condition to fight a general elec-
tion-owingto organisational and financial
difficulties, combined with a fallin morale
amplified by their treatment at the hands of
Labourinparliamentand locally. Thiswasa
central concern expressed by the Manchester
Liberal MPs. It was only when the Liberals were
faced with two issues on which they could
not compromise —the Russian Treaty and the
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Campbell case - that they ended their support
for the government. The final word should be
given to Ernest Simon who, a few months after
the fall of the government, articulated fully
the problemsthat the Liberals had confronted
during the 1924 parliament, concluding in
almost despair, ‘The session as a whole was
atragedy.” It was sentiment that given their
experience could have been articulated by any
of the Manchester Liberal MPs. H
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