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1962: Travelling hopefully
Enthused by their historic March !962 Orp-
ington by-election victory, Liberal Party 
members had hopes for another election in 
November that year. Party election agent Beth 
Butler was sent to help.

Of ice and hills
Someone at Liberal Party HQ thought it would 
be a good idea for me to help out in the Central 
Norfolk by-election to be held on 22 Novem-
ber !962. Our candidate was Maxwell Goode, 
the sort of farmer you only get in East Anglia 
(rich). Ian Fowler was theoretically the agent in 
charge, but Pratap Chitnis, the architect of the 
legendary Liberal victory in Orpington, would 
be there to oversee things.

My contribution was my co%ee perco-
lator, which turned out to be the most used 
item in the committee room. Ian and Pratap 
insisted on livening up the co%ee with orange 
juice. I let them. I enjoyed tea just as much 
anyway. 

Max had organised his own canvass-
ing. We found ourselves supervising the 
addressing of envelopes, which needed seri-
ous inspection when returned. Postcodes 
were being trialled in Norwich, but the man in 
the Norfolk street considered them beneath 
his dignity, despite the Post O&ce’s warning 
that they must be used. Our other immedi-
ate responsibility was to get the nomination 
papers signed. This could involve complex 
journeys after dark for me – the only driver in 
the team. 

It was a relief when Juliet Mattinson, the 
equally ‘in training’ agent from the next-door 

constituency, was sent to help us, complete 
with her Minivan. This meant I was able 
to drive to Wymondham for the election 
addresses. Why me? Having been there a week 
longer I must know the geography better. On 
the way there, I overtook a bus when another 
bus was coming in the other direction. Luck-
ily the Mini had 'ashing indicators, not sem-
aphores – the vehicle just (lled the space 
between the two buses. And on the way back 
– an evening in November, there was ice on 
the road – I went down a hill sideways as a car 
came round the corner at the bottom. Some-
how, we missed each other.

Liberal Party leader Jo Grimond came, 
and he was greeting senior agents when a 
journalist unexpectedly kissed me to spoil a 
rival’s photograph.

I was checking lists in the o&ce when Gri-
mond threw Randolph Churchill out of a meet-
ing, but I took him to his press conference, 
outside which I had to turn the car (one press-
man told me, ‘All Norwich got involved in your 
turn’), and he was in the back when I gently 
– but completely accidentally – brushed Ran-
dolph Churchill’s coat. Jo thought I did it on 
purpose, but I was concentrating on not stall-
ing the engine.

Polling day was enlivened by my crash-
ing into a hedge at about ).3+ a.m. and being 
rescued by a tractor full of workers. I still got 
to the o&ce (rst. After a short, sharp row with 
both Ian and Pratap, we all set out to visit com-
mittee rooms and polling stations.

Next day at the count there had to be 
a recount. Highly illegally, I snuck out and 
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informed the national o&ce. We came third, 
of course, and the Conservatives won. But we 
alone increased our vote. We were moderately 
pleased – and exhausted.

On the way home I drove down a street I 
had been driving down on my way back every 
night. It tells you a lot about the hours we kept 
that I hadn’t known until that day that it was a 
one-way street, the other way.

1963: The result? We came third, as 
usual
In November !963 Beth Butler found herself in 
Su%olk, handling the Sudbury & Woodbridge 
by-election.

Of vice and shills
It had been a year from my (rst dabbling in 
by-elections when the backwash from the 
Profumo a%air hit my Su%olk constituency. 
The sitting Conservative MP, John Hare, was 
kicked upstairs in the guise of Lord Blak-
enham. The worst he seemed to have done 

was to have been in the wrong place at the 
wrong time but, in those nervy days, that was 
enough.

Our candidate, Aubrey Herbert, once a 
chief agent, asked me if I could manage on my 
own. With eighteen months’ experience and 
one by-election behind me, I knew enough to 
know I could not. So, an appeal for aid went to 
HQ. But I had to start the campaign on my own.

Public meetings in deepest Su%olk were 
rarely well-attended, but they often had 
charms not to be found in big cities. There are 
four that stick in my mind; three of them were 
ours.

One of them was Labour, in Hadleigh. I 
wanted to get a look at the candidate because 
none of us knew anything about him. There 
was quite a big crowd there for Hadleigh (about 
one hundred?). The platform party surged in, 
the candidate among them, clutching a copy 
of their manifesto. I remember nothing of his 
speech; afterwards the chairman called for 
questions from the 'oor, and this was where it 
got interesting. The chairman’s eye roved over 
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the room, apparently picking at random. The 
question came from about the middle. Then 
we saw the candidate’s manifesto had book-
marks in it – thus enabling him to look up the 
answers. There were about ten questions and 
ten bookmarks. I would have strangled any 
candidate of mine who did that so blatantly. 
OK, so I placed questions and warned Aubrey 
about what might be asked – but bookmarks!

Fortunately, Ted Wheeler, the help sup-
plied by the National O&ce had not arrived 
in time for the adoption meeting. He dreaded 
the prospect of Aubrey reading chunks from 
the Eatanswill election section of Dickens’ 
comic novel The Pickwick Papers (Eatanswill 
was Dickens’ name for Sudbury.) Aubrey did 
that with great dramatic force. Many of the 
citizens of Sudbury were totally ba,ed, but 
they still voted to adopt Aubrey as their can-
didate. And then the association’s chairman 
proposed votes of thanks all round, especially 
to ‘our candidate’s wife’. Ted had been fearing 
that, too, as Randolph Churchill, who lived in 
the constituency, had broadly hinted in The 
Observer that Ruth and Aubrey were not mar-
ried, at least, not to each other.

The Felixstowe meeting was the big one, 
with Liberal leader Jo Grimond as the main 
speaker plus about a dozen Labour regulars 
who looked as if they had come to heckle. 
They settled in a block in the middle of the sec-
ond and third rows. When the platform party 
arrived, these individuals sat up straight and 
a couple nudged each other. But nothing hap-
pened. The chairman did his bit with admi-
rable brevity; then Aubrey did his bit. Then Jo 
was introduced – and, as he unwound himself 
to his full height, the ‘troublemakers’ sank 
down into their seats. Whether they had not 
realised how big he was or had not allowed 
for his commanding personality, who can 
tell? But they never said a word and hurried 
out quietly at the end. Association secretary 
Mervyn and I had both expected the worst. We 
looked at each other in bewilderment.

And then there was the East Bergholt 
meeting which I had arranged for 22 Novem-
ber !963 and which never happened. I hadn’t 
heard any news – the publican told me about 
JFK. About eight people arrived all slightly 
stunned, and Aubrey, who had heard, came at 
the due time. We sat round a blazing (re and 
discussed the future of the Western world. I 
don’t think it a%ected the election result. It 
certainly didn’t a%ect the Western world.

On polling day, the Tories had a loud-
speaker car in the north of the constituency 
announcing that Aubrey had withdrawn, and 
the Tory agent asked me if I might like to work 
for them.

The result? We came third, as usual.

1964: General election
For the !96- election, the Liberal Party pulled 
out all the stops. Beth Butler was sent to be the 
agent in Hudders(eld.

Of mice and mills
When I arrived in Hudders(eld, there was a 
mouse in the o&ce. I phoned the appropriate 
council department and said: ‘This is Hud-
ders(eld Liberal Association, 2- Westgate. We 
have a mouse; could you abate it?’ 

‘Yes, madam,’ said a male voice. ‘What 
name?’ 

‘We haven’t given it a name. We just call it 
the mouse …’

They had asked me to go to Hudders(eld 
West in !96- to prepare for the inevitable gen-
eral election later that year. But (rst, I had to 
be interviewed by Donald Wade, the sitting 
member, who had held the seat for thirteen 
years in a pact with the Tories. Now there was 
a Tory candidate in the (eld, and it was felt that 
a professional agent was essential. I met Don-
ald at the House of Commons. Nobody had 
told me that he shared his o&ce with Eric Lub-
bock, who had the coldest eyes I had ever seen 
and who frightened me to ribbons. So, when 
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Donald said, ‘You don’t mind if Eric stays?’ I 
lied. ‘Of course not.’ To ease my nerves, I took 
out a cigarette, inserted it in my holder, lifted 
it to my lips and, reclining elegantly, lit it. It fell 
out of the holder. I suspect that Donald (who 
didn’t drink, smoke or swear) would never 
have accepted me if Jeremy hadn’t told him he 
must. 

Then I travelled north to be interviewed 
by the Hudders(eld Liberal Association. The 
chairman – Neville Sykes, who became a 
good friend – asked me if I could type. I got the 
impression that he wasn’t too sure of what an 
agent was supposed to do. The man who met 
me at the station had said: ‘Neville couldn’t 
come. There’s trouble at t’mill.’ I laughed mer-
rily at his joke. Pity he wasn’t joking. 

I would be the agent for two constitu-
encies, West and East. East had been held by 
Labour since the (fties. I headed for the mem-
bership card index to (nd a team to work with. 
Immediately I opened it, I knew why Neville 
didn’t know what an agent should do. There 
were so few cards there and they bore only a 
name and address (with the exception of those 
introduced by the magic letters ‘Cllr’ and in 
one case ‘Ald’.) After thirteen years with an 
MP in Hudders(eld West, I could understand 
a degree of complacency creeping in; but the 

previous election had been in !9)9 and now 
it was April !96-. I had a maximum of seven 
months to build a machine capable of (ghting 
a three-sided election.

My (rst job was to meet the members as 
informally as possible. Technique One was to 
go to co%ee mornings and help with the wash-
ing up. Technique Two could be the Liberal 
clubs. At one time, apparently, there had been 
a Liberal club in every ward and there were still 
a good many, though few still had any link 
with the present Liberal organisation. Long-
wood ward had burnt its Liberal club down, no 
doubt in a (t of pique, while it was still Liberal 
property, and had used the insurance to set up 
a ward association. 

I never got there. I rarely got to any of the 
extant clubs either, because I had taken what 
was seen to be a man’s job, but I wasn’t a man. 
I would not dare to go into a Liberal club unless 
escorted by an acceptable male – accept-
able to them, not necessarily to me. I was also 
viewed with suspicion by most of the coun-
cillors. It was not just my sex: I was headquar-
ters’ choice and might want to impose all sorts 
of mysterious ideas from above. I got on (ne 
with the rank and (le, however, when at last I 
got to meet them.

I tracked down the register of electors that 
had been in force for the council elections. 
They were in the (ling cabinet – untouched. 
Not a mark on them. Which is not quite what 
you want if you are relying on the marked reg-
ister to show you where your support is. 

It is not easy to persuade people to come 
out canvassing. The (rst method involves 
explaining at a meeting why canvassing is 
required, how enjoyable it is and how pleased 
they will be when they have done it. I sug-
gest they each ask three people to come out 
canvassing with them. They nod and write it 
down on their bit of paper – ‘Ask three peo-
ple to go out canvassing’. The only success-
ful method is to catch someone (rmly by the 
sleeve and say: ‘I’m canvassing two streets 

Donald Wade, Liberal MP for Hudders&eld West 
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in Marsh tonight. You must come with me!’ 
I generally managed to catch about four at a 
time that way. And they did enjoy it (there is 
no drink as enjoyable as the post-canvass-
ing pint in the nearest pub). And I began to get 
some marks on the registers.

Donald was good at dropping into cof-
fee mornings and evening meetings. Public 
meetings were reasonably successful: he was 
a good speaker and needed no hints on how to 
answer questions, coping as well with spon-
taneous ones as well as those I had thought-
fully seeded in the audience. He was liked and 
respected in the town because he had been a 
very good constituency member. But he was a 
terrible candidate. If challenged aggressively, 
he was apologetic; and his natural shyness 
was a handicap. I took him once to Paddock 
Liberal Club, but only once. He looked thor-
oughly miserable, refused to drink even an 
orange juice and spoke to nobody.

The adoption meeting was held in the big 
room of our o&ces at 2- Westgate. It was nota-
ble for the fact that I raised £3++ cold for the 
(ghting fund without taking the precaution 
of salting a few donations amongst the audi-
ence (rst. (At every election, the Hudders(eld 
Examiner printed a photograph of a dear old 
lady pressing a £) note into the hand of the 
Labour agent. It was always the same old lady 
and the same £) note.) 

I only remember two ‘big names’ turning 
up during the campaign (in by-elections they 
are so frequent as to become a nuisance). One 
was Sir Frank Medlicott, a reformed National 
Liberal, chosen to appeal to the Tories. I 
had met him at the Central Norfolk by-elec-
tion when he went o% with my car keys. He 
redeemed himself in Hudders(eld by giving 
me his co%ee when I took him out to dinner. 
He never touched stimulants. The other was 
Jeremy Thorpe who 'ew to Manchester where 
my brother met him and brought him over the 
Pennines. They were due at about noon; but 
they did not appear in my o&ce until about 

!.3+ p.m. having enjoyed triple martinis at 
the hotel. My brother was quite surprised how 
cross I was with Jeremy; I had arranged for 
him to meet the workers coming out of a local 
factory at lunchtime. I believe John Major 
pinched my idea some years later.

The Tories were pushing ‘A Liberal vote is 
a wasted vote’ nationwide; I was pushing the 
service Donald had done for the town; Labour 
was quietly working hard and waiting for us to 
cancel each other out. 

We had plenty of volunteers for drivers 
on the day; quite a few lea'etters; perhaps a 
few more canvassers. As a paid o&cial, I was 
not allowed to canvass, so I had to rely on my 
barely trained team. I was able to deliver leaf-
lets; one night I went up and down a road pull-
ing out Labour lea'ets before pushing our own 
in – right in, as I had instructed the deliverers. 
I hoped that my team remembered this simple 
precaution.

By election eve we did not have a com-
plete canvass, but more than I had expected. I 
worked out my and the candidate’s itineraries 
for the next day. Donald’s had to be carefully 
studded with breaks for drinks and meals. You 
cosset your candidate on polling day – at least, 
you arrange for half a dozen kindly people to 
cosset him. You are a bit too busy.

I had a banana – my invariable break-
fast on polling days – and set o% to visit all the 
polling stations and all the committee rooms. 
Some of the polling clerks are delighted to see 
anyone and recite to you all the daft things 
odd voters have done. One particularly remote 
station with not a lot of voters had made a (g-
ure of a hanged man which they suspended 
from the back of the door the voters entered 
and exited by. 

The committee rooms were less inspiring. 
At one, the dear old soul running it had piled 
all my lists, registers, pens and pencils on the 
sideboard and spread the table with cakes, bis-
cuits and other goodies. ‘We always do it,’ she 
said. ‘It’s for the drivers and anyone else who 
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drops in.’ I explained the illegality of ‘treat-
ing’ and rearranged things. I should have gone 
back later to check, but I didn’t dare. I revisited 
those that were doing it my way to congrat-
ulate them and tell them how well they were 
doing.

We lost by !,2++ votes. That was amaz-
ingly good, considering everything. I don’t 
think it came as a shock to headquarters. I had 
been sending rather depressed reports to Jer-
emy. Less than a week after the result, Donald 
was o%ered a peerage. I advised him to take it; 
he was not physically strong enough to (ght 

another election. Shortly afterwards, I was 
o%ered Ross and Cromarty, a winnable seat, 
but I was too scared of driving on icy roads to 
take it. 

I saw Hudders(eld through another elec-
tion in !966 with a candidate in whom I had no 
faith. We came third. I went back to teaching. 
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