Electionagents

Beth Butler’s experiences as a Liberal election agent at elections and by-elections

A Liberal Agentinthe

1960s

1962: Travelling hopefully

Enthused by their historic March 1962 Orp-
ington by-election victory, Liberal Party
membershad hopes for another electionin
November that year. Party election agent Beth
Butler was sent to help.

Oficeandhills

Someone at Liberal Party HQ thought it would
beagoodideaformeto help outinthe Central
Norfolk by-election to be held on 22 Novem-
ber 1962. Our candidate was Maxwell Goode,
the sortof farmer you only get in East Anglia
(rich). Ian Fowler was theoretically the agentin
charge, but Pratap Chitnis, the architect of the
legendary Liberal victory in Orpington, would
bethereto oversee things.

My contribution was my coffee perco-
lator, which turned out to be the most used
itemin the committee room. Ian and Pratap
insisted onlivening up the coffee with orange
juice. Iletthem. Ienjoyed teajustasmuch
anyway.

Max had organised his own canvass-
ing. We found ourselves supervising the
addressing of envelopes, which needed seri-
ousinspection whenreturned. Postcodes
were being trialled in Norwich, butthemanin
the Norfolk street considered them beneath
his dignity, despite the Post Office’swarning
thatthey mustbe used. Our otherimmedi-
ateresponsibility was to get the nomination
paperssigned. This could involve complex
journeys after dark for me —the only driverin
theteam.

Itwas arelief when Juliet Mattinson, the
equally ‘intraining’ agent from the next-door

constituency, was sent to help us, complete
with her Minivan. ThismeantIwasable

to drive to Wymondham for the election
addresses. Why me? Having been there a week
longer Imustknow the geography better. On
theway there, I overtook abus when another
buswas cominginthe other direction. Luck-
ily the Mini had flashing indicators, not sem-
aphores—thevehicle just filled the space
between the two buses. And on the way back
—aneveningin November, therewasice on
theroad-Iwentdown ahill sidewaysasacar
cameround the corner at the bottom. Some-
how, we missed each other.

Liberal Partyleader Jo Grimond came,
and he was greeting senior agents when a
journalistunexpectedly kissed me to spoil a
rival’s photograph.

Iwas checkinglistsin the office when Gri-
mond threw Randolph Churchill out of a meet-
ing, butItook himto his press conference,
outsidewhichThad to turnthe car (one press-
man told me, ‘All Norwich gotinvolved in your
turn’), and he wasin the back whenIgently
—but completely accidentally — brushed Ran-
dolph Churchill’s coat. Jothoughtididiton
purpose, butIwas concentrating on not stall-
ingtheengine.

Polling day was enlivened by my crash-
ingintoahedge atabouts5.30a.m. and being
rescued by a tractor full of workers. I still got
tothe office first. After ashort, sharp row with
bothIanand Pratap, we all set out to visit com-
mitteeroomsand polling stations.

Next day atthe count there had to be
arecount. Highly illegally, I snuck outand
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Eric Lubbock, victor of the Orpington by-election at the announcement of the result, 14 March 1962

informed the national office. We came third,
of course, and the Conservatives won. But we
aloneincreased our vote. We were moderately
pleased —and exhausted.

Ontheway homeldrove down astreet!
had been driving down on my way back every
night. Ittellsyou alot about the hours we kept
thatIhadn’'tknown untilthat day thatitwasa
one-way street, the other way.

1963: Theresult? We came third, as
usual

In November 1963 Beth Butler found herself in
Suffolk, handling the Sudbury & Woodbridge
by-election.

Of vice and shills

Ithad beenayear from my first dabbling in
by-elections when the backwash from the
Profumo affair hit my Suffolk constituency.
Thessitting Conservative MP, John Hare, was
kicked upstairsin the guise of Lord Blak-
enham. The worst he seemed to have done

wasto havebeeninthewrong place atthe
wrongtime but, inthose nervy days, that was
enough.

Our candidate, Aubrey Herbert, oncea
chief agent, asked meif I could manage on my
own. With eighteen months’ experience and
oneby-electionbehind me, Iknew enough to
know Icouldnot. So, anappeal foraid went to
HQ. Butlhad to startthe campaign on my own.

Public meetings in deepest Suffolk were
rarely well-attended, but they often had
charmsnotto be foundin bigcities. There are
four that stick in my mind; three of them were
ours.

One of them was Labour, in Hadleigh. 1
wanted to getalook at the candidate because
none of usknew anythingabout him. There
was quite a big crowd there for Hadleigh (about
one hundred?). The platform party surged in,
the candidate among them, clutchinga copy
of their manifesto. Iremember nothing of his
speech; afterwards the chairman called for
questions fromthefloor, and this waswhere it
gotinteresting. The chairman’s eye roved over
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theroom, apparently picking atrandom. The
question came from about the middle. Then
we saw the candidate’s manifesto had book-
marksinit-thusenablinghimtolookupthe
answers. There were about ten questions and
tenbookmarks. Iwould have strangled any
candidate of mine who did that so blatantly.
OK, solplaced questions and warned Aubrey
aboutwhat might be asked - but bookmarks!

Fortunately, Ted Wheeler, the help sup-
plied by the National Office had not arrived
intime for the adoption meeting. He dreaded
the prospect of Aubreyreading chunks from
the Eatanswill election section of Dickens’
comicnovel The Pickwick Papers (Eatanswill
was Dickens’ name for Sudbury.) Aubrey did
thatwith great dramatic force. Many of the
citizens of Sudbury were totally baffled, but
they still voted to adopt Aubrey as their can-
didate. Andthenthe association’schairman
proposed votes of thanks allround, especially
to ‘our candidate’swife’. Ted had been fearing
that, too, asRandolph Churchill, wholived in
the constituency, had broadly hinted in The
Observer that Ruth and Aubrey were not mar-
ried, atleast, notto each other.

The Felixstowe meeting was the big one,
with Liberalleader Jo Grimond as the main
speaker plus abouta dozen Labour regulars
wholooked asif 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, theseindividuals sat up straight and
acouple nudged each other. But nothing hap-
pened. The chairman did his bit with admi-
rable brevity; then Aubrey did hisbit. Then Jo
wasintroduced —and, as he unwound himself
to hisfull height, the ‘troublemakers’ sank
down into their seats. Whether they had not
realised how big he was or had not allowed
for hiscommanding personality, who can
tell? But they never said a word and hurried
out quietly attheend. Association secretary
MervynandIhad both expected the worst. We
looked at each other in bewilderment.

Andthen there was the East Bergholt
meeting whichIhad arranged for 22 Novem-
ber 1963 and which never happened. Thadn’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 duetime. We satround a blazing fireand
discussed the future of the Western world.
don’tthinkitaffected the electionresult. It
certainly didn’t affect the Western world.

Onpolling day, the Torieshad aloud-
speaker carinthe north of the constituency
announcing that Aubrey had withdrawn, and
the Tory agent asked me if Imight like to work
forthem.

Theresult? We came third, as usual.

1964: General election

For the 1964 election, the Liberal Party pulled
outallthe stops. Beth Butler was sentto bethe
agentin Huddersfield.

Of mice and mills

WhenIarrived in Huddersfield, there wasa
mouseinthe office. I phoned the appropriate
council department and said: ‘Thisis Hud-
dersfield Liberal Association, 24 Westgate. We
have amouse; could you abateit?’

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

‘We haven't givenitaname. Wejust call it
themouse...

They had asked me to go to Huddersfield
Westin 1964 to prepare for the inevitable gen-
eral election later that year. Butfirst, Thad to
beinterviewed by Donald Wade, thesitting
member, who had held the seat for thirteen
yearsin a pact with the Tories. Now there was
a Tory candidate in the field, and it was felt that
aprofessional agent was essential. ImetDon-
ald atthe House of Commons. Nobody had
told me that he shared his office with Eric Lub-
bock, who had the coldest eyesIhad ever seen
and who frightened me toribbons. So, when
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Donald Wade, Liberal MP for Huddersfield West
1950-64

Donald said, ‘Youdon’t mind if Eric stays?’I
lied. ‘Of course not.’ To ease my nerves, [ took
outacigarette, inserteditin my holder, lifted
ittomylipsand, reclining elegantly, litit. It fell
out of the holder. Isuspect that Donald (who
didn’tdrink, smoke or swear) would never
have accepted meif Jeremy hadn’t told him he
must.

ThenItravelled north to be interviewed
by the Huddersfield Liberal Association. The
chairman-Neville Sykes, who became a
good friend —asked meif I could type. Igot the
impression thathe wasn’ttoo sure of whatan
agentwas supposedto do. The manwho met
me at the station had said: ‘Neville couldn’t
come. There’strouble att'mill.’Ilaughed mer-
rily at hisjoke. Pity hewasn’tjoking.

Iwould be the agent for two constitu-
encies, Westand East. Easthad been held by
Labour since the fifties. Theaded for the mem-
bership cardindex to find a team to work with.
Immediately I opened it, [knew why Neville
didn’tknow what anagent 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
onecase ‘Ald’.) After thirteen yearswith an
MP in Huddersfield West, I could understand
adegree of complacency creepingin; but the
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previouselection had been in 1959 and now
itwas April 1964. I had a maximum of seven
monthsto build amachine capable of fighting
athree-sided election.

My firstjob was to meet the membersas
informally as possible. Technique One wasto
go to coffee mornings and help with the wash-
ingup. Technique Two could be the Liberal
clubs. Atonetime, apparently, there had been
aLiberal clubin every ward and there were still
agood many, though few stillhad any link
with the present Liberal organisation. Long-
wood ward had burntits Liberal club down, no
doubtinafit of pique, while it was still Liberal
property, and had used the insurance to setup
award association.

Inever gotthere. Irarely gotto any of the
extant clubseither, because I had taken what
was seentobeaman’sjob, butlwasn’'taman.
Iwould not dare to gointo a Liberal club unless
escorted by an acceptable male —accept-
able to them, not necessarily to me. Iwasalso
viewed with suspicion by most of the coun-
cillors. Itwas notjust my sex: lwas headquar-
ters’ choice and might want to impose all sorts
of mysteriousideas from above. Igotonfine
with therank andfile, however, when atlastI
gottomeetthem.

Itracked down theregister of electors that
had beeninforce for the council elections.
They were in the filing cabinet —untouched.
Notamark onthem. Which isnot quite what
youwantif you arerelying on the marked reg-
ister to show you where your supportis.

Itisnoteasyto persuade people to come
out canvassing. The firstmethod involves
explaining at a meeting why canvassing is
required, how enjoyableitisand how pleased
they willbe when they have doneit. Isug-
gestthey each ask three people to come out
canvassing with them. They nod and write it
down on their bit of paper - ‘Ask three peo-
pleto go out canvassing’. The only success-
fulmethodisto catch someone firmly by the
sleeve and say: ‘I'm canvassing two streets
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in Marsh tonight. You must come with me!’

I generally managed to catch about fourata
time thatway. And they did enjoy it (thereis
nodrink as enjoyable as the post-canvass-
ing pintin the nearest pub). AndIbegan to get
some marks ontheregisters.

Donald was good at dropping into cof-
feemorningsand evening meetings. Public
meetings were reasonably successful: he was
agood speaker and needed no hints on how to
answer questions, coping as well with spon-
taneousonesaswell asthoseIhad thought-
fully seeded in the audience. He wasliked and
respectedin the town becausehehad beena
very good constituency member. Buthe wasa
terrible candidate. If challenged aggressively,
he was apologetic; and his natural shyness
was a handicap. Itook him once to Paddock
Liberal Club, but only once. Helooked 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 offices at 24 Westgate. It was nota-
ble for the factthatIraised £300 cold for the
fighting fund without taking the precaution
of salting a few donationsamongst the audi-
encefirst. (Atevery election, the Huddersfield
Examiner printed a photograph of a dear old
lady pressing a £5 note into the hand of the
Labour agent. It was always the same old lady
and the same £5note.)

Ionly remember two ‘bignames’ turning
up during the campaign (in by-elections they
are so frequent asto become a nuisance). One
was Sir Frank Medlicott, areformed National
Liberal, chosen to appeal to the Tories. I
had methim at the Central Norfolk by-elec-
tionwhen he went off with my car keys. He
redeemed himself in Huddersfield by giving
me his coffeewhenItook him outto dinner.
Henever touched stimulants. The other was
Jeremy Thorpe who flew to Manchester where
my brother met him and brought him over the
Pennines. They were due atabout noon; but
they did not appear in my office until about

1.30 p.m. having enjoyed triple martinis at
the hotel. My brother was quite surprised how
crossIwaswith Jeremy; I had arranged for
him to meet the workers coming out of alocal
factory atlunchtime. Ibelieve John Major
pinched my idea some years later.

The Tories were pushing ‘A Liberal voteis
awasted vote’ nationwide; Iwas 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
ontheday; quite a few leafletters; perhapsa
few more canvassers. As a paid official, Iwas
notallowed to canvass, solhad torely onmy
barely trained team. I[was able to deliver leaf-
lets; one nightIwent up and down aroad pull-
ing out Labour leaflets before pushing our own
in-rightin, asThadinstructed the deliverers.
IThopedthat my team remembered this simple
precaution.

By election eve we did not have a com-
plete canvass, butmore thanIhad expected. I
worked out my and the candidate’sitineraries
forthe nextday. 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
cossethim. Youare abittoobusy.

Thadabanana-myinvariable break-
faston polling days—and set off to visitall 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
oddvotershave done. One particularly remote
station with notalot of votershad made a fig-
ure of ahanged man which they suspended
fromthe back of the door the voters entered
and exited by.

The committee rooms werelessinspiring.
Atone, thedearold soulrunning it had piled
allmylists, registers, pensand pencils on the
sideboard and spread the table with cakes, bis-
cuitsand other goodies. ‘We alwaysdoit, she
said. ‘It’s for the drivers and anyone else who
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dropsin.’Iexplained theillegality of ‘treat-
ing’and rearranged things. Ishould have gone
backlater to check, butIdidn’tdare. Irevisited
those that were doing it my way to congrat-
ulate them and tell them how well they were
doing.

Welostby 1,200 votes. That wasamaz-
ingly good, considering everything. [don’t
think it came as a shock to headquarters. T had
beensendingrather depressed reportsto Jer-
emy. Lessthan a week after theresult, Donald
was offered a peerage. Iadvised him to takeit;
hewas not physically strong enough to fight
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another election. Shortly afterwards, [ was
offered Rossand Cromarty, a winnable seat,
butIwastoo scared of driving onicyroadsto
takeit.

Isaw Huddersfield through another elec-
tionin 1966 with a candidatein whomIhadno
faith. We camethird. Iwentback to teaching. l

Beth Butler wrote these articles for Third Age Mat-
ters (now u3a Matters), the magazine of uza (formerly
the University of the Third Age), in 2014-18. She died
in 2018. The articles are reprinted with the kind per-
mission of uza Matters and its former editor Francis
Beckett.
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