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            ‘There is not a safe Tory seat in the country.’

            – Victorious Liberal candidate Eric Lubbock after the Orpington by-election in March 1962

            ‘The straight choice.’

            – Liberal campaign slogan used against gay Labour candidate Peter Tatchell in the 1983 Bermondsey by-election

            ‘It’s not the voting that’s democracy; it’s the counting.’

            – Tom Stoppard

            ‘A politician thinks of the next election. A statesman, of the next generation.’

            – James Freeman Clarke

            ‘Elections belong to the people. It’s their decision. If they decide to turn their back on the fire and burn their behinds, then they will just have to sit on their blisters.’

            – Abraham Lincoln

            ‘One of the penalties for refusing to participate in politics is that you end up being governed by your inferiors.’

            – Plato viii
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            Preface

            IAIN DALE

         

         Parliamentary by-elections are far from a unique British institution, yet there is something unique about the way we conduct them in this country. They often seem to take on a far greater political significance than, in retrospect, they really have. At the time, they can appear to break the mould of British politics, signify the seemingly terminal decline of a particular political party or signal the end of a premiership. Some by-elections take on iconic status and are remembered several decades after they take place. Others quickly disappear into the depths of our memories, rarely to be thought about ever again.

         The one thing they all have in common is they each tell a story. Whether they occur because of the death of the sitting Member of Parliament, the corruption of an MP or simply the fact that the MP has had enough, there’s always a human tale to tell.

         By-elections often attract celebrity candidates and therefore the media spotlight falls on a constituency that has maybe never hit the headlines before.

         There’s rarely a dull by-election, as these pages will testify to.

         When I published British General Election Campaigns 1830–2019, a book on famous by-elections seemed the obvious follow-up. But were there really enough to warrant it? I sat down to compile a list off the top of my head and got to fifty without any trouble at all. In the end, after consulting experts and the general reader through social media, I came up with a list of 130, which I then had to whittle down. When I announced the list of seventy-five, there were howls of outrage that I hadn’t included x or y by-election, which is why the number I eventually settled on was a rather awkward eighty-eight. I suppose I could have just picked by-elections from the twentieth and twenty-first xivcenturies, but then we would have missed out the fascinating tales from by-elections going back to the eighteenth century. So here we are. Eighty-eight by-elections, and eighty-eight unique stories of political tragedy, triumph, success and failure.

         By-elections have taken place for centuries, but few took on great significance until the Great Reform Act of 1832, which abolished rotten boroughs and constituencies which had only a dozen voters. Since then, the electoral franchise has grown, in stages, to include every adult over the age of eighteen, with a further extension to sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds under discussion.

         Some by-elections are more interesting than others. If a challenger party is doing well in the polls, for almost whatever reason, the media will be far more interested than if it is just a contest between the established parties. Sometimes parties decide not to field a candidate in a particular by-election and urge their supporters to vote for another one. Occasionally, as in Clacton in 2014, an MP will cross the floor and join another party and seek the endorsement of their voters in a by-election.

         In wartime, it is usual for by-elections to be uncontested, so if an MP dies, the party he or she belongs to stands a new candidate unopposed. This, of course, doesn’t prevent minor parties from standing. The same thing can, but doesn’t always, happen after a terror attack. In 1990, after Ian Gow was murdered by an IRA car bomb, the Liberal Democrats overturned a massive majority to win the seat of Eastbourne. Yet when Jo Cox and Sir David Amess were murdered, the main parties did not contest the ensuing by-election, although in each there was a plethora of minor candidates.

         Up until 1926, by-elections were held more frequently because all ministers, upon being appointed to office, had to get the endorsement of their electorates.

         You will find some fascinating facts in the statistics section. The swing from one party to another is perhaps the most important statistic to emerge from any by-election. Not once has there ever been a swing of more than 50 per cent. Only four times since 1945 has there been a swing of more than 40 per cent. In 2024, George Galloway won Rochdale from Labour for the Workers Party with a swing of 41.8 xvper cent. In 1973, sitting Labour MP Dick Taverne resigned his Lincoln seat and then won it back under the Democratic Labour banner with a 43 per cent swing. The second highest swing occurred in 2014 in Clacton when, as mentioned, Douglas Carswell defected from the Conservatives to UKIP and retained it with a 44.1 per cent swing. The biggest by-election swing of all time occurred in perhaps one of the most notorious by-elections ever, in Bermondsey in 1983, when the Liberals, in the shape of Simon Hughes, took the seat from Labour with a swing of 44.2 per cent.

         It is, of course, the norm for a governing party to suffer in by-elections. Invariably, they will be suffering mid-term popularity blues. In only ten by-elections since the Second World War has there been a swing in favour of the governing party, the largest being in Hartlepool in 2019 when there was a 16 per cent swing from Labour to Conservative.

         There is a lot of talk about safe seats and so-called ‘impregnable majorities’. Nowadays, there is no such thing. If you look at the list of the biggest majorities overturned in a by-election since 1945, the top three have occurred in the past ten years. In 2016, Lib Dem Sarah Olney overturned the Conservative Zac Goldsmith’s 23,015 majority by 1,672 votes. She lost the seat at the 2017 general election, then won it back in 2019. The second biggest majority to fall to the Lib Dems was in Tiverton & Honiton. Richard Foord vanquished a Tory majority of 24,230 and won with a majority of 6,144. But the biggest overall majority to be eliminated was 24,664 – achieved by Nadine Dorries in Mid Bedfordshire in the 2019 general election. She resigned her seat in solidarity with Boris Johnson and it was lost to Labour’s Alistair Strathern in the by-election, where he triumphed with a majority of 1,192.

         Small majorities in by-elections are far from the norm. Only Alan Beith, in Berwick-upon-Tweed in 1973 for the Liberals, and Tory Fred Silvester in Walthamstow West in 1967 have won with double-figure majorities – fifty-seven and sixty-two, respectively. The smallest majority was achieved by Reform UK’s Sarah Pochin in Runcorn on 1 May 2025. In addition, only forty-four by-elections since 1945 have resulted in a three-figure majority – i.e. less than 1,000.

         Turnout in by-elections is another subject which obsesses electoral geeks. Normally, turnout is far lower than in general elections, xvialthough there are exceptions to this. The biggest came in 1935, when Malcolm MacDonald retained Ross & Cromarty for National Labour with a 14 per cent swing. On reflection, this by-election should have been included in this book. It was also notable for Randolph Churchill coming within a whisker of losing his deposit. The second biggest increase in turnout came in Torrington in 1958 when the Liberals gained their first seat in a by-election since 1929. Mark Bonham Carter prevailed with a tiny majority of 219. Turnout increased by 11.4 per cent to 80.6 per cent.

         Low turnouts occur when the voters don’t see the need for a by-election. Manchester Central gets the medal for the lowest turnout in a by-election, when only 18.2 per cent of the voters could be bothered to go to the ballot box in 2012. Since 1945, there have been seventeen by-elections with a turnout of under 30 per cent. Interestingly, of these seventeen, twelve have taken place since 2000.

         Of course, by-elections represent a brilliant opportunity for fringe candidates or independents to show their wares. This means that there are usually more candidates in by-elections than in general elections. Most of them will not retain their deposits, but they don’t care. The most candidates to stand in a by-election was twenty-six, in 2008 at the Haltemprice & Howden by-election, which David Davis had caused by resigning his seat over the issue of civil liberties. In second place was Newbury in 1993, where nineteen candidates stood. David Rendel toppled the Conservatives.

         Unless you are a serial candidate like William (Bill) Boaks or Screaming Lord Sutch from the Official Monster Raving Loony Party, there are very few people who contest more than one by-election. Among well-known politicians, Tony Benn holds the record for most fought – since 1945 – with four, in Bristol South East in 1950, 1961 and 1963 and Chesterfield in 1984. Roy Jenkins and Betty Boothroyd each fought three by-elections. Prior to that, Winston Churchill had fought five by-elections – Oldham in 1899, Manchester North West in 1908, Dundee in 1908, Dundee in 1917 and Westminster Abbey in 1924. The former and latter contests both feature in this book. Arthur Henderson not only fought five by-elections in Barnard Castle, Widnes, Newcastle upon Tyne East, Burnley and Clay Cross – he was victorious in all of them.xvii

         Bill Boaks fought nineteen by-elections in various guises, most commonly railing against the Common Market. Of the nineteen, Beaconsfield in 1982, which also saw Tony Blair fighting as the Labour candidate, scored his highest vote – all of ninety-nine! He was a mere amateur compared to Screaming Lord Sutch, who fought thirty-four by-elections between 1963 and 1997. He achieved his best result in Rotherham in 1994, gaining 1,114 votes in the contest won by Labour’s Denis MacShane, who himself was to cause a by-election in 2012. This was the ninth by-election in Rotherham in 120 years. Sutch’s successor as the leader of the Official Monster Raving Loony Party, Alan ‘Howling Laud’ Hope, has so far fought twenty-one by-elections.

         Fighting a by-election always used to be a good way for defeated MPs to find their way back into Parliament. However, nowadays, this happens rather less frequently. In the twenty-first century, it has only been achieved on three occasions, once by the DUP MP William McCrea and twice by George Galloway. Over the same period, a total of nine ex-MPs stood in by-elections but failed to be elected.

         Since 1945, only six by-election victors have served fewer than 100 days in Parliament before defeat in a general election or death. They are Bobby Sands (Fermanagh & South Tyrone, 1981 – twenty-five), Michael Carr (Bootle, 1990 – fifty-seven), Oswald O’Brien (Darlington, 1983 – seventy-seven), George Galloway (Rochdale, 2024 – ninety-one), Margo MacDonald (Govan, 1973 – ninety-two), Jane Dodds (Brecon & Radnorshire, 2019 – ninety-nine).

         In 2023, there was a lot of comment on the age of the winner of the 2023 Selby & Ainsty by-election, Keir Mather. He was a mere twenty-five years old, although looked younger. However, the youngest ever by-election winner was Esmond Harmsworth, who won the Isle of Thanet in 1919 at the age of twenty-one years and 170 days. The youngest ever woman was Bernadette Devlin, who won Mid Ulster in 1969 at the age of twenty-one years and 359 days. The oldest by-election winner was the Conservative John Benbow, who won Dudley in 1844 at the age of seventy-five or seventy-six.

         The first woman to be elected in a by-election was Nancy Astor, who succeeded her husband at the 1919 Plymouth Sutton contest. She became the first woman to take her seat in the House of Commons. xviiiThe first woman to actually gain a seat in a by-election was Susan Lawrence, who won the East Ham North by-election in 1926, having previously sat for the same seat between 1923 and 1924.

         The first ethnic minority candidate to be elected in a by-election was Ashok Kumar, who succeeded Tory MP Richard Holt in the 1991 Langbaurgh by-election. It wasn’t until 2007 that all three major parties fielded ethnic minority candidates in a by-election, in Ealing Southall.

         There have only been four full calendar years in history without a single by-election – 1992, 1998, 2010 and 2020. The longest period since the Second World War with no by-election was 645 days, between 1 August 2019 and 6 May 2021.

         General elections and by-elections are usually held on a Thursday. The last by-election not held on a Thursday was the Hamilton contest in 1978. Why? Because that evening, Scotland’s opening World Cup match was taking place, so the by-election was held on the Wednesday.

         Due to an administrative error, the 1973 Manchester Exchange by-election was held on Wednesday 27 June 1973. In 1965, the Saffron Walden by-election, held to elect a successor to R. A. Butler, was held on Tuesday 23 March, and on the following day, David Steel was elected at the Roxburgh, Selkirk & Peebles contest. Up until the mid-1960s, it was common to hold by-elections on any day of the week (other than Sunday).

         On rare occasions, a scheduled by-election may be overtaken by the calling of a general election and the dissolution of Parliament. In these cases, the by-election is cancelled, or in official language, countermanded. This has only happened three times since the First World War – Warwick & Leamington in 1923, London University in 1924 and Manchester Gorton in 2017.

         There are many causes of a by-election, the most common being the death of the sitting MP. But since 1918, there have been six by-elections due to the MP being assassinated.

         In 1922, Conservative MP Sir Henry Wilson was shot dead outside his home by the IRA. In November 1981, the Rev. Robert Bradford was shot by the IRA. Three years later, Sir Anthony Berry was killed in the IRA Brighton Bomb attack. In 1990, Conservative MP Ian Gow was killed at his home by an IRA car bomb. In 2016, Labour xixMP Jo Cox was killed by a white nationalist, and in 2022, Sir David Amess was stabbed to death at his constituency surgery. The only one of those where the incumbent party did not win the ensuing by-election was in Eastbourne in 1990, when the Liberal Democrats beat the Conservatives.

         Since 1932, there have been ten by-elections caused by the MP’s suicide. The last was Gordon McMaster, the MP for Paisley, in July 1997.

         Since 1933, twenty-three MPs have caused by-elections due to accidental death, many of them in car crashes.

         In 2015, Parliament passed a law, the Recall of MPs Act, which allowed voters to petition for the ‘recall’ of an MP. So far, this has happened on four occasions. In 2017, Fiona Onasanya, Labour MP for Peterborough, was convicted for perverting the course of justice. A recall petition succeeded in 2019. In the same year, Brecon & Radnorshire was declared vacant after Conservative MP Chris Davies filed inaccurate expenses claims. In 2024, Peter Bone was recalled after accusations of bullying and sexual misconduct.

         Since 1926, twenty-nine by-elections have been caused following a scandal involving the incumbent MP. More than half of these (sixteen) have occurred since the year 2000.

         On only five occasions have there been by-elections caused by the previous result being declared void. The last occasion was in 2011, in Oldham & Saddleworth, because the winner of the seat in the 2010 general election was found guilty of knowingly making false statements about a rival candidate. In 1997, in Winchester, the general election was declared null and void because ballot papers which had not received the official mark would have affected the result, if counted. This is covered in detail later in this book.

         There have also been nine by-elections which have been held after the sitting Member was disqualified. The last time this happened was in 1961, when Tony Benn had inherited a seat from his father in the House of Lords.

         On only one occasion has a by-election been provoked by an MP being declared of unsound mind. That happened to Charles Leach, Liberal MP for Colne Valley, in 1916.

         During the Second World War, there were twenty by-elections xxcaused by MPs dying while on active service, two more than in the First World War.

         There was no scientific way of choosing which by-elections to include in this book. I did take advice, but in the end the selection is mine and mine alone. The best bit about editing a book like this is matching authors to their subjects. It’s like doing a jigsaw. As you will see, some of the contributors are well known in the fields of media, politics or academia. There are also several who are totally unknown but are people I am delighted to have given a chance to show what they can do. There are a number of young contributors who are under the age of thirty, all of whom have written quality essays on a par with those who have been around the block a bit.

         Each of the contributors have been asked to adhere so far as is possible to a style guide, and I am delighted by the way they have done so. Some of the contributors, like Andrew Marr, reported on the by-election they wrote about at the time; others, like John Barnes, have or have had a relationship to the constituency they have written about.

         Inevitably, there will be one or two errors in a text of 250,000 words. The team at Biteback and I have done our best to catch everything, but if you do spot an error, please do let me know at info@iaindale.com.

         If you enjoy the book as much as I hope and think you will, please do share the book’s details on your social media, because the best way of marketing it is by word of mouth.

          

         Iain Dale 

         Tunbridge Wells 

         March 2025
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            Middlesex

            13 APRIL 1769

MINISTRY GAIN

            ROBIN EAGLES

         

         
            Result: John Wilkes (Whig), 1,143, 79.2 per cent; Henry Lawes Luttrell (Tory), 296, 20.5 per cent (elected); William Whitaker (Rockingham Whigs), 5, 0.3 per cent; David Roache (Independent), 0, 0.0 per cent

            Size of majority: 847

            Swing: N/A

            Name of previous MP and party: John Wilkes (Whig)

            Reason for by-election: Expulsion from the House of Commons

            Result at previous general election: John Wilkes (Whig), 1,297, 42.2 per cent (elected); George Cooke (Tory), 827, 28.3 per cent (elected); William Beauchamp Proctor (Whig), 802, 27.4 per cent

            Date by-election called: 17 March 1769

            Date by-election took place: 13 April 1769

            Size of total electorate: 3,500

            Total number of votes cast: 1,444

            Turnout: 41.3 per cent

         

         By the spring of 1769, the government was thoroughly fed up with John Wilkes. Ever since he had returned from exile in France to participate in the 1768 general election, the controversial former MP for Aylesbury, journalist and convicted felon had thrown a veritable toolbox of spanners into the works. Eighteenth-century elections were often raucous affairs and Wilkes was far from the first person to seek to overturn a result, but he presented a whole new type of challenge to 2an administration ill-prepared to deal with someone so willing to test limits to their extremes.

         As a consequence, few elections caused as much of a stir in the period as that for Middlesex in 1769. At the general election, Wilkes had caught the government on the hop by standing first for London and then, when unsuccessful there, for the notoriously impossible-to-control county of Middlesex. Populated as it was with numbers of small tradesmen and artisans, Middlesex was not a place where either the government or any particular aristocratic interest could ever call the shots. Wilkes understood this and, bolstered by a broad range of support, was able to create a movement which left the two sitting Members, William Beauchamp Proctor and George Cooke, fighting for their places. Where London had proved difficult, Middlesex was the perfect location for someone like Wilkes, and he had emerged at the end of that contest at the head of the poll.

         Britain in the 1760s was undergoing significant political upset. The state of the economy was weak, prompting numerous groups to go on strike, among them coalheavers and sailors. Minor disputes and protests frequently morphed into more general rioting and disorder. Not everyone was committed to a particular cause, but plenty were happy to take advantage of circumstances to take to the streets and indulge in some more or less harmless forms of protest. After the dominance first of Sir Robert Walpole and then of the Pelhams (Henry Pelham and his brother, Thomas, Duke of Newcastle) under George II, there had also been significant instability at the top of government. Indeed, by the time the 1769 by-election was called, George III was on his sixth Prime Minister (the Duke of Grafton).

         It was into this unstable environment that Wilkes, the ultimate eighteenth-century lord of misrule, sidled in, peddling a variety of causes, though all of them based on the very broad theme of ‘liberty’. Just how unstable things were in Middlesex is shown by the fact that the April 1769 by-election was the fourth the voters of the county had been required to respond to since the general election at the end of March the previous year. It was the third involving Wilkes, the other one being caused by the death of George Cooke, who had been replaced in December 1768 by Wilkes’s lawyer, John Glynn. Wilkes’s 3return at the general election had shocked the political establishment and resulted in his expulsion from the Commons in January 1769. In February and again in March, he stood for re-election unchallenged but each time was declared ineligible by the Commons. The king took a close interest in the results and received detailed reports from Lord North telling him what was happening in Parliament. By the time of the third by-election in April, patience had worn thoroughly thin with Wilkes’s constant re-elections and the administration had determined on finding someone willing to stand against him.

         The timing of the April by-election was very much driven by the need to achieve a resolution to the preposterous stand-off between Commons and electors, who were determined to return Wilkes whatever Parliament might say to the contrary. Indeed, it might be said that by the time of the final by-election, Wilkes had effectively already won. After his initial election in 1768, he had surrendered himself to the courts and been sentenced to twenty-two months in prison. Fighting the campaigns from his cell, he had been able to cast himself as a martyr and from prison oversaw the beginning of a movement that would outlive this particular election – and in many ways outlive him too. For the administration, they hoped one way or another to bring to an end the disruption Wilkes represented, hoping that ejecting him from the Commons would deprive him of the oxygen his campaign required. It had precisely the opposite effect.

         Alongside the two main candidates, Wilkes and Luttrell, a ministry supporter in Parliament who had taken the Chiltern Hundreds so that he might be free to take Wilkes on, there were two others. Little is known about one of them, Daniel Roache, who seems to have opted not to appear on the day. The other, William Whitaker, risked humiliation and struggled to gain any support at all.

         Possibly the most striking feature of this campaign, though, was the absence of the principal candidate: Wilkes. Missing candidates at polls were not entirely unusual in the period. Pitt the Elder did not bother to turn up to his election at Bath in 1757 and there are several examples of MPs being elected while overseas. The future Prime Minister Lord Shelburne, for example, was elected an MP while serving with the army on the Continent.

         4Wilkes’s absence was somewhat more unusual, though. He was not there because he was in jail, serving out his sentence for his earlier convictions for libel and pornography. This did not mean, of course, that there were not plenty of his supporters in attendance. One of the key features of all Wilkite elections was the superb organisational ability of both Wilkes himself and his associates. Carriages and boats were laid on to convey voters from the far reaches of Middlesex – a sprawling county reaching from Berkshire in the west to Essex in the east, Hertfordshire in the north to Surrey in the south – to the polling place at Brentford. Detailed advice was spread through the newspapers telling prospective voters where to gather and which routes to avoid, to minimise the risks of violence between the various sets of supporters. On arrival at Brentford, each was to be given a blue cockade, the Wilkite colour, and placards inscribed with popular slogans, such as ‘Wilkes and Liberty’. In spite of the establishment’s concerns about the disorder that followed Wilkes everywhere, he and his lieutenants were eager to ensure that their voters were well disciplined and knew how and when to appear to the best advantage.

         Wilkes’s people may have been well drilled but, for the most part, Luttrell was able to rely on a better class of voter. Among those polling for him were at least seven knights or baronets, along with two Irish peers. There were fellow MPs – Martin Bladen Hawke, son and heir of the naval hero Admiral (Lord) Hawke, who had himself been elected to Parliament in the 1768 general election; George Augustus Selwyn, MP for Gloucester; and Sir Roger Newdigate, 5th Baronet, the long-standing MP for Oxford University. There were also higher-class artisans, like Frederick Kuhff, a confectioner on the Haymarket, who counted the king among his clientele.

         No titled voters backed Wilkes, but he was able to draw on a broad base of smaller tradesmen and artisans, like Silvanus Odell, who seems to have been a butcher originally from Bedfordshire, along with a smattering of professional types and established men in the City of London. These included Liscombe Price, an attorney, and respectable tradesmen, like Isaiah Fleureau, a cutler of Huguenot descent operating on the Haymarket. It is not clear whether the Edward Gibbons from Marylebone polling for Wilkes was the same as Edward Gibbon, the 5historian and future MP, whom Wilkes certainly knew well from his days as a militia officer, or indeed Gibbon’s father, also Edward, himself a former MP. John Horn of Brentford was almost certainly the Brentford curate John Horne (later Horne Tooke), at that point one of Wilkes’s most important adjutants but later a fierce rival.

         The result demonstrated clearly to the ministry – and the authorities in the Commons – that the populous county of Middlesex would not take a hint and that for as long as Wilkes continued to stand, they would vote for him. However, having finally found someone willing to stand against him, the establishment was in no mood to accept the outcome. Two days after the poll, the Commons took the result into consideration and voted to overturn it, Wilkes being deemed, once again, ineligible. His votes were considered void, and Luttrell was seated as the candidate with the highest number of legitimate votes. It was not just in Parliament and Middlesex itself that the election had an impact. In the City of London, where Wilkes was already developing a powerful interest, things began to run against the supporters of government, and in June one of Wilkes’s voters and close supporters, John Sawbridge, MP for Hythe and a future Lord Mayor of London, was elected sheriff on a Wilkite ticket.

         The true victor of the campaign was, of course, Wilkes. Just before the election, a new organisation had been founded: the Society of Gentlemen Supporters of the Bill of Rights (SSBR). While its major function was as a subscription organisation intended to settle Wilkes’s debts, it also had an important role as a campaigning political outfit. Wilkesism rapidly became about a great deal more than Wilkes himself and at the 1774 general election, several candidates stood on SSBR tickets, espousing a shared set of aspirations for reforming the franchise.

         Having chosen to appear as the government’s champion against Wilkes, Luttrell never really recovered his reputation. He had shown a very personal animus against Wilkes prior to standing for Middlesex, and he was to find his victory came at considerable personal cost. For months after the election, he was persona non grata both within and outside Parliament, Horace Walpole recording that he ‘did not dare to appear in the streets or scarce quit his lodgings’. There were even petty legal actions, such as one by a coffeehouse keeper, who sued one 6of Luttrell’s servants to recover a debt of £16.19s for a breakfast she had provided to Luttrell’s supporters. By 1771, he had had enough and attempted to resign the seat but was not allowed to do so. Subsequently, he even suggested that Wilkes should be given the seat after all, but that was also ignored. For the final two years of the parliament, he largely based himself in Ireland. Nevertheless, this was not the end for Luttrell in Parliament. In 1774, he stood for his previous seat of Bossiney, being returned on the local grandee’s interest. He then represented two more seats, Plympton Erle and Ludgershall, during the remainder of his long career, which only ended with his death in 1821 – having outlived his rival by nearly a quarter of a century.

         The decision to sit Luttrell rather than Wilkes was of huge significance. It emphasised the Commons’ insistence that they maintained the right to adjudicate on who should be seated in Parliament rather than the electorate itself. In resolving to void all of Wilkes’s 1,143 votes, it was argued that it was as if those casting them had each chosen to spoil their ballots. For Wilkes, the whole affair represented another stage on his journey to dominating popular politics. He had caused a furore back in 1763 with his newspaper, The North Briton; now, he showed the authorities how effectively he was able to harness the power of the crowd. What was to come was the development of a new force based on the SSBR and Wilkes’s successful move into the City of London. He would ultimately secure election as Lord Mayor, the same year as his eventual return to the Commons in the 1774 general election. Ironically, all of this eventually outstripped Wilkes himself. Circumstances would later persuade him to transform himself once more into a far more respectable sort of public figure, ending his days as an elder statesman and noted patron of the arts. But the movement he had inspired would continue to grow, helping to inform the later radical movements of the 1790s and early 1800s.

         
             

         

         Robin Eagles is the editor of the House of Lords 1660–1832 section at the History of Parliament and the author of Champion of English Freedom: The Life of John Wilkes, MP and Lord Mayor of London (Amberley, 2024).
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            County Clare

            5 JULY 1828

IRISH CATHOLIC GAIN FROM TORY

            RICHARD A. GAUNT

         

         
            Result: Daniel O’Connell (Irish Catholic), 2,057, 67.69 per cent; William Vesey Fitzgerald (Tory), 982, 32.31 per cent

            Size of majority: 1,075

            Swing: N/A

            Name of previous MP and party: William Vesey Fitzgerald (Tory)

            Reason for by-election: Promotion to ministerial office

            Result at previous general election: William Vesey Fitzgerald (Tory) and Lucius O’Brien (Tory) both elected unopposed

            Date by-election called: 12 June 1828

            Date by-election took place: 1–5 July 1828

            Size of total electorate: 8,557

            Total number of votes cast: 3,039

            Turnout: 35.5 per cent

         

         The County Clare by-election of July 1828 remains unique in the history of UK parliamentary by-elections. While it acted, like many such contests, to expose differences within the government of the day on a controversial and long-standing issue, the result of the election led directly to a major constitutional change – the granting of Catholic emancipation (the right for Catholics to sit as MPs) – in April 1829. This outcome not only represented a government U-turn of the first order but generated divisions among its traditional supporters which contributed to its subsequent downfall in November 1830.

         In January 1828, the Duke of Wellington became Prime Minister of a 8Tory administration which attempted to maintain the delicate balancing act of its predecessors since 1812. Emancipation remained an ‘open’ question, which ministers could support or resist individually, while the government remained uncommitted, though in effect opposed, to its passage through Parliament. The 1820s had witnessed growing support for emancipation within the House of Commons, although ‘No Popery’ sentiment remained widespread among the population at large. Buoyed in part by the success of the anti-slavery movement, the Catholic Association was established in Ireland in 1823 to step up the campaign for emancipation. It was efficiently organised and run, not least because of the enthusiastic participation of the Catholic clergy. Such was its effectiveness as an organisation, that Lord Liverpool’s Tory government banned it between 1825 and 1828. Ministers were particularly worried by the association’s use of the ‘Catholic Rent’, a membership subscription which was charged at a minimum rate of a farthing a week. The rent was paid by people from every social class and every religious denomination to fund the association’s activities in support of emancipation; during 1828 alone, it brought in some £23,000.

         As the Catholic Association resumed its legal status, during 1828, events at Westminster provided it with a major opportunity for embarrassing Wellington’s government. The resignation of several pro-Catholic ministers in May 1828 necessitated a Cabinet reshuffle in which William Vesey Fitzgerald became president of the Board of Trade. Under the Succession to the Crown Act of 1707, promotion to an ‘office of profit under the crown’ required the candidate to put themselves forward for re-election. Consequently, Fitzgerald had to fight a by-election at County Clare, which he had represented since 1818. Fitzgerald was a popular constituency MP with landlords and tenants alike and was supportive of emancipation. The Catholic Association had already pledged itself in January 1828 to oppose any government candidate when the occasion arose and, after several alternatives were considered, Daniel O’Connell, the leader of the association, agreed to contest the seat.

         O’Connell had risen from relatively prosperous Catholic roots in County Kerry to become an accomplished lawyer and a political leader of wit, skill and daring. He had plagued successive Tory governments 9with his oratory and impudence, consciously modelling himself on Simón Bolívar, ‘The Liberator’ of Spain’s former South American colonies during the 1820s. O’Connell seemed the obvious candidate to take on Fitzgerald but remained conscious of his opponent’s popularity and pro-emancipation sentiments and aware of the influence which local landlords exerted over their tenantry, who enjoyed the right to vote as forty-shilling freeholders.

         In order to differentiate himself from Fitzgerald and appeal beyond the electorate of County Clare to Ireland itself, O’Connell issued an election address which struck the partisan and sectarian tone that was to hallmark the contest. Fulminating against Fitzgerald as a false friend to Catholics (‘If he be sincerely our friend, let him vote for me’), he pledged himself not only to removing the hated oaths required of MPs (oaths which denied ‘the sacrifice of the mass, and the invocation of the blessed Virgin Mary, and other saints’) but also to a ‘Radical REFORM in the representative system’ and the redistribution of the surplus wealth of the established church in Ireland. He was bold enough to propose the repeal of the Acts of Union between Great Britain and Ireland, which had come into force in 1801, but, when the address was subsequently published as an election leaflet and distributed in its thousands, this clause was omitted.

         O’Connell’s election platform ranged far beyond the achievement of emancipation, though this was clearly the centrepiece of his campaign. It proved discomfiting not only to Protestant Irish supporters of emancipation, who were alienated by its naked sectarianism, but to landlords and members of the gentry, who rallied to Fitzgerald as a bulwark against the social and political revolution which O’Connell held out to them.

         By contrast, O’Connell mustered vocal support from the Catholic priesthood. Some 150 priests were involved in O’Connell’s election campaign at County Clare, with prominent support offered by Reverend James Warren Doyle (Bishop of Kildare), Father Tom Maguire of Leitrim and Father John Murphy of Corofin. Murphy proved particularly adept at persuading various contingents of tenantry – marched to the poll in feudal style by their landlords in order to vote for Fitzgerald – to cast them off and vote for O’Connell instead. In an age of open 10voting, it took especial courage for tenants to defy the wishes of their landlords, on pain of eviction, but defy them they did, heartened by the knowledge that this was a Catholic tenant revolt on a massive scale.

         The contest took place at the Court House in the county town of Ennis. In a sharp contrast with the bacchanalian excesses illustrated in William Hogarth’s famous eighteenth-century election scenes, sobriety prevailed throughout the town. The Catholic Association had issued general orders against the distribution of spirits and against any sort of (alcohol-fuelled) disturbance. As Robert Peel, the Home Secretary and Leader of the House of Commons, subsequently observed to Sir Walter Scott, ‘I wish you had been present at the Clare election, for no pen but yours could have done justice to that fearful exhibition of sobered and desperate enthusiasm.’ The prevailing tone of temperance among the electorate did not prevent O’Connell and his supporters using Mrs Carmody’s tavern as their unofficial campaign headquarters – their liquid enjoyments interrupted only by Father Murphy’s stern intonations against allowing the ‘wolf … on the walk’ (alcoholism) to take root among them.

         Fitzgerald was proposed at the election by an influential local landlord, Sir Edward O’Brien, and seconded by Francis Gore, a lawyer whose forebears included a nail maker – a fact which was treated with derision by O’Connell and his principal supporters, Charles James Patrick O’Gorman Mahon (who nominated him) and the Protestant liberal Thomas Steele (who seconded him). Fitzgerald made a widely appreciated speech to the assembled crowd, culminating with an affecting peroration in which he shed tears for his ailing father, who had opposed the Acts of Union. O’Connell retorted with a characteristic put-down, offering the barbed comment that he had ‘never shed tears in public’ – a statement which served to diminish any sentiment in favour of his opponent.

         In common with pre-reform election contests, the poll extended across several days. Polling of O’Connell’s supporters was initially delayed by enforcing the requirement (usually waived by mutual agreement) for every Catholic voter to formally declare their loyalty by obtaining a magistrate’s certificate to that effect. Magistrates proved unusually reluctant to sit, in order to take and certify the oath, until 11O’Connell found a sympathetic magistrate who dealt with cases in batches.

         Such was the celebrity which surrounded the contest, and especially O’Connell, that the population of Ennis, which was around 12,000 in normal times, swelled to some 30,000 people – comprising electors, campaigners and their relatives, including their wives and children. O’Connell’s campaign supplied them with vouchers to spend on provisions in local shops and taverns: some 650 payments, totalling nearly £7,000, were made. This was financed by a successful fundraising campaign spearheaded by Patrick Vincent Fitzpatrick and by the resources of the Catholic Association buoyed by the restoration of the Catholic Rent. At the start of the contest, O’Connell had been voted election expenses of £5,000; this sum was later raised to £8,000 – a testament to the seriousness with which the contest was treated by the association.

         Realising general expectations, O’Connell triumphed in the by-election with 2,057 votes to Fitzgerald’s 982, securing two-thirds of all votes cast in the contest. About 300 additional votes for O’Connell were disqualified on technical grounds. It was the wholesale revolt of the forty-shilling freeholders, powerfully assisted by the promptings of the Catholic clergy, ‘wot won it’ for him. As the defeated Fitzgerald observed, in writing to Peel after the result:

         
            All the great interests broke down and the desertion has been universal. Such a scene as we have had! Such a tremendous prospect as it opens to us! … The conduct of the priests has passed all that you could picture to yourself! … It was a hopeless contest from the first! Everything was against me … I do not understand how I have not been beaten by a greater majority.

         

         At the opening of the new session of Parliament on 5 February 1829, Peel introduced a Catholic Relief Bill in the House of Commons, encompassing the effective realisation of Catholic emancipation. The seven months which elapsed between O’Connell’s spectacular by-election victory and the government’s momentous U-turn had been spent in concerted attempts by Wellington to convince first Peel, then his Cabinet, then King George IV, to embrace the measure – however 12reluctantly – while the tone of public sentiment on the subject became progressively more heated. Throughout this period, O’Connell remained the elected, though unseated, MP for County Clare. When the time came to test his position with the House of Commons, O’Connell refused to take the existing oaths, the House refused to concede and he was forced to fight a fresh by-election for County Clare, in expectation of returning to Parliament after emancipation had passed. O’Connell was subsequently re-elected for County Clare, without opposition, on 30 July 1829.

         Nor did O’Connell succeed in preventing the suppression of the Catholic Association and the disfranchisement of the Irish forty-shilling freeholders – measures which the government insisted on introducing, as corollaries to emancipation, in the hope of fending off perpetual agitation and potential electoral anarchy. O’Connell had initially resisted disfranchisement, given his indebtedness to the freeholder vote in Clare. However, with the prize of emancipation within reach, he accepted the measures as necessary overtures to try and calm Protestant anxieties.

         For the Wellington government, the granting of emancipation was a wholly unexpected and unlooked-for achievement, given the Protestant complexion of the Cabinet after May 1828 and the long-proclaimed opposition to the measure of its leading members, especially Peel. Above all others, it placed a question mark over his reputation for political consistency, which was never expunged and which subsequent events (notably the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846) only served to reinforce. More immediately, the passage of emancipation, in the face of significant anti-Popery feeling in the country, converted some (though by no means all) of the government’s Ultra-Tory supporters to embrace the cause of parliamentary reform, for they were convinced that emancipation had only been passed because of the influence which ministers had brought to bear through its electoral resources and government patronage. William Gladstone, though a supporter of emancipation, later observed that a reformed parliament would never have passed the measure. Such was the level of resentment at the government’s ‘betrayal’ of its Protestant heartland, after April 1829, that the ministry could never be sure of its political standing during the 13remainder of its time in office. Assailed on all sides and faced with growing demands for parliamentary reform, it resigned office in November 1830, ending the long period of Tory rule which had begun in 1807 and paving the way for a decade of Whig reforms, commencing with the ‘Great’ Reform Act of 1832.

         
             

         

         Dr Richard A. Gaunt is an associate professor in history at the University of Nottingham. An expert in British political history c.1780–1850, he is the co-editor of the journal Parliamentary History and co-editor of the Royal Historical Society’s Camden Series.

      

   


   
      
         
14
            3

            Preston

            17 DECEMBER 1830

RADICAL GAIN FROM WHIG

            GORDON PENTLAND

         

         
            Result: Henry Hunt (Radical), 3,730, 52.37 per cent; Edward George Geoffrey Smith Stanley (Whig), 3,392, 47.63 per cent

            Size of majority: 338

            Swing: N/A

            Name of previous MP and party: Edward George Geoffrey Smith Stanley (Whig)

            Reason for by-election: Promotion to ministerial office

            Result at previous general election: Edward George Geoffrey Smith Stanley (Whig), 2,996; John Wood (Radical), 2,386, 35.67 per cent; Henry Hunt (Radical), 1,308, 19.55 per cent

            Date by-election called: 22 November 1830

            Date by-election took place: 17 December 1830

            Size of total electorate: N/A

            Total number of votes cast: 7,122

            Turnout: N/A

         

         The sitting MP for Preston, the 31-year-old Edward Smith Stanley, was appointed as Chief Secretary for Ireland on 29 November 1830. Re-election to his parliamentary seat – normally a formality – must have been low down on his list of concerns. As a member of Earl Grey’s new government, which had supplanted the Duke of Wellington’s ministry, he and his colleagues faced a country in crisis. Stubborn and widespread material distress was accompanied by increasingly fraught demands for retrenchment and for parliamentary reform to end misgovernment.

         15The whole European scene was once again reeling from revolution emanating from Paris. The agricultural counties of southern England were in the midst of one of the most violent periods in their history. The so-called Swing Rising was named for the mythical figure of Captain Swing, who led nocturnal bands of labourers to burn ricks, destroy machinery and threaten farmers and landowners.

         The estates of Stanley’s own family, the Earls of Derby, were relatively untouched by the rising, being concentrated in the north of the country rather than the heartland of Captain Swing in the south. But the very explicit challenge to rank and to the norms of English life were certainly sufficient to worry this conscientious young aristocrat. To cap it all, Ireland, his proposed ministerial posting, seemed again to be on the brink of rising. The immense campaign for Catholic civil liberties in the 1820s, helmed by Daniel O’Connell, had given way to demands for the repeal of the union of Great Britain and Ireland. There was widespread and frequently violent opposition to the payment of tithes to uphold the established Protestant Church of Ireland in a nation whose people largely rejected its teachings.

         The vast majority of ministerial by-elections were uncontroversial. They nevertheless had considerable potential to generate high-profile upsets until their final abolition in 1926. This had been demonstrated powerfully and recently in O’Connell’s victory in County Clare in the summer of 1828. And Stanley’s challenger, Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt, was cut from very similar cloth to the Great Liberator himself. Indeed, the two had become closer and closer allies over the previous year. Hunt was the archetype of the English gentlemanly radical. He came from Wiltshire gentry farming stock and experienced a personal and political midlife crisis in his thirties. His abandonment of his own wife for his friend’s earned him exclusion from polite society and the enduring hostility of the uxorious William Cobbett. His conversion from a committed loyalism in the 1800s to an equally zealous radicalism completed his transformation.

         Hunt was most celebrated or notorious (depending on one’s politics) as a pioneering and flamboyant leader of popular radicalism in the years after the end of the Napoleonic Wars. In particular, he was the central protagonist in the infamous Peterloo Massacre of August 161819. Hunt was the headline speaker at the crowded meeting on St Peter’s Fields, when the Manchester magistrates had attempted to effect his arrest for holding a seditious assembly. The unarmed crowds were charged by the yeomanry, leaving the ground carpeted with the dead and horribly wounded. It was the defining event of Hunt’s life and would shape the remainder of his career.

         Standing over six-feet tall, with a stentorian voice and his trademark white hat, Hunt was an imposing and formidable opponent. He had a knack for salesmanship which fitted him to compete in the political marketplace. Following his stint in ‘Ilchester Bastille’, Hunt had moved into a range of commercial endeavours, through which he still flew the flag for radical political reform. His breakfast powder, manufactured from roasted corn, provided workers with an alternative to tea and coffee that pointedly did not put tax revenues into the hands of a corrupt and illegitimate government. His ‘matchless shoe blacking’ was an endless source of satires and snooty put-downs against him during the by-election and beyond. But it was also a vehicle for his political message and bottles of it were stamped with the slogan ‘Equal Laws, Equal Rights, Annual Parliaments, Universal Suffrage, and the Ballot’. In a nutshell, this was his platform for the by-election at Preston.

         Hunt had considerable form as a disruptor of parliamentary elections. In the 1810s, he had contested elections in Bristol, standing as an independent champion of the people and putting the feet of moderate Whig reformers to the fire. He also had form in Preston and, indeed, with the Stanleys themselves. The 13th Earl of Derby (father of Hunt’s rival at Preston) had offered a measured and unpopular defence of the Manchester authorities in the aftermath of the massacre. Before his trial at York in 1820, Hunt had unsuccessfully contested the Preston seat ‘in the people’s cause’ at the general election occasioned by the death of George III. He took another unsuccessful run at it a decade later at the general election caused by George IV’s laudanum-soaked demise. He had electrified that contest. Stanley, a noted and clever parliamentary orator, clearly lacked any kind of a popular street touch. Even Whig fixers thought that Hunt might have won in the summer, had it not been for the large quantities of ale distributed in Stanley’s interest.

         A great deal had occurred since that summer contest to make the 17December by-election an altogether different prospect. Prior to the fall of Wellington’s government in November 1830, Hunt had been lecturing to large audiences at the Rotunda, the new London radical venue just south of the river. On especially packed occasions, his own nearby blacking factory could accommodate overspill meetings. Letters to the Home Office in the autumn and winter accused Hunt of, once again, heading a radical conspiracy to overthrow the government. His business trips around the inflamed counties adjacent to London raised fears of him leading gangs of agricultural labourers and joining up with the London mob.

         This fraught context meant that, by the time of the by-election in December, there had been a significant uptick in both radical commitment and organisational capacity. In the general election over the summer, parliamentary reform had competed as one among a number of live issues which included colonial slavery, the pervasive material distress and the future of the East India Company. By December, reform was the issue that subsumed all others. Hunt’s supporters in Preston pushed the kind of radical version of reform championed by him at and since Peterloo in 1819. Universal manhood suffrage, annual parliaments and vote by secret ballot – three of the Chartists’ later famed ‘six points’ – were its key features. His local champions took a powerful new form in the shape of political unions, bodies created explicitly to campaign for reform.

         The government of which Stanley was a part was pledged to bring in a measure of parliamentary reform. Therein lay Stanley’s confidence of renewed success at Preston. There was widespread suspicion, however, that the Grey ministry’s offering would be a meagre one, a shallow tinkering with a few seats rather than the kind of bold and sweeping change that was required. It was straightforward enough, therefore, to paint Stanley as part of a moderate and self-interested aristocratic clique. He fit the bill in many respects. The ballot, for example, was seen as the working man’s only protection against influence and intimidation from his betters. It provided a litmus test of someone’s seriousness as a reformer. Stanley was a vocal opponent.

         These by-election arguments surfaced much wider issues that would come to characterise the crisis around reform and stretch into the 18following decade and beyond. One was the nature of representation itself. Stanley, in his point-blank refusal to pledge himself to measures demanded by constituents, upheld the classic position laid out by Edmund Burke in the 1770s. MPs, while bound to serve their constituents, were nevertheless members of a deliberative assembly. They went to Westminster unshackled by promises and free to debate and then to legislate in the national interest. The pledging in which Hunt and other radicals indulged enshrined a radically different principle. MPs were delegates, the embodiment of the people’s will in Parliament.

         Preston itself enjoyed an unusually broad franchise for the time, vested in ‘the inhabitants at large’. In practice, this almost meant manhood suffrage, a working version of the right Hunt would ideally extend to all men. This also ensured that the MPs returned for the borough could claim a certain degree of popular legitimacy. And it brought the challenge of engaging with and mobilising a large and unruly electorate. Such an effort required candidates to observe the customary expectations of the constituency. Nightly addresses and substantial ‘treating’ – which was the unreformed system’s euphemism for the liberal distribution of free booze – were part and parcel of these. An electorate numbering in the thousands also required organisation via a series of street captains – men who would get voters to the pubs but also crucially get them out of the pubs again to vote.

         After days of polling, Hunt was substantially ahead of Stanley. Unsurprisingly, accusations of corruption came thick and fast. Though he ultimately conceded, Stanley blamed his defeat on the incompetence of the mayor and returning officer, Nicholas Grimshaw, who had failed to suppress the fraudulent voting and ‘system of outrage’ which had marred the contest. These sour grapes continued, even after Stanley had secured a snug berth at the king’s discretion for the rotten borough of Windsor. One of Stanley’s allies sneeringly reported on the chairing of Hunt as the successful candidate at Preston, attended by ‘6,000 or 7,000 of the canaille’. The Times put Hunt’s crowd at 45,000. Hunt was jubilant and made arrangements for 3,730 commemorative medals to be minted for his electors. These bore the inscription: ‘The Time is Come. Triumph of Principle.’ The example in the British Museum’s collections has a small hole drilled in it, an almost certain sign that 19it was worn proudly by its elector-owner during subsequent meetings and marches.

         Given the gravity of the issues at stake during the contest and the turbulent politics of the time, Hunt’s election, just like O’Connell’s in 1828, attracted considerable attention. After his triumph in Preston, Hunt tried to make the most of the by-election as a lightning rod for issues he held dear. He toured Manchester, Blackburn, Oldham, Bolton and the great up-and-coming nerve centre of radicalism at Birmingham, drawing crowds in the thousands and calling for radical reform and an inquiry into the Peterloo Massacre. At the site of Peterloo itself, his supporters proposed to arrange for Hunt a triumphal entry into London. This took place in early January, with 10,000 joining Hunt around the Painted Red Lion Inn in Islington. From there, they marched with Hunt and his matchless blacking van around the city and over Westminster Bridge to Hunt’s residence on Stanford Street. Hunt positioned himself explicitly as a kind of English O’Connell. What the latter had done for poor Catholics, he would do for poor Englishmen. The two would act together on many issues and formed the vanguard of a new and often unruly radical presence in the House of Commons.

         In Parliament, Hunt was in something of an uncomfortable position. He reluctantly supported the Grey government’s reform measure with his votes but bitterly opposed it in his speeches. It was, for him and for many of his constituents, simply not radical enough. Worse still, the £10 franchise qualification the legislation planned to bring in would, in time, disfranchise exactly the kinds of voters who had elected Hunt to his seat at Preston. From that perspective, legislation that went down in history when it passed as the ‘Great’ Reform Act could be presented as a step away from democracy, rather than a tentative one towards it.

         Hunt never stopped denouncing the reform as a clever but dishonest ploy by those in power to keep it. He found plenty to confirm this in the first reformed election in the remapped Preston constituency in December 1832. Hunt finished third behind Tory Peter Hesketh-Fleetwood and his friend Henry Smith Stanley, the younger brother of Edward, his vanquished opponent from two years before. As for 20Edward Stanley himself, his eloquence assisted the passage of reform in Parliament before he moved gradually in the 1830s into the Conservative Party. He went on as Lord Stanley and then the Earl of Derby to be the longest-serving party leader in modern times and three times Prime Minister. He nursed throughout this glittering career a distrust of demotic and demagogic popular politics. His bruising encounter with Hunt in 1830 cannot have helped.
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            Manchester

            26 NOVEMBER 1867

LIBERAL HOLD

            PETER KELLNER

         

         
            Result: Jacob Bright (Liberal), 8,260, 53.6 per cent; John Bennett (Conservative), 6,499, 42.2 per cent; Mitchell Henry (Liberal), 642, 4.2 per cent

            Size of majority: 1,761

            Swing: N/A

            Name of previous MP and party: Edward James (Liberal)

            Reason for by-election: Death of incumbent

            Result at previous general election: Thomas Beazley (Liberal), 7,909, 64.8 per cent (elected); Edward James (Liberal), 6,698, 54.9 per cent (elected); Jacob Bright (Liberal), 5,562, 45.6 per cent; Abel Heywood (Liberal), 4,252, 34.8 per cent

            Date by-election called: 19 November 1867

            Date by-election took place: 26 November 1867

            Size of total electorate: 21,542

            Total number of votes cast: 15,401

            Turnout: 71.5 per cent

         

         On 26 November 1867, an apparently routine by-election gave British politics an accidental heroine, a key event in the story of women’s suffrage and a bitter constitutional argument that was finally settled six decades later.

         The contest, for one of Manchester’s two seats, followed the death of Edward James, a Liberal MP. Jacob Bright had been one of four Liberal candidates at the previous election in 1865 for this two-seat constituency 22and had come third. This time he was one of two Liberals competing to fill the vacancy. Like his better-known brother, John Bright, Jacob was a committed reformer. The other Liberal was Mitchell Henry, who belonged to the party’s less radical, Whig, faction. Unlike three years earlier, the Conservatives fielded a candidate, John Bennett. The Times said he ‘has probably been brought out by the Conservatives because of his moderate principles, and no doubt he will get many votes from moderate Liberals’. The stage was thus set for a contest between one radical and, by the standards of the time, two moderates.

         One of Bright’s radical causes was women’s suffrage. In October 1865, he and Ursula, his wife, supported the establishment of the Manchester Committee for the Enfranchisement of Women. At the time, the city could claim to be the centre of the suffrage movement – and, indeed, the heart of progressive causes generally, not least via the pages of the Manchester Guardian.

         In those days, just 8 per cent of adults had the vote: men who owned or leased enough property. The occupant of 25 Ludlow Street ran a small crockery shop and met the property qualification – and so was added to the electoral register as elector no. 12326, possibly by a local Liberal activist keen to ensure that as many likely supporters as possible had the vote. What the local registrar failed to notice was that the shop owner was a woman, Mrs Lily Maxwell. (Her husband had died some years earlier. The law then deemed that the property of married women belonged to their husband. As Lily was a widow, the shop was hers.)

         The suffrage movement’s local leader was Lydia Becker, a scientist who worked from time to time with Charles Darwin. On behalf of Bright, Becker contacted Maxwell to encourage her to use her unexpected right. Maxwell replied: ‘If I’d 20 votes I would give them all to Jacob Bright.’

         Yet this seemed not to be something that Bright chose to talk about openly during his campaign. On the day before the election, at the meeting to confirm the nomination of the three candidates, Bright made no mention of women’s suffrage; though he did argue for other radical reforms, including the secret ballot at elections. Contemporary reports gave no sign of the drama that would soon unfold. Indeed, one journalist reported that ‘it is not often that we have had less of a 23feeling or enthusiasm than has been manifested in the present contest’. It did, however, judge that Bright ‘has had the advantage of a better and more complete organisation of committees and canvassers than his opponents. He addresses two meetings sometimes, and at others three meetings per day.’

         On election day, Maxwell and Becker marched together from one of Bright’s committee rooms to the polling station, Chorlton Town Hall. According to the Daily News – journalists had been tipped off in advance – they were accompanied by ‘a large number of persons, including members of [Bright’s] All Saints ward committee, and were much cheered as they passed to and from the poll’. Inside the polling station, Maxwell announced not only her presence but her vote. (Secret ballots did not come until 1872.) Amid the commotion, the polling clerk decided that, as Maxwell’s name was on the register, he had to allow her vote. The Yorkshire Post criticised him for this, arguing that he should have rejected Maxwell’s vote ‘as he would have ignored that of a child 10 years old’.

         A small insight into the world of Victorian by-elections before the secret ballot was provided by The Times, which recorded the voting tally hour by hour. At 9 a.m., Bright led Bennett by 1,716 to 917. His lead grew steadily through the day. When voting ended at 4 p.m., Bright, the radical, had secured more votes than his two moderate rivals combined. He had won 8,260 votes (53.6 per cent). Bennett came second, with 6,499 (42.2 per cent). Henry trailed a distant third. In his victory speech, Bright singled out Maxwell, praising her as ‘a hardworking honest person who pays her rates as you do, and therefore if any person should possess a vote, it is precisely such as she’.

         The ripples from the by-election quickly started to spread. An editorial in The Times on 29 November demonstrated a habit it has perfected over two centuries of justifying its reactionary beliefs with apparently progressive principles:

         
            The ladies constitute, in every sense, more than one-half of the British nation; but, nevertheless, in violation of every principle of numerical and logical proportion, they have not vote in the election of the national representatives … A woman of Manchester, more enterprising than the rest of her sex, resolved to assert her natural rights, and 24actually recorded her vote for a member of parliament. The event ought to create a thrill of admiration in every female heart. It is like one of those sudden and unexpected strokes which have sometimes aroused oppressed classes to a sense of their powers and their rights.

         

         Having bathed the cause of equality in sunlight, The Times then summoned the storm clouds:

         
            [Women] ought, it is said, to have a vote because of their great social influence. But what if to obtain a vote would be to sacrifice their social influence? They have now more influence of a certain kind than men have; but if they obtain the influence of men, they cannot expect to retain the influence of women. Nature, it may be thought, has established a fair distribution of power between the two sexes. Women are potent in one sphere, and men in another; and, if they are conscious of the domestic sway they already exercise, they will not imperil it by challenging dominion in a field in which they would be less secure.

         

         We may safely assume that this view of the best interests of women was written by a man.

         More significantly, supporters of women’s suffrage followed up news of Maxwell’s vote with a nationwide campaign. Because the law supposed that husbands owned everything and wives nothing – the law that led Mr Bumble, in Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist, to declare that ‘if the law supposes that, the law is an ass’ – few women met the property qualification. But the campaign argued that the few female ratepayers who did qualify should have the vote.

         The task of drawing up voting registers was handled by local overseers. Many continued to keep women off their registers – but not all. In twenty-one towns and boroughs from Southwark to Aberdeen, the names of more than 10,000 women were added to the draft lists – more than half of them in Manchester. These were referred to revising barristers, most of whom struck off the names of women. Some women who lost the vote at this stage appealed against the decision. Now things started to get nasty. Revising barristers persuaded courts in Leeds and Batley to fine the women for ‘making a frivolous claim’.

         25As the 1868 general election approached, there were two groups of women relevant to this story: those who had been struck off and who continued their fight; and those whose names had not been challenged by revising barristers and who remained on their local register.

         The legal battle over the first group came to a head in a test case in November 1868 in the Court of Common Pleas, before the Lord Chief Justice. It was known as Chorlton v. Lings. Thomas Chorlton was the legal adviser to the Manchester Society for Women’s Suffrage; he put the cases of Mary Abbot and Philippine Kyllman, two of the names that an overseer had included on the register only for them to be removed by Mr Lings, the revising barrister.

         At the heart of Chorlton’s case was the Interpretation Act, passed in 1850 with the aim of ‘shortening the language used in Parliament’. It stated that ‘unless expressly provided to the contrary’, masculine words in legislation are ‘deemed and taken to include female’. Chorlton’s barrister, John Coleridge, argued that this should apply to the right to vote.

         Lings retorted that women had, indeed, been ‘expressly’ denied the vote. Only the previous year, Parliament had passed the 1867 Reform Act, which had lowered the property hurdle for having the vote. During the course of the debate, John Stuart Mill – the philosopher, champion of women’s rights and, at the time, MP – proposed an amendment designed to make explicit the right of women to have the vote. He wanted the word ‘man’ to be replaced by ‘person’ throughout the Bill. (Hansard recorded that one of his opponents was a fellow Liberal, Guildford Onslow, who told MPs he had ‘asked two young ladies in the lobby how they would vote, supposing they possessed the franchise; and their reply was that they would give their vote to the man who would give them the best pair of diamond earrings’.) By 196 votes to seventy-three, MPs sided with Onslow. They decided ‘that the word “man” stand part of the Clause’.

         That decision was good enough for the court. It found unanimously for Lings. One of the judges, Sir James Shaw Willes, explained the court’s broader thinking on the matter:

         
            Women are under a legal incapacity to vote at elections. What was the 26cause of it, it is not necessary to go into: but, admitting that fickleness of judgement and liability to influence have sometimes been suggested as the ground of exclusion, I must protest against its being supposed to arise in this country from any under-rating of the sex either in point of intellect or worth. That would be quite inconsistent with one of the glories of our civilisation – the respect and honour in which women are held. This is not a mere fancy of my own, but it will be found in Selden [a seventeenth-century expert in ancient constitutional rights], in the discussion of the origin of the exclusion of women from judicial and like public functions, where the author gives preference to this reason, that the exemption was founded upon motives of decorum, and was a privilege of that sex.

         

         That judgment was handed down on 9 November. Voting started in that year’s general election just eight days later. The court ruling applied to all the women whose place on the register had been challenged by revising barristers. While it would apply to future registers, those women whose names had NOT been challenged were still able to vote this time. Around 230 women were estimated to have remained on the register. The suffrage movement identified eighty-one women who succeeded in voting in Kent, Dublin and the Manchester area. The full number across the United Kingdom was clearly greater.

         Some of those women helped to secure Jacob Bright’s re-election. However, Mill lost his seat, and Jacob Bright became the leading advocate of the suffrage movement in Parliament. In 1870, he introduced a Bill ‘to remove the Electoral Disabilities of women’. In his speech to MPs on 4 May 1870, he gave his answer to Sir James Shaw Willes:

         
            I confess I am surprised when I am told that women, as a class, are unfit for the franchise; women who are the subjects of a female Sovereign, are engaged in many literary pursuits; who are at the head of educational establishments; who are managing factories and farms, and controlling thousands of businesses throughout this country …

            I have also been told that women should not be political, or, in other words, that it is the duty of women to be politically ignorant. I might as well be told that grass should not be green; and, no doubt, if you 27sufficiently excluded air and light and moisture it would no longer be so … To tell me that women should not be political is to tell me that they should have no care for the future of their children, no interest in the greatness and progress of their country.

         

         Then, and again in the following year, Bright was defeated. William Gladstone, the Liberal Prime Minister and a reformer on many issues, opposed Bright, arguing that to give women the vote in parliamentary elections would be ‘a practical evil of an intolerable character’. However, Gladstone’s premiership did see the passing of the 1869 Municipal Franchise Act, which gave women the right to vote in local elections on the same terms as men, only for a court ruling in 1872 to restrict this right to single women and widows. A single woman who met the property qualification would lose the vote when she got married.

         Bright lost his seat in the 1874 general election, only to regain it in 1876. Apart from another brief spell out of Parliament in the mid-1880s, he remained an MP until he retired in 1895. Parliament did not give women the vote in parliamentary elections until 1918, when it was granted to women over thirty. Not until 1928 did women finally get the vote on the same terms as men.

         As for the Chorlton v. Lings court ruling, it remained an accepted precedent for limiting women’s rights until 1930. That year, the Privy Council met to consider its application to ‘The Famous Five’, five Canadian women who had been denied the right to sit as Senators. The issue came to the Privy Council in London, as the British Empire’s final court of appeal. Lord Sankey, the Labour Lord Chancellor, presided over the hearing.

         Opponents of the women cited Chorlton v. Lings to assert that, without specific legal permission, by ‘neither the common law nor the constitution from the beginning of the common law until now can a woman be entitled to exercise any public functions’.

         Sankey and his fellow judges found for ‘The Famous Five’. Sankey ruled:

         
            The exclusion of women from all public offices is a relic of days more barbarous than ours, but it must be remembered that the necessity 28of the times often forced on man customs which in later years were not necessary … Customs are apt to develop into traditions which are stronger than law and remain unchallenged long after the reason for them has disappeared.

         

         Finally, the constitutional cause sparked by Lily Maxwell’s by-election vote had triumphed. The 63-year journey from 25 Ludlow Street to the Privy Council was complete.

         
             

         

         Peter Kellner is a journalist (Sunday Times, New Statesman, Independent and others), political analyst (BBC Newsnight and election results programmes) and former pollster (YouGov). He received a Special Recognition Award from the Political Studies Association in 2011. His grandmother was a suffragette.
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            Colchester

            3 NOVEMBER 1870

CONSERVATIVE GAIN FROM LIBERAL

            LUKE BLAXILL

         

         
            Result: Alexander Learmonth (Conservative), 1,363, 61.5 per cent; Sir Henry Storks (Liberal), 853, 38.5 per cent

            Size of majority: 510

            Swing: 15 per cent from Liberal to Conservative

            Name of previous MP and party: John Gurdon Rebow (Liberal)

            Reason for by-election: Death of incumbent

            Result at previous general election: John Gurdon Rebow (Liberal), 1,467, 27.2 per cent; William Brewer (Liberal), 1,417, 26.3 per cent; Edward Karslake (Conservative), 1,284, 23.8 per cent; Alexander Learmonth (Conservative), 1,217, 22.6 per cent

            Date by-election called: 27 October 1870

            Date by-election took place: 3 November 1870

            Size of total electorate: 3,145

            Total number of votes cast: 2,216

            Turnout: 70.5 per cent

         

         The Colchester by-election of 1870 is historically notable because it was successfully hijacked by a national pressure group. The Ladies’ National Association for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts, led by the Christian feminist social reformer Josephine Butler, sought to engineer the defeat of the Liberal candidate, Sir Henry Storks, to protest against the Acts. Crucially, Butler’s campaign not only succeeded electorally but her association’s intervention at Colchester was seen as a telling factor in the establishment of a Royal Commission to 30investigate the Acts’ effectiveness and their eventual repeal. This contest thus set a precedent for by-elections to become mini-referendums on topical issues where pressure groups could funnel their limited resources into a single constituency and ‘send a message’ to governments.

         The Contagious Diseases Acts were a quintessentially Victorian series of public health measures passed in 1864 and extended in 1866 and 1869. They granted local police and medical authorities powers to detain and inspect prostitutes suspected of carrying venereal infections. They were controversial from the outset. On the one hand, they angered conscientious moralists because they obliquely sanctioned prostitution by giving licence to men to indulge without risk. They also dismayed feminists because women were obliged to undertake humiliating inspections (Butler called them ‘medical rape’) to be deemed suitable instruments for satisfying male desire. On the other hand, supporters pointed to the Acts’ track record. They had dramatically reduced the number of women visibly soliciting, validating the conception of prostitution as a problem that could be marginalised and ‘cleaned up’ by medical and police authorities.

         Colchester, an ancient market town of Essex, became the focus for this agitation for several reasons. First, its large barracks meant the demand for prostitution was high, and the consequent collapse of visible soliciting in vice-afflicted neighbourhoods after the Acts’ extension was particularly striking. Second was the candidature of Storks. As well as an accomplished military and colonial administrator who Gladstone wanted in the Commons, Storks was seen by repealers as a leading advocate of the Acts which he had ruthlessly implemented during his tenure as Governor of Malta. Butler’s league hoped that Storks’s defeat, whether to their own candidate or to a Conservative without such an offensive stance on the Acts, would advance the cause of repeal.

         This by-election was fought in 1870 during Gladstone’s first premiership, a ministry widely recognised by posterity to have been among the most successful reforming governments of the nineteenth century. Among other achievements, it instituted a large school building programme, disestablished the Irish Church and established meritocratic appointment in the army, judiciary and civil service.

         The Colchester contest, caused by the death of its senior member 31John Gurdon Rebow, was fought during a brief interregnum between two major democratic reforms: after the Second Reform Act of 1867 (which enfranchised most working-class men in boroughs) but before the Secret Ballot Act of 1872. During this period, electoral culture was evolving swiftly, moving unevenly and haltingly towards modernisation and the principles of mass democracy. First, political parties had become more partisan and highly organised; for instance, Conservative Central Office had been established just seven months earlier. Second, both parties were led by celebrity national leaders in Gladstone and Benjamin Disraeli. Third, urban electorates had grown significantly (Colchester, for example, had 3,145 voters), making public speeches almost mandatory as campaign tools. On the other hand, substantial elements of old Dickensian ‘Eatanswill’ electoral culture remained: the raucousness of the hustings, bribery and treating (greatly facilitated by the absence of secret voting) and violence. This latter element was particularly in evidence in this election, with hired roughs, bludgeon men and ‘lambs’ breaking up meetings and even assaulting candidates.

         From 1832 to 1885, Colchester was a double-member borough with lively, competitive council politics. Chartism had a modest presence in the 1830s and 1840s; the Colchester Working Men’s Association, founded in 1838, promoted only moderate radicalism. The town was characterised by its large barracks, strong agricultural interest and substantial Nonconformist population. The first two features tended to benefit the Conservatives, and the latter the Liberals, but the borough was one of relatively few where the Tories had been in ascendency since the Great Reform Act. The town had been strongly protectionist before Rebow successfully captured one of its seats for the Liberals in 1857. His staunch advocacy of free trade and opposition to the Corn Laws brought meaningful electoral competition to the town and (in the judgement of a local Liberal) ‘through him, Colchester learned to take an interest in national politics, and to know the difference between a Tory and a Liberal’. In 1868, the expanded electorate returned a second Liberal, Dr William Brewer, and the borough seemed to have switched party allegiance. However, Rebow’s death in 1870 created political opportunities: for the Liberals, to get Storks into Parliament after a local selection row had forced his withdrawal at Newark in April; for the 32Conservatives, to capitalise on recent by-election gains at Shrewsbury and West Surrey. Their candidate was Colonel Alexander Learmonth of Edinburgh and the 17th Lancers who had stood unsuccessfully for the borough in 1868. Like Storks, Learmonth was a soldier and a ‘carpet bagger’ from outside the town. But unlike his uncompromising Liberal opponent, the colonel was a congenial figure whose instinct was to avoid polarising stances on controversial issues. It should be noted that while (as The Times highlighted earlier that year) by-elections ‘on the whole favour whichever party may be in Opposition’, the modern ‘mid-term blues’ phenomenon of governments doing badly did not exist, and the Liberals had successfully held and indeed gained seats earlier that same year. Thus, both sides felt they stood a good chance.

         The contest would have been quite straightforward but for the intervention of a third candidate, Dr John Baxter Langley, who was on the ‘ultra radical’ wing of the Liberal Party and was vice-president of the Reform League. He was persuaded by Butler at short notice to contest Colchester as a second unofficial Liberal candidate. Both Butler and Langley were devout Christians who no doubt shared the view of The Shield (the journal of the National Association for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts) that Colchester was ‘a town of low morals’ where the Acts ‘had given the appearance of propriety’ that amounted only to ‘whitening the outside of a sepulchre’. Butler and Langley hoped that sufficient dissenting or conscientious Liberal voters who shared their disdain for the Acts would vote for them and split Storks’s vote, and thus ‘render his return impossible’. Langley was in poor health when he arrived in Colchester by train just nine days before the poll, whereupon he was launched immediately into a violent public meeting.

         As was not unusual for contemporary by-elections, the campaign was short: it opened on 19 October immediately after Rebow’s funeral, with the poll held just fifteen days later on 3 November. The most striking facet of Storks’s and Learmonth’s campaigns was that both men studiously avoided mentioning the Contagious Diseases Acts or the candidature of Langley. Learmonth – no doubt aware of the convenient consequences of the Liberal split to the Conservative cause – treated Storks with the utmost courtesy. Campaigns in this period tended to 33encourage personal clashes: the hustings brought both candidates together head-to-head, and campaigns consisted of daily meetings where it was de rigueur to rebut what the other side had said. Despite this, Learmonth refused to be drawn and praised Storks as ‘a well-known and well-respected Englishman who had served his country’. He confined criticisms to policy, emphasising the operational shortcomings of the Education Act and particularly the deleterious effects of the Gladstone government’s ‘reduc[tion] of the army to a mere skeleton in order to make a good budget’ and its dismissal of dockyard workers. Normally, a challenging candidate attempting to gain a seat would be more aggressive, but Learmonth realised that the three-cornered race had stacked the odds in his favour and did not want to rock the boat. Learmonth’s campaign was smooth and his meetings free of much disruption. He clearly enjoyed the local party’s united support and was able to mitigate his reputation as a weak orator with assistance from guest speakers on the platform in the form of James Round, the first-class cricketer and current MP for North Essex, and the former Colchester member Edward Karslake. At the hustings, Learmonth’s supporters comfortably outnumbered (and outcheered) those of Storks, and carriages on polling day flying Conservative blue reportedly outnumbered those flying Liberal yellow by more than three to one.

         There is more to say about Langley’s brief campaign. He pledged in his address to ‘rescue my party from the obloquy which would attain to it if it sent to Parliament one of the principal supporters of the most immoral and unjust legislation which has disgraced the civilisation of Europe’. Initially, he wrote strong public letters to Storks demanding he relent on his uncompromising advocacy of the Contagious Diseases Acts but received only ‘evasive and conditional replies’. He held only two public meetings, complaining of great difficulty in securing the town’s main venues, owing to his opponents having quiet words with their proprietors to ensure they shut their doors on him. Langley eventually secured the theatre and caught the train up from London. It was a trap. The vast majority of the audience that packed the stalls were roughs, reportedly hired by Storks’s agent, and the meeting swiftly descended into disaster. After declaring that ‘I have come here at the wish of a quarter of a million women of this country’, Langley proceeded to 34criticise Storks and was immediately pelted with his opponents’ election address attached to various missiles, including rotten apples, mud and walnuts. After a burlesque dancer led the crowd in storming the stage, Langley was ‘struck by a bag of flour in the neck which burst upon him … ludicrously streaming down his black coat and waistcoat’. He was unable to proceed and was forced to flee the meeting. He tried once more a few days later after employing twenty sandwich board men to walk the streets with pleas of ‘fair play for Langley’. Unfortunately, his second attempt was equally disastrous, and after loftily comparing his campaign to the efforts of ‘apostles from the early ages to Christianise the world’, roughs armed with weapons stormed his platform and threw chairs at him, once again forcing his retreat and inflicting injuries which required bandages.

         Butler herself also came to Colchester to assist Langley alongside numerous female volunteers. Butler – whose favourite phrase was ‘God and one woman make a majority’ – planned to make speeches to local women who in turn might persuade their husbands, brothers and sons to vote against Storks. However, if Butler expected to be given a polite hearing befitting of a lady, she was mistaken. She recounted that after taking a room in a Tory hotel, the innkeeper informed her that a large crowd of Storks’s supporters as well as ‘scoundrels and brothel keepers’ had assembled outside the building and had threatened to burn it down if she did not vacate. Assisted by fellow female activists Mrs King and Mrs Hampson, she disguised herself as ‘a poor woman’ and was smuggled out of a back door before sheltering in the basement of a friendly Methodist grocer ‘amongst his bacon, soap, and candles’ until the mob had dispersed.

         For his part, Storks reciprocated his Conservative opponents’ courtesy, calling Learmonth a ‘gallant colonel’ and ‘a gentleman of very good character’. He confined his platform remarks to a robust espousal of Gladstonian principles of efficiency regarding the cuts to the standing army and dockyard workers, commenting that it was ‘bad economy to keep up a larger army than was absolutely necessary’ and that ‘the colonial policy of the government had been framed with a view of lightening the taxpayer’s burden’. He also gently mocked Disraeli’s rather limp opposition to many of Gladstone’s measures by observing that 35the Conservatives had ‘caught the Liberals bathing and put on their clothes’. He entirely refrained from mentioning his published opinion on the Contagious Diseases Acts (where he had written that ‘prostitution is a necessity’) and on only one occasion obliquely referred to Langley and Butler’s campaign as ‘an opposition which I call unfair, unmanly, and un-English’. A Liberal newspaper was less restrained, however, and, after Langley’s disastrous attempts to speak, mocked the repealers for having ‘taken up the notion that the good people of Colchester were wild about a certain question … they have found them calm and indifferent or contended on the point’ before acerbically remarking that ‘all the sobriety of Mr Langley and all the eloquence of Mrs Butler have not been able to raise them beyond the display of a capital popular joke’. Another newspaper writing in support of Storks described Langley’s views as ‘repugnant’ and mocked Butler for addressing an audience of ‘about 50 women from the lower class of life’. While Storks’s campaign experienced nothing like the disruption of Langley’s, he was not given as easy a ride as Learmonth. In one meeting, Brewer and some other leading town Liberals sustained mild injuries from hired roughs at the public hall. Storks himself also suffered significant musical heckling with drunken songs featuring the lyrics ‘Poor old Storks’ and ‘We’ll hang old Storks by a sour apple tree’. Most worryingly, a handbill of uncertain origin reprised a poem likening Storks to an avian stork, which concluded:

         
            
               And the women of Colchester, Stork, King Stork!

               Will rival their sisters of Newark, King Stork,

               When they know who’s come down

               To give laws to the town,

               Where Boadicea once fought, King Stork!

               Contagious Diseases are bad, King Stork;

               But Tyranny’s worse than disease, King Stork:

               So off to your bugs,

               And your own native frogs,

               For we won’t be swallowed by you, King Stork!

            

         

         On the day before polling, Langley took the dramatic decision to withdraw 36his candidature with a ‘farewell address’. His reason, which he shared with The Shield, was to sound ‘a clap of thunder on their opponents’ by appealing to sympathetic town Liberals to abstain in protest not just against the Acts but on account of the manner ‘Storks’ ruffians’ had caused him and his female canvassers to be ‘hounded in the most hideous manner’. Langley estimated that they had weakened Storks to the tune of 600 votes. When the result was declared, Storks had indeed been thrashed by Learmonth by more than 500. While it was not customary for turnout in by-elections in this period to be lower than general elections, only 70.5 per cent of electors on the register had voted (down from 90.7 per cent in 1868). The Liberals had been decimated by mass abstentions. Butler received a telegram at Liverpool to confirm the news which read simply: ‘[The Bird] shot dead.’

         Despite Langley’s ignominious campaign, the repealers’ succeeded beyond their wildest dreams. Storks’s tactic of strategic silence on the Contagious Diseases issue and the violent disruption of his opponents’ campaign had spectacularly backfired. Characteristically, Langley and Butler interpreted the result as a moral epiphany by a sizeable segment of the towns’ Liberals. While no doubt minded to exaggerate their own campaign’s effectiveness, there seems no doubt that judicious application of targeted pressure to this marginal seat proved decisive. Langley boasted to The Shield that ‘we may have the courage to feel that we can beat them at anytime, anywhere, no matter how eminent the candidate they put forward … It has sounded the death knell for the Contagious Diseases Acts.’ The result was an important factor in prompting Gladstone’s government to rethink its policy on the issue. ‘When popular feeling is excited,’ the premier reflected in December, ‘due allowances for executive difficulties are refused.’ More substantially, Henry Bruce, the Home Secretary, set up a Royal Commission to examine the Acts in 1871. An unnamed Liberal MP told Butler: ‘Your manifesto has shaken us very badly in the House of Commons … We know how to manage any other opposition in the House or in the country, but this is very awkward for us – the revolt of women.’

         Learmonth, the fortunate beneficiary of Liberal internal strife, went on to represent Colchester for a decade until losing in 1880. The shrewd pragmatism he displayed in the by-election did not extend to his 37personal life, and his extravagant London lifestyle caused his bankruptcy in 1887 a month before his death. Storks won a subsequent lower-key by-election at Ripon a year later, and while he was only an MP for three years, he provided telling assistance to Edward Cardwell in his ambitious reforms at the War Office. Langley, meanwhile, repeated his tactic of acting as a ‘kingmaker candidate’ at two subsequent elections but was later found guilty of conspiracy to defraud in his capacity as chairman of the Artisans, Labourers and General Dwellings Company and was sentenced to eighteen months’ hard labour. Butler continued to lead her association to interventions at other by-elections (including at Pontefract, Burnley and Wigan), and eventually the Acts were suspended in 1883 and repealed in 1886. Butler herself described Colchester as ‘a turning point in the history of our crusade’ and continued to be involved in more general campaigns against prostitution throughout the British Empire, ultimately drawing praise as a brave feminist social reformer who developed new methods of political agitation. This became perhaps the lasting political legacy of the Colchester contest. In the years that followed, numerous campaigning groups agitating for a cause – including temperance reformers, trade unionists, pacifists and suffragists – increasingly recognised the parliamentary by-election as a powerful tool for applying targeted political pressure.

         
             

         

         Luke Blaxill is a lecturer in British history at Hertford College, University of Oxford. He is an expert on British electoral history, as demonstrated in his recent open-access article on campaign violence in Past & Present. His book The War of Words: The Language of British Elections, 1880–1914 was published in 2020 by the Royal Historical Society.
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            Northampton

            21 FEBRUARY 1884

LIBERAL HOLD

            SIMON BARROW

         

         
            Result: Charles Bradlaugh (Liberal), 4,032, 52.4 per cent; Henry Charles Richards (Conservative), 3,664, 47.6 per cent

            Size of majority: 368

            Swing: N/A

            Name of previous MP and party: Charles Bradlaugh (Liberal)

            Reason for by-election: Bradlaugh’s refusal to swear a religious Oath of Allegiance

            Result at previous general election: Charles Bradlaugh (Liberal), 4,000, 27.7 per cent; Henry Labouchère (Liberal), 3,842, 26.6 per cent; Charles Isham (Conservative), 3,366, 23.3 per cent; Pickering Phipps (Conservative), 3,248, 22.4 per cent

            Date by-election called: N/A

            Date by-election took place: 21 February 1884

            Size of total electorate: 8,886

            Total number of votes cast: 7,696

            Turnout: 86.6 per cent

         

         Northampton has a unique place in British electoral history as the town that helped change the law on parliamentary oaths for good. The reform took place after a protracted, colourful drama involving political activist, atheist and founder of the National Secular Society (NSS) Charles Bradlaugh, who wished simply to affirm his allegiance to Parliament rather than taking a specifically religious oath. The 39by-election that took place in the constituency on a damp Thursday, 21 February 1884, proved a pivotal moment in this saga, which was only finally settled by law in 1888.

         In the meantime, Bradlaugh, who had first been elected as a Liberal MP for Northampton in the 1880 general election, following defeats in 1868 and 1874, found himself needing to navigate – successfully, as it turned out – three by-elections. The last of these was the decisive 1884 one. He was then returned to Westminster twice more, at general elections in 1885 and 1886, before inadvertently creating yet another by-election in 1891, following his untimely death in London, aged fifty-seven, on 30 January that year.

         The drama began in 1880, when the Liberals scored a stunning electoral success against Disraeli, securing a majority which brought Gladstone back to power after his retirement in 1874. The general election, which also featured the return of sixty-five Irish Nationalists, was seen primarily as a sign of public dissatisfaction with Disraeli’s imperialist policies. But the new government had barely taken its seats in the House of Commons before the Bradlaugh controversy exploded into the headlines. As well as Home Rule for Ireland, the new, radical member for Northampton advocated three causes which caused particular uproar in Victorian society: birth control, republicanism and atheism.

         It was the last which proved to be the eye of the storm. On 3 May 1880, Bradlaugh came to the table of the House of Commons. He carried a letter to the Speaker, ‘begging respectfully to claim to be allowed to affirm’, instead of taking the religious Oath of Allegiance. He cited the Evidence Amendment Acts of 1869 and 1870 in his defence. A Select Committee was called to evaluate the matter and voted against Bradlaugh being able to affirm. His attempts to take the oath illegally led to a short imprisonment under Big Ben in the Clock Tower at one point, and he finally forfeited his seat in Parliament once he cast a vote in early 1881. He was re-elected in the by-election of 12 April 1881, with the loss of ninety votes and a slight swing against him. His continuing refusal to take a religious oath led to Bradlaugh’s expulsion from Parliament once more. He was returned again in the by-election of 4 March 1882.

         This sets the scene for the 1884 by-election. It took place nearly two 40years after the previous one, due to continued wrangling and disputation over the oath, during which time Bradlaugh was unable to represent his constituents in the House. Its specific context was one in which, despite support from Gladstone’s government, the Affirmation Bill was defeated by just three votes in 1883, having taken a considerable time to reach Parliament. The opposition had been able to disrupt government business and thwart Bradlaugh’s attempts to take his seat for four years by this stage, despite several appearances to plead his case at the Bar of the House and (at that stage) two successful by-elections.

         A major focus of the campaign Bradlaugh fought in the 1884 by-election, as in the previous ones, was around free speech and democratic representation. His opponents, meanwhile, characterised him as an irresponsible and subversive proponent of blasphemy, sedition and obscenity. He was a threat to good order and the well-being and propriety of society at large, they contended. The odds seemed stacked against the doughty campaigner by virtue (as it was seen then) of opposition to his cause not just from the Conservatives – bar a couple of minor rebels – but from the Archbishop of Canterbury, Edward White Benson, and other senior figures from both the Church of England and the Roman Catholic Church.

         There was growing Nonconformist consciousness, but many who shared that spirit feared speaking out in public because of the possible deleterious consequences for their reputations and livelihoods. Meanwhile, ecclesiastics sought to portray the situation as a confrontation between ordinary God-fearing folk and the onslaught of godless heathenism. Benson had succeeded Archibald Campbell Tait, who had also been unsympathetic, a year before the 1884 by-election. The tension continued to build when, in 1883, Bradlaugh took his seat and voted in the Commons three times. He was fined £1,500 for casting votes illegally. Another Bill which would have allowed him to affirm was defeated in Parliament, and the stage was set for the 1884 by-election.

         Among the many ancillary confrontations which re-emerged in the course of the 1884 campaign was Bradlaugh’s recent close association with Annie Besant, the socialist, freethinker, freemason and women’s rights advocate. In particular, they together republished a pamphlet on birth control by Charles Knowlton entitled The Fruits of Philosophy. 41As a result, they were prosecuted on grounds of obscenity. Bradlaugh and Besant received an unfavourable trial and lost the case. They were sentenced to six months in prison. However, they escaped penalty on a technicality at the Court of Appeal. This definitely brought increased support to the National Secular Society, which stood firmly against religious exception and privilege. But it also produced counter-pressure on Liberals who might otherwise have been instinctually Nonconformist.

         After a notable general election victory and two previous by-election wins, Bradlaugh’s critics hoped that the good voters of Northampton (8,361 of them were registered at this time) would be fed up with what they described as the radical candidate’s ‘antics’. This proved not to be the case. Interest remained high. Turnout in 1884 was 86.6 per cent, an estimated increase of 1.3 per cent from 1882, with 525 more electors being entitled to vote.

         In 1881 and 1882, Bradlaugh’s majority over his then Conservative opponent Edward Corbett had been 132 and 108 votes, respectively. In 1884, he was up against the Conservative candidate Henry Charles Richards, a skilled barrister, a high church Anglican and a leading member of the Church Defence Society. The choice, on those grounds, was clear. This time Northampton voters gave Bradlaugh a 368 majority on 52.4 per cent of votes cast. That was the largest margin and percentage in any of the by-elections he fought, the previous two being 51 per cent (1881) and 50.7 per cent (1882), respectively. These may not be huge margins, but they demonstrate an entrenched level of support which deepened in affection and intensity from 1880 onwards.

         The Reuters cable report of the 1884 result was, as ever, a masterclass in understatement, given the degree of controversy around the man, the issues and the campaign. ‘The election of a member of Parliament for Northampton, which was necessary owing to Mr Bradlaugh’s recent resignation, took place yesterday, when Mr Bradlaugh was again elected, the majority of votes recorded in his favour being larger than on any previous occasion,’ it noted in a European telegram on 22 February 1884, misdated as 20 February. Opponents of the dogged Liberal were less sanguine, but their frustration had by now been well schooled.

         The National Secular Society, which in the late 1880s could claim over 100 branches in England, Australia, India and New Zealand, 42stood firmly behind its founder. Bradlaugh had helped set up the NSS in 1866, nearly two decades before the 1884 by-election, and the controversies he occasioned undoubtedly assisted its growth, even if some were unhappy with his opposition to socialism. The connection with the socialist Besant helped with that.

         Other factors conditioning the 1884 poll outcome were the particular circumstances surrounding both the constituency and the Liberal Party locally. Northampton returned two members from 1880 onwards, when Bradlaugh was selected as the junior candidate. His senior was Henry Labouchère, a writer and theatre owner whose liberalism did not extend to homosexuality. Today, he is best remembered for an amendment which for the first time outlawed all male homosexual activity across the United Kingdom. He was also ferocious in pursuit of the prosecution of Oscar Wilde and bemoaned the fact that the prison sentence which broke him was ‘too short’. Nevertheless, he was seen as a radical in other respects, backed Home Rule like Bradlaugh and sought co-operation in Parliament with Irish Nationalists.

         There are mixed views as to the relationship between the two men. Although it seems he was an agnostic, Labouchère provided a counterpoint to Bradlaugh in the 1884 campaign, as he had previously, when he described himself mischievously as ‘the Christian member for Northampton’. The pairing proved electorally successful, although Labouchère always secured a few more votes than his counterpart. It is likely that the combination contributed to Bradlaugh’s success by assuaging more nervous voters. They also helped to sort out some levels of disorganisation within the Northampton party, and they built enduring support by championing local as well as ‘national’ concerns.

         One other feature of the 1884 by-election campaign was that, although Home Rule was not necessarily a major issue for voters, it did feature. As a result, in the succeeding 1886 general election, there was one Conservative candidate and one ‘Liberal Unionist’, Richard Turner, who tried to make the Irish question a larger concern and attract votes away from Labouchère and Bradlaugh. This proved unsuccessful, although with 23.7 per cent of the poll, he undoubtedly made an impact, even though the two official Liberal Party candidates were returned once more, albeit with a reduced combined share of the vote.

         43What this demonstrates, among other things, is that the commitment to the Liberals evident in Northampton throughout the 1880s, and perhaps especially to high-profile and pungent characters, remained strong. With Bradlaugh re-elected once more in 1884, he again tried to affirm and take his seat. He also sought once more, as he had in the past, to vote three times. He was later fined for having done so. But the political ground had clearly shifted. A further attempt by Bradlaugh to affirm rather than take a religiously grounded oath, in January 1886, was finally accepted by the Speaker, Sir Arthur Wellesley Peel. At last, Bradlaugh was allowed to sit and vote legitimately in Parliament.

         This was not quite the end of the ‘Bradlaugh affair’, however. Political turmoil had resulted in general elections being called in both 1885 and 1886. Although a breakthrough for him personally became possible as a result of the actions of Peel, probably influenced by the clear evidence that the voters of Northampton were not about to be swayed into ditching the determined Liberal rebel, the law remained unchanged. So Bradlaugh’s ability to take his seat and participate in the regular business of Parliament remained the exception rather than the rule. His doing so also risked prosecution under the Parliamentary Oaths Act. By this time, however, opposition to affirming had been seriously eroded by the indefatigability of its proponents.

         Finally, in 1888, Charles Bradlaugh and his allies secured passage for a new Oaths Act. This was one which enshrined into law the right of affirmation for members of both Houses. It also extended and clarified the law as it related to witnesses in civil and criminal trials. That was important, because the Evidence Amendment Acts of 1869 and 1870 had proved unsatisfactory in this respect, whatever their other merits in providing relief to many who would otherwise have been put at a disadvantage.

         In truth, it is insufficient to claim that this success was down to the February 1884 Northampton by-election. It was clearly part of a cumulative process, rather than one single event in electoral politics. Nevertheless, it was the 1884 poll which helped to tip the scales decisively, not just for Bradlaugh but for the campaign to equalise the law for religious and non-religious adherents alike. This is one of the most significant reforms in parliamentary history. The determined people of 44Northampton definitely played their part in entrenching a parliamentary rebel who came to emblemise the case for an important change.

         
             

         

         Simon Barrow is a writer, commentator and former director of the beliefs, ethics and politics think-tank Ekklesia. He has authored and edited many books and articles, including Britain Needs Change: The Politics of Hope and Labour’s Challenge, with Gerry Hassan (Biteback, 2024).
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            Mid-Lanark

            27 APRIL 1888

LIBERAL HOLD

            BARONESS BRYAN

         

         
            Result: John Philipps (Liberal), 3,847, 52.1 per cent; William Bousfield (Conservative), 2,917, 39.5 per cent; Keir Hardie (Independent Labour), 617, 8.4 per cent

            Size of majority: 930

            Swing: N/A

            Name of previous MP and party: Stephen Mason (Liberal)

            Reason for by-election: Resignation of incumbent

            Result at previous general election: Stephen Mason (Liberal), 3,779, 56.5 per cent; James Shand-Harvey (Liberal Unionist), 2,909, 43.5 per cent

            Date by-election called: March 1888

            Date by-election took place: 27 April 1888

            Size of total electorate: 9,143

            Total number of votes cast: 7,381

            Turnout: 80.7 per cent

         

         On paper, this by-election may not look that interesting. The Liberals held the seat. The Independent Labour candidate received barely 600 votes. Not a lot to see here.

         The opposite is true. It came at a critical point in British politics, and the participants and onlookers recognised its significance at the time. There were four elements at play: there was an ongoing crisis in the Liberal Party with splits between the Whigs and more radical Liberals; Irish Home Rule was in the balance; in Scotland, the Crofters’ Party had made significant gains, but wider land reform remained an 46electoral issue; and the demand for working-class representation was beginning to get traction, but the debate around how to achieve it was unresolved. All these tensions came together in this one by-election.

         The struggles over who controlled the Liberal Party had been rumbling on for decades before the 1888 Mid-Lanark by-election. This was mostly played out in England, with Joseph Chamberlain leading the challenge against the established leadership.

         The Liberal Party in Scotland was separately organised from the English and Welsh Party. In both, there was a battle for power between the landed aristocracy and the new generation representing middle-class voters, but the specific issues in Scotland were to do with land reform and disestablishing the Church of Scotland.

         The old Whigs, who had for generations controlled the party, continued to hold sway through Liberal associations. The constitution and rules in Scotland restricted the party’s role to ‘giving information and advice at elections’ and ‘not in any way to interfere with the independent action of the various Liberal Associations from which it is formed’.

         The more radical elements wanted a party membership organisation that could directly influence party policy. A members’ council was established, but although it could pass policy resolutions, the executive simply ignored them.

         Despite Gladstone being a Scottish MP, he was busy fighting on many fronts in London and left the Scottish Liberal Party in the hands of Lord Rosebery, one of the many Scottish Liberal aristocrats. The breakdown in party unity in Scotland caused serious concern when rival Liberal candidates began contesting the same seat. The members looked to Gladstone to support their demands on disestablishment of the Church of Scotland, but he eventually decreed that it must be placed ‘at the end of a long vista’ and that it would not be a commitment in the general election.

         The Liberal Association’s earlier decision not to interfere in local associations contributed to the chaos of the 1885 general election as across Britain twenty-seven constituencies had rival Liberal candidates with eleven independent Liberals and four Crofters’ Party candidates winning seats. Gladstone was only able to form a government with the support of the Irish Party. This laid the ground for a new split in the party on his commitment to Irish Home Rule.

         47To gain the support of the Irish Party, Gladstone introduced the Government of Ireland Bill of 1886, known as the ‘First Home Rule Bill’. The limited Home Rule on offer was still too much for Liberal Unionists and contributed to an even bigger split in the Scottish Party. The traditional Whig Scottish Liberal Association withdrew its support from Gladstone and those who had opposed his earlier stance on disestablishment became his most loyal supporters.

         The Bill was defeated, resulting in a second general election, just seven months into Gladstone’s premiership. Liberal Unionists defected and formed a pact with the Conservatives. In Mid-Lanark in 1886, it was a Liberal Unionist candidate who unsuccessfully stood against the Liberals, but elsewhere the Liberals were heavily defeated, losing 127 MPs to the Tories and Liberal Unionists.

         Irish politics had become intimately linked to the success of the Liberal Party. This was particularly so in the towns and cities with large Irish populations.

         The famine in Ireland had resulted in huge levels of migration. In 1847 alone, over 50,000 Irish migrants arrived in Glasgow. They joined an already destitute population where jobs were hard to find and precarious.

         When work became available in Lanarkshire, many Irish families moved eastwards, where men and boys found work as miners, navvies and general labourers. They were mainly from Donegal and Ulster in the north of Ireland and were mostly Catholic. They established their own organisations and as the Irish Home Rule movement developed, many became politically affiliated to Irish political organisations.

         The two most influential leaders from Ireland were Charles Stewart Parnell and Michael Davitt. Davitt came from extreme poverty and was known for his radical politics. Parnell came from a wealthy Anglo-Irish family and intended to win support from landowners. Although from very different backgrounds and politics, they both, ultimately, put the cause of Home Rule above other political issues.

         Davitt was a frequent visitor to Scotland and became associated with the crofters’ struggles in the Highlands and Islands. In central Scotland, he urged the Irish immigrant population to integrate into the politics of their adopted country. While he favoured the establishment 48of a Labour Party, he joined Parnell in encouraging Irish voters to support the Liberals in the 1886 general election.

         The land issue was a further source of difference within the Liberal Party, with the Duke of Argyll and other Whig landowners opposing more rights for their tenants. Despite this, the Gladstone government passed the Crofters’ Holdings Act of 1886.

         Support for land reform in Scotland was not exclusive to the Highland Land League and its political wing, the Crofters’ Party. As the Crofters’ Act was limited to just seven ‘crofting counties’, it left large parts of Scotland still demanding land reform. The issue was taken up by socialist groups and many Liberals. The Scottish Land Restoration League was founded in Glasgow in 1884 and the Edinburgh-based Scottish Land and Labour League followed a year later. The radical Liberal MP Robert Cunninghame Graham campaigned to end the mineral royalties paid to landowners such as the Duke of Hamilton whose ancestral home was in the Mid-Lanark constituency.

         Politics during the nineteenth century was largely a hobby for the wealthy. Sons waiting to enter the House of Lords at the death of their fathers could spend time in the House of Commons. It was very much a gentlemen’s club which met around the other annual activities of the landed gentry. It would often not meet at all between the summer and January.

         MPs were not paid, so it was necessary to have an income from another source. Laws on bribery and corruption were ineffective, particularly in rural areas, where the landlord and the MP could be one and the same person.

         During the nineteenth century, more working-class men were able to vote. But the widening of the franchise didn’t result in a widening of political choice. As Gilbert and Sullivan put it in Iolanthe in 1882:

         
            
               I often think it’s comical,

               How Nature always does contrive

               That every boy and every gal

               That’s born into the world alive

               Is either a little Liberal

               Or else a little Conservative!

            

         

         49The Labour Representation League, formed in 1869 by John Stuart Mill with the support of the Trades Union Congress (TUC), tried to change this, but it made little progress and was subsumed into the Liberal Party. Meanwhile, under Gladstone’s leadership, a split occurred between the Whigs, who opposed any challenge to their control of the party and strongly objected to having working-class Members of Parliament, and those who thought they could incorporate a small number of TUC-supported candidates, as long as they were carefully chosen.

         The Liberal Party continued to benefit from working men’s votes, but in the 1880 election, only three candidates could be said to represent their needs, and even that was questionable. Henry Broadhurst was Secretary of the TUC, but he was far from radical. Indeed, he spent much of his time battling with Keir Hardie and others over issues such as the importance of the eight-hour day, a key demand of the workers’ movement, and whether there was any need for independent labour representation.

         In 1887, Keir Hardie attended his first TUC Congress. In his debut speech, he attacked Henry Broadhurst MP on the grounds that he had supported a Liberal candidate who employed sweated labour. This lone intervention by Hardie was his earliest salvo in a campaign for working-class representation that eventually resulted in the formation of the Labour Party.

         Keir Hardie was a socialist and a member of the Liberal Party. He wanted to test the Liberal Party’s commitment to make space for working-class candidates. Mid-Lanark seemed particularly auspicious as it had a sizable working-class electorate and Hardie was born in Lanarkshire and had worked as a miner and trade union organiser there. He also had the support of local Liberal Party members. The Liberal member for North West Lanarkshire was Robert Cunninghame Graham, considered to be the first socialist in Parliament. He encouraged Hardie to run for the seat.

         Hardie applied to the Mid-Lanark Liberal Association describing himself as ‘a Radical of a somewhat advanced type’. His address to the miners of Mid-Lanark claimed that a vote for Hardie would be ‘a vote for Gladstone, Parnell and you’. The TUC had recently established the Labour Electoral Association, which committed £400 towards Hardie’s campaign.

         The support of local members, however, was not enough. He needed 50the support of the Liberal Association, but it decided to select an English candidate with no local connections, from one of the elite Liberal families based in Wiltshire. It is probable that Cunninghame Graham and Hardie had anticipated rejection and already had plans for launching an independent Labour Party, so that if Hardie was not selected for the Liberal Party, he would stand as a Labour candidate.

         Hardie had been assured by his supporters that he could count on the 3,500 Irish votes. With that and the backing of important trade union figures such as Tom Mann from Manchester, he could win the seat.

         His campaign poster tried to appeal to all his target voters. It listed: Home Rule, democratic government, justice to labour, no monopoly, no landlordism, temperance reform, healthy homes, fair rents, the eight-hour day and work for the unemployed.

         The London leadership of the Liberal Party had real concerns that Hardie’s support among Liberal voters would split their vote, so they offered him a safe seat at the next general election with a salary of £300 a year if he would step down in Mid-Lanark. When he turned this down, the Labour Electoral Association withdrew its earlier commitment to financial support.

         He then lost the backing of the Irish voters as Parnell and the Irish National League encouraged support for the Liberal candidate as the best means of keeping influence with Gladstone. An article in the Glasgow Catholic Observer said that ‘Home Rule had to come first before the interests of the workmen’.

         Hardie had hoped to receive strong support from land reform campaigners, but he had never involved himself with either land reform or the crofters’ movement as all his efforts had been in industrial trade union organisation.

         Furthermore, some trade unionists were concerned about where Hardie’s funding was coming from; he was damaged by consistent rumours that he was receiving money from the Tories. His appointment of Tom Mann as his campaign manager, rather than help his prestige, upset local socialists who did not think it was necessary to bring in someone from England. The high hopes with which he started evaporated as the campaign progressed.

         After the result was declared, he celebrated the support of the ‘gallant 51600’ who had voted for him. He must have been disappointed that he could not win in such ideal conditions. As it turned out, it was to be the one and only time he fought a seat in Scotland.

         In the immediate aftermath of the by-election, Hardie and Cunninghame Graham formed the Scottish Labour Party and Hardie went on to help found the Independent Labour Party, a British-wide movement in 1893. He continued to campaign for the TUC to back a labour party and was eventually successful in 1900 with the formation of the Labour Representation Committee, the forerunner of the Labour Party, which was founded in 1906.

         Although he lost in Mid-Lanark, he was making a name for himself elsewhere and was selected as a candidate in the London seat West Ham South, which he won in 1892. He lost the seat at the following election and described his time in the House of Commons ‘as a place which I remember with a haunting horror’. In 1900, however, he was elected in Merthyr Tydfil, which he held until his death in 1915.

         Hardie was greatly admired by leading socialists including James Connolly, Jean Jaurès, Eugene Debs, Eleanor Marx, Friedrich Engels and Sylvia Pankhurst. He was loved by working men, women and children. He was the first leader of the Parliamentary Labour Party, but his main role was as an agitator. He died aged fifty-nine, worn out by decades of campaigning and opposition to the First World War.

         The successful candidate, John Wynford Philipps, was the eldest son of a baronet. He served as the MP for Mid-Lanark for six years before resigning and later becoming the MP for Pembrokeshire in Wales, which was something of a family seat. Ironically, this made him a Welsh MP at the same time as Keir Hardie was MP for Merthyr Tydfil.

         For a while at least, Westminster housed both the victor and defeated candidates from the 1888 Mid-Lanark by-election, one representing the entrenched privilege of the British class system and the other committed to its demise. Only one of these names is remembered, that of Keir Hardie.

         
             

         

         Baroness Bryan is president of the Keir Hardie Society and has edited books on his life and work. In 2025, she edited a book marking the fiftieth anniversary of the Red Paper on Scotland titled: Keep Left: Red Paper on Scotland 2025. She was appointed a Labour peer by Jeremy Corbyn.
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            Oldham

            6 JULY 1899

LIBERAL GAIN FROM CONSERVATIVES

            ALEX PUFFETTE

         

         
            Result: Alfred Emmott (Liberal), 12,976, 26.7 per cent (elected); Walter Runciman (Liberal), 12,770, 26.2 per cent (elected); Winston Churchill (Conservative), 11,477, 23.6 per cent; James Mawdsley (Conservative), 11,449, 23.5 per cent

            Size of majority: Majority for Emmott: 1,499; majority for Runciman: 1,293

            Swing: 2.4 per cent from Conservative to Liberal (Emmott); 1.8 per cent from Conservative to Liberal (Runciman)

            Name of previous MPs and party: Robert Ascroft (Conservative); James Oswald (Conservative)

            Reason for by-election: Oswald’s resignation due to ill health and then Ascroft’s death

            Result at previous general election: Robert Ascroft (Conservative), 13,085, 26.3 per cent (elected); James Oswald (Conservative), 12,465, 25.0 per cent (elected); Adam Lee (Liberal), 12,249, 24.6 per cent; John Tomlinson Hibbert (Liberal), 12,092, 24.2 per cent

            Date by-election called: 27 June 1899

            Date by-election took place: 6 July 1899

            Size of total electorate: 28,476

            Total number of votes cast: Approx. 24,550

            Turnout: 86.2 per cent

         

         The Greatest Briton put himself at the mercy of the electorate for the first time in Oldham in July 1899. Winston Churchill would 53contest over twenty elections during a political career that spanned six decades, but this first contest was seminal.

         Not least because Churchill lost, which ended up being an unintended masterstroke. Had he won, the 24-year-old would almost certainly have never served as a journalist in the Second Boer War, where he escaped capture in a scene reminiscent of Indiana Jones involving a freight train and a coal mine, which turned him into a national hero. The incredible publicity that this posting brought him did far more for the tale of Churchill than victory in Oldham in 1899 ever would. Nevertheless, this contest greatly shaped the political animal that Churchill was and, therefore, arguably in the history of British by-elections, is among the most consequential.

         Oldham was meant to be a rather straightforward affair. It was a true Conservative/Liberal marginal, in what was then Lancashire, and as a multi-member constituency had two MPs, both Conservative in early 1899. So, when James Oswald, one of the two incumbents, decided that it would be in his and the party’s interests to stand down after suffering from a bout of ill health, the other MP, Robert Ascroft, quickly approached Churchill to stand as Oswald’s replacement. The son of former Chancellor Lord Randolph Churchill was well known to harbour political ambitions, which combined with the weight that the Churchill name carried, and the youngster’s successful career as a journalist and writer, left Winston Churchill as a competitive candidate. The Conservative ticket had been drafted, with the energetic Churchill, supported by the locally popular Ascroft, primed to take on the Liberals.

         However, only a few weeks later, Ascroft died, and so another by-election was needed. Lord Salisbury’s Conservative government, and Conservative Central Office, feared defeat in both elections and to mitigate the damage decided to call a double by-election, meaning that both Oldham MPs would be elected on the same day. From the beginning, optimism was not a word that would be associated with Lord Salisbury’s attitude to his candidates’ chances.

         The political reality for the Conservatives at the time was stark. Some Prime Ministers are masters of foreign policy, others roam the domain of domestic affairs, and in 1899 the Conservatives were being led by a 54Prime Minister who was squarely in the former category. Unlike the 1900 khaki election a year later, the by-election in Oldham was not to be fought on Britain’s place in the world and the policies implemented beyond its borders. Churchill was aware that he was effectively being sent as a lamb to the slaughter but decided that ‘any political fight in any circumstances seemed to me better than no fight at all’.

         Churchill would be one of the Conservative combatants, but a second was to be found. The local Conservatives and Liberals both had an initial idea to only stand a candidate each, which would lead to each party gaining one MP. As it would today, this suggestion provoked outrage from local activists on both sides. As a result, rather perceptively, to run with a through-and-through member of the establishment, the Conservative Party picked a trade unionist, who claimed he would be, in effect, a Conservative–Independent Labour candidate. James Mawdsley had started working in a cotton mill before he turned ten, and as an adult had been a part of the Trades Union Congress, becoming chairman four years before the by-election. The newspapers found the pairing incredulous, with Churchill, who was raised in a palace, and Mawdsley, a factory, being labelled as ‘The Scion and the Socialist’.

         To take on ‘The Scion and the Socialist’, the Liberals picked Alfred Emmott and Walter Runciman, perhaps as close to an ideal Liberal election pairing as could be found at the time – Emmott was local and rich and Runciman was young and rich. As the leading cotton spinner in the town, a former mayor and with a wife who was active in the local community, Emmott had exactly the sort of local connections that serve candidates well. Runciman, on the other hand, was a 29-year-old energetic campaigner whose father had founded a successful shipping company. Helpfully, for Runciman, just like Emmott, his wife was also keen to play a role in his political career, joining her husband at events and campaigning sessions. Pamela Plowden, the first love of Churchill, however, refused to come to support her partner. The Conservatives already had a mountain to climb, but the Liberals were keen to ensure that there was no chance that The Scion nor The Socialist made it to the summit.

         The scale of his opponents’ wealth alarmed Churchill and, given the importance of finance to a political campaign, he was right to 55be perturbed. Churchill rallied against what he perceived as double standards:

         
            The poor Trade Unionist friend and I would have had very great difficulty in finding £500 between us, yet we were accused of representing the vested interests of society, while our opponents, who were certainly good for a quarter of a million, claimed to champion in generous fashion the causes of the poor and needy.

         

         Across the eighty-eight by-elections covered in this book, there are themes that emerge. Some campaigns become referendums on the government, others a temperature check on particular political issues, and some insurgencies by radical candidates. In Oldham, the campaign ultimately came down to one issue – the Clerical Tithes Bill. This legislation, which was being proposed by the Conservative government, stipulated that local tax rates would be used to help fund the Church of England clergy and church schools, which were not greatly strapped for cash in the eyes of the populace. As the only Anglican candidate, Churchill was being aimed at to take the brunt of the blame for the Bill from the Oldham electorate. An electorate which contained a significant chunk of Nonconformists, who dissented from the Church of England, and as a result were particularly unhappy with the Bill and the fact that it meant that their taxes would fund the very church they dissented from. With the candidates being forced to subscribe to the party line on the Bill, the Conservative campaign was not in a strong position going into the by-election.

         ‘The Liberal candidates present their compliments and respectfully solicit your vote and influence,’ read the Liberal leaflets in Oldham. These leaflets formed part of the strong campaign that the Liberals fought, which showed Emmott and Runciman as two safe pairs of hands, compared to the incredibly baby-faced Churchill and, to some, scraggly Mawdsley. Churchill wrote to his mother during the campaign conceding that Emmott and Runciman were far better at ‘placarding and pushing their propaganda’ than he was, which perhaps makes it sound simply that the Liberals were just the superior campaigners.

         On occasion, the combatants went for the jugular. Runciman 56accused Churchill of having spent the previous years ‘swashbuckling’ round the world, referring to Churchill’s military service. Churchill retorted with rage: ‘A Lancashire regiment was up the Nile! Was that swashbuckling? Mr Runciman, of course, has not had the same experience as the Queen’s Own Lancashire Fusiliers.’ Churchill knew, however, that these broadsides would do little to change the outcome, as in reality the Conservative government had made their candidates’ task almost impossible.

         In another attempt to counter the unpopularity of his party and halt the Liberal swing, Churchill gave speech after speech during the campaign, with up to eight speaking engagements per day. His campaign launch was attended by 2,500, with subsequent speeches attracting 1,000 at peak. The sheer scale of his orations caused one of his tonsils to become inflamed. Merely in his twenties, Churchill was a remarkable public speaker, but to escape the dire hand that the Conservative government had dealt, it would take more than an impressive turn of phrase.

         Mere days before voters in Oldham were due to go to the polls, at a Methodist school no less, Churchill reversed his stance on the central issue of the campaign. Declaring that the Conservative Clerical Tithes Bill was a mistake and that if elected he would vote against it, Churchill undertook a screeching U-turn that represented a desperate final roll of the dice to stop the march of the Liberals. While the audience gathering to hear Churchill speak roared, outside the hall the attempt entirely backfired. Voters who were unhappy with the Bill were going to vote Liberal anyway, and all Churchill did was enrage his base, who already were struggling to be enthused by ‘The Scion and the Socialist’ ticket. Days prior, the Conservative MP for nearby Stockport had defected to the Liberals over the Bill and so the central Conservative Party did not take well to another betrayal by one of its high-profile members. Arthur Balfour, soon to be Prime Minister, said of Churchill’s change of heart: ‘I thought he was a young man of promise, but it appears he is a young man of promises.’ Churchill later reflected that if you do not defend your party in its darkest hour, there is little point defending it at all. No doubt those that lead modern political parties feel that this is a lesson that some modern by-election candidates could also learn.

         Less than three weeks after Ascroft had suddenly died, polling day 57arrived, and the Conservative campaign was treated to a much-needed high-profile campaign visit. Lady Randolph Churchill arrived dressed head to toe in blue to support her eldest son. Another reinforcement was due, in the form of a car that a friend lent Churchill. Unfortunately, the car broke down before it even reached the Lancashire town, perhaps a portent of the result that was to come for the Conservatives.

         As the people of Oldham, minus all the women and the disenfranchised men, headed to the secret ballot – which had only been introduced three decades before, with voters then having to declare their choice of candidate openly – it became clear that as Churchill had realised during the campaign, the Conservatives were in a difficult position. Both campaigns transported voters to the polling station by car, something still done in British elections to this day. The Conservatives managed to ferry more people, but no amount of ground campaigning by Churchill and Mawdsley could change the result.

         After the Liberal victory was declared, in a scene still seen today, the Conservatives headed to the local Conservative club to drown their sorrows. Churchill, in typical fashion, wrote that he was left with ‘those feelings of deflation which a bottle of Champagne or even soda-water represents when it has been half emptied and left uncorked for a night’. While in hindsight losing greatly benefited Churchill, he certainly did not feel that at the time.

         ‘Everyone threw the blame on me,’ wrote Churchill. The Conservative establishment blamed him for allowing Mawdsley, the antithesis of what they, unwisely, believed a Tory should be, to run with him. Others suggested that Churchill’s youth caused the defeat, ignoring the fact that youthful Runciman had prevailed. Arthur Balfour, taking a different tone to his reprimand for Churchill’s U-turn, wrote to console along with helpfully summarising the reason why the youngster’s chances of victory were slim to begin with:

         
            The employers dislike the compensation bill; the doctors dislike the vaccination bill; the general public dislike the clergy, so the rating [Clerical Tithes] bill is unpopular: the clergy resented your repudiation of the bill: the Orangemen are sulky and refuse to be conciliated even by the promise to vote for the Liverpool proposals. Of course, those 58benefited by our measures are not grateful, while those who suppose themselves to be injured resent them. Truly unpromising conditions under which to fight a Lancashire seat!

         

         It is clear that for Churchill in 1899, Oldham was the perfect storm.

         Churchill’s biographer, Roy Jenkins, fairly concluded that the future Prime Minister ‘neither distinguished nor disgraced himself’ in the contest. A fair characterisation, given that Churchill reversed his views on the paramount issue of the campaign, the Clerical Tithes Bill, abandoning his party as a result. While his packed schedule of speaking engagements perhaps should be a benchmark for those that seek election even today, in reality, they were futile and always would be. To Churchill, by-elections ‘are even worse than ordinary elections because all the cranks and faddists of the country … fasten upon the wretched candidate’ – perhaps the living by-election candidates featured in later chapters feel exactly the same.

         Excerpts from the ‘Ditties of the Day’ section of the Westminster Budget newspaper, widely circulated at the time, summarise the contest in Oldham in 1899 well and rather humorously:

         
            The Scion and the Socialist were standing hand in hand; They wept like anything to see the Liberals sweep the land. ‘If Oldham only puts us in they said that would be grand!’ …

            The Scion and the Socialist stood for a week or so. And then they took a Tory line, Conveniently low: and all the little voters stood and listened in a row …

            ‘O Voters,’ said the Socialist. ‘Shall you be giving us your votes?’ But answer comes there none – and this is scarcely odd, because they’re Liberals every one.

         

         Runciman and Emmott both went on to serve in Cabinet, the former joining in 1908 and the latter in 1914. The Runciman Report was drafted by its namesake in 1938, which marked a key step towards the Munich Agreement and the wider appeasement of Nazi Germany. The fate of ‘The Scion and the Socialist’, on the other hand, is very much a tale of two halves. The Socialist, Mawdsley, died a few years later after 59breaking his china bath due to his sizeable weight and succumbing to the injuries this caused. The Scion, however, was not to be left deflated. Prior to standing in the election, Churchill consulted a palm reader, who relayed to him that she had a very positive reading for his future, and Churchill was no doubt keen to still make that a reality. Fresh from escaping having been captured in South Africa, where he had been a war correspondent reporting on the Second Boer War, in the 1900 ‘khaki election’, Churchill defeated Walter Runciman to become the new MP for Oldham.

         A blue plaque remains on the Oldham Town Hall to commemorate where Churchill gave his first speech as a Member of Parliament. A year prior at the by-election count, the victorious Runciman had sauntered out of the very same town hall, turned to the defeated 24-yearold Conservative and said, ‘Don’t worry, I don’t think this is the last the country has heard of either of us.’ Certainly in the case of Winston Churchill, the man who would go on to save Britain, that was to be the understatement of the century.

         
             

         

         Alex Puffette is a recent philosophy, politics and economics graduate. He is Iain Dale’s researcher and wrote the chapter on Napoleon Bonaparte in The Dictators (Hodder & Stoughton, 2024). He wrote his first book aged sixteen and stood in his first election aged nineteen.
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            Barnard Castle

            24 JULY 1903

LABOUR REPRESENTATION COMMITTEE GAIN

            DAVID LAWS

         

         
            Result: Arthur Henderson (Labour Representation Committee), 3,370, 35.4 per cent; William Vane (Conservative/Unionist), 3,323, 35.0 per cent; Hubert Beaumont (Liberal), 2,809, 29.6 per cent

            Size of majority: 47

            Swing: N/A

            Name of previous MP and party: Joseph Pease (Liberal)

            Reason for by-election: Death of incumbent

            Result at previous general election: Joseph Pease (Liberal), 5,036 votes, 58.7 per cent; William Vane (Unionist), 3,545 votes, 41.3 per cent

            Date by-election called: 6 July 1903

            Date by-election took place: 24 July 1903

            Size of total electorate: 11,226

            Total number of votes cast: 9,502

            Turnout: 84.6 per cent

         

         Between January 1900 and the outbreak of the First World War, there was a veritable tsunami of by-elections – 274, or over one and a half on average each month.

         Of these, the Barnard Castle by-election of July 1903 stands out as one of the most historically significant. Though it made no difference to the balance of forces in the Commons, this was the first by-election in which the Labour Party (then the Labour Representation Committee) was to win a seat against both Liberal and Conservative/Unionist opponents. It helped reinforce the case for an anti-Unionist Lib–Lab 61pact, which led on to the establishment of a Labour bridgehead in Parliament which would eventually be used to assault the Liberal Party.

         Liberal leaders, including the Chief Whip, were content for Labour to win the by-election. And during the campaign, the chairman of the Northern Liberal Association angrily complained to the Daily News that Liberal leaders had ‘cheerfully cast Barnard Castle to the wolves in the hope perhaps of keeping them from their own doors’. He cautioned that the Liberals were in danger of ‘nursing into life a serpent which would sting their party to death’.

         At Barnard Castle, the Liberal leadership conspired to deliver Labour its fifth MP and assisted in placing into Parliament the man who would become Labour’s first ever Cabinet minister and serve three spells as its party leader. What explains this extraordinary behaviour?

         In 1903, the Liberals were only three years away from winning a landslide general election, inflicting on the Unionists their worst ever defeat (until 2024).

         But the Liberals were feeling neither confident nor strong. The Unionists had beaten them in the last four general elections, and they had enjoyed only two brief spells in office since 1885. The party was split over Home Rule. It was struggling to raise money. And in the 1900 election, it fielded a feeble 402 candidates for 670 seats.

         Although Labour had won only two seats in the 1900 general election, the party was now growing – particularly in the north. By 1902, its affiliated membership, backed by the trade unions, exceeded 700,000. And in this year, the party began to receive union political levies to help fund electioneering – a crucial development.

         In August 1902, the LRC won its third seat in a by-election at Clitheroe, after the Liberals decided not to field a candidate. By now, the Liberal leadership was talking to the LRC about a potential pact in certain seats.

         North-east England was still, however, a Liberal stronghold, and the few working-class MPs being elected were ‘Lib–Labs’, accepting the Liberal whip. In 1900, the LRC stood a candidate only in Sunderland, but in February 1903, it decided to target four seats in the region – including Barnard Castle. The north-east Liberals became aware of this – and the Liberal industrialists who dominated the party in the region were deeply suspicious of the LRC.

         62By March 1903, the Liberal Chief Whip at Westminster, Herbert Gladstone, was secretly briefing his party leader, Henry Campbell-Bannerman, that there were no ‘material points of difference’ in the policies of the LRC and Liberals and that a national deal was possible to give a number of Labour candidates ‘an open field against a common enemy’.

         On 13 March 1903, Gladstone sent Campbell-Bannerman a memorandum, summarising his very talks with Ramsay MacDonald, Secretary of the Labour Representation Committee. As well as setting out the principles behind a possible seats deal, he identified around thirty-five seats where the Liberals might consider giving Labour an unchallenged run.

         The memorandum listed around fifty named seats – divided into clusters based on their likelihood of deals being done. Twenty-three seats were described as ‘where there is no difficulty’. The reason for their inclusion looks fairly obvious. None had Liberal MPs. Some had not even fielded Liberals in 1900. Many had already been contested by the LRC or Lib–Labs, without Liberal involvement. And in the two member seats, one Liberal and one LRC candidate could be fielded.

         Next was a list of five seats considered ‘adjustable’ – including Leicester, a two-member seat, where Ramsay MacDonald would stand and win in 1906. This was followed by a list of five, described as ‘claimed by LRC and difficult’, including Sheffield, Rochdale and Jarrow. It is not difficult to see why these seats were ‘difficult’. Three were already Liberal and in another the second-placed Liberal was well ahead of an LRC candidate.

         Below this was a list of six seats classified as ‘available alternatives’. The rationale for these seats looks to be based on one obvious characteristic – they were seats held by the Conservatives/Unionists and in most cases for the best part of twenty years. Only one seat failed to fit that pattern. That seat was Barnard Castle – a held Liberal seat and one that had been Liberal for decades. Including this seat on the list was not going to be popular with the local party, unless it was willing to embrace the LRC candidate as a natural ally.

         At the end of the Gladstone memorandum, it was noted that local Liberal associations would still determine whether to field candidates or not – ‘but the Liberal Council will use every legitimate effort to 63secure this open field and to maintain it for authorised and responsible Labour candidates’.

         Two days before the memorandum was sent, on 11 March 1903, there had been a by-election at Woolwich in London. The Unionists had held the seat continuously since its creation – in 1895 by a huge 10,519 majority and in 1900 unopposed. But this time, Will Crooks, a well-known trade unionist, local politician and LRC member, stood against the Unionists, without Liberal competition, and won easily – securing over 60 per cent of the vote.

         It looked to Liberal leaders as if co-operation with the LRC was both desirable and necessary. In some seats, like Woolwich (on Gladstone’s list as a seat where ‘there is no difficulty’), Labour might be able to win in areas in which the Liberals had failed to break through. In others, avoiding a Lib–Lab contest might remove the risk of Unionists triumphing because of a split ‘progressive’ vote.

         If Woolwich was the perfect seat for Lib–Lab co-operation, Barnard Castle was the constituency on the MacDonald/Gladstone list that might prove most tricky. And now, barely three months later, the seat’s Liberal MP, Sir Joseph Pease, who had been MP since 1885, died on his seventy-fifth birthday, on 23 June 1903.

         Pease had a gold-standard CV for a Liberal of this era. His father was a Quaker industrialist who had served as Durham’s MP. He was a prominent north-east businessman, with interests in coal, mills, manufacturing and the family’s own bank. He was a Justice of the Peace, a deputy lieutenant, the president of the Peace Society and a campaigner against the opium trade.

         As for Barnard Castle, it had been a Liberal seat in every year since its creation in 1885, while the Liberals had also finished in first place in the predecessor seat of South Durham in every election since the seat was established in 1832.

         In 1903, Barnard Castle was regarded as a safe Liberal seat – in which the party would often bank 65 per cent or 70 per cent of the vote. The LRC had never put up a candidate there. But this time they would field one – and his background could not be more different from that of the silver-spooned Sir Joseph.

         Arthur Henderson was born in Glasgow – his mother a domestic 64servant, his father a textile worker who died when he was only ten. The Hendersons moved to the north-east of England, where young Arthur started his employment at the Robert Stephenson and Sons’ Foundry – aged just twelve. By the 1890s, Henderson was a trade unionist of moderate disposition, and in 1895 he applied to be the Liberal candidate in Newcastle. He was, however, rejected, as had been other future Labour leaders – Keir Hardie and Ramsay MacDonald. Some Liberal associations favoured wealthy candidates, who would be able to help shoulder the heavy election costs. Others may have been sniffy about adopting working-class members. It was to be a disastrous missed opportunity for the Liberals. Many workers and trade unionists now concluded that they needed their own party.

         In 1900, Henderson was one of the 129 founder delegates who voted to establish the LRC, and by 1903 he was treasurer. Henderson was now also the Liberal agent in the Barnard Castle seat, working for Sir Joseph Pease, and funded by him. On 7 February 1903, Pease informed his constituency association that he would not stand again at the next general election. The Liberals began to mull who might be their next candidate. The Northern Liberal Federation had already had talks with the Durham Miners Federation about seats in which Lib–Lab candidates might stand. Barnard Castle was not one of these.

         In late 1902, Pease – perhaps deciding he no longer needed to fund campaigning work – informed Henderson that the funding for his role as agent would end on 31 December. Not wishing to immediately lose their agent, the Liberal Association agreed to pay Henderson’s salary until 31 March 1903.

         But Henderson was no longer planning to play second fiddle to the Liberal aristocracy of the region. On 1 April 1903, the day after he lost his paid post, he was adopted as the seat’s LRC candidate.

         Many Liberals felt that he would be a good MP. But others were angry. They were not keen to have a member of another political grouping forced on them. And they were furious that Henderson seemed to have arranged to become the LRC candidate while still being the paid Liberal agent. Samuel Storey, chair of the Northern Liberal Federation, was particularly unhappy.

         With the death of Pease, the issue of Lib–Lab strategy in the seat 65was very pressing. Could the Liberals and the LRC unite behind one candidate? They could not.

         The LRC was committed to fielding Henderson. He was supported by a notable minority of local Liberals, and Barnard Castle seemed to be a seat which the national Liberal leadership were willing to concede to Labour. Herbert Gladstone, close to signing off the seats deal with MacDonald, preferred the Liberals not to field a candidate.

         But that was not the way the majority of Liberals in the north-east saw the matter. Why should they concede a ‘safe’ Liberal seat to another party, whose candidate had seemingly betrayed them? It was a good question.

         On 6 July, just two weeks after Pease’s death, the election writ was moved. Election day would be Friday 24 July. And there would be a three-way battle.

         But Gladstone was even now arranging low-key support for Henderson – infuriating the local association. His failure to support his own candidate was even more striking when one considers the man’s exemplary credentials. For the Liberals chose the 39-year-old Hubert Beaumont – third son of Wentworth Blackett Beaumont, who was later to become 1st Baron Allendale, a Liberal politician, landowner and industrialist who had been in Parliament for a thumping thirty-nine years. Hubert’s brother was also a serving Liberal MP. Hubert was, then, part of the Liberal elite – educated at Eton and Oxford, he had already stood in two general elections, without success. When he was selected for Barnard Castle, he must initially have been confident of victory. After the seventy-one years of Liberal table-topping local success, surely he was a shoo-in?

         But he and his major backer – Samuel Storey – were aware that Henderson’s intervention was a serious threat. Storey was another affluent Liberal businessman, active in north-east politics, who had served as MP for Sunderland from 1881 to 1895. He was also a newspaper owner – having helped establish the Sunderland Echo in 1873 and added other titles to his group thereafter.

         Storey was a man of strong political opinions – advocating Home Rule even before it was Liberal policy and championing tariff reform which was deeply unpopular with his party colleagues.

         66As the campaign commenced in early July, Beaumont and Storey concentrated their fire on Henderson. Storey now fired off a string of open letters to Henderson, seeking to dissuade Liberals from backing him.

         On 6 July, the Sunderland Daily Echo was loyally reporting the first such letter which stated that Beaumont was offering to stand down – if Henderson would promise to ‘act in Parliament with the Liberal Party’ and reserve his freedom to vote as he wished on ‘labour questions’. Beaumont and Storey knew that these were not guarantees that Henderson could give.

         The Echo reported a second Storey letter on 8 July. This stated that most Liberal associations in the north-east were opposed to backing an LRC candidate, while angrily noting that ‘certain officials in London’ were ignoring this local sentiment.

         On 10 July, the Echo reported on further Lib–Lab squabbling. Beaumont had set out another public challenge to Henderson and had again offered to stand down if Henderson would promise to support local Lib–Lab candidates in future elections, take the Liberal whip and promise that he would be free from any LRC pressure to take a common line on ‘labour questions’.

         By 15 July, the Echo was reporting Storey’s third public letter to Henderson. This time things were getting more heated – Storey was drawing attention to Henderson’s supposed bad faith in arranging to be the LRC candidate while also serving as the Liberal agent.

         Storey and Beaumont took up these themes in their frequent public speeches. They contrasted the situation in Barnard Castle with that in Woolwich – where there was an agreement by all the ‘radical forces’ to unite behind the LRC candidate.

         Emotions were running high and a week before polling day, the Echo was reporting that legal proceedings had been issued by Henderson because of allegations in Liberal election leaflets.

         Labour was already fighting back, and on 17 July the radical LRC MP Keir Hardie wrote an open letter of his own to Beaumont, claiming that Beaumont had met him in the House of Commons and sought to become a Labour candidate. The letter also raised the issue of Beaumont’s views on the sensitive issue of tariffs – claiming Beaumont 67was supporting Storey’s pro-tariff views. Hardie claimed that Beaumont was ‘Mr Storey’s protégé’ and that Henderson was the only true free trade candidate in the election.

         In May 1903, Joseph Chamberlain had publicly launched his campaign for tariffs and ‘imperial preference’. The issue was hugely politically divisive, not least because it raised the possibility of additional taxes on food. Chamberlain split the Unionists but largely united Labour and the Liberals against tariffs.

         But Storey was in favour of tariffs. He felt so strongly that by October, he would resign as chairman of the Northern Liberal Association to become a tariff reformer – and in January 1910, he would be elected MP in Sunderland as an Independent Tariff Reform candidate.

         Storey’s views were a problem for Beaumont. He didn’t want to offend his political patron but could not afford to upset the majority of local Liberals. So, in the election address which he issued on 2 July, he advocated a carefully contrived compromise. In this, he asserted that he was a ‘Free Trader, opposed to food taxation’, but also that he ‘favoured an inquiry [into tariffs] and would consider with an unbiased mind any concrete fiscal proposals made by the government’. Later in the campaign, he claimed that he supported an open inquiry – believing it would ‘strengthen the cause of Free Trade’. It was a fully fledged ‘fudgerama’, which must have upset many and convinced few.

         And Beaumont’s position on free trade was dangerously vague in an election where tariffs were a big issue. On 15 July, the New Daily Chronicle reported that ‘Imperial Tariff League agents are becoming increasingly aggressive’ in their campaigning and were holding a mass public meeting in Barnard Castle Music Hall that night.

         Meanwhile, all the candidates were dashing around the constituency, speaking at large numbers of public meetings – the staple of election campaigns of the time.

         On 20 July, Beaumont addressed twenty meetings in a day. On Wednesday 22 July, fighting for every vote, he met with farmers in the Market Place in Barnard Castle. According to the Sheffield Daily Telegraph, ‘several questions on agricultural matters were satisfactorily answered’.

         68Normally, the national parties would arrange strong support for their candidates. In other by-elections this year, Herbert Gladstone sent ten to twelve Liberal MPs to speak in support. And the national parties often funded huge leaflet campaigns.

         The Unionists did their best to support their candidate, Colonel Vane, who benefited from many visits from prominent Unionist MPs. The LRC did its best for Henderson. But Beaumont received scant central support. Not a single prominent Liberal MP came to back him.

         Instead, he had to make do with the occasional supportive letter to local newspapers. On 20 July, the Echo published one such missive from a Liberal MP bemoaning the lack of party loyalty to Beaumont from ‘those trying to wreck and ruin the Liberal Party’. It cannot have been of much help.

         By the end of the campaign, it was clear the outcome was close.

         Polling day was Friday 24 July. The day was hot and dry – the best of English summer weather. Agricultural workers were allowed to vote early, to get swiftly back to work. The party election machines were in full gear. Eight motor cars provided by Liberal supporters were driven up from London. Colonel Vane had nine such cars at his disposal, but they turned out to be a mixed blessing. The highways were dry and dusty, and drivers and passengers complained of the ‘large clouds of limestone powder with which they are assailed’. While driving around the thirty-five polling stations, Vane’s car suffered a puncture, which took three hours to fix. He arrived at Barnard Castle at 4 p.m. in a foul mood, complaining of ‘injury to his eyes by dust’.

         The polling stations were packed. In the 1900 election, almost 8,600 had voted – a turnout of 77.7 per cent. This time, with three candidates and a furious fight to the finish, turnout surged to just over 9,500 voters – 84.6 per cent, the highest recorded in the constituency.

         The count took place at the Witham Memorial Hall on Saturday 25 July. It was soon clear that many Liberal voters had deserted. Barnard Castle, Liberal ‘for ever’, had experienced a political earthquake. At just after 2 p.m., the Sheriff of Durham, Mr Hogg, announced the result. The Conservative candidate, William Vane, a 43-year-old colonel, had seen his vote fall a little to 3,323, despite a rise in the turnout. This was no big surprise, given Unionist political weakness at the time.

         69But it was the Liberals who suffered the big electoral caning. Their 5,036 votes (58.7 per cent) of 1900 plunged to just 2,809 (29.6 per cent). They had fallen from first place to third.

         It was the LRC’s Arthur Henderson who was the beneficiary of this Liberal collapse – he polled 3,370 votes, to secure a narrow majority of forty-seven.

         Henderson walked to the window of the Witham Memorial Hall, to address the crowd gathered below. The Manchester Evening News reported ‘loud cheers, intermingled with groans’. Henderson proclaimed that it had been a ‘workers fight’ and noted that the Liberals and Labour now needed to work together ‘as they had done at Woolwich’.

         Henderson’s new colleagues were overjoyed. The LRC MP Richard Bell wrote congratulating him on ‘the greatest Labour victory of all’.

         The newspapers were not slow to draw wider conclusions. The Western Daily Press saw it as a big defeat for Chamberlain’s tariff plan. The Daily Chronicle concluded that it was now obvious that the Liberals and Labour needed to do a deal. The Morning Post warned that the Liberals had to more actively embrace the concerns of workers and realise that ‘united the Liberals and Labour stand, divided they fall’.

         For the Liberals and Labour, there seemed to be a powerful message. Even in seats that looked solidly Liberal, where they were heavily dependent on working-class support, this might now easily switch away to the LRC. By 1914, this would be even clearer. In the eighteen three-way by-elections between 1903 and 1914, where Labour had not previously stood, the average Unionist vote rose by 0.6 per cent, while the average Liberal vote fell by 18.8 per cent. These were not simply anti-government swings. Even when the Unionists were in power, third-party interventions were now much more damaging to the Liberals.

         It followed that if both parties competed head-to-head, they might easily let the Unionists come through the middle and win. Since 1832, no Unionist had ever topped the poll in Barnard Castle – but this time Colonel Vane was just forty-eight votes from victory.

         For Herbert Gladstone, this appeared to make his deal with the LRC even more important. It could protect Liberal seats and allow both parties to launch a tactical pincer movement against the Unionists.

         Just six weeks after the by-election, on 6 September, Gladstone 70concluded his deal with Ramsay MacDonald. Its effects would be evident in the general election of 1906, when the Unionists suffered their worst ever defeat. They fell from 402 seats in 1900 to just 156, despite securing 43.4 per cent of the vote. Gladstone’s political secretary wrote to him to conclude of the pact: ‘Was there ever such a justification of a policy by results?’

         Other Liberals continued to believe that their party had delivered short-term success at huge long-term risk.

         In July 1903, Storey, still chairman of the Northern Liberal Association, had warned that ‘the effect of surrendering to this new party will be the destruction of organised liberalism here in the North’. And nineteen of the twenty-three presidents of Liberal associations in the region had made clear their opposition to future deals.

         Barnard Castle had highlighted for the Liberals and Labour the opportunities, and the risks, from co-operation. Could the Liberals contain and manage Labour? Or would Labour consolidate its bridgehead and then break out into Liberal territory? A decade after the by-election, the answer to that question was not clear. It would take the First World War and its political consequences to answer it.

         
             

         

         David Laws was Liberal Democrat MP for Yeovil from 2001 to 2015 and was a Minister in the Cameron–Clegg Coalition. He has written a number of books on politics, of which his latest is Serpents, Goats and Turkeys (Biteback, 2024), a history of Liberal–Labour relations since 1903.
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