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            Introduction

            Duncan Brack and Iain Dale

         

         Here in this book you will find twenty-three examinations of things that never happened, from William Gladstone being drowned at sea in 1885, to Lyndon Johnson being shot down over the Pacific in 1942, to Britain losing the Falklands War in 1983, to Tony Blair sacking Gordon Brown as Chancellor in 2004, to the Scottish people voting ‘yes’ in the independence referendum of 2014. You will also find three chapters on things that haven’t happened yet…

         This is the fourth in a series of books of political counterfactuals one or both of us has produced, the others being Prime Minister Portillo and Other Things That Never Happened (2003), President Gore and Other Things That Never Happened (2007) and Prime Minister Boris and Other Things That Never Happened (2011). As we have observed before, although ‘serious’ historians have tended to look down their noses at the study of counterfactuals, they have a distinguished record. Winston Churchill contributed a chapter (on what if Robert E. Lee had won the battle of Gettysburg) to a 1931 collection called If It Had Happened Otherwise, and other counterfactual analyses have been published by historians and sociologists such as Robert Fogel, Geoffrey Hawthorn and Niall Ferguson. Indeed, counterfactual history is increasingly popular, with an ever-expanding range of books, novels, documentaries and films produced in recent years.

         We believe that counterfactual history has value in the analysis of history in several different sets of circumstances – all illustrated by chapters included in this book. To achieve this analytical aim, the counterfactuals must of course be plausible. Start to change one decision or happening or event in history, and it can be difficult to justify not changing others. There have to be boundaries, and the more rigorously these are policed the more convincing – and the more analytically useful – the results become. So the chapters in this book are limited to occasions where very little needed to have happened differently for the ultimate outcome to have been transformed – and, mostly, to changed individual choices or actions set against unchanged economic and social backgrounds.

         One group of chapters, accordingly, focuses on instances where historical outcomes depended on finely balanced decisions or actions taken by key individuals or small groups of people; the counterfactual enables us to analyse the range of factors that influenced their decisions, to weigh up their relative importance and to consider whether the decision that was actually reached was the ‘right’ one given what the individuals themselves hoped to achieve. Thus we have the French Cabinet voting to accept Winston Churchill’s offer of unification with Britain in June 1940 (Churchill himself thought that they might have done had French Prime Minister Reynaud held on to his post for one day longer); the British Cabinet deciding to float sterling in 1952 (the proposal was seriously discussed, and could have avoided the debilitating cycle of boom and bust that crippled the British economy in the 1950s and 1960s); the German politician Lothar Späth deciding to stand against Helmut Kohl for Chancellor in 1989 (he almost did – and, far less keen than Kohl on German reunification, he could have turned down the expensive and risky project that in reality Kohl embarked on in 1990); the UK joining the euro in 2000 (which our author argues could have been good for the euro system as well as the UK); Yevgeny Primakov standing for Russian President in 2000 (a popular and effective Prime Minister, he almost did – which could have meant no President Putin); Tony Benn deciding to back Respect when it was launched in 2004 (thus helping to split the Labour Party); Tony Blair opting to sack Gordon Brown as Chancellor in 2004 (he was given plenty of opportunity…); George Osborne resigning as shadow Chancellor in 2008 in the wake of the ‘Yachtgate’ donations scandal; and, extremely entertainingly, though perhaps less plausibly (though read through to the end), Lynton Crosby switching sides during the 2015 general election.

         Other chapters do not depend on decisions being taken differently, but examine the impact of the decision-makers themselves being absent, or of different key figures being present. So we have Gladstone falling overboard on his yachting trip to Norway in 1885 (a trip he actually took); Lyndon Johnson being shot down over the Pacific in 1942 (an observer on a long-distance bomber, he switched planes at the last moment – and the plane he should have been on was shot down with the loss of all its crew); and RAF pilot Michael Wedgwood Benn not being killed in 1944 (his younger brother Tony thus not inheriting the Stansgate viscountcy in 1960). Each of these is entirely plausible, and it is difficult not to conclude that the absence of Gladstone or Johnson would have made a considerable difference to British and American politics, respectively; and how would Tony Benn’s career have developed had he not been radicalised so early by the fight to turn down his peerage?

         These ‘what ifs’ remind us of the critical role of contingency in history. The outcome of battles often being a particularly chancy thing, many other books of counterfactuals concentrate on military history. One chapter here takes a different military outcome – British defeat in the Falklands War – and applies it to politics; it is difficult not to conclude that British political history after 1983 would have been very different had the Falklands been lost.

         This being a book of political counterfactuals, several chapters deal with different outcomes of elections, both general and party leadership. Thus we have Chris Huhne instead of Nick Clegg winning the Liberal Democrat leadership in 2007 (indeed, as our contributor here argues, perhaps he did) or the Conservatives winning outright in the 2010 general election (they only needed 10,000 voters – just one in every 3,000 of those who cast their ballots in May 2010 – to vote differently to win). No less than three chapters deal with different outcomes of Labour leadership elections: David Miliband or Ed Balls winning in 2010, rather than Ed Miliband (David Miliband almost did, of course, and the outcome could plausibly have been different if the election had been held quickly, rather than being the long-drawn-out affair it was), and Andy Burnham winning in 2015. Two chapters look ahead to the chances of a Labour general election victory in 2020, installing Jeremy Corbyn as Prime Minister; in one, things work out badly, in the other, rather better – at least to start with… 

         Two chapters look at the impact of possible alternative outcomes of referendums: the UK voting to leave the EEC in 1975 (as seemed likely at the beginning of the campaign) and Scotland voting to leave the UK in 2014 (with perhaps unexpected consequences). The remaining chapter deals with the aftermath of the UK’s vote to leave the EU in 2016 (a chapter which divides in two, where in one future things go well, and in the other, not so much; both feature a starring role for Boris Johnson, and other characters you might recognise…).

         As in the previous three books, the authors have adopted a variety of approaches, including scholarly analyses of the possibilities and causalities of different outcomes, and fictional accounts of alternate political histories – and sometimes both. And, quite apart from their analytical value, helping us to think about political history and what determines how politicians act, these chapters have high entertainment value; at some of them, you will laugh out loud.

         If any reader has ideas for topics, or authors, for a potential further volume, we would be very pleased to hear them; send us your ideas via email at dbrack@dbrack.org.uk and/or iain@iaindale.com. In the meantime, we hope you are stimulated, provoked and entertained by Prime Minister Corbyn and Other Things That Never Happened – but could have.
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        Chapter 1
      

            What if Gladstone had died in 1885?

            The birth of the welfare state

            Tony Little

         

         At the end of 1884, Gladstone’s Liberal government had just secured its greatest triumph, the passage of the Third Reform Act, with an accompanying redistribution of seats. Such a widening of the electorate to incorporate large numbers of agricultural labourers in both Britain and Ireland would necessitate an election as soon as the new registers became available. This election required an innovative set of policies to seduce the new voters, and Joseph Chamberlain knew just the man to proclaim them. John Stuart Mill had already commissioned a series of articles on what he saw as the principal controversial issues and brought them together in a book – The Radical Programme.

         Historically, the Liberal Party’s role had been, in Mill’s words, ‘activity which does not impede, but aids and stimulates, individual exertion and development’ – removing the barriers to freedom. Chamberlain was offering the party a new purpose: constructive government. He summarised that initial programme as ‘an extension of popular government to the counties, free education, land for the labourers, artisans’ dwellings, a revision of taxation’.1 In our eyes, these proposals might seem modest, but the principle of using government endeavour on behalf of the working citizen – a welfare state – was almost revolutionary.

         Ignoring the conventions of Cabinet responsibility and the sensibilities of the Queen, Chamberlain popularised the programme during a speech to his Birmingham constituents in January 1885 with the ill-chosen sound bite: ‘What ransom will property pay for the security it enjoys?’ This was the first of a series of blows endured by the Liberal Party in the first half of the year. Chamberlain’s intemperate speech exacerbated tensions with moderates in the Cabinet, who put up G. J. Goschen to make a public response, and caused Gladstone unnecessary worry in soothing Victoria’s ruffled feathers. In February, the government learned that the mission to relieve the siege of Charles Gordon’s forces in Khartoum had arrived too late. Gladstone was blamed for the subsequent murder of General Gordon and the government barely survived a vote of censure. In April, the government abandoned attempts to recover Sudan to confront Russia in Afghanistan, nearly leading to the resignation of Lord Hartington, the Whig (or moderate) leader and Secretary of State for War.

         Divisions within the Liberal Cabinet worsened at the end of the month, when Radicals objected to proposals to raise alcohol taxes and Lord Spencer proposed to renew the emergency ‘coercion’ powers constraining the violence of Irish home rule protests. Chamberlain countered Spencer’s proposal with a scheme for devolving some – principally local – powers to an elective central board in Dublin, a scheme that Chamberlain had been misled into believing was acceptable to Charles Parnell, the home rule leader. Despite support from Gladstone, the scheme was rejected. The Cabinet was still arguing over coercion when it was defeated on an amendment to the Budget and gratefully acquiesced in the chance to resign.

         Liberal thinking appears to have been that a period of minority Conservative government under Lord Salisbury would allow the party to reunite and campaign more effectively in the autumn general election. They were surprised when the Tories made a play for Irish support. Salisbury abandoned coercion and introduced a Bill allowing Irish tenant farmers to buy their land on affordable terms.

         The Conservative administration also allowed Gladstone time to contemplate his position. At seventy-five, did he have the stamina and the ambition to continue? Was it his duty to lead if he alone, as he thought, could paper over the divisions among his Cabinet colleagues? 

         A death at sea

         On 8 August, Gladstone and his family boarded Thomas Brassey’s yacht Sunbeam for a trip to the Norwegian fiords. Among the guests was Lewis (‘Loulou’) Harcourt, the son of Gladstone’s combative Home Secretary Sir William Harcourt. On 9 August, Loulou recorded in his diary:

         
            [T]he breeze has freshened a little during the night and … we are making about eight knots under sail … We had two services today and Mr Gladstone sat in his room to hear them as he did not feel safe enough of his stomach to come into the saloon.

         

         Two days later, he recorded their arrival at Stavanger: ‘We got in here at 5 o’clock this morning after a fearful night with a heavy sea running…’2 As they disembarked, they realised that Gladstone had not joined them.

         A fruitless search of the vessel revealed only Gladstone’s draft notes for his election manifesto and a routine letter to Lord Granville, the Liberal leader in the Lords. His companions could only speculate that he had stumbled overboard during the storm and drowned. From Stavanger, Brassey sent telegrams to the Queen, to Lords Granville and Hartington and, after a suitable delay, to the Associated Press Agency; Loulou Harcourt telegraphed his father, who immediately sent news to Chamberlain. Gladstone’s body was never recovered, and it was an empty coffin that lay in state at Westminster Hall before the funeral, a coffin whose pallbearers included the Prince of Wales and Arthur Balfour, the nephew of Lord Salisbury.

         Any contest for the leadership of the Liberal Party would be between Hartington and Chamberlain. Hartington had led the Liberals in the Commons between 1875 and 1880, during Gladstone’s temporary ‘retirement’. The heir to the Duke of Devonshire, he personified the Whig tradition: honourable, capable, experienced, slightly raffish and willing to advocate reform but never too soon. Chamberlain had been known to refer to him as a drag on the wheel of progress and it was rumoured that his mistress, the Duchess of Manchester, constantly influenced him in a conservative direction. 

         Chamberlain was a self-made businessman who had built his political reputation as an energetic executive Mayor of Birmingham, the leader of the campaign for secular state education and the founder of the National Liberal Federation (NLF). The NLF was not then the representative body of the grassroots Liberals that it later became but a caucus, whose purpose was to push the party in a more radical direction at the expense of Whigs and moderates. Quick and inventive but prickly, Chamberlain’s impatience with the Westminster club made him difficult to manage in a subordinate role, but he was, in Winston Churchill’s short pen portrait, ‘one who made the weather’.3

         Gladstone’s funeral brought most of the prominent political figures back to London from their country estates. Granville and Hartington took the opportunity for widespread consultations. Anxious to avoid a destructive leadership contest immediately before an election, the Chief Whip advised Hartington to negotiate with Chamberlain. On the other side, Chamberlain recognised that he did not command the loyalty of sufficient MPs in the old House to win, though he expected better from the MPs elected on the new franchise. At roundtable talks held in Harcourt’s house, Hartington was surprised to discover that Chamberlain was more interested in the delivery of his Radical Programme than in the role in which he delivered it. He was also pleased to discover that Chamberlain was now much more critical of Parnell than previously, and more imperialist than Hartington had understood. Though Hartington conceded that he considered Chamberlain’s programme ‘inexpedient’ rather than ‘revolutionary’,4 he was reluctant to commit himself to some of its proposals. After some reflection, the two men established sufficient common ground on which to fight the election. Following these successful talks, a meeting of the Liberal MPs at the Reform Club endorsed Hartington’s leadership by acclamation.

         A new premier

         The outcome of the election in November 1885 was the final Liberal disappointment that year. The expectations had been for an overwhelming Liberal majority, in line with the experience of the Reform Acts of 1832 and 1867. In the event, while Liberals and their allies gained an 84-seat margin over the Conservatives, this was offset by the eighty-six seats held by the Irish nationalists.5 This could have led to a bidding war for Irish support but neither of the British parties was tempted. When Parliament met in January 1886, Salisbury almost immediately introduced a coercion Bill, which divided the Liberals and was carried with sufficient unofficial Liberal support to offset vehement Irish opposition. Having lost its Irish support, Salisbury’s government was turned out on a vaguely worded motion for land reform and the Queen sent for Lord Hartington.

         Hartington seized the opportunity to drop some of the older and less effective Gladstonian ministers: Granville, Derby, Selborne and Carlingford. Contrary to earlier plans, Harcourt took the Exchequer, Rosebery was brought in as Foreign Secretary, Goschen replaced Harcourt at the Home Office and Chamberlain was made president of the Local Government Board. Spencer remained in Ireland, supported by a newcomer, John Morley, and another newcomer, Campbell-Bannerman, was given the War Office. Among the Radicals, Dilke was unavailable because of the Crawford divorce scandal and Forster through illness.6

         Hartington’s manifesto for the 1885 election had been vaguely worded but had contained pointers towards the issues that the government could tackle without enlarging the split between Whigs and Radicals, which had so frequently threatened Gladstone’s last government. Parliamentary procedure, education, local government, land law and Ireland were all issues that at least partly overlapped with the Radical Programme.7

         The disruptive opposition of the Irish home rulers delayed the reforms to the procedures of the Commons; the Irish had been effective exploiters of the old loose procedures to blackmail previous governments. However, in the long run, this obstruction proved beneficial to the government by enabling Hartington and Chamberlain to construct a working relationship without the mediation of Gladstone. The establishment of county councils, including a county council for London, in addition to the City Corporation, was the government’s greatest achievement of 1887. The legislation’s patient management through the House by Chamberlain enhanced his reputation and brought him closer to the premier without stunting his inventiveness. 

         Arrangements for Ireland were more controversial. Ireland did secure county government, but a Bill to provide a Grand Committee to sit in Dublin was announced the day before The Times published revelations implicating Parnell in agrarian violence. The resulting anti-Irish sentiment allowed the Conservative majority in the Lords to veto the Bill. Neither Hartington nor Chamberlain fought hard to save it, leaving Morley and Spencer to handle Irish affairs through the traditional mix of coercion, half-hearted amelioration and a gradual extension of the Acts providing government funding for tenants to purchase their farms. In killing home rule with kindness, cheap land offered benefits that were more tangible to farmers than devolution. After a protracted public inquiry revealed that The Times had been deceived by forged letters, Parnell was vindicated, but shortly afterwards he was revealed as a guilty party in the O’Shea divorce case. The scandal brought condemnation from the Catholic Church and split the home rule party. Parnell’s distractions undermined the effectiveness of the Irish opposition and allowed the government to function even without a significant majority.

         The county councils were empowered to provide substantial allotments for farm workers but the powers were constrained by Whig hostility to interference with property rights and, more importantly, by a lack of demand to take up subsistence farming on any great scale. ‘Three Acres and a Cow’, as the allotments policy was commonly known, provided only an illusory popularity. The quid pro quo for the Whigs was the reform of land law, allowing for the easier sale of land and greater flexibility to divide estates on inheritance, which slipped quietly through Parliament in 1888.

         The other great achievement of the government’s first term was free primary education, in line with Hartington’s promise that ‘the burdens imposed on the working classes for the education of their children may be diminished’,8 although this was only achieved after the usual controversy over the funding of church – particularly Anglican – schools by Nonconformist taxpayers. Chamberlain’s plan to fund free schools through the disestablishment and disendowment of the Church of England were rejected in Cabinet.

         The completion of the local government reforms left Chamberlain with the time to prepare for the election expected around 1891. In 1885, he had anticipated a ‘solid Liberal victory’ of 360 seats and for the party to perform well in its traditional urban areas.9 The Radical Programme, with its appeal to agricultural labourers, had helped the Liberals in rural areas but the switch from multi-member to single constituencies had hurt it in the suburbs. There had been no equivalent to ‘Three Acres and a Cow’ for industrial workers. Something better was needed for the next election.

         Preparing the ground

         The frustrations of the working classes and their search for solutions outside the Liberal Party were amply demonstrated during Hartington’s first government. In 1887, there were riots in Trafalgar Square during a demonstration on behalf of the unemployed. In 1888, the Match Girls’ strike pitted Radical MP Charles Bradlaugh and the socialist feminist activist Annie Besant against a leading Liberal, the owner of Bryant & May. In 1889, surprisingly well-organised dockworkers struck to secure a pay rise to six pence an hour.

         Despite the distractions of government, Chamberlain maintained his policy-making drive after 1886. He used his local party activists to assess working-class opinion. He brought together informed participants to debate and test his proposals. His biographer, Peter Marsh, gives the example of a dinner to discuss temperance, which pitted a brewer against clergymen and a teetotaller while he watched out for the practical implications.10 He brought to his investigations his skills as a businessman, crafting proposals that would work and would answer immediate needs cost-effectively.

         His techniques were shown most clearly during 1890, when he took up the cause of pensions. The better-remunerated and organised workers paid into friendly societies to cover themselves for ill health and their families against their deaths. The less well-off became a burden on their families when they could no longer work. As the process of pauperisation continued, the poorest, forced into workhouses, became stigmatised as a burden on the community. When Chamberlain had been criticised for his ‘ransom’ speech in 1885, he recognised the rashness of his words but was not diverted from his purpose. As he continued to campaign, he rephrased the question, asking what insurance the better-off would pay for civil harmony. The pensions proposals were the fruit of this thinking.

         He envisaged a contributory pension scheme payable to men aged over sixty-five with some provision for widows and children up to the age of twelve. Payment would be made through the Post Office. He allowed for direct contributions to the government scheme or for the state to supplement the pensions of those contributing to friendly societies. He invited Charles Booth, the famous investigator of London poverty, to his Birmingham home, Highbury, and arranged for an actuary to consider the cost. He met the spokesmen for the provident societies, who proved uncooperative, and he also failed to win over organised labour; for the unions, retirement at sixty-five was too late, as many manual working men did not live that long, but to Chamberlain the cost to the Exchequer of a lower retirement age was prohibitive and he concluded that the scheme would be popular with the wider public.11

         By the time of the election in 1891, his programme for retaining labour voters within the Liberal fold was ready. In addition to his pension proposals, he backed legislation restricting miners’ hours and promised reforms of employer liability. At that time, compensation for industrial injuries applied only where employers could be shown to be culpably negligent. Chamberlain proposed compensation in all cases where the employee was not himself the cause of the accident. Employers would be compelled to pay for insurance and thus pass the costs onto consumers.12 Chamberlain retained his faith in the old shibboleths of Radicalism, such as disestablishment, but had little expectation that any such proposal would escape the veto of the Lords or that his party would undertake fundamental reform of that institution while it was led by so many aristocrats.

         Although Chamberlain had learned lessons in policy formulation from the criticisms of the Radical Programme, in other ways he had not become a better politician. He remained keener to communicate his ideas to the nation than to consult either his leader or the rest of the Cabinet; keener to differentiate himself from the Whigs than to present a united front to the electorate. While Hartington had no inhibitions about expressing his exasperation with this breach of etiquette in private, in public he was restrained.

         Hartington’s letter to the electors of Rossendale – by default the official Liberal manifesto – defended the government’s record of colonial expansion in Africa and warned of the growing rivalry with other European empires, which presaged a rise in military expenditure. He spoke strongly against Irish nationalist ambitions, seeing them as a means of breaking up the empire. While endorsing the proposals for employer liability and restrictions on miners’ hours, he cautioned about the costs of pensions and spoke only of careful investigation of the possibilities.

         A reconstruction

         The outcome of the election was a modest gain for the Liberals but at the end of 1891 Hartington was elevated to the Lords when he succeeded his father as Duke of Devonshire. This required a reconstruction of the government and, in particular, a new Leader of the House. Should it be Chamberlain or Harcourt? Both were talented and effective ministers but neither was a great team player. Chamberlain always sought to preserve his independence of action and was frequently suspected of leaking Cabinet discussions when it suited his ambitions. Harcourt was given to irascible outbursts against colleagues during Cabinet discussion followed by lengthy memorandums reinforcing his arguments. Though he quickly recovered his good humour, he failed to recognise the lasting offence that his victims sometimes took.

         In the end, the Duke concluded that thwarting Chamberlain would be the more dangerous option. Chamberlain requested that his new role of Leader of the House be combined with the presidency of the Board of Trade so that he had the best opportunity to implement his proposals for the welfare of the working man. The employers’ liability legislation passed without much argument, but restrictions on the hours of labour for miners were more contentious. Ideologues argued over whether it was reasonable to legislate for able-bodied men capable of bargaining for themselves. Others were more concerned with setting precedents that would extend the regulation of hours to more and more trades. Despite these doubts, the legislation passed and the precedents were indeed set for ever more intrusive state regulation of working conditions.

         Harcourt was left, aggrieved and quarrelsome, at the Treasury. Nevertheless, it was he who made Chamberlain’s state pension scheme practical through his 1894 Budget. The government already faced a deficit and the prospect of increased military expenditure combined with the funding required to subsidise the pensions proposals necessitated innovative thinking; the savings anticipated in the poor rate from the reduced need for workhouse provision covered only a fraction of the anticipated costs. In addition to the usual increases in excise duties on alcohol, Harcourt proposed a substantial reform of death duties and a graduated income tax, imposing higher rates on higher earners. A fierce controversy was sparked by the income tax proposals both within the Cabinet and between the parties, a controversy that threatened the survival of the government. On top of that, both Devonshire and Rosebery opposed the rates proposed for the death duties – hardly surprisingly given the scale of their estates. Despite having to drop the graduated tax and moderating the rate of death duty, Harcourt’s reforms significantly increased revenue over the long term.

         On the back of the Budget, pensions were introduced and the beginnings of a welfare state secured. The illustrated papers were afforded the opportunity to photograph Chamberlain handing over the first pension from behind the counter of the main post office in Birmingham, wearing his trademark orchid in his buttonhole. With the principle of a state or national insurance scheme established, the way was open for later governments to extend the scope of state pensions, to provide insurance for temporary periods of unemployment and to extend the role of government in providing labour exchanges. The welfare state was born.

         For Devonshire’s government, however, its greatest achievement was also the beginning of its end. Harcourt’s death duties took time to generate revenues. The state pension, free education and the competition to build ever-larger navies all proved more expensive than first thought and ever-larger Budget deficits undermined an already disputatious Cabinet. As Foreign Secretary, Rosebery was reluctant to share his thinking with colleagues and was quick to take offence at Harcourt’s blustering. The imperialist tendency shared by Devonshire, Rosebery and Chamberlain was resented by Morley and Harcourt.

         Chamberlain’s fertile mind finally tipped the scale. Anxious to promote the cohesion of the empire and to generate the tax revenues needed to expand his ‘socialist’ schemes for the benefit of working men, Chamberlain promoted the idea of ‘imperial preference’. Impressed by the German customs union used by Bismarck to fund his social security schemes, Chamberlain proposed that Britain, in conjunction with the self-governing colonies, introduce tariffs, with mutual concessionary rates for fellow members of the empire. The new import duties would act as retaliation for the tariff walls erected by the Germans, Americans and other protectionist states. The concessionary rates would, he argued, benefit the economic development of both Britain and its colonies, while the revenue provided by the new taxes on imports would fund the expansion of social security. As usual, he made his proposals public, in a speech at Birmingham’s Town Hall, in 1895, before enlightening his Cabinet colleagues.

         This assault on free trade was too much for the orthodox Chancellor, Harcourt, who gave Devonshire an ultimatum: either he or Chamberlain must go. Devonshire was as much a free trader as Harcourt and, despite mediation by Morley, Chamberlain was forced to resign. Never one to back away from a challenge, he set out to convert the nation to his new imperial vision. Although unsuccessful outside his Birmingham ‘Duchy’, his fair trade crusade split sufficient local parties to cause the loss of the election in 1897. He never again held office, suffering a stroke in 1906, shortly after his seventieth birthday, which limited his political activities, though he lived on until 1914.

         In life, Chamberlain’s divisiveness condemned him, but to posterity he is more fondly remembered as a father of the welfare state, of free primary education and the modern political party.

         Assessment

         In reality, Gladstone did not suffer the fate of Robert Maxwell. He returned from Brassey’s yacht ready to capitalise on his indispensability by leading the Liberals into the 1885 election. His election manifesto, drafted on the voyage, is his longest, but is famous in posterity only for the ambiguity of the final section, on Ireland:

         
            In my opinion, not now for the first time delivered, the limit is clear within which any desires of Ireland, constitutionally ascertained, may, and beyond which they cannot, receive the assent of Parliament. To maintain the supremacy of the Crown, the unity of the Empire, and all the authority of Parliament necessary for the conservation of that unity, is the first duty of every representative of the people. Subject to this governing principle, every grant to portions of the country of enlarged powers for the management of their own affairs is, in my view, not a source of danger, but a means of averting it, and is in the nature of a new guarantee of increased cohesion, happiness, and strength.13

         

         It was only after the election had delivered a hung parliament, with the Irish nationalists holding the balance, that Gladstone’s son flew the ‘Hawarden Kite’, leaking his father’s intention to introduce home rule. This unanticipated initiative split the Liberal Party. Hartington declined to join Gladstone’s government; Chamberlain joined, taking responsibility for local government, but subsequently resigned when Gladstone finalised his Irish proposals. On 8 June 1886, the Government of Ireland Bill was defeated in the Commons by 341 to 311; Hartington and Chamberlain led ninety-three Liberals in voting against it.

         The two rebels separately formed Unionist parties and fashioned an electoral alliance with the Conservatives, which swept the Liberals out of power in the election that followed in July. Hartington refused to accept the premiership but the Liberal Unionists supported Salisbury in office. Roundtable talks held at Harcourt’s house in 1887 failed to appease the dissident Liberals. When Hartington moved to the Lords, Chamberlain took over the leadership of the Liberal Unionists in the Commons. After 1895, the Liberal Unionists formed a coalition with the Conservatives, with both Devonshire and Chamberlain joining the Cabinet. In 1903, Chamberlain split the Unionists over his proposals for imperial preference.

         In examining the counterfactual, I have tried to stay as close as possible to events and personalities. Admirers of Chamberlain believe that he could have succeeded Gladstone. I think this improbable. It is very unlikely that Queen Victoria, for whom Gladstone was a ‘half-mad firebrand’, would have sent for a man with such offensive views on the establishment as Chamberlain when Hartington was available. It is also unlikely that the Liberal Party as it was constituted in the 1880s would have preferred him; there were not enough radical Liberals and he was not altogether popular even with older Radicals who resented the bullying of Chamberlain’s NLF. Having led the Liberals in the Commons during Gladstone’s retirement, in 1885 Hartington was still, indisputably, the heir apparent.

         In the Liberal Unionists, Hartington and Chamberlain proved that they could work together, though the relationship was never entirely harmonious. The two men reflected their different backgrounds and lived different lifestyles. They represented different traditions, with Hartington seeking to protect liberty and property from interference from either the mob below or the monarchy (government) above. Hartington tended to be slow to reach conclusions and was a man of applied common sense. Nevertheless, he was a Liberal and had adapted to the party’s reforms up to 1885; he undoubtedly favoured the county councils (introduced, in fact, by the Conservatives in 1889) and was not an opponent of old-age pensions.

         Chamberlain was building on the activist local government he had helped to create in Birmingham, a proponent of the constructive positive role for government that foreshadowed the New Liberalism of the next century. Chamberlain’s ‘caucus’ was the new cutting edge of party organisation, but he envisaged the NLF as a means of depriving Whigs like Hartington of the power they had held over Liberal governments. Chamberlain had all the prickly consciousness of the outsider and the guile of a self-made businessman.

         Consequently, the counterfactual presents a rosier view of Cabinet life after 1885 than seems probable. Tussles between the two men would have hindered progress and were more likely to have occurred if they had remained within Liberalism than in the adversity they faced jointly as Unionists. 

         The other feature of political life that has been too lightly skated over in this sketch is Ireland. In reality, Parnell’s troubles were as outlined, but his MPs were well versed in the arts of obstruction. Even without him, they remained well placed to make demands for land reform and ‘the management of their own affairs’ that Hartington was most unlikely to concede. This would inevitably have limited Liberal achievements.

         Chamberlain first wrote about old-age pensions early in 1892, and it would not have been unreasonable for him to have included such proposals in 1891 if an election had taken place that year, though he did not at that time propound a means of financing pensions beyond employees’ contributions. I have similarly anticipated the other reforms for working men that he proposed in 1892. What might be thought surprising is the modesty of his programmes in 1885 and 1892. In the speech at Smethwick he explained:

         
            When a man tells you he is going to pass, not five or six, but twenty or thirty, omnibuses through Temple-bar, I do not believe him; and when a man puts before you a programme of the kind of the Newcastle programme, with so many items, with promises to oblige everybody all over the place, you may be quite certain that these are promises not intended to be fulfilled but only promises to catch votes.14

         

         Chamberlain was the innovative executive, not the idealist visionary.

         Gladstone’s magnificent but futile Irish home rule crusade deprived the Liberal Party of Hartington’s leadership and Chamberlain of the opportunity to deliver his Radical Programme. For a decade, British problems were neglected and the ambitions of the new working-class electorate frustrated. The seeds of Liberal decline and the rise of the Labour Party were both sown.

         While Hartington was merely an effective administrator, Chamberlain was a visionary of the modern political party and the practical welfare state: a force Liberalism should not have lost and a force from which Conservativism gained, in his lifetime and through his sons, Austen and Neville. In thinking the unthinkable too often and in his ruthless political professionalism, Chamberlain was always likely to overreach. And, yet, an earlier birth of the welfare state, in the 1890s, was a practical possibility, and a Chamberlain-influenced Liberal Party might have prevented the birth of an independent Labour Party – but that is a story for another day.
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             Chapter 2

            What if Britain and France had unified in 1940?

            David Boyle

         

         
            ‘Although vain, the process of trying to imagine what would have happened if some important event or decision had been different is often tempting and sometimes instructive. The manner of the fall of France was decided on June 16 by a dozen chances, each measured by a hair’s-breadth.’

            – Winston Churchill, The Second World War, Vol. II

         

         It is 20 June 1940. Nazi troops occupy Paris and France teeters on the edge of collapse. The British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, only ten days in office, sits at the microphone in a studio in Broadcasting House. The red light flashes and he is broadcasting to a Europe that is now under Nazi control from Brest to Warsaw.1

         ‘I am speaking to you now as the voice of free Europe,’ he intones in the rotund phraseology that was to become so familiar, but sounded at the time a little as if Edward VII has risen from the dead, to embody the values of Victorian speech and Victorian England. Churchill continues:

         
            Yesterday, a final note was broadcast to Hitler warning that, if he did not state by noon this morning that he would withdraw his troops from France, then a new nation would arise to push him back to Berlin, and his forces into well-deserved oblivion. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and consequently this nation is now subsumed into an indissoluble union with France. 

            This is an historic moment in the destinies of our two nations. The genius of them both, forged together into one mighty alliance, now form the champion who is called upon to defend the world against tyranny. We will not fail humanity in this monumental task. We Britons will defend our island home, but we will also fight alongside our French compatriots. There is now no French and no British, no French Empire and no British Empire, but one impregnable nation that will not rest until the curse of Hitlerism is lifted from the brows of mankind.

         

         
            ~

         

         In fact, Churchill made no such speech. Nor did he, as far as anyone knows, even write notes for it. It isn’t even very well understood that he was working towards making it – but he was. For a few days in June 1940, the proposed unification of Britain and France was at the forefront of his mind and the subject of the most frenetic activity among his Cabinet members and closest aides. It was Britain’s chosen response to the imminent fall of France and the threat that the powerful French fleet would fall into Nazi hands, an eventuality that would give Hitler a fighting chance of making a successful invasion of the UK. It didn’t happen because of the fall of his French opposite number, Paul Reynaud, who had backed the plan.

         But what if it had? What if the two nations, after centuries of rivalry, had suddenly found themselves one? The rest of this chapter didn’t happen – but it might have.

         
            ~

         

         Churchill’s broadcast was stirring stuff and it was intended to be. But the speech was received with astonishment in the homes of the United Kingdom, where little idea of his emergency plan for national union had filtered through to the wider populace. Indeed, the idea of a union between Britain and France was really only understood by Churchill, his Cabinet and his immediate circle of advisers.

         A thousand questions came into everyone’s minds, and the minds of the newspaper editors – questions and a new note of fear. The peril must be great indeed for the nation to cast aside a thousand years of independence to unite with their traditional enemies across the English Channel – and not just as a temporary arrangement, but as an ‘indissoluble union’.

         Could such a union survive, when the cultures and administrative systems of the two nations were so different? Churchill’s worrying use of the word ‘indissoluble’ seemed to emphasise the problem – it begged the question. If it could not be dissolved, what was it, and how could it stand in the first place? Were the British still a monarchy? Was France still a republic? Which Parliament and Cabinet would prevail? Who would decide in disputes between them? How would the Napoleonic legal code mesh with Anglo-Saxon legal complexities and nuance? Who would have command of the armed forces – the navy and air force? Would there be a new Marshal Foch as commander-in-chief, as there had been in the Great War? And, perhaps most urgently: how could the new nation conduct itself equally when half of it was under Nazi rule or the rule of Nazi sympathisers?

         The truth was that Churchill himself had not really addressed these questions, even to himself – except that there would be an Anglo-French super-state, in practice a working committee that met in London and managed the war effort on behalf of both nations. The French government would continue in North Africa, and would control the French Navy from Dakar. The French fleet would sail from its base in southern France, beyond the reach of the Nazis. Both Parliaments would continue as before to oversee the administration of their own empires.

         This arrangement was also controversial in defeated France. Some, like Marshal Pétain and General Weygand, feared that it was some kind of plot by the British to take control of their empire. If it had not been for Prime Minister Reynaud unilaterally closing the Cabinet meeting on 16 June, when the reaction to Churchill’s proposal for a Declaration of Union ran into such vociferous opposition from Pétain, the union would never have taken place.

         Reynaud understood that his ministers had met expecting to hear a British response to their request to renege on their agreement not to make a separate peace, made only two and a half months before. Some of the ministers had heard about the proposal for union only because all sides in the unravelling and complex melee were then tapping each other’s phones. 

         When Pétain made his famous charge that it would be like ‘fusion with a corpse’, Reynaud closed the meeting and agreed to convene again the next day. There was uproar, and he realised that he must stay in office for at least twenty-four hours more, if he could. Armed guards were placed around his office. De Gaulle, Defence Minister in his government, agreed to take responsibility for security around the centre of Bordeaux, where the French government had fled.

         At noon on 17 June, Churchill himself docked at Bordeaux and made for the French Cabinet room, accompanied by Clement Attlee and Archibald Sinclair, the Labour and Liberal leaders, and the three service chiefs. They had left the Cabinet room in Whitehall at 6 p.m. the previous evening by special train from Waterloo and steamed by cruiser though the night to arrive just before lunchtime. A small detachment of British troops formed a defensive shield around the British dignitaries.

         Churchill summarised his proposal in the following terms: ‘No release from the obligation of 28 March unless the French fleet is sailed to British ports. On the other hand, we offer an indissoluble Anglo-French Union. Go to Africa and let us fight it out together.’2

         He and his delegation were greeted with suspicion by the despairing French Cabinet, and the confrontation was not slow in coming. When Jean Ybarnégaray, Reynaud’s Minister of State, said, ‘Better be a Nazi province; at least we know what that means,’ Reynaud turned on him and replied, ‘I prefer to collaborate with my allies rather than with my enemies.’3

         The power of Churchill’s oratory, backed up by skilful interpretation by General Sir Edward Spears – a close friend of de Gaulle’s – began to convince the waverers. It gave them hope. Churchill had written two addresses during the night, one for when his back was against the wall – as he predicted it would be. It foresaw that the union between France and Britain would form the basis of a United States of Europe that was powerful enough, intellectually, technically and economically, not just to expel tyranny, but to found a new era of peace that would provide a bedrock for the stability of the world.

         Once again, Churchill read his amended declaration: ‘At this most fateful moment in the history of the modern world, the governments of the United Kingdom and the French Republic make this declaration of indissoluble union and unyielding resolution in their common defence of justice and freedom against subjection to a system which reduces mankind to a life of robots and slaves. The two governments declare that France and Great Britain shall no longer be two nations…’4

         Reynaud achieved a slim majority in support of the proposal, and Pétain and Weygand stormed out of the room, where they were placed under arrest by British troops, taken quickly to a waiting plane and flown to London.5 They were imprisoned in the Tower of London.

         Reynaud and his closest colleagues accompanied Churchill on the cruiser back to London. The Colonies Minister, Georges Mandel, went by the destroyer HMS Berkeley to Dakar to establish the new seat of French government and administration. Spears accompanied de Gaulle and the Blockade Minister Georges Monnet by plane to London. It was therefore Reynaud who stood next to Churchill as he made his BBC broadcast, and took his turn at the microphone to assert that France would fight on. This is what he said:

         
            France is not alone. We are now part of a great empire, a Franco-British Empire that holds the seas and has access to the vast industrial resources of the United States. The French government is now in North Africa, our capital is occupied and the days seem dark with the suffering and difficulties to come. I do not want to belittle the challenge that faces my country. But France remains France and, in a greater whole, the new union will be triumphant.6

         

         With Reynaud and de Gaulle in London, assisted by the diplomat Jean Monnet, and Mandel in North Africa, the French government was at a huge disadvantage in the new Union – divided by geography. The fact that it stayed united was entirely due to the trust that existed between Reynaud and his predecessor Édouard Daladier, who continued as Foreign Minister from Morocco; he understood that – despite his suspicions – it was critical to their survival that the relationship should last.7 If London and North Africa remained on the same side, then the union could stand. 

         The new nation was known as the Union of European Democracies. Four decisions became critical to its success.

         First, it was important that there was to be no head of state. The two Parliaments delegated their powers to the new joint union War Cabinet. King George and the French President, Albert Lebrun, also met regularly and retained their original powers in relation to their own people. The decision about the final status of the union after the war was put off until then, though a joint socialist platform began to emerge urging that the union should be a republic. There was also a conservative move to restore some kind of joint monarchy, but it was always sketchy as to how this was to be achieved – though there was much celebration of the 1421 Treaty of Troyes, the last time the two nations were on the verge of becoming one. The Cross of Lorraine became a symbol of resistance to the union just as Joan of Arc had resisted the Treaty of Troyes.

         Second, the union needed some kind of formal identity. Although designers tried to merge the Union Jack and the Tricouleur, it was eventually decided that an entirely new symbol should be constructed. Jean Monnet borrowed the symbol of the crown of stars around the head of the Virgin Mary, though he was never explicit about its source. The final design, as produced by Paul Lévy, the Belgian journalist who escaped from occupied Europe to join the staff of the European broadcasting service, was a flag of twelve yellow stars on a blue background.8

         Third, the decision was made that the French Navy would concentrate first on the Mediterranean, supported by elements of the British fleet and using the British bases at Gibraltar and Malta. The Italian Navy was destroyed at anchor in Taranto Harbour.9 Rome was hit by French bombers from North African airfields, meaning that, instead of spreading out from Greece and into Africa, the war concentrated on the Greek–Italian border. Rommel was diverted there: the Afrika Korps became the Adriatic Corps. The Italian armies in Africa surrendered within months in 1940. Hitler briefly drew up plans for the invasion of North Africa through Spain, but realised that this would jeopardise his more critical plans for invading Soviet Russia, and he eventually opted for the latter.

         The final decision that cemented the union was the dismemberment of the BBC, which was anyway under consideration by the Foreign Office.10 The union would take over the BBC European Service, with the Manchester Guardian’s former Paris correspondent Darsie Gillie as joint Director with the BBC’s European news editor Noel Newsome. The two men fought throughout the war, but, under their joint control, the European Broadcasting Service became the biggest broadcasting operation in history.11 For anyone who wanted accurate war news, free – at least to some extent – of spin, the European Broadcasting Service was the only one to listen to, aware of the propaganda value of getting its side’s own bad news out before the other side’s. It gathered to itself all the resource of European history and culture and flung them over the airwaves at the Nazis.

         
            ~

         

         The date of the invasion of Europe was a source of huge friction among the Allies, with the British side linking with the Americans to urge delay and certainty, and the French side allied with the Russians to urge haste. A compromise was agreed for D-Day in 1943, a joint operation with French, British and Canadian troops landing in Normandy and French and American troops landing in Provence. It was de Gaulle – still Defence Minister – who was appointed supreme commander of the northern invasion. Fighting was difficult as de Gaulle faced a fearsome opponent in Rommel, but the winter of 1943/44 marked the turn of the tide, with the Nazis facing their most bitter defeat in Stalingrad just as de Gaulle led French tank columns to liberate Paris in the snow. The European Broadcasting Service took over Radio Luxembourg when that city was liberated, and the polyglot broadcasters moved there to become the voice of the victorious allies.12

         The combination of a successful invasion in the west and defeat in the east hastened the end of the war; hostilities ended in early 1945 after Hitler committed suicide in the ruins of his bunker in Berlin. The politicians in both previous nations then turned their attention to the central post-war issue: should the indissoluble union continue? The consensus between both former nations was that it should not.

         Leading French and British politicians had felt constrained by the need for consensus during the war effort. They had been scarred by battles within the War Cabinet about priorities and by the British insistence that naval power should reside with a British admiral. When the battleship Bismarck had been sunk off the French coast by a French squadron, it had irritated the French side that this fact had not been sufficiently celebrated. De Gaulle’s trenchant and intolerant style as military commander-in-chief had not won him many friends either, and there were constant difficulties about the overall command of the union air force.

         A joint War Cabinet committee of both former nation’s Cabinets met in London in the final year of the war to broker proposals about the post-war shape of the union. Clearly, if it were to continue in this present form, then some of the issues that had been postponed – whether the union was a monarchy or republic, for example – would have to be faced. There was also a limit to how long the debate between the advocates of an established church and those of a secular state could be prevented from arguing bitterly in public.

         The request of the Belgian government was followed by expressions of interest by other nations that had been under occupation – the Netherlands, Poland, Denmark and even Norway. One of the effects of ending the war early in 1945 was that Soviet forces had not yet pushed the Nazis back beyond the Polish border. The Iron Curtain descended further east; paradoxically, this meant less establishment fear of the Red Menace – and the French and British Communist parties linked together to form a formidable electoral unit. NATO, when it was formed, was correspondingly both more controversial and less powerful. The issue of nuclear weapons was to become more fraught, as they were among the deepest secrets that had not been fully shared between the new partners in the joint nation.

         But the key question was the future of this new Europe, stretching from Brest to Brest-Litovsk. The chair of the joint War Cabinet committee, Jean Monnet, realised that the union could form the basis for the dream sketched out by Reynaud for a United States of Europe. This was therefore the blueprint that was put forward.

         Aware that the new union would find it hard to be fully democratic on its own if the nations within it – with their democratic institutions – were to disappear, the new union was proposed not as a super-state but as a supra-state. It was not intended that it would aim at statehood itself, but to continue the values of democracy that had been forged during the war and articulated by the polyglot broadcasting service. Monnet was also careful not to let economics come within the remit of the new Union. It was to be based on the cultural union forged by the broadcasters during the war. The model was not to be the United States of America; it was the example of the cacophony of the European Broadcasting Service in its headquarters at Bush House, which would remain in existence in Luxembourg as the beating heart of the new union.

         The new European Union was given a constitution based on the original Anglo-French Union of 1940. This was the date that marked its anniversaries, as the moment a peaceful new kind of Europe emerged. It was supported by the extreme right who, like Oswald Mosley, regarded the new entity as an antidote to free trade, a new customs union supplied by the twin empires of Britain and France. It was supported by the imperialists who had tasted an empire that included Francophone Africa and India and much of the English-speaking and French-speaking worlds. It was supported by the left, as a bastion against a resurgent United States. It was supported by Liberals in both nations on the grounds that this was internationalism in action, and it led to a resurgence of Liberalism in France. It was supported by both Cabinets, now in the grip of social reformers in both nations, as the foundation for a new social settlement. The Communists opposed it, on the grounds that Stalin was unsure how to respond.

         There were of course diehard opponents, including wide swathes of the public who complained that the other side had not suffered as much as they had – the British had been bombed and the French had been starved, and these were not considered equivalents. They complained that the union had led to compromised decision-making. There were also complaints about the number of French people living in England, setting up bakeries that pushed out native British businesses. But it was a foundation for the Europe of the future, forged in war and with all the advantages and disadvantages of that. It continues to this day.

         So Britain and France went back to being Britain and France, but with their main focus elsewhere – as twin pillars of a new institution that covered the whole of Europe and was based, as Monnet hoped, not on trade but on culture.

         
            ~

         

         As we know, this is not quite how it happened. Churchill’s proposals for the union were thrown out by Reynaud’s Cabinet on 16 June after a furious meeting that led to his resignation. De Gaulle, who had backed the union, was spirited out of the country by Spears on a light plane the following day. Reynaud’s car crashed as he drove south from Bordeaux and he was arrested by the new administration. So was Mandel, who had succeeded in getting to North Africa, after refusing a seat in the plane that took de Gaulle to London. Reynaud’s place was taken by Pétain, as head of state for the new Vichy regime. Not satisfied with the Vichy government’s assurances about the French fleet, the ships were attacked and put beyond use by British naval forces at Oran and Toulon in July 1940. French forces were bogged down in the Middle East and North Africa in what amounted in effect to a civil war, the wounds of which have never entirely healed. The rest is history.

         The idea that the new European Union might have been based on Radio Luxembourg is not as far-fetched as it might seem. The nations of Western Europe were all joint controllers of the radio station in 1945, and the Americans and French backed the plan to turn it into a permanent institution dedicated to objective news and international understanding. One of the last acts of Churchill’s wartime coalition was to veto this idea by withdrawing British involvement, to the horror of the Americans and those who had been shaping it until then.

         It is next to impossible to predict what the military implications of the union would have been, except to guess that D-Day would have come earlier, the fighting would have been fiercer, the war might have ended sooner and the great divisions of the Cold War would have been further east. But any number of other factors might then have come into play. And since it didn’t happen, we don’t have a laboratory to find out.

         But it was so nearly different. Certainly Churchill believed so. ‘If Paul Reynaud had survived the 16th, I should have been with him at noon on the 17th, accompanied by the most powerful delegation that has ever left our shores, armed with plenary [sic] powers in the name of the British nation,’13 he wrote in the second volume of his Second World War history, for which he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. ‘It seems to me probable that we should have uplifted and converted the defeatists round the table, or left them in a minority or even under arrest.’

         Churchill’s speculations about how the war effort would have been changed if this had happened form the basis for this chapter.

         
            Notes
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             Chapter 3

            What if Lyndon Johnson had been shot down in 1942?

            Robert Waller

         

         On 9 June 1942, Representative Lyndon Baines Johnson of the tenth district of Texas flew on his one and only combat mission of the Second World War. A lieutenant commander in the US Naval Reserve since 1940, he had been sent by President Roosevelt to report on conditions in the South West Pacific in April 1942. Always a man with an eye for a chance of gaining publicity to bolster his overwhelming drive to further his political career, Johnson volunteered to act as an observer on a 900-mile bombing raid from Garbutt Field near Townsville, Australia, on the Japanese air base in Lae, in north-eastern New Guinea.

         The B-26 Marauder bomber in which he was flying, named the Heckling Hare, was attacked on the outward journey by Japanese Zero fighters. Its right engine generator was put out of action, and bullets tore through the fuselage. Jettisoning its bomb load, it turned and crawled back to Australia. Johnson was later to magnify his single experience of combat and use it in future campaigns. He was awarded the Silver Star medal for gallantry in action. There are those who deny that Johnson’s aircraft ever came under fire from the enemy, but his indefatigable biographer Robert Caro’s interviews with the Heckling Hare’s bombardier and tail gunner support the politician’s account.1

         In any case, this counterfactual exercise does not depend on this issue. Johnson had switched Marauders just before take-off, having stepped off the plane to urinate, being replaced as observer on the Wabash Cannonball by Lieutenant-Colonel Francis Stevens of the USAF. The change was so sudden and unplanned that Johnson left his observer’s movie camera on the Cannonball. The Wabash Cannonball never returned to Australia. It too had been attacked by Zeroes and was shot down with the loss of all its crew – and Stevens.

         What if Lyndon Johnson had not swapped aircraft at the very last minute? Or what if the Heckling Hare had met the same fate if it was indeed damaged by hostile fire? Not only would there never have been an LBJ presidency, but the course of the history of the United States would undoubtedly have been changed significantly in a number of key fields. JFK would never have become President in 1960. Nor would the history of civil rights, of the anti-poverty measures taken in Johnson’s Great Society programme, or of the Vietnam War, have transpired in the same way.

         Having survived his brush with the Pacific War, Lyndon Johnson went on to be elected as US Senator for Texas in the ‘stolen’ election of 1948, in which he defeated the former governor Coke Stevenson, the ‘greatest vote winner in the history of the state’, by manipulating the corrupt counties along the Mexican border. Once a member of Congress’s upper chamber, through his extraordinarily energetic and powerful character he rapidly became what Caro’s third volume of biography calls the ‘Master of the Senate’.2 Not only does this imply an unprecedented personal dominance, but he revived and promoted the very role of the Senate, which had for a long period fallen into being a negative body controlled by reactionary southern senators, whose seniority – amassed due to Dixie’s single-party politics – gave them control of most of the key committee chairs. This counterweight to reform was most evidently seen in the successful obstruction, until the 1950s, of all questions of African-American civil rights, such as anti-lynching measures, despite the efforts of more sympathetic presidents, such as Truman, and of the House of Representatives.

         Caro convincingly demonstrates that it was only because of LBJ’s status as undisputed master of the upper house, and because of his unique position as a southerner and as a close friend of power brokers such as Senator Richard Russell of Georgia (the de facto leader of the conservative bloc) that he was able to push through the 1957 Civil Rights Act. Although this measure was largely stripped of teeth due to the compromise that removed the Act’s proposed Part III, which would have enforced prohibition on segregation in all public locations, it was nevertheless the first civil rights legislation that had broken through the dam of the Senate since the Reconstruction years of 1865–77. As such, it represented a symbolic boost for the non-violent civil rights movement already associated with Martin Luther King. If Lyndon Johnson had been killed in 1942, it can be assumed not only that the 1957 Act would not have passed at all, but that the Senate would have remained a block to progressive legislation of all kinds for much longer, because it was only LBJ’s irrepressible energy in pursuit of his own power that enhanced the position of the majority leader at the expense of the Deep South’s stranglehold on the committee chairmanships. The consequences for civil rights and the African-American protest movement in the 1960s will be further considered below.

         It was Johnson’s uniquely self-crafted role as master of the Senate, as well as his attraction as a southern and relatively conservative counterbalance, that persuaded John F. Kennedy, over the strong objections of his brother Bobby, to offer LBJ the position of vice-presidential candidate in the 1960 election. It is also quite clear that without Johnson on the ticket, JFK would not have won that ‘damned close-run thing’ against Richard Nixon.

         The subsequent attention given to the manner in which the state of Illinois may have been carried by the Democrats tells us how narrow Kennedy’s victory was. He gained Illinois’s twenty-seven electoral college votes, by fair means or foul, by under 11,000 votes out of 5 million cast. But he also won LBJ’s Texas’s twenty-four votes by only 46,000 out of 2.25 million, which is a margin of 2 per cent. The balance in the electoral college would have been tipped to Nixon if Kennedy had not taken two other southern states, South Carolina and North Carolina, also by less than a 5 per cent margin; and that discounts any bonus Johnson may have brought to his cause in several other extremely close states. Kennedy actually won in terms of the popular vote by just 49.72 per cent to Nixon’s 49.55 per cent, and the electoral college vote would have been reversed by the transfer of any four well-populated states.

         If LBJ had not been available, Kennedy could not have chosen a well-known running mate in 1960 who would have supplemented his own appeal; the main contenders would probably have been the liberal Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota in the far north or, most likely, Stuart Symington of Midwestern Missouri, who had refused to speak to segregated audiences in his own presidential bid. Kennedy won both Minnesota and Missouri in any case.

         
            ~

         

         To embark on our counterfactual trajectory, without Johnson on the ticket we may therefore concede the 1960 race to the Republican Richard Nixon. Nixon beat Kennedy in the key southern states of Texas, its neighbour Arkansas, and the Carolinas, to win the electoral college by 273 to 249, with fifteen unpledged voters who backed the segregationist Robert Byrd. With Nixon as President from his inauguration in January 1961, there would have been no New Frontier programme, no court of ‘Camelot’ in the White House, and no assassination in Dallas to create the aura of martyrdom and lost hope that surrounded the Kennedy legend (or myth).

         Nixon’s first term would still undoubtedly have had to deal with the wider forces that impinged upon American politics in the early 1960s. The problems associated with civil rights, for example, would have been even more urgent and divisive if there had been no progress (however nominal) in the form of the passing of an Act in 1957. Nixon, along with many other Republicans, had in the 1950s been in favour of reforms to satisfy some black citizens’ demands, if only to discomfit the Democrats by spotlighting the difference between their northern liberal and southern racist wings. However, even if he had wished to enact civil rights legislation, he would have had to overcome a southern bloc in the Senate totally dedicated to resistance, as it would not have been weakened by a desire to support Johnson’s ambitions to become the first man elected to the White House from a southern state since the Civil War, as well as by LBJ’s own extraordinary capacity to ‘get things done’. What is more, Nixon could well have been faced by a different kind of African-American campaign.

         As the non-violent campaign typified by the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), led by King and other predominantly religious leaders like Fred Shuttlesworth of Birmingham, Joseph Lowery of Mobile and Ralph Abernathy of Montgomery, had apparently made no progress whatsoever in the halls of government, with no Civil Rights Act and the Democrats having been defeated in the 1960 election, the ideas and methods of what came to be known as Black Power advanced more quickly than they otherwise would have done. As Herbert Parmet wrote in Richard Nixon and His America, ‘the transition from civil disobedience to black power, the transition from movement to revolution … was plainly shredding established alliances’.3 For example, the campaign against segregation in public facilities, such as the city’s parks in Birmingham, Alabama, included violent elements. For this reason, and because armed intervention in the South would have offended local white sensibilities even more if ordered by a Republican President, with its connotations of the Civil War and Reconstruction, Nixon did not send 3,000 federal troops to Birmingham (as Kennedy did in May 1963). The resulting suppression of the ‘Children’s Crusade’ involving predominantly very young protestors, by fire hoses and police dogs, ordered by the city’s ‘Commissioner of Public Safety’ Theophilus (‘Bull’) Connor, inflamed the situation across the nation even further. Support for Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam was fuelled among black communities. As discontent spread from the Deep South to northern ghettoes, and the issues spread from voting and segregation to housing, crime and policing, the Nation’s own pastoral leaders became as well known as those of the SCLC, men such as the Minister of Temple No. 25 in Newark, New Jersey, James 3X Shabazz. Malcolm himself had already become nationally known as early as 1959 following the publicity gained by the Wallace–Lomax TV series The Hate That Hate Produced and his debates on New York City’s WMCA radio with the Reverend William James in 1960.4 Both before and after his break with Elijah Muhammad in 1964, Malcolm X became the most well-known exponent – and then martyr – of the whole African-American struggle of the 1960s.
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