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A Whig is a perfectly sensible Conservative.


A Radical is a perfectly sensible Labourite.


A Liberal is anyone who is perfectly sensible.


John Maynard Keynes, 1926





I was born in the summer of 1977, a child of the so-called Lib–Lab Pact engineered by David Steel, the subject of this biography. Naturally, I remember nothing of that novel constitutional experiment. My childhood, however, was full of the lively politics of the late 1970s and 1980s. Although my father was a confirmed Scottish Nationalist, his sister and her late husband – to whom this book is dedicated – were active Liberals and, post-merger, devoted Liberal Democrats.


Frances had caught the political bug after witnessing a ‘slight, dark, young man’ (Steel) dashing in and out of his Peebles campaign headquarters during the 1965 Roxburgh, Selkirk & Peebles by-election, while later she was elected to Surrey Heath District Council as a Liberal representative. I knew Steel only as an image on my parents’ television screen and, later, as a Spitting Image puppet. And even later, during my early years as a television reporter, I dealt with him when he was the Scottish Parliament’s first Presiding Officer. My memory is of a rather aloof, intimidating figure.


As David Dutton observed in his history of the Liberal Party, ‘David Steel has, so far, largely been his own historian.’ Indeed, Liberals – including Steel – have charted their history at lengths inversely proportionate to their electoral strength and influence over the last century. Steel’s 1989 memoirs (Against Goliath), however, were a rather disappointing addition to the Liberal library. ‘It is journalistic in style,’ judged Steel’s Liberal colleague Archy Kirkwood in a perceptive review, ‘and it lifts only tiny edges of the curtain on the innermost thoughts, only rare insights into the depths of the man.’ The authorised biography, added Kirkwood, ‘will eventually have to fill the gaps’.


Although this biography was not fully authorised, Lord Steel did co-operate fully and openly, responding to emails, lending me private source material and speaking to me at length about his life and career. If Steel and others are quoted in the text in past tense (i.e. ‘said’), then it denotes a primary or secondary source, while if in present tense (i.e. ‘says’), it indicates a fresh interview conducted for this book. I have avoided extensive footnoting, restricting this academic indulgence to primary archive sources only. Everything else – people, places and papers – is covered in a concluding bibliography.


I prepared most of this book at my two favourite research institutions: the British Library in London and the National Library of Scotland in Edinburgh. I also worked on drafts at my temporary berth in West Hampstead, for which I must thank my landlady Natasha Benenson for providing such a congenial environment (at a very reasonable rate), and also in my home city of Edinburgh, where one of my favourite Englishmen, Jason Orringe, generously hosted frequent research trips, often at short notice.


As ever, various friends, relatives and acquaintances (often new) kindly agreed to read all – or portions – of the typescript. In no particular order, Matt Cole, Duncan Brack, Hugh Andrew, John MacLeod, Jeremy Purvis, Ian Swanson, Willis Pickard, David Thomson and my brother Michael Torrance all provided frank feedback and suggested additions. I am also grateful to Michael Meadowcroft for lending me various sources and to David Thomson for giving me temporary custody of his comprehensive research notes for Steel’s autobiography. Lord Steel said when I first contacted him two years ago that he would make no attempt to influence my analysis and, refreshingly, he was as good as his word. The usual caveat applies: any remaining errors of fact or interpretation are, of course, my own.


Without the generous support of the K. Blundell Trust, meanwhile, I would not have been able to consult the voluminous David Steel Papers at the London School of Economics as extensively as I did. Indeed, thanks to the passage of time and the careful acquisition policies of the UK’s excellent network of libraries and universities, I was spoilt for choice when it came to primary archive material. Maria Castrillo at the National Library of Scotland was, as ever, not only friendly but highly professional, while I also owe thanks to the staff at the Wellcome Library, The Guardian Archives (particularly Susan Gentles), the University of Essex, Churchill College, Cambridge, and the University of Liverpool.


‘I love deadlines,’ quipped Douglas Adams, ‘I love the whooshing noise they make as they go by.’ And so it was with the present volume. For tolerating this, and other misdemeanours, with their usual good humour and professionalism I must end by thanking Iain Dale, Sam Carter, Hollie Teague, Aurélie Baudry and the rest of the team at Biteback, an imprint which goes out of its way to keep quality political publishing alive. For that, we should all be relentlessly grateful.
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FOREWORD





This is not the first book to chart the life of David Steel; he has penned one or two himself and others have been along this path as well. But it is surely a tribute to him as an individual and to his achievements in public life that his career remains of interest to anyone who follows politics in this country.


The reasons are not hard to find. First and foremost, David is associated in the public mind with his period as leader of the Liberals. Leading the third party in British politics is never easy, but his was a particularly challenging time. Over his twelve years in charge, he initially had to re-build a weakened party and then keep it relevant while British politics was polarising between a weakening, but increasingly hard-line, Labour movement and a resurgent right.


David showed he was not afraid to take risks, initially with the Lib–Lab Pact and later as he encouraged the development of the SDP, a new political force competing for votes in the same crowded, central space of British politics. Not every party member enjoyed the journey he took them on. But throughout a sometimes fraught period in British politics, he sustained his party’s voice and carved an enduring role for himself in the nation’s consciousness, as an articulate and effective advocate for liberal values and causes.


This is an important second dimension of his political life – his commitment to long-term campaigning on some of the biggest issues of the day. Some politicians may appear to arrive pre-packed with all the right views on the right issues at the right time. It has never really been David’s approach. His upbringing as a son of the manse, his close family and his early experiences of Africa created a more broad-minded, liberal thinker than most.


He was not alone in fighting the anti-apartheid cause, but surely unusual in picketing a match in his own rugby-loving constituency when the Springboks came to play. And he was certainly not the only person outraged by the state of abortion law in the 1960s, but it took real courage and skill to pilot the Abortion Act through Parliament. In 1970 it was only when the postal votes were counted that he retained his seat.


Other battles have been less controversial, but required political stamina. His lifelong commitment to the creation of a Scottish Parliament was one such cause. Empowering individuals and devolving power from an over-centralised state have always been important liberal principles for David – and working across party lines to achieve consensus and secure political objectives something at which he remains very skilled.


His political principles and skills were vital to the cross-party efforts which secured the creation of the Parliament. So, it was fitting that he should be its first Presiding Officer when it was created in 1999, and that he should do so much to establish its place in the political consciousness of Scotland and the wider United Kingdom.


By the time David became leader of the Liberal Party in 1976 he had fought six elections in the Borders in a dozen years. In his remaining twenty-one years as a Member of Parliament he only had to fight four more elections, albeit three of them while also on the national stage. His roots as a local MP are another aspect of his political success and longevity. David has always been proud of campaigning in his own way (and delighting in not knowing what a political campaign manual looks like), but his sustained success as a constituency MP was built on those early years and the tough elections he fought.


He has always been an instinctive community politician – he knew the village postmasters, the parish ministers and the foremen in the mills. He rode the marches in the annual common ridings and knew when not to bluff a local farmer. That he and his wife Judy can still be seen at the Selkirk and Lauder common ridings each year, now watching their children and grandchildren as they ride across the moors, counts for a lot to those he last represented in Parliament fifteen years ago. His down-to-earth manner, basic decency and good humour continue to strike a chord wherever he goes.


Political leader, campaigner, statesman, family man – there are a lot of hats for David to wear and they all fit pretty neatly. As David’s successor in the House of Commons, I owe him a significant debt of gratitude for my schooling in politics. As one of the first generation of Liberal politicians in a very long time to have had the chance to be in government at the UK level, I have good reason to reflect on, and be thankful for, the crucial role played by David (and others) over many decades.


His has been, and continues to be, one of the most diverse and important political careers of recent times – as the rest of this book will show.




 





Michael Moore


MP for Berwickshire, Roxburgh & Selkirk


Secretary of State for Scotland
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RISING HOPE TO ELDER STATESMAN





‘You know there are times, perhaps once every thirty years, when there is a sea-change in politics,’ James Callaghan told his adviser Bernard Donoughue shortly before the 1979 general election. ‘There is a shift in what the public wants and what it approves of. I suspect there is now such a sea-change – and it is for Mrs Thatcher.’


‘Sunny Jim’, as he was known, was about to reach the end of three tumultuous years as Prime Minister. He was of course correct; the United Kingdom was soon to elect its first female premier and usher in a political era that, if anything, was to be even more eventful than what many saw as the low, dishonest decade preceding it.


Meanwhile David Steel, just a few days short of his forty-first birthday, was about to fight his first national election as Liberal leader. Dubbed ‘the Boy David’ following a memorable by-election victory in Roxburgh, Selkirk & Peebles fourteen years earlier, Steel soon made his mark by guiding a Bill to reform abortion law through the House of Commons. In 1976 he succeeded Jeremy Thorpe as Liberal leader and promised the Liberal Assembly of that year ‘a bumpy road’ ahead. Steel did not disappoint. In March 1977 he negotiated a ‘Lib–Lab Pact’ with Callaghan and, until July 1978, the thirteen-strong Parliamentary Liberal Party sustained a minority Labour government in office.


It had been a baptism of fire for Steel, albeit one of his own making. The effect on Liberal support had been immediate, with the party losing hundreds of councillors and by-election deposits across the country. The pact had also divided his party, between those who agreed with the logic of Steel’s ‘realignment’ strategy, and those desperate to maintain the Liberals as an independent force untainted by association with the Labour Party. Thus the electoral outlook was, as Steel put it, ‘bleak’. ‘When we left the Liberal dining table for the last time,’ he later recalled, ‘we suspected that few of the fourteen [Liberal MPs] would be back.’


Callaghan’s government had fallen in dramatic circumstances on the evening of Wednesday, 28 March 1979. Motivated by the failure of devolution referendums in Scotland and Wales, the Scottish National Party had initiated a censure motion, later taken up by Mrs Thatcher and turned into a motion of no confidence in Her Majesty’s government. Callaghan had half-heartedly tried to cobble together a deal, but both Steel and the Scottish National Party (SNP) indicated their intention to vote with the Conservatives, thereby initiating an early dissolution of Parliament.


On the day of the debate, the House of Commons was packed and tense with expectation. Although the Leader of the Opposition’s opening speech had not quite lived up to the occasion, the Prime Minister was on fine form. And while he had developed an avuncular interest in Steel since the early days of the Lib–Lab Pact in March 1977, this did not mean Callaghan was going to spare him his caustic rhetoric. Recounting recent events, the Prime Minister joked that in Mrs Thatcher’s dealings with the Liberals and SNP, she had ‘found the courage of their convictions’. He continued:




So, tonight, the Conservative Party, which wants the [Scotland] Act repealed and opposes even devolution, will march through the Lobby with the SNP, which wants independence for Scotland, and with the Liberals, who want to keep the Act. What a massive display of unsullied principle!


The minority parties have walked into a trap. If they win, there will be a general election. I am told that the current joke going around the House is that it is the first time in recorded history that turkeys have been known to vote for an early Christmas.





Even some Liberal MPs found Callaghan’s ‘turkey’ line (first coined by the Liberal MP for Truro, David Penhaligon) amusing. Later in the debate it was Steel’s turn to speak. ‘Although the Prime Minister had his fun at our expense,’ he told MPs, ‘I have to make it absolutely clear … that there is no question, in our voting for a general election tonight, of appearing to be voting in any way for the Conservative Party.’


Steel then assessed his party’s ‘record’ since March 1977. ‘It is perhaps unusual for the leader of the Liberal Party in modern times to be talking of the record of the Liberal Party, but I intend to do so,’ he said proudly, ‘because I believe that the record shows that the period of greatest success in modern government was the period of the Lib–Lab agreement.’




First, during that period we had a Labour government in office, but left-wing socialism had to be abandoned for that period; therefore there was a degree of political stability and a process of government of this country from the centre. That in itself was beneficial.


Second, let us look at the figures of inflation … In the three months before the Lib–Lab Pact, inflation had gone up to 21 per cent, but it was during the Lib–Lab period of government that the inflation level came down to 7.4 per cent … I believe that the Lib–Lab Pact was important and provided a better way of running the country.


My third argument is that we saw in that period the start of some injection of Liberal influence for the first time into the government of the country.





In conclusion, Steel described a Parliament that found ‘itself stuck on devolution, stuck on tax reform and stuck on pay policy, and on industrial relations policy it is not only stuck but is sub-contracting its responsibilities to groups outside Parliament’ (a reference to the recent ‘winter of discontent’). That, therefore, was the Liberal case for a ‘fresh Parliament’. ‘I believe that the electors of Liverpool Edge Hill will point to a better way tomorrow [in a pending by-election],’ declared Steel. ‘I think that there is a better way of running Britain, and the sooner the rest of the country is given the opportunity for it, the better.’


Finally, at around 9.30 p.m., it fell to the Leader of the House to wind up the debate on behalf of the government. Like Callaghan, Michael Foot had come to respect Steel as a result of their dealings during the Lib–Lab Pact, and he looked on the Liberal leader with a degree of affection. A talented parliamentarian, Foot’s recap of the six-hour debate was an oratorical tour de force. Referring to the SNP, he said there had been nothing akin to the Nationalists’ sudden affinity with the anti-devolution Conservatives ‘since the armies of ancient Rome used to march into battle’. ‘Hail Emperor,’ said Foot as he looked in the direction of the SNP’s Westminster leader, Donald Stewart, ‘those about to die salute you.’


Foot then turned his gaze towards the leader of the Liberal Party:




He knows that I would not like to miss him out. I am sure that I shall elicit the support and sympathy of the right hon. lady [Mrs Thatcher] when I say that she and I have always shared a common interest in the development of this young man … I should very much like to know, as I am sure would everybody else, what exactly happened last Thursday night. I do not want to misconstrue anything, but did she send for him or did he send for her – or did they just do it by billet-doux?





This had the Conservative benches, and indeed the whole House, roaring with laughter. Foot, however, was not quite finished. ‘What the right hon. lady has done today is to lead her troops into battle,’ he continued, ‘snugly concealed behind a Scottish Nationalist shield, with the boy David holding her hand.’ Foot said he was even more concerned about the fate of Steel than he was about her; she, he added, could ‘look after herself’. ‘But the leader of the Liberal Party – and I say this with the utmost affection – has passed from rising hope to elder statesman without any intervening period whatsoever.’


Foot, as he had been careful to point out, meant the jibe affectionately but, like all political satire, it had included a grain of truth. Nearly twenty-five years Steel’s senior, Foot had watched the thirty-something Liberal leader progress from shepherding just thirteen MPs to negotiating with, and ultimately sustaining in office, the government of which he was a member. Steel, for his part, had been genuinely tickled by what he later remembered as a ‘very good crack’. ‘I thought it was a wonderful remark,’ he recalled in 1994, ‘quite wicked, but very funny.’


At 10 p.m. the House divided and Callaghan’s government fell by just one vote. ‘Now that the House of Commons has declared itself,’ Callaghan told MPs, ‘we shall take our case to the country.’ The following day a 28-year-old Liberal activist called David Alton won the Liverpool Edge Hill by-election with a majority of more than 8,000, giving his party a much-needed boost in the process. Bumping into Foot at the House of Commons, Steel cheerfully asked: ‘How’s Goliath this morning?’ A single day had neatly encompassed the ups and downs in Steel’s life thus far, and indeed a prescient indication of what was to follow.
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THE BOY DAVID





David Martin Scott Steel was born at around noon on 31 March 1938, at the Forth Maternity Hospital in Kirkcaldy. He was, therefore, technically a Fifer, although he confessed much later that he did not ‘feel like one’. The infant David weighed six pounds eight ounces, the eldest child in what would become a family of five. His mother, Sheila, had wanted to call him Iain, the Gaelic for John, but instead he was named after his father.


David Steel junior was in Scots parlance a ‘son of the manse’, his father being a minister with the Church of Scotland (or ‘Kirk’) in Buckhaven. Jeremy Thorpe once commented that a study of his successor’s upbringing unlocked ‘many of the clues to his character. Sons of the manse are, after all, by reputation, sturdy, independent boys who knew right from wrong.’ Steel’s father, and indeed his profession, would certainly be a key influence.


The family’s roots were in Lanarkshire, and they took pride in descent from a martyred seventeenth-century Covenanter, also called David Steel. David’s father, however, had been raised in Peterhead before studying divinity at Aberdeen University. Ordained in 1936, he classified himself as a ‘liberal evangelical’ theologically and, politically, a small-‘l’ liberal. Although Steel senior had what one obituarist called ‘a prickly streak and combative style’, he also had ‘gifts as a conciliator’. In both respects, father would be like son.


The Steels left their home in Buckhaven before David was three, and he spent what he remembered as a ‘very happy childhood’ in Dumbarton. ‘We lived in this huge, rather cold house designed for the days when ministers of the Kirk had servants,’ he recalled in his memoirs.




There was very little luxury on my father’s stipend and my mother devoted herself to bringing up a family growing in number and size, under the austerity and rationing of wartime. My parents kept hens, and an allotment for growing vegetables, the manse outbuildings were given over to keeping cages of rabbits, not as pets but to help feed and clothe the family.





Steel noted the importance of the ‘thrift’ drummed into him by his parents and indeed his political papers betray a diligent pursuit of payments, refunds and expenses. ‘This early upbringing also colours my political attitudes,’ he also observed. ‘I am genuinely shocked at the credit explosion which has been allowed to take place in recent [late 1980s] years.’


From Dumbarton, the Steels also witnessed the Clydebank bombing of 1941. One German air raid even damaged the manse; Steel’s earliest childhood memory was ‘sitting on an orange box in the cellar dimly lit by candles, listening to the thunder of bombs above, and waiting for the all-clear to sound’. His first school was Dumbarton Academy (where his speech was described as ‘nasal’), followed by a spell at James Gillespie’s Boys School in Edinburgh. At both, his grades were average, although his English was judged uniformly excellent. Steel clearly did not lack intellectual capacity but then, and indeed throughout his life, his failure to shine academically owed more to what one biographer called ‘his energetic pursuit of wider interests’.


The scope to broaden his horizons was about to get a lot wider. Steel himself has often referred to the four ‘deeply impressionable years’ he spent in Kenya as a teenager, calling his time in east Africa perhaps ‘the most formative time in my thinking’. Steel’s father had been called to the Presbyterian parish of Kenya and Uganda having spent four years as secretary of the Church of Scotland’s colonial committee.


Having secured a scholarship to Edinburgh’s George Watson’s College, the eleven-year-old Steel was ‘torn between the sheer drama of disappearing to Africa for four years, and doubts about leaving all my friends and hard-won scholarship behind’. The turbulent heart of the British Empire was beyond his comfort zone. ‘We’d no idea where Kenya was, never heard of Nairobi … we’d never been out of Scotland,’ he later recalled. ‘This was a completely new experience and the whole experience of a huge liner and going to Africa was just mind-boggling for us as kids.’


Arriving in Kenya’s capital after a three-week voyage, the Steels took charge of a large house in the city centre, as well as the usual colonial trappings of a cook, a houseboy and a gardener. ‘Landing here [Nairobi]’, Steel remembered, ‘was a complete culture shock’, and a complete contrast to what would otherwise have been a conventional middle-class Edinburgh upbringing. ‘We had exciting adventures with elephants, I had a pet monkey, the sun was always shining,’ he said, ‘and there was wonderful food to eat, especially all that amazing African fruit. It was just wonderful and totally different to what we had been used to at home.’


The Reverend David Steel quickly threw himself into what he later remembered as an ‘exciting and demanding ministry’. The old church building was overflowing so he launched an appeal to build a new one, the foundation stone of which was laid on Steel’s twelfth birthday by the Duke of Gloucester. Princess Elizabeth also visited (with Prince Philip) three days before she became Queen, signing the visitors’ book while Steel recorded the moment for posterity on his camera.


After finishing primary school Steel was enrolled at Nairobi’s Prince of Wales School, an all-white institution run as if it were an English public school. Although contemporaries remember Steel, or ‘Stainless’ as he became known, having few complaints at the time, he later remembered hating ‘the sub-English public-school values and the mediocre education’. Steel, however, clearly was not a model student, several teachers noting his ‘shockingly untidy’ work during the 1950 term, although otherwise his housemaster judged his work to be ‘up to standard’. Steel recalled this period as a ‘fairly miserable and uninteresting time’, his schoolwork suffering through a ‘lack of interest’. At the end of 1951 one teacher cryptically concluded: ‘Has improved this term. Or has he?’1


The racial dimension at the Prince of Wales School also bothered Steel. ‘One of the remarkable features of colonial education was that it was completely segregated,’ he later recalled. ‘Most of my school colleagues had no experience of, and consequently no interest in, the Kenya that existed outwith the British colonial society and values which had been imposed upon that country. They existed within a social cocoon in which they tried to pretend that Kenya was just another England – except hotter.’ And that, he added elsewhere, ‘was one of the things that made me political’.


Steel and his brother Michael, however, had more contact than most, attending a mixed-race YMCA camp along with two other white boys. ‘It was a fascinating glimpse into a way of life of which we were totally ignorant,’ he recalled in his memoirs. Contemporaries of Steel were even recruited into the Kenya Police Reserve. ‘I used to listen at school to tales from sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds telling what they had done to various “wogs” on their campaigns during their holidays,’ he said. ‘It was obvious that many of them treated other races as, by definition, inferior beings.’


It was not Steel’s style, however, to challenge such attitudes, at least not at this stage in his life. As his father later told a profiler, David had always ‘had a very even temperament’, adding, ‘I’ve never known him to get rattled.’ Growing up in a manse undoubtedly shaped Steel’s personality, meeting people from all walks of life – some important, many in need of help – many of whom treated the minister’s son as an equal. Inevitably, the Reverend Steel was busy. As he later admitted in a privately published memoir, ‘Sheila was a wonderful mother and I was a very poor father.’


What Harold Macmillan later called the ‘wind of change’ was already beginning to blow, although as a teenager Steel was only vaguely aware of the political breeze. A secret, frequently violent, society called the Mau Mau was then emerging, and by 1952 the colonial government in Kenya had declared a state of emergency. The Steels travelled everywhere with a loaded revolver in their car. Although Steel’s father abhorred their violence, he was equally infuriated by the British response.


Steel knew almost nothing of this until more than fifty years later, having returned to Scotland in 1953, remaining there after his father had a spell of leave. Apparently spontaneously, the Reverend and Mrs Steel decided that David, aged fourteen, and his brother should not return to Africa. During the next four years, Steel saw his mother once and his father not at all, spending his holidays mainly with his maternal grandparents in Aberdeen. ‘It was very hard to leave them,’ he later reflected, ‘it was very sad after his three months’ leave … it was terrible being left behind.’


When his father died in 2002, Steel discovered a briefcase containing what he called ‘the Kenya Papers’. Investigating his father’s political activity for the Channel 4 series Empire’s Children, Steel learned that his father had become increasingly concerned about ‘Operation Anvil’, the colonial government’s crackdown on Mau Mau forces, having been fed information from a police officer in his congregation. The Reverend Steel communicated his concerns to the governor, Sir Evelyn Baring, but ultimately decided to go public via a sermon broadcast every second Sunday.


In the sermon, the Reverend Steel criticised the Kenyan government’s indiscriminate campaign, arguing that a raft of emergency legislation gave the ‘appearance of legality to practices not only unjust in the eyes of God but illegal by the accepted law of man’. The authorities, unsurprisingly, were furious, and attempted to deport him from the colony (only saved by an intervention from the Kenyan finance minister, also a member of Steel’s congregation), while a local English-language newspaper wondered who would rid Nairobi of ‘this turbulent priest’.


The Reverend Steel was an unlikely iconoclast, and when his son tracked down Mau Mau rebels released from detention camps as a result of his father’s intervention, he was clearly very moved. ‘It makes me very humble that these people remember him,’ he said when interviewed by Channel 4. When asked to read from an account of his father’s farewell reception in 1957, Steel welled up again, quoting from a contemporary account that ‘many of us [the congregation] felt like the little girl who fixing a determined smile on her face but I’m crying inside’ [sic]. ‘And that was it,’ he added, holding up the journal. Later, Steel reflected:




Looking back on it now I realise that I really owe everything to what my father was doing here because my political life really started thanks to my father, which I never really fully understood before … I now appreciate just how much he meant to a lot of people – I suppose the downtrodden, the captives. He certainly left his mark on the history of Kenya, no doubt about that.





Father, like son, never quite got Africa out of his system, and when he died half his ashes were taken to Nairobi by his family and buried alongside Scottish missionary pioneers at Kikuyu, a town in Kenya’s Central Province. Just four years in Kenya, as well as his upbringing as a son of the manse, had given Steel a mind of his own and an instinctive morality that, although it took some time to manifest itself, fashioned his political views. These, reflected Steel in his memoirs, were ‘formative years’, providing him ‘with the beginnings of political awareness and a deep-seated opposition to racism in all its manifestations’. Africa was a continent to which he would return – both professionally and personally – for the rest of his life.




 





On returning to Edinburgh in 1953 Steel took up his long-delayed scholarship at George Watson’s College, a grant-aided school on the outskirts of the city. He obviously found this more congenial educational territory. ‘My secondary education up till this time had been at a school in Nairobi which was not of any high standard,’ he later wrote, ‘and which considered sport as important as education; consequently I never really enjoyed school life.’


It was at Watson’s, therefore, that the young David Steel came into his own, despite having to repeat a year due to the ‘backward’ effect of his time in Nairobi. ‘Watson’s was a breath of fresh air,’ he recalls. ‘By then I was a boarder at a day school, so I had to find things to do with my time.’ One of these things was ‘the Lit’, the school’s Literary Society, a select forum for debate and public speaking. His first meeting had a ‘profound’ effect. ‘I sat in awe during the whole meeting and that night I did not sleep until very late,’ he recalled in a valedictory speech as the Lit’s junior president. ‘I realised then that here was something I had been looking for for years. I realised then that Watson’s wasn’t just another school – and it was my fifth – but that it offered something deeper, something richer than an ordinary scholastic education.’2 The Lit, recalled Steel in his memoirs, ‘became my main interest, and I never missed a meeting in my four years at Watson’s’.


Elevation to the society’s inner circle as fourth-year member of its committee was, consequently, a moment Steel would ‘never forget’. To him, ‘the members of the committee were almost deities and the Junior President, Secretary and Treasurer were the chief gods’. Steel relished being on intimate terms with the club’s ruling elite, while his involvement enabled him to meet the Lit’s two most distinguished old boys: the then Lord Chancellor, Viscount Kilmuir, and the Commons Speaker, William Morrison. ‘I owe the club a great debt of gratitude,’ said Steel in his valedictory speech, ‘and through my career, which I hope will be in politics, I shall never forget it.’3


Beyond the Lit, Steel clearly made the most of his four years at the school. As his old headmaster told a journalist in 1966, ‘He ran Watson’s!’ This sketch from the school magazine, Phoenix, describes the extent of his activity:




As Junior President of the Literary Club he commands respect, as a School Prefect he instils discipline, as a house prefect he rules, as Editor of Ecce he wields power and as Vice-President of ESCA [Edinburgh Schools’ Citizenship Association] he exudes charm. A liberal at heart … he is also something of a plutocrat, being the owner of a motor vehicle. After a period of hibernation this limousine again graces the boulevards of Edinburgh and it is understood that the motoring organisations have warned their members accordingly.





A love of vintage sports cars was another passion that emerged during Steel’s time at Watson’s, his first being an ‘unroadworthy’ 1932 Morris 8. He also acted (in Christopher Fry’s The Boy with a Cart) but, more importantly, debated. Returning to Edinburgh in 1957, his parents remember hearing their son make ‘really quite a brilliant speech’, clearly taken aback at this hitherto unknown talent.4 Phoenix also preserved the following account of Steel’s attendance at a ‘Mound Meeting’, Edinburgh’s version of Speakers’ Corner:




Steel clutched his copy of the Daily Worker even more nervously. He invited the heckler to come into the centre and state his views. He refused. Steel looked triumphant, but the heckler continued to heckle … Steel tried to praise the Liberal Party and again Harcus [another pupil] took over, declaring that he was a Liberal. Then Steel tried to edge out of the crowd unobtrusively, but his departure was commented on by the mob.





Such was Steel’s introduction to the brutal world of politics. When William Douglas-Home contested Edinburgh South as the Liberal candidate in a by-election, Steel penned a vigorous editorial for Ecce supporting the future Prime Minister’s brother (he came third). The high point, meanwhile, of Steel’s early political career was a speech, ‘The Public Be Damned’, as part of the Lit’s public speaking competition in June 1957. This was a spirited, if slightly clunky, restatement of classic Liberalism, and clearly influenced by the arguments of Jo Grimond.


‘In our present society, the state is fast becoming a kind of spoon-feeding idol,’ declared Steel, and given that the public were ‘for the most part content to accept the influence of the state on all major issues’ it could hardly be surprised the attitude of the state had become that of ‘the public be damned’. He cited ill treatment of Cypriot prisoners by the British army, phone tapping, failure of the government to consult the Commonwealth and opposition over Suez, and a ‘mad suicidal race to explode bigger and better bombs, regardless of what public opinion in the country may be’. He continued:




We see it [the attitude] everywhere. In the small trader in the country who holds a monopoly and therefore charges the public exorbitant prices for his goods. In the public official, bursting with his own importance. But worst of all we see it in the man who is determined to get on in life, regardless of those whom his life affects. And I would connect apathy with selfishness.5





This was not so different to some of the themes Steel would pursue, within the next two decades, as a Liberal MP and his party’s leader.


If Kenya had planted a seed that Watson’s had encouraged to grow, then it was the University of Edinburgh that nurtured David Steel into a young Liberal politician. As he later explained to the broadcaster Robert McKenzie, as a student he became ‘increasingly antagonistic’ to the colonial policies he remembered from his early teenage years and to ‘the whole issue of how we treated our dependencies; how the races treated each other’. ‘Not at that age,’ he was careful to add, ‘but in retrospect.’ Already liberally inclined, he found that ‘many of the assumptions’ of Harold Macmillan’s colonial policy – notably the creation and subsequent collapse of a Central African Federation (CAF) – directed him ‘well away from any linkage with the Conservative Party’ (although he remained a committed federalist).


A decisive moment would be the Sharpeville Massacre of 21 March 1960 – in which the South African police killed sixty-nine black protestors – radicalising a whole generation of British students including Steel, who joined the Anti-Apartheid Movement as a result. Combined with Steel’s first-hand experience of Africa and her politics, its effect must have been all the more acute. Steel was also active in the Jambo Club, ‘a most successful multi-racial society for students from or interested in East Africa’ (in 1961 it held a dinner to celebrate the independence of Tanganyika, later Tanzania).6


This period coincided with the relatively enlightened – if not strictly liberal – tenure of the Anglo-Scottish Colonial Secretary Iain Macleod. Memorably derided by Lord Salisbury as ‘too clever by half’, Macleod introduced a decolonisation programme vehemently opposed by the Tory right. In Kenya, for example, Macleod ended the state of emergency begun while Steel was at school in Nairobi, and freed Jomo Kenyatta (a keen follower of the Reverend Steel’s sermons while in prison), who would become the independent Kenya’s first President in 1964. ‘For all his small “l” liberal credentials,’ recalls Steel, ‘Macleod was very much involved in keeping CAF going as an anti-Soviet buffer and linking up with South Africa. So it was just the whole tenor of the Tory administration that was, in my view, wrong.’


This critique found its way into Steel’s contribution to at least one Liberal Club meeting following a visit to the Soviet Union with the future MPs Donald Dewar and George Reid. ‘In Moscow I saw some of the propaganda pro-communist literature produced which was based entirely on the failings and backwardness of Tory imperial policies,’ he said, ‘which have provided the communists with the best footholds in Africa – the very thing the Tories were so anxious to avoid.’7 Having caught the travel bug in Africa, Steel also visited Poland, later recalling the ‘traumatic experience’ of ‘looking with disbelief at the gas chambers and ovens of the preserved Auschwitz concentration camp together with a Polish student whose parents had been killed there’.


Steel settled upon the Liberals, however, more through a process of elimination. ‘I knew I wasn’t Tory and I knew I wasn’t Labour, and rather negatively joined the Liberals,’ he later admitted. ‘Through attending their meetings and hearing from those who were more committed than I was, and from visiting speakers, I became more positively committed.’8 An ‘inspiring’ speech by Hugh Gaitskell had almost tipped him towards Labour. If ‘that is the authentic voice of the Labour Party,’ he told John P. Mackintosh, a politics professor Steel had first encountered ‘patrolling for support’ at Watson’s, ‘I will join,’ adding elsewhere that ‘if the Labour Party had been as Gaitskell was, the need for and relevance of the Liberal Party at that time would have been largely eclipsed.’


Steel, meanwhile, stood for his first election as a first-year representative on the Students Representative Council (SRC). With just seven candidates contesting three seats, he felt sure of success, but when two students from London fought a brilliant campaign Steel was forced into third place. He won a place on the SRC, but only just. As a biographer later observed, it taught him ‘never to treat any election campaign complacently’. By this point, Steel was also deeply involved with Scottish Liberal politics. In 1958 he joined a Liberal canvassing party in East Aberdeenshire, and the following year not only helped organise a by-election campaign in Galloway, but helped form the Association of Scottish University Liberals from four different campus associations. During that year’s general election, meanwhile, Steel made his first public speech at South Morningside School.


By the autumn of 1959, Steel was even confident enough to venture criticism of Liberal strategy. ‘It is a party emerging from years of dithering in the political wilderness,’ he declared, ‘and there are still a host of cobwebs to be swept away in the party organisation and policy.’9 Liberal propaganda was ‘pathetic’, Liberal News (the party’s weekly newspaper) had to rank ‘as the worst piece of political journalism in the country’, while the general standard of Liberal publications was ‘shockingly low’, ‘too detailed’ and thus full of ‘vague trivialities’. Steel called for a pamphlet (presumably of higher quality) setting out ‘Twelve Declarations’, the party’s principal aims, which he ambitiously speculated ‘would do more to accelerate the party’s progress than a hundred helicopter tours by Mr Grimond’.10


It is interesting that even Jo Grimond was not exempt from Steel’s critique, for the then Liberal leader was a key influence, preceding any direct engagement with party policy. ‘I became committed not just to the man as leader of the Liberal Party,’ Steel said of Grimond, ‘but especially to his ideas and his publicly proclaimed vision of a realignment of the left in British politics.’ Steel’s relationship with Grimond was to mark a turning point in his life.


Leader of the party since 1956 and MP for Orkney & Shetland, Jo Grimond had resolved to revive Liberalism by redefining its strategy; urging his troops to march ‘towards the sound of gunfire’, he recast the Liberals as a safe haven for social democrats fleeing from Labour. It was a radical shift in strategy, given that his predecessor, Clement Davies, had preferred to engage with Conservatives. But as a man of considerable intelligence and personal charm, Grimond won many converts.


Steel had been captivated since watching Grimond’s final broadcast during the 1959 general election. He recalls:




The party had no money and it was the first time the parties had produced television broadcasts. This one was just Jo Grimond in front of a camera. The American journalist Ed Murrow later did a review of all the broadcasts and he said Jo’s was the best, remarking that nothing could beat putting a man with something to say in front of a camera. I can’t remember what he said but the power of it was there.





Indeed, one of Steel’s university contemporaries, Russell Johnston, viewed his politics in personality terms. ‘David was always a Grimond Liberal,’ he told Steel’s wife in 2008, ‘but you and I, Judy, we are [John] Bannerman Liberals.’11


Steel, however, quickly learned the Liberal script, reciting the following prospectus at a mock election in 1960:




Liberalism in Africa, an end to the British independent manufacture of the H-bomb, and adoption of collective security through a reformed NATO, economic integration with the European Common Market, parliamentary devolution for Scotland, Wales and England, co-ownership and co-partnership in industry, a rise in the old-age pension, abolition of Schedule A Income Tax: all these policies are gaining wider support.





On most of those points Steel would prove remarkably consistent while also imbibing Grimond’s realignment gospel; in 1960 he said that the ‘emergence of a social democratic party may well come from a union of the Liberal Party and the Labour right’. Indeed, the SNP politician George Reid (in the late 1950s a Labour student) later remembered a ‘clandestine’ meeting with Steel, in which they discussed how they were ‘going to get Lib–Labbery, a contemporary social democracy, going’, together with a ‘Scots Parliament’.


It was Steel who persuaded Grimond to stand as Rector of Edinburgh University in 1960, an historic position elected at Scotland’s four ancient universities by the student body. The rectorial campaign (‘Go Jo!’ urged flyers) and installation ceremony would demonstrate Steel’s energy, tenacity and, less attractively, a mildly patronising quality. In a pro-Grimond pamphlet, Steel argued that




the big issue in this rectorial may prove to be not the election of a Rector for the next three years but the office of Rector itself. The right to elect a Rector is a traditional and intensely democratic one which must be jealously guarded if we are to retain it in full measure. We, the student body, must ensure in the coming campaign that nothing in our behaviour calls into disrepute the high office of Lord Rector nor antagonises university or civic authorities towards it.12





Indeed, anticipating student unrest (the Tory Chancellor ‘Rab’ Butler had been covered in flour at his rectorial installation in Glasgow), the Edinburgh University Court decided to install Grimond at a small private ceremony in the Upper Library rather than hold the traditional public ceremony in the McEwan Hall. This alarmed Steel, who (as president of the Students’ Representative Council) called a mass meeting of students and rather pompously informed them that unless they behaved with dignity, not only would they be excluded from the ceremony, but the post of Rector might well be abolished. ‘There is nothing particularly amusing’, he said, ‘in inviting a distinguished man to be Rector and then giving him dog’s abuse when he comes.’


Steel battled hard on this issue against Professor Sir Edward Appleton, the principal and Vice-Chancellor, prompting John P. Mackintosh to remark that the ‘great thing about student politics is that it teaches you how to deal with rogues and villains’. The university authorities gave way but resolved to stay out of the installation ceremony, now to be held in the McEwan Hall. Steel’s mission, however, did not end there, as he issued the following sartorial instructions to students wishing to attend:




You are advised not to wear a coat if the weather permits … Men should wear lounge suits with white shirt, collar, and tie. Dark blazer is a very suitable alternative. Stewards and servitors have strict instructions to refuse admission to anyone who is obviously unsuitably dressed (e.g. leather jacket, tartan shirt, and corduroy bags!) Women should wear appropriate dress, suit, or blazer and skirt. (Polo necked sweater and jeans are definitely out.)





Steel’s aim was to ‘rescue’ rectorial ceremonies from the ‘bad reputation’ they had acquired following ‘deplorable behaviour’ at Edinburgh and the other ancient universities. Again, he succeeded, although it seems likely that a controversy-free ceremony also figured in Steel’s mind as a useful way of bringing his political and organisational talents to the attention of Jo Grimond. And so it proved; the installation ceremony was a success, and notably restrained despite two thousand people cramming into the hall. ‘I shall never forget the dry feeling in my throat as the tail end of the procession entered the McEwan Hall to the strains of “the Saints” played by a jazz band,’ recalled Steel in a university journal. ‘Having briefly introduced the Rector I invested him with his gown of office and then Mr Grimond stepped forward to deliver his address “In Praise of Politics”.’ Indeed, this proved a memorable peroration:




I urge you all to become politicians, Liberals preferably, but if you can’t manage that even Labour or Conservative politics are better than none. I urge you because politics are important, because politics are rewarding, but, most of all, because politics are one of the greatest, most natural, and most enjoyable of human activities.





In the case of Steel, Grimond was preaching to the converted.


The Liberal leader also unwittingly played matchmaker between his new protégé and his future wife, sitting Steel next to Judith MacGregor at a private SRC dinner in 1961. It was an unlikely match, particularly as Judy was involved with the Scottish Nationalist club and had come to regard Steel ‘as an establishment figure’, while he considered her ‘an unruly backbencher’. But when, a week later, George Reid (later an SNP MP and Steel’s successor as Presiding Officer) invited David and Judy to a ‘thrash’ (actually organised by another Liberal student called Willis Pickard) during a Scottish Union of Students conference in St Andrews, ‘a year’s antipathy was blown away in a romantic walk by the North Sea.’ ‘With David,’ recalled Judy Steel in her memoirs, ‘I was finding, for the first time in a romantic relationship, a real meeting of minds and common interest.’


The Grimond rectorial contest gave Steel a taste of national press coverage, with pictures of him with the Liberal leader appearing in several London and Edinburgh newspapers. It also boosted his standing within the Scottish Liberal Party organisation, winning him election to its executive committee in 1960, while Steel was also approached to contest East Fife at the next general election (he declined). He also worked hard at cultivating the UK Liberal Party establishment, exchanging friendly notes with Violet Bonham-Carter and Laura Grimond. But the most important contact was Laura’s husband, with whom Steel kept in frequent touch. He most likely remained a little in awe of Jo Grimond, as were many young Liberal activists at that time. ‘We all worshipped Jo,’ recalls William Wallace, who would later become one of Steel’s advisers, ‘partly because he was so tall, looking down on us and thinking to himself: “Why are these young men taking me so seriously?”’


While politics proved all-consuming, however, Steel clearly found some time for fun. Judy Steel’s memoirs depict an almost carefree figure who partied as well as politicked. Michael Shea, another university contemporary and a future press secretary to the Queen, recalled Steel




taking the drunken and rumbustious James Robertson Justice and Compton Mackenzie back from a debate in the Edinburgh University Union to the latter’s house in Drummond Place, and us immature young chaps being quite astonished at the vulgarity of these two distinguished figures as they tried, in their whisky-befuddled state, to insert a key in the front door.





Steel also had a profile in his own right as one of the most prominent student politicians of his day (not unlike Gordon Brown a decade later). On becoming president of the SRC in May 1960 he hoped it would ‘undergo a radical change according to the wishes of the majority of the students’, chiefly direct student representation on the University Court.


Speaking as Rector himself twenty years later (he served from 1982 to 1985), Steel recalled being one of the last ‘non-full-time, non-sabbatical senior presidents of the SRC’, although he had opposed moves to professionalise the position. ‘Indeed, to the dismay of professors and parents alike,’ he joked, ‘I had spent more time running student affairs than studying for my degree.’ His degree was of the old ‘ordinary’ variety, including a course on the liberal philosophy of John Stuart Mill and Professor J. D. B. Mitchell’s lectures on the British constitution, which, Steel recalled, ‘remained genuinely useful in my parliamentary life’.


Despite his interest in most subjects, Steel gained only a ‘pass’ as an undergraduate. On 30 May 1961, shortly before his graduation ceremony at the McEwan Hall, Steel delivered his valedictory address as SRC president. ‘I hope now to take a more active part in party politics outside the university from which I have had a kind of forced semi-retirement during the past twelve months,’ he said. ‘After the cut and thrust and intrigue of university politics I expect to find it a heavenly retreat!’13


Steel remained at Edinburgh for another year to complete his Bachelor of Laws (LLB), after which he ruled out becoming an advocate (devilling was then, as now, unpaid) or a cleric (‘as I got older I began to feel that the Church … was in a sense too narrow a canvas for the particular things that I wanted to interest myself in and to achieve’). Steel had long since settled on politics as a career, at that time an unusual thing for a new graduate to do. Nevertheless, his three years at the University of Edinburgh had been the making of him. ‘Looking back’, he reflected in 1983, ‘I realise how much of my own life was shaped [t]here.’


Steel had been adopted as the Liberal candidate for Edinburgh Pentlands during his LLB and, having completed, as he put it, ‘two mediocre degrees’, he also took up his first job, the newly created post of assistant general secretary at Scottish Liberal HQ in Edinburgh. For Steel, it was a merciful escape from becoming a trainee manager at Shell or Plessey, and also good for the party, which had decided to beef up its personnel during what appeared to be a Liberal revival in the wake of the Orpington by-election.14 Paid £890 a year, Steel was responsible for publicity, publications and local government affairs.


The timing was also good in that Steel had just become engaged to Judy, marrying her in October 1962. ‘I remember feeling so happy,’ he later recalled, ‘it was the start of a new path, a new adventure.’ Steel, meanwhile, worked hard on his Liberal candidacy, even attempting to induce his best man, Michael Shea, to contest another Edinburgh constituency.


At Liberal HQ Steel ‘became a professional, in the mundane, nitty-gritty sense’. ‘I learned party structure and the nuts and bolts of party organisation,’ he recalled. ‘That was essential.’ He got along well with the party’s chief agent, the rather authoritarian Arthur Purdom. When Purdom fell ill during the Kinross & West Perthshire by-election in November 1963, Steel took over the Liberal campaign, later recalling a ‘glorious shambles’ which at least gave him his ‘first chance to meet the political media’. Following a particularly disastrous by-election in December 1963 (Dumfriesshire), Steel also resolved that Liberals ought not to waste time fighting seats that might produce the dreaded sentence: ‘The Liberal candidate lost his deposit.’ ‘These six words’, wrote Steel in Liberal News, ‘do the Liberal cause more damage than any six sentences uttered by Tory or Labour propagandists.’


Steel’s experience in these two by-elections also prompted a rethink of his own constituency aspirations. ‘I felt very much a city product and not up to the task of representing rural interests,’ he recalled in his memoirs, but he now ‘realised that what people needed was simply competent representation: the ability to listen, to assimilate and present a case’.


During the winter of 1963–4 a vacancy arose for a Liberal candidate in the potentially winnable seat of Roxburgh, Selkirk & Peebles, which had briefly been held by a Liberal in the early 1950s and whose Conservative incumbent, Commander Charles Donaldson, was elderly and ineffective. Having impressed at the association’s AGM the previous autumn, Steel swiftly expressed an interest and was adopted at the beginning of 1964. Jo Grimond had also played a part. After concluding that none of the prospective candidates were suitable, he said to Steel with a grin: ‘I suppose you’ll have to do it then!’15


Since a general election was called just a few months later, there was little time to marshal a coherent campaign, with Steel later admitting it had been a ‘muddle’ in which he had managed to hold very few public meetings. Even then, Steel transformed what had once been a safe Conservative seat into a marginal, taking Donaldson’s majority down to just 1,700, and thus boosting the chances of a win next time round (Labour’s slim Commons majority meant no one expected to wait long). ‘We need a few more mediocre firsts,’ quipped Arthur Purdom, ‘and a few less brilliant seconds.’ Few wanted Steel to gain a first, mediocre or otherwise, as much as Grimond. Steel had acted as his Scottish bag carrier during the election campaign and, as Grimond’s biographer observed, ‘had been the beneficiary of considerable sponsorship’ from the Liberal leader.


But in the interim Steel needed work; his contract at Scottish Liberal HQ had expired on polling day. He soon secured a position with BBC Scotland’s current affairs department, having carefully cultivated media contacts during the previous two years (and having also appeared in a 1964 party broadcast). Steel became a part-time interviewer for a programme called Checkpoint, an experience he found invaluable in developing his own broadcast technique. ‘[H]aving worked briefly in television,’ he later explained, ‘I am relaxed amid the technology.’




In my view very little can be taught in television technique. It is the most revealing and testing of all the media, outstripping platform speeches, Commons performances or press conferences in its ability to expose the good and bad in every politician and especially the phony.





‘Whereas most politicians were nervous or found the whole TV experience strange,’ he recalls, ‘I was used to it from the other side – that was a tremendous advantage.’


But Steel’s television career was shortlived (he managed only two broadcasts). Just six weeks after the general election, Commander Donaldson died during minor surgery at St Thomas’ Hospital in London. Steel was working in Glasgow when he heard the news, initially thinking it a practical joke by colleagues. Although his six-month contract did not prohibit political activity, the BBC decided to put him on gardening leave until the end of March. ‘In effect,’ recalled Judy Steel, ‘the BBC would be funding David to be a full-time candidate.’


Steel protested that Geoffrey Johnson Smith, the Conservative candidate in the recent East Grinstead by-election, had appeared on a panel game in the course of which a passing reference was made to his political activities. The BBC got round this by admitting it had been wrong about Johnson Smith but did not intend to repeat the mistake with Steel. It took a long time for Steel to forgive his soon-to-be former employer for so zealously removing him from a job he enjoyed, albeit fleetingly. He would restrict his television work to commercial broadcasters until 1970, when he patched things up with the BBC by presenting an edition of Songs of Praise from his father’s church in Linlithgow.


Meanwhile, there was a by-election to prepare for, one of six pending in early 1965. The Times reckoned that the Borders fight gave the Liberals a chance to increase their representation in the Commons, noting that Steel, ‘a young and vigorous campaigner’, had obtained the third-highest Liberal vote among the fifty-four Liberals who had come second in contests at the previous year’s general election.


Given the slim Tory majority, Steel reckoned the seat could be a ‘test case’ for Grimond’s realignment strategy. ‘Only in 1959 had the Tories an overall majority against Liberal and Labour added together,’ he wrote in A House Divided. ‘Now a realignment of those two forces would itself be sufficient to put them out.’ Peter Preston of The Guardian would later observe that Steel and the able Labour candidate, Ronald King Murray, sang ‘diverting variations on the same theme so that the Lib–Lab duet is quite harmonious’. That did not prevent King Murray challenging Steel to say whether he was a genuine radical or a crypto-Tory, however, while Edward Heath described the Liberals on a campaigning visit as ‘a petty annexe to the Labour government’.


It was the first time professional, US-style politics had hit the normally sleepy and deferential Borders; Steel’s campaign was energetic and meticulous, breaking new ground in how the game of politics was played in that part of the world. ‘THIS TIME DAVID STEEL’ was the legend on posters, tin badges and car stickers, as well as a glossy election address that still looks impressive nearly half a century later. It amounted to a mini manifesto, augmenting a pamphlet (co-authored by Steel) entitled Boost for the Borders which, as Peter Preston reported, was ‘not a shatteringly original document’, but did ‘propound rational answers to the familiar Border ills’.


As if that was not enough, Steel’s team produced a four-page free-sheet called The Border News, which looked like a newspaper rather than the party propaganda it actually was. Central to the campaign were busloads of student Liberal activists from England. ‘We thought David was the man of the future,’ recalls Tony (later Lord) Greaves, who was among them, ‘a modern Grimond-style Liberal, not one of those ancient free-traders who had joined the party in the 1920s or ’30s. Grimond had brought in a lot of younger people and David epitomised that new breed.’


Against this whirlwind of activity the Conservative candidate, Robert McEwen, faced a tough fight. A rather dated figure (and unusually, in the context of the mid-1960s, a Roman Catholic) who wore shooting gloves while campaigning, he got tetchy with hecklers and unwittingly exemplified the ‘grouse moor’ image the then Scottish Unionist Party was anxious to shed. Visiting Tory grandees did not help. When Sir Gerald Nabarro dismissed Steel’s concerns about depopulation as ‘ballyhoo’, citing a local (and titled) friend who had recently increased his personal staff, Steel was scathing: ‘Now we know the Tory answer to depopulation. Everyone should hire more servants.’


Judy Steel was impressed at ‘the extent to which David never lost control of the campaign’. ‘He was the candidate and he would run it,’ she recalled in her memoirs. ‘He would choose the political ground: only he would answer questions, and at meetings, he would always be the final speaker.’ At Scottish Liberal HQ the party chairman, George Mackie, rebuffed attempts by London-based figures to interfere, while on the ground Steel forged a strong relationship with his ‘political mentor’, the local Liberal activist Andrew Haddon (who recited Borders ballads to him as they drove between election meetings), and the by-election agent, Arthur Purdom (with whom he felt a ‘deep trust’).


Eric Lubbock headed north to spread a little Orpington magic on the third anniversary of his own by-election win, as did Jeremy Thorpe and Grimond (although the latter travelled south rather than north), addressing large meetings in the major Borders towns, Galashiels, Kelso and Jedburgh. Anthony J. C. Kerr, meanwhile, entered the race at the last minute as, curiously, an Independent Scottish Nationalist. Rumours (picked up by the press) implied that McEwen had anonymously sent Kerr £100 to guarantee his candidature, presumably hoping it would draw votes away from Steel. If true, it was wishful thinking. As the by-election neared its conclusion, the consensus at Westminster clearly pointed to a Liberal victory.


Memorably, Llew Gardner of the Scottish Daily Express cast the whole by-election in terms of David versus Goliath (McEwen being the Conservative giant). Forty-five years later Judy Steel could still recall her husband’s eve-of-poll speech. ‘To look at the trees around here, you might think that the Tories have the election in the bag,’ he said. ‘But the votes do not belong to the trees, nor are they in the pockets of local newspaper proprietors. The votes are in the hearts of the people, and the hearts of the people are with us!’


The historian Hugh Trevor-Roper and his wife even drove all the way to the Borders (where they owned a home) in order to vote, McEwen being a family friend. But Trevor-Roper ended up concluding, according to his biographer, that Steel was ‘the best candidate by far’. Xandra, his wife, voted Conservative and was horrified when she discovered Hugh had not done the same. Trevor-Roper was not the only Conservative to jump ship for, when the votes were counted on 24 March, there was a 7.3 per cent swing to the Liberals, giving Steel a decisive majority of more than 4,600 votes. The full result was:




David M. S. Steel (Liberal) 21,549


Robert L. McEwen (Conservative) 16,942


Ronald K. Murray (Labour) 4,936


A. J. C. Kerr (Independent Scottish Nationalist) 411





Steel’s maternal grandfather had died earlier that day so, amid ‘the high spirits,’ as Judy Steel recalled, ‘David’s were low’. Still, he recalled that night in Jedburgh being the ‘most thrilling and memorable’ of his career; ‘it was the beginning of a wonderful adventure that is the political life.’


John Bannerman was at the count, as was Jeremy Thorpe, although the flamboyant MP for North Devon had to blag his way in. Later, his eloquence persuaded a local landlord to open his pub so that everyone could celebrate. ‘It’s a historical moment,’ proclaimed Thorpe. ‘We can’t let the licensing laws get in the way on a night like this!’ The new Member of Parliament was carried shoulder high down the street and ‘hundreds of Liberals’, recalled Tony Greaves twenty years later, ‘many for the first time in their lives, knew what it was like to win’. The next day’s Scottish Daily Express carried news of what it called a ‘2 a.m. sensation’, a banner headline announcing: ‘IT’S THE BOY DAVID!’




1 David Steel Papers (private collection), Prince of Wales School reports


2 David Steel Papers TD 3431/4, undated speech.


3 TD 3431/4.


4 After two years as associate minister at St Cuthbert’s, Edinburgh, Steel’s father moved to St Michael’s, Linlithgow, in 1959. There, he presided over the controversial restoration of the historic church, which had lost its crown steeple in a nineteenth-century storm. Instead of recreating the original, Steel commissioned a modernist take on the ‘crown of thorns’, which remains a prominent sight on the Edinburgh–Glasgow railway line.


5 TD 3431/10, undated essay entitled ‘The Public Be Damned’.


6 Julius Nyerere, the future President of Tanzania, graduated from Edinburgh University a few years before Steel.


7 TD 3431/20, undated speech to Edinburgh University Liberal Club.


8 Elsewhere, Steel admitted joining the Liberals ‘more out of curiosity than conviction’.


9 At the 1959 general election the Liberals polled 6 per cent of the vote, enough to elect the same number of MPs.


10 TD 3431/17, undated speech entitled ‘Which Way for Youth?’


11 John Bannerman (1901–69) was a farmer, rugby union international and Scottish Liberal politician. Having tried to win a parliamentary seat on a number of occasions, he was given a peerage in late 1967. His Liberalism included a strong emphasis on Scottish Home Rule.


12 TD 3431/23, Jo Grimond rectorial campaign pamphlet.


13 TD 3431/16, undated speech from 1961.


14 Held on 15 March 1962, a swing of nearly 22 per cent from the Conservatives to the Liberals surprised most analysts. Eric Lubbock (later Lord Avebury) won with a 7,855 majority and held the seat until 1970.


15 This caused ructions within the Scottish Liberal Party (SLP) as well as unhappiness in Pentlands. The SLP executive passed a vote of censure on the whole organisation committee for assisting with Steel’s transfer (the original plan had been for another rising star called Michael Starforth to fight the seat in 1964, having fought East Renfrewshire in 1959).
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BABY OF THE HOUSE





‘The Borders are a distinct region,’ wrote Jo Grimond in his memoirs, ‘peppered with Dukes and Fox Hunts but with a strong radical tradition.’ Sprawling across three counties, the constituency of Roxburgh, Selkirk & Peebles looked deceptively agricultural, although economically the sheep farms took second place to the knitwear and tweed industries of its scattered burghs. Grimond continued:




In the woollen towns the workers are Liberal rather than Socialist. So must be many of the farmers and farm servants. Since the fifties Roxburgh and Selkirk had returned a Tory. But the tinder was there. David ignited it. He was a charismatic candidate, young, good-looking, confident, articulate. What more could you want?





That Grimond chose to associate David Steel with his new seat was significant for, as the broadcaster Ludovic Kennedy later put it, he was one of a handful of MPs who soon became ‘so identified with their constituency that it is hard to imagine them apart’. During the by-election and over the next five years, the Fife-born and Nairobi-raised Steel made the economic problems of the region his own. As Willis Pickard wrote of Steel in a pre-by-election profile for Liberal News, ‘He has made himself an authority on the Borders and has become accepted as a Borderer.’ Steel even endured a gruelling 25-mile ride to become a ‘Moss-trooper’, a highly-valued equestrian (and Hawick) honour.


Steel and his wife Judy already lived in Ettrick Bridge by the time of the by-election, a smart move avoiding the intense inter-town rivalry settling in Hawick, Kelso, Galashiels or Peebles might have created. But such a constituency also brought mixed blessings, being useful restoratively but difficult logistically. Judy reinforced her husband’s local credentials by quickly making it known she would not be basing herself in London, as was the norm for many MPs’ wives at that time. ‘No one can fully understand my political life,’ reflected Steel in his memoirs, ‘without a proper comprehension of life in the Borders.’


Above all Roxburgh, Selkirk & Peebles gave Steel a voice in Parliament. ‘Independent minded themselves,’ he later reflected, ‘my Borders constituents allowed me, in the words of Edmund Burke, to give them my judgement but not my obedience.’ But while impressive, Steel’s by-election win did not stimulate a Liberal revival akin to that in the wake of Orpington a few years before. Rather it masked a lost deposit in a concurrent by-election at Saffron Walden and thus represented a bright spot for the Liberals in an otherwise difficult – and indeed short – parliament. ‘TOP GRADE STEEL’ was the jubilant Liberal News headline on 2 April, while a few days later the National Liberal Club hosted a luncheon in Steel’s honour.


Nevertheless, The Times was correct in observing that Steel’s election would ‘have a profound effect on the political situation’. Not only did it increase pressure on Harold Wilson to hold an early poll (the Labour candidate in Roxburgh, Selkirk & Peebles had lost his deposit), but it also hastened the demise of the Leader of the Opposition, who hailed from the Borders himself. Alan Watkins noted in The Spectator: ‘How much longer can Sir Alec Douglas-Home continue as leader of the Conservative Party? After the loss of Roxburgh the question does not really have to be asked. It asks itself.’


Thus when Eric Lubbock and George Mackie introduced Steel to the House of Commons there was what one newspaper called a ‘lusty roar of welcome’ from the Labour benches, loud enough to drown out eight cheering Liberal MPs (Baroness Asquith also watched from the peers’ gallery, while Steel’s parents and Judy spectated from the other side). Another observer even talked up the prospect of a Lib–Lab pact. ‘Whether or not Mr Steel is the first Lib–Lab MP remains to be seen but he certainly received the Lib– Lab treatment,’ judged the journalist. ‘If there were any lingering doubts that a Liberal–Labour pact exists, they were surely quelled by the entrance of Mr David Steel to the House of Commons today.’ The government’s Chief Whip, Edward Short, had gleaned the same impression, later reflecting that as the Liberals often voted with Labour, Steel’s election ‘was something of a gain for us’.
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