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Foreword

When Prime Minister Harold Macmillan was asked by a journalist what his greatest challenges were, his reply was very simple. ‘Events, dear boy, events’. It’s an answer that any of our fifty-five prime ministers could have given, for it summed up how politicians can be blown completely off course by events. Or their names and reputations can be made or lost by a single event that they could never have anticipated. Boris Johnson expected to be the Brexit prime minister, the man who triumphantly took us out of the European Union. Instead, his legacy will probably be defined by his response to the Covid-19 pandemic, or the war in Ukraine. Events, dear boy, events.

Back in the late 1980s I bought a book in Foyles called A Chronology of Post-War British Politics, by political academic Geoffrey Foote. It listed all the main events in British politics day by day, month by month from 1945 until June 1987. I was flicking through it and started thinking about key dates in British politics prior to 1945. I started jotting down some examples, like the foundation of what many people view as the first English Parliament in 1265, the day in 1809 that Spencer Perceval became the first (and only) British prime minister to be assassinated, the day in 1707 when the Act of Union between England and Scotland was proclaimed. And so I went on. Within an hour I had a list of around thirty key events written down, and I realized how little I knew about most of them. I then did a quick Google search and to my absolute astonishment no one had ever written a book called ‘On This Day in Politics’. Dan Snow was about to publish one called On This Day in History, but surprisingly no one had collated all the key political events in our political history in one handy volume.

I then started a spreadsheet and started to allocate particular events to dates. It was like putting together a jigsaw. On some days there were five or six events to choose from different years in history. For others not so much. Indeed, for some days, I really had to scratch around to find anything notable that had happened on that particular day in British political history, but even then, I always discovered something I hadn’t known about before. For example, 28 December proved to be such a day. I eventually discovered that Britain’s first national park, the Peak District, was declared that day in 1950. Obviously, we all know that the 1945–51 Labour government was famous for creating the NHS, nationalizations and giving India its independence. How many of us know that it also created the national parks programme? I certainly didn’t, and was oblivious to the fact that the idea had been around since the 1880s. You will find little nuggets like that littered throughout this book. I’ve tried to cover all the main events we all know about, and to provide an introduction to some of our most interesting politicians down the centuries.

Each event is covered on a single page in around 365 words – 365 events, 365 pages, 365 words on each. Well, actually, that’s a bit of a lie, as it would have been invidious to ignore events on 29 February, so it’s actually 366 days.

When planning this book I was conscious that I needed to achieve a balance. That meant not just including events we are all familiar with that occurred in the last two or three decades, but also including events from the early 1900s, the 1800s and even before. When I counted up the entries, there are thirty-one entries before 1800 and forty in the nineteenth century itself. The most entries for any particular year is eight, in 1990, the year of Margaret Thatcher’s defenestration and the first Gulf War. There are seven in 1963, 1967 and 1981. Since World War II there are only four years in which there are no entries in this book – 1953, 1959, 2004 and 2006.

I also thought it would be interesting to see if there was an equal share of events for the seven days of the week. There wasn’t. Unsurprisingly, the fewest entries are on Saturdays (thirty-five) and Sundays (twenty-nine). Forty-two events took place on Mondays, and Tuesday proved to be the most eventful day with seventy-three events, just ahead of Thursdays with seventy-one. On Wednesdays there were fifty-six events and Friday sixty.

This book is not meant to encompass a complete political history of the last thousand, or even two hundred years. What I hope it achieves is for your interest in different subjects to be piqued, and to encourage you to read more widely about events that I can only briefly describe. My original intent was for this book to be primarily aimed at people with a mild but not obsessive interest in current affairs and our political history. However, it soon became clear that it ought to appeal to political geeks too. People like me. When I started writing, I imagined that I would be able to write about a third of the entries off the top of my head, with no research. That proved not to be the case. In the end, I probably only wrote about ten of the entries straight off the bat. I discovered things I didn’t know even when writing about contemporary events with which I am very familiar.

I would like to thank the following friends and colleagues who helped in the research and drafting process for this book. Catriona Beck, Mark Fox, Corey Froggatt, Robbie Hawkins, Mathew Hulbert, Sarah Mackinlay and Jakub Szweda have gone way beyond the call of duty, but I must make particular mention also of Noah Keate and Robert Waller.

Noah is a politics student and a devout listener to my For the Many podcast, and has spent hours and hours helping me with both the research and drafting of many of the entries you have read. I honestly could not have delivered this book on time without him. He has a fine future ahead of him in the political and journalism world.

I first got to know Robert Waller around twenty years ago when I was running Politicos Bookstore in Westminster. He was the inventor and co-editor of the Almanac of British Politics. As a History and Politics teacher, his intimate knowledge of British history and politics is, I think, unsurpassed. He has corrected many errors, as well as contributed to the drafting of many of the political stories and events mentioned in the book. He has contributed to my books The Prime Ministers and The Presidents, and I could not be more grateful for his work in assisting me with On This Day.

Inevitably, there will be a few factual errors, which the eagle-eyed among you will spot, and I take full responsibility. Please do email me and let me know, so corrections can be made for reprints or the paperback edition. info@iaindale.com.

Iain Dale

Tunbridge Wells, June 2022
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Monday, 1 January 1973

BRITAIN JOINS THE EUROPEAN ECONOMIC COMMUNITY

Today, Britain became a member of the European Economic Community (EEC), as it was then called, after two previous attempts to join the Common Market, in 1963 and 1967, were vetoed by the French President, Charles de Gaulle.

The Conservative Party’s 1970 manifesto stated that ‘it would be in the long-term interest of the British people for Britain to join the European Economic Community,’ making it one of their key pledges.

Edward Heath, the then prime minister and behind the accession, described the decision to join the bloc as ‘very moving’ and at an EEC entry celebration banquet said: ‘What we are building is a community, whose scope will gradually extend until it virtually covers the whole field of collective human endeavour.’

Harold Wilson, who was the Leader of the Opposition at the time, criticized the conditions agreed by Heath as ‘utterly crippling’ and said that the decision to join the EEC was done without the support of the British people.

Almost a year earlier, on 22 January 1972, Edward Heath signed the Treaty of Accession in Brussels which officially triggered the process of joining the community. It meant Britain was able to join the original six member states, along with Denmark and Ireland.

Both Denmark and Ireland held referendums in 1972. Norway, which was also due to join, didn’t ratify the treaty after the government didn’t achieve the support in a referendum for the country’s accession.

From the original four countries, Britain was the only one not to put the decision to a referendum prior to January 1973. A referendum did take place a couple of years later, in 1975, under the Labour government.

The European Communities Bill was introduced to the House of Commons, debated for around three hundred hours and received the Royal Assent in October 1972. Heath’s attempt to get the Bill approved relied on gaining enough support from Labour MPs to balance out the Conservative MPs against it.

Heath’s decision to join the Common Market is seen by many as the most prominent achievement during his time as prime minister.



Friday, 2 January 1807


LORD GRENVILLE INTRODUCES THE SLAVE TRADE BILL INTO THE HOUSE OF LORDS

The practice of slavery was perhaps the biggest stain on the British Empire. The Slave Trade Act of 1807 prohibited the trade in slaves, but it did not outlaw slavery itself. At the time, this was considered one step too far. That came twenty-six years later. It should be noted that slavery was never legal in Britain itself, but was common in many parts of the empire.

In the twenty years prior to the Act, more than 700,000 slaves had been transported on British ships across the Atlantic. It was one of Britain’s most profitable trading activities. In 1787, the Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade was formed, and a little-known MP called William Wilberforce led the growing opposition to the trade in Parliament. In the same year, Wilberforce wrote in his diary: ‘God Almighty has set before me two great objects, the suppression of the slave trade and the reformation of manners.’

There were various attempts during the 1790s to introduce legislation aimed at outlawing the slave trade, but they foundered in the House of Lords. In addition, Henry Dundas, the leading Scottish MP and close adviser to the Prime Minister, William Pitt, persistently attempted to water down any resolutions designed to lead to outright abolition. He maintained that a gradualist approach would be better, but the suspicion remained that his amendments were designed to wreck the whole project.

The Slave Trade Bill was introduced into the House of Lords on 2 January 1807 by the Prime Minister, Lord Grenville. Hopes were high that it would pass through both Houses unimpeded, especially given that there were now a hundred new Irish MPs, who mostly supported abolition. On 23 February, it passed its second reading by 283 votes to only 16. Royal Assent followed on 25 March and the Act came into force on 1 May.

Over the next sixty years, the Royal Navy intercepted 1,600 illegal slave ships and freed 150,000 slaves from Africa.

It wasn’t until 1833 that the slave trade was abolished completely in the British Empire.



Thursday, 3 January 1946


‘LORD HAW-HAW’ HANGED FOR HIGH TREASON

William Joyce was the last person to be hanged for treason in the UK. He had achieved notoriety as the voice of Lord Haw-Haw, who made regular propaganda broadcasts to Britain from Germany during the Second World War.

Joyce was born in New York in 1894 to an Irish father and English mother, but the family moved to Galway, Ireland, when he was a small child. In his teens, Joyce was recruited by the British Army as a courier during the lead-up to the war for independence, and he was known to associate with the Black and Tans. He then moved to England, entering the Officers’ Training Corps, while studying at Birkbeck College in London.

In the early 1930s, he became a key lieutenant of Oswald Mosley and was known for his powerful oratory. In 1934, he became director of propaganda for the British Union of Fascists and later became deputy leader. In 1937, he and Mosley fell out, and Mosley sacked him.

Joyce and his wife Margaret fled to Berlin just before the outbreak of war at the end of August 1939. He eventually secured a job at the ‘Rundfunkhaus’ scripting broadcasts for German Radio’s English Language service.

The name ‘Lord Haw-Haw’ was coined by Daily Express radio critic Jonah Barrington. Joyce’s broadcasts were listened to by millions in Britain and always began with the words ‘Germany calling, Germany calling, Germany calling’. He constantly urged Britain to surrender and adopted a sarcastic tone whenever talking about British politicians.

The broadcasts continued throughout the war, but listenership declined. His final broadcast came on 30 April 1945, when he appeared audibly intoxicated. Twenty-eight days later he was captured by the British Army at Flensburg, near the Danish border. Due to a misunderstanding he was shot four times in the buttocks.

At the Old Bailey he faced three charges of high treason, to which he pleaded ‘not guilty’. He was cleared of two charges but found guilty of the third. An appeal, on the basis he was an Irish citizen rather than a British subject, failed and he was sentenced to hang.



Sunday, 4 January 1948


BURMA BECOMES AN INDEPENDENT STATE

After sixty-three years of British rule, Burma became independent in the first days of 1948. By the end of British rule, the country was in a terrible state both economically and politically, with plans to rebuild the crown colony dropped and replaced with independence talks. After the end of World War II, Burma was seen by the Clement Attlee government as less and less valuable.

The crown colony had been invaded by Japan in 1942 and was liberated by Britain with the help of the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL), led by General Aung San in 1945. The General was a key Burmese political figure and seen by many as the father of the country’s independence. He was also the father of Aung San Suu Kyi, the Nobel peace prize winner and later Burma’s civil leader.

Aung San began to negotiate with Britain terms of the country’s independence, which led to the signing of the Aung San–Attlee Agreement on 27 January 1947, almost a year before the official handover took place. Clement Attlee told Parliament the following day that ‘Burma has suffered greatly in the war. Great steps have been made in rebuilding her shattered economy. It will now be for her own people, her own Government, to complete that process and build a new Burma.’

It was agreed under the terms of the treaty that the country would hold an election, which took place in April 1947, and Aung San’s AFPFL party won a significant majority, effectively becoming the ruling party of the country and a government in waiting.

Only months later, General Aung San and six other members of his party were assassinated, with the former Prime Minister of British Burma, and a political rival, U Saw, held responsible for planning the killings. The assassination threw Burma’s already fragile political system into chaos in the lead-up to its independence. Without clear leadership, other political groups began to challenge the AFPFL and the country was plunged into a state of unrest, with a civil war ensuing shortly after. The consequences of those events impacted the country’s future for years to come and they still do today.



Sunday, 5 January 2003


ROY JENKINS DIES

Roy Jenkins can lay claim to be one of the most important political figures of the second half of the twentieth century, yet he never achieved his dream of becoming prime minister.

The son of a South Wales miner, Jenkins quickly escaped his working-class roots and gained a reputation as a red wine loving, priapic bon viveur. He became an intelligence officer during World War II, and first entered parliament at the age of twenty-eight in a by-election in Southwark Central in 1948.

It was as Home Secretary in the 1960s that he set down his greatest achievements, all in the area of social reform. He stood accused of initiating the ‘permissive society’ by legalizing abortion, reforming the divorce laws, decriminalizing homosexuality, abolishing the death penalty, reforming the laws on theatre censorship, and liberalizing immigration laws and the laws on betting and licensing. Each reform has stood the test of time. In 1967, he replaced James Callaghan as Chancellor following the devaluation of the pound.

But it was joining the European Economic Community (EEC) which was both to dominate his political priorities and to become the issue which thwarted his leadership ambitions. In 1960, he resigned from the front bench to campaign for EEC membership, and in April 1972 he resigned from the shadow cabinet and as Deputy Leader after Labour committed itself to a referendum on the issue. Although he stood for the leadership in March 1976 when Wilson resigned, he came a poor third. Callaghan refused him the Foreign Office, and in 1977 Jenkins resigned his Birmingham Stechford seat and spent four years as the President of the European Commission in Brussels.

In March 1981, Roy Jenkins formed the Social Democratic Party (SDP) with three other former Labour cabinet ministers. He led the party for two years. They never achieved the much vaunted ‘breaking of the mould’ of British politics, and in 1989 merged with the Liberal Party. Jenkins remained a figure of influence and chaired a commission on electoral reform for Tony Blair.

A prolific and talented author, he wrote nineteen books, including acclaimed biographies of Gladstone, Baldwin, Attlee, Dilke, Rosebery and Churchill.



Monday, 6 January 1986


WESTLAND AFFAIR TURNS TOXIC

‘I may not be Prime Minister by six o’clock if it all goes badly.’ So said Margaret Thatcher to her speechwriter, Ronald Millar, hours before addressing the Commons in a censure debate on the Westland affair on 27 January 1986. Labour leader Neil Kinnock came to her rescue with a dire performance and she lived to fight another day. I was working in the Commons that day and remember saying to a colleague: ‘Things will never be quite the same again.’ The events of January 1986 sowed the seeds of her eventual fall from power nearly five years later.

The Westland affair became a crisis because two cabinet ministers disagreed about who should take over a West Country helicopter manufacturer. Trade and Industry Secretary Leon Brittan, a key Thatcher ally, sided with the American company Sikorsky, while Defence Secretary Michael Heseltine wanted a European consortium to prevail. The two cabinet ministers went to war.

The crisis deepened on Monday, 6 January when a letter from the Solicitor General to him, accusing him of ‘material inaccuracies’ in his version of events, found its way into the public domain. He accused Leon Brittan’s allies of deliberately leaking it. Three days later, as Heseltine walked into the cabinet room, his dander was up. The Lady, however, was not for turning. The Prime Minister told her cabinet that in future all pronouncements by ministers on the Westland crisis must be cleared by the Cabinet Office. The Defence Secretary maintained that this should not apply to simply confirming previous utterances. He wasn’t in the mood to compromise, but not a single cabinet minister supported him. As Margaret Thatcher completed her summing up, Heseltine gathered up his papers, rose and said: ‘I can no longer be a member of this cabinet.’ He walked out into Downing Street to declare to the waiting cameras that he had resigned.

A few months prior to these events, I had been told at a dinner party that Michael Heseltine was looking for an excuse to resign. Well, if that was true, he certainly found it.



Saturday, 7 January 1922


THE DÁIL VOTES TO RATIFY THE ANGLO-IRISH TREATY

At 2 a.m. on 6 December 1921, the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, met Irish republican leaders Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith in the Downing Street Cabinet Room to agree the terms of a treaty to bring an end to the so-called Irish War of Independence. Negotiations had been going on since October.

Under the Treaty, Ireland would become a self-governing Dominion of the British Empire, like Canada, Australia and New Zealand. The Irish Free State would be created but Northern Ireland would be allowed to secede from it within one month. The King would be the head of state and Britain would still control several ports for the Royal Navy to operate from. The Treaty would have superior status in Irish law and the Irish Free State would take on a proportion of UK debt.

The status of the Irish negotiators was hotly contested within the nationalist movement. The Irish President, de Valera, had instructed them to refer any agreement back to the cabinet for ratification. Instead, the negotiating team decided they had a free hand to reach an agreement on terms they saw fit. This was to have tragic consequences.

Upon agreeing terms, Lord Birkenhead reportedly remarked to Michael Collins: ‘In signing this treaty I am signing my political death warrant.’ Collins retorted: ‘I’m signing my actual death warrant.’

On 8 December, de Valera called a cabinet meeting in which he made clear his opposition to the draft treaty. However, he was outvoted by four votes to three. The two main issues were Dominion status and partition.

The House of Commons approved the Treaty on 16 December by 401 votes to 58. The debate in the Dáil started on 14 December but much of the initial debate was held behind closed doors. On 7 January, Dáil Éireann ratified the Treaty by 64 to 57 votes. Two days later de Valera resigned as president and was replaced by Arthur Griffith.

The divisions sparked the Irish Civil War in June 1922. On 22 August, Michael Collins was killed in an ambush. On 6 December 1922, the Irish Free State formally came into existence.



Sunday, 8 January 1832


FIRST NON-WHITE MP ELECTED TO THE HOUSE OF COMMONS

It is the irony of ironies that Britain’s first non-white MP also happened to be a slave owner, and an unrepentant one at that. John Stewart was the illegitimate son of plantation owner John Stewart Sr – who had also briefly been a Tory MP for Camelford for a few months in 1819, but had been disqualified from office over bribery and corruption – and Mary Duncan, who is believed to have been black or mixed race.

Stewart was born in the West Indies in 1789, on the Demerara Plantation in British Guiana. Little is known about his upbringing, education or pre-parliamentary life, although we do know he was the main beneficiary of his father’s will when he died in 1826.

In 1832, Stewart set his sights on standing for Parliament in Lymington and skilfully won over the local newspapers and opinion formers. In the 1832 election campaign, Stewart had to defend his use of slaves and denied there was any exploitation or cruelty on his estates. The next year, he spoke on the issue in the Commons and presented a petition against the freeing of slaves in the colonies. In 1836, he maintained that despite owning the largest slave estate in Antigua it had been unprofitable until he received compensation money from the British government. When slavery was abolished, he received more than £22,400 in compensation for the loss of 433 slaves in Demerara alone. He consistently defended slavery and voted against any measures enhancing the freedom of slaves.

Stewart’s ethnicity did not seem to be an issue either in Lymington or Parliament. It was only after he left Parliament that he was described as a ‘man of colour’ and the first ‘coloured’ Member of Parliament.

Despite his maverick voting record, he gradually became a supporter of Peel’s Conservative leadership, especially on the issue of the Corn Laws.

In 1847, his parliamentary career came to an end, when he came third in Lymington, and he took no further part in political life. He died in 1860 at the age of seventy-one.



Wednesday, 9 January 1799


INCOME TAX OF 10 PER CENT INTRODUCED

Britain’s war with revolutionary France in the 1790s increased significantly the amount of money spent on the Army, resulting in a desperate need to find additional funding. In the early years of his premiership, William Pitt the Younger introduced a number of financial reforms, which although they increased the annual government revenue, weren’t enough to match the government’s drastically rising expenditure.

Britain’s first income tax, which came into force on 9 January 1799, resulted in the introduction of a levy on incomes over £60 per annum, with a fixed rate for incomes over £200 and a graduated tax on incomes between £60 and £200. The expectation was that this would increase revenues by around £10 million, but in the end only around £6 million was raised.

It was seen as a temporary measure, and its unpopularity resulted in income tax being repealed in 1802. It was then reintroduced in 1803 and repealed again in 1816, a year after the Battle of Waterloo. It became ‘permanent’ in 1842. Some of the opposition to income tax at the time arose because it was regarded as being too intrusive, and that the government shouldn’t be looking into how much people earned.

Pitt the Younger was elected to Parliament at the age of twenty-one and became Chancellor of the Exchequer for the first time only a year later. He was the Prime Minister of Great Britain from December 1783 to March 1801, and then again from May 1804 until his death in January 1806. His ideas and policies were heavily influenced by the Scottish economic thinker Adam Smith.

Economic policies which attempted to increase revenue played a key role during his premiership. Other forms of taxation were also introduced on goods and services, affecting the more well-off citizens. The Window Tax was tripled in 1797, primarily because it was seen as much harder to evade, although it did result in people either bricking or boarding up their windows. He reduced government spending. He also reduced high duties/tariffs in an attempt to deter smuggling, which was seen by him as a key issue.



Thursday, 10 January 1957


HAROLD MACMILLAN BECOMES PRIME MINISTER

It was one of the quickest transfers of power in the history of British politics. The day before, Sir Anthony Eden had submitted his resignation to the young Queen. Following the failed Suez escapade, his mental and physical health had deteriorated to such an extent that he felt unable to carry on. He immediately left the country to recuperate in the West Indies.

In those days there was no leadership election as such. Soundings were taken by party elders and a new leader ‘emerged’. Lord Salisbury, known as ‘Bobbety’, called in the cabinet one by one to seek their views and asked: ‘Is it “Rab” or Harold?’, although given he couldn’t pronounce his ‘r’s it came out as ‘Is it Wab or Hawold?’. Hawold it was, as R. A. Butler’s views on Suez were thought likely to split the party. Butler was also passed over for the leadership in 1963 and, along with Ken Clarke, became a nearly man of Conservative politics.

At the time, Harold Macmillan was very much a rising star, although at the age of sixty-two he was hardly inexperienced. During the war he had served as Minister for the Mediterranean, and in 1951 he joined Churchill’s cabinet as Housing minister, setting an ambitious aim of building 300,000 houses a year. He was promoted to Defence Secretary in 1954, but when Eden took over as prime minister he went to the Foreign Office and six months later was reshuffled to the Treasury.

The fact that Macmillan was able to escape his strong backing for Eden over Suez, and almost make out he hadn’t been in favour afterwards, says a lot about his wiliness and political nous.

Macmillan’s immediate task on entering Downing Street was to repair relationships, particularly with the United States and the United Nations.

He is most remembered for his anti-apartheid ‘Wind of Change’ speech in South Africa in 1960 and his role in negotiating the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty following the Cuban Missile crisis. He resigned in October 1963 due to ill health. In 1984, he was created Earl of Stockton and he died two years later.



Tuesday, 11 January 1938


ARTHUR SCARGILL IS BORN

When discussing Arthur Scargill with millennial friends recently, not one of them knew who he was. That a man who was at one point amongst the most recognizable faces in Britain has now faded from historic memory, says a great deal about the role the union he led now plays in society.

Born on 11 January 1938 to a mining family, Arthur Scargill went on to lead the National Union of Mineworkers for more than twenty years. When he became president, in 1981, the union represented close to 200,000 members. In 2015, the membership stood at a measly 150.

Without doubt, Scargill’s great impact on British life and politics came through his leadership in the 1984–85 miners’ strike. The unsuccessful strike action in response to plans to close twenty-three pits, which ended on 3 March 1985, and for which many blamed Scargill, was a central moment in British political history.

For many, the strike came at the wrong time, on the wrong issue, with the wrong tactics. The failure to hold a national ballot alienated many of the Nottinghamshire miners and damaged the union’s reputation and support, amongst both the trade union movement and in British public opinion more broadly.

Scargill claimed the plans to close were part of a long-term government strategy to destroy the industry. That this was confirmed to be correct in 2014 does little to change the ultimate conclusion.

It wasn’t just a defeat for Scargill and the miners. It was also the moment the Thatcher government wrested back control from the unions – ten years after strike action toppled the Heath administration.

A hero to some, a maverick who hastened the closure of the mines to others, Arthur Scargill’s fading from the public memory mirrors that of the outdated politics he represented. His establishment of the Socialist Labour Party in 1996, following Tony Blair’s dropping of Clause 4, was a last-gasp attempt for Marxist principles, and Scargill himself, to remain relevant in British life. Its total lack of electoral success further displays Arthur Scargill’s ultimate failure.



Friday, 12 January 1906


LIBERALS WIN LANDSLIDE IN GENERAL ELECTION

The election of 1906 resulted in a landslide for the Liberal Party on the scale of Clement Attlee’s victory in 1945 and Margaret Thatcher’s in 1983. It heralded the end of eleven years of Conservative hegemony and the beginnings of a nascent welfare state. For the next ten years the Liberals ruled under three different prime ministers – Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, H. H. Asquith and David Lloyd George.

On 5 December, Arthur Balfour resigned, his Conservative/Liberal Unionist government having become so riven by splits over tariff reform, the Boer War, licensing and schools that it was struggling to govern at all. His plan was to let the Liberals take over on the assumption they would split, call an election and he would triumphantly return to power. It didn’t work out like that. As soon as Liberal leader Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman kissed hands with King Edward VII, he called an immediate general election for 12 January.

Prior to the election an electoral pact had been negotiated by Herbert Gladstone and Labour’s Ramsay MacDonald. In thirty-one of the seats Labour fought, the Liberals did not put up a candidate, in order to maximize the anti-Conservative vote. Twenty-four of the twenty-nine Labour MPs who won were in these seats. It was something the Liberals lived to regret in the long term, given that within twenty years they had been totally usurped by Labour.

When the results of the election were announced, Arthur Balfour had lost his Manchester East seat after a 22.5 per cent swing to the Liberals. It is one of the few times a former prime minister and Leader of the Opposition has lost his seat. Only three former Conservative cabinet ministers managed to retain their seats.

In the end the Liberals won 397 seats to the Conservatives’ 156, a majority of 241. Campbell-Bannerman appointed H. H. Asquith to the Treasury, Herbert Gladstone to the Home Office and Sir Edward Grey to the Foreign Office. Lloyd George became President of the Board of Trade.

It was to be one of most significant and reforming governments of the twentieth century. The shame was that within two years Campbell-Bannerman was dead. He doesn’t get the credit he deserves.



Friday, 13 January 1893


THE FORMATION OF THE INDEPENDENT LABOUR PARTY

Until the latter part of the nineteenth century, the Liberal Party was considered the party most friendly to working-class interests. However, the Liberals, with their Whig imperialist past, flattered to deceive. With trade unions gaining in influence and popularity, the Labour Representation League was formed in 1869, designed to advance the cause of the working man within the Liberal Party and to mobilize them to vote in elections. The Fabian Society, formed in 1884, had the same aims, albeit from an intellectual viewpoint. However, as ever within the so-called intellectual Marxist left, there were some big fallings-out, as the purists thought the working-class struggle would inevitably prevail without any cooperation with ‘bourgeois’ political parties, like the Liberals.

In the 1892 general election, three independent candidates were elected, including Keir Hardie, with the support of the Liberal Party. It was a prelude to signing its own death warrant.

In January of the following year, at a conference called by the Trades Union Congress in Bradford, a motion was passed to form what came to be called the Independent Labour Party (ILP). It represented a coming together of the left. Those present included Karl Marx’s son-in-law Edward Aveling, George Bernard Shaw and dockers’ leader Ben Tillett. Keir Hardie gave the keynote speech of the conference.

The stated aim of the new party was ‘to secure the collective and communal ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange’. It called for massive social reforms, a major housebuilding programme and benefits for the unemployed, an eight-hour working day and the abolition of overtime.

The party’s formative years didn’t match the expectations or hopes of its founders. Only twenty-eight candidates were put up in the 1895 general election. None were elected. Even the party leader, Keir Hardie, lost his seat.

In 1900, the Labour Representation Committee was formed, with the founding of the Labour Party taking place six years later. The ILP immediately affiliated to it, and although over the years it proved to be a thorn in the Labour Party’s side, many Labour MPs in the 1920s and 1930s came from its ranks. In 1975, it was renamed Independent Labour Publications.



Monday, 14 January 1963


FRANCE VETOES BRITAIN JOINING THE EEC

In January 1963, following months of intensive negotiations in both capitals and Brussels, President Charles de Gaulle of France announced his opposition to Britain’s intention to join the European Economic Community (EEC). Although meetings continued for some days, soon after all member states had to halt the negotiations with Britain.

At a press conference, he raised his concerns, suggesting that Britain would want to ‘impose its own conditions’ on the members of the bloc and undermine its cohesion. De Gaulle was worried about Britain’s ‘special relationship’ with the United States and who the UK would side with if another conflict was to arise. He also opposed Britain’s failure to commit to leaving its Commonwealth ties behind.

On the other hand, Britain joining the EEC would potentially weaken France’s influence, something de Gaulle viewed with horror. It was his aim to ensure that France would continue to lead the project and nothing would be done to undermine that. His suspicions about the United States would only worsen, if Britain was to become a member.

During the negotiations, Prime Minister Harold Macmillan and his government came up with a number of conditions as part of the application, to protect and preserve Britain’s relations with Commonwealth countries. The government also attempted to preserve its role as a bridge between the US and mainland Europe. Concerns were raised across Britain’s political parties around the impact of joining the bloc, and how it would affect the country’s political and economic relations with other nations. However, joining the European community was an attempt by Macmillan to boost the ailing UK economy and matched his belief that Britain’s future lay with continental Europe.

Macmillan was devastated by the decision to block Britain’s application and considered it a huge failure. He wrote in his diary that ‘all our policies at home and abroad are in ruins’ and that ‘the French always betray you in the end.’

Negotiations to join the EEC were resurrected under the Labour government and halted once again by a second veto from de Gaulle in 1967. Britain joined the EEC in 1973 under the premiership of Edward Heath.



Tuesday, 15 January 2019


BREXIT DEAL DEFEATED IN HOUSE OF COMMONS

Against all the predictions and all the odds, Theresa May had secured a Brexit deal with the European Union (EU) in December 2018. It was due to be ratified on 10 December, but it became clear that the government would be defeated if they put it to a vote. A so-called ‘meaningful vote’ was deferred to mid January. This was required under the terms of the European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018, which said that any agreement with the EU had to be ratified by the House of Commons before it could be implemented.

On 9 January, the House of Commons commenced a five-day-long debate. On the final day, May declared: ‘This is the most significant vote that any of us will ever be part of in our political careers. After all the debate, all the disagreement, all the division, the time has now come for all of us in this house to make a decision. A decision that will define our country for decades to come.’

She might as well have saved her breath. The motion was defeated by 432 votes to 202. This was the biggest defeat for a government motion in parliamentary history. Rising to speak after the vote, Theresa May invited a vote of no confidence in her government, which opposition leader Jeremy Corbyn proceeded to table.

Theresa May now had three options left to her. Leave the EU with no deal; attempt to renegotiate the deal to make it more palatable; or hold a second referendum on leaving the EU.

Britain was supposed to leave the European Union on 29 March 2019. Two more ‘meaningful votes’ were held but May was defeated on each occasion. She found it impossible to renegotiate terms which would be acceptable to her party and on 24 May announced she would step down as prime minister. Her successor, Boris Johnson, after protracted parliamentary manoeuvres also failed to get a deal through. He called a general election, gained a majority of eighty and struck a deal with the EU on Christmas Eve 2019. Britain formally left the EU on 31 January 2020.



Tuesday, 16 January 1968


HAROLD WILSON ANNOUNCES BRITISH WITHDRAWAL FROM EAST OF SUEZ

The Suez Canal was once described as ‘the jugular vein of the empire’. When it was opened in 1869 it transformed the journey from Britain to the Far East. It became such a strategic asset that only twelve years later Britain took control over Egypt and entered a joint administration agreement over the canal with France.

It was at this time that the British Empire was at its zenith. Britannia really did still rule the waves, and Britain was adding to its territories around the world with every passing decade. Queen Victoria was not only Empress of India but head of state for around a quarter of the world’s surface.

The first half of the twentieth century saw the empire’s importance diminish. Independence movements started to mushroom, and a new generation of British politicians started to reconcile themselves with the fact that something would need to change in the relationship between Britain and its colonies – India, in particular. And then the Second World War happened, and it changed everything, not least Britain’s financial strength and place in the world.

India gained full independence from Britain in 1947 and was quickly followed by Ceylon, Ghana, Jamaica, Kenya, Libya, Malaysia, Nigeria, Rhodesia, Sierra Leone, Singapore, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia. There was also a gradual drawdown of Britain’s military presence East of Suez.

In 1956, the Egyptian leader, President Nasser, nationalized the Suez Canal, provoking a military response from Britain and France. The military incursion failed and signalled the ‘end of empire’. Not only was it a massive embarrassment for Britain, but it gave succour to independence movements the world over.

On 16 January 1968, Prime Minister Harold Wilson made a speech announcing that all British military forces would be withdrawn within three years from British bases in South East Asia, including in Singapore, Malaysia, and in the Persian Gulf.

In 2014, the Cameron government announced the expansion of naval facilities in Bahrain. A logistics base was then established in Oman and naval deployments in the Far East are increasing to combat the military threat from China. East of Suez is back.



Friday, 17 January 1969


BARBARA CASTLE INTRODUCES ‘IN PLACE OF STRIFE’

By the end of the 1960s ten million working days a year were being lost due to official and unofficial strike action. Pay rises were starting to fuel inflation. Harold Wilson’s ‘white heat of technology’ was threatening traditional jobs, and the trade unions, far from being the mainstay of the Labour government, appeared to be threatening its very existence.

Barbara Castle, Wilson’s Secretary of State for Employment and Productivity, was determined to change the relationship between the unions and the state.

She wanted unions to ballot their members before strike action and to replace the show of hands at mass meetings. She also wanted to create an Industrial Board, whose remit would be to enforce industrial agreements.

Castle had made her name as a woman of the left and she was no shrinking violet. Wilson and Castle had drafted the White Paper ‘In Place of Strife’ together and presented it to cabinet, but they had fatally misjudged the moment, and failed to build support within the cabinet and the Labour Party. By the standards of the Thatcher years, the reforms were fairly moderate.

The White Paper was published on 17 January, but it was never translated into legislation. Opposition in the cabinet – and there was a lot of it – was led by Home Secretary James Callaghan, who had never been a fan of Castle. When he became prime minister, in April 1976, the first thing he did was fire her from his cabinet.

‘In Place of Strife’ was finally killed off a few months later when an agreement was reached with the TUC. Well, more of a capitulation than an agreement, if truth be told. The unions were further emboldened and within four years had brought Edward Heath’s Conservative government to its knees.

The Labour government of 1974–79 appeared to be a coalition between the Labour Party and the trade unions. They had no government ministers but had immense influence and power over the government and weren’t afraid to use it, culminating in the Winter of Discontent. Had ‘In Place of Strife’ not been thwarted, it is entirely possible Margaret Thatcher may not have happened.



Wednesday, 18 January 1967


JEREMY THORPE BECOMES LIBERAL PARTY LEADER

Jeremy Thorpe had it all – charisma; a top-class education; he’d married a beautiful and intelligent woman; and he’d developed a good reputation as a parliamentary performer. In the mid 1960s, the Liberals only had twelve MPs, and when Jo Grimond announced he was standing down, three of twelve put themselves forward to lead the Liberal rump – Emlyn Hooson, the victor of the 1962 Orpington by-election Eric Lubbock, and of course, Thorpe himself. The ballot of MPs ended with Thorpe gaining six votes, with Lubbock and Hooson on three each. They both withdrew leaving Jeremy Thorpe to embark on a nine-year stint as leader of Britain’s third party.

Thorpe had made his name at the bar and as a television journalist. He was telegenic and knew what the cameras wanted. Thorpe had won his North Devon seat by only 362 votes in 1959, having been selected as candidate in 1952 and fighting a losing battle in the 1955 election. He won it by a heady mixture of charisma and sheer hard work. Master of the witty and memorable one-liner, he memorably commented on Harold Macmillan’s 1963 ‘Night of the Long Knives’ reshuffle: ‘Greater Love hath no man than this, that he lay down his friends for his life.’ He again rose to prominence when Rhodesia declared independence from Britain and he advocated the UN bombing the main railway supply line into the country, thereby earning the nickname ‘Bomber Thorpe’.

Thorpe gave the Liberal Party a profile it hadn’t enjoyed since the days of Lloyd George. But the seeds of his eventual destruction were already being sowed. He enjoyed almost complete control of Liberal Party fundraising but there were justified suspicions that money was being siphoned off to pay for his own activities, not least dealing with the male model Norman Scott, who was trying to blackmail the new Liberal Leader.

In the February 1974 election, the Liberals won six million votes, but only fourteen seats. Three years later he was forced to resign the party leadership over the Norman Scott scandal. He was charged with conspiracy to murder but acquitted at the Old Bailey in 1979.



Saturday, 19 January 1963


JOHN BERCOW IS BORN

John Bercow was a rarity among Speakers of the House of Commons in that he was the ultimate Marmite Speaker. People either think he was one of the greatest ever, reforming Speakers, or a self-preening, anti-Conservative, anti-Brexit narcissist.

Bercow was the hard right chairman of the Federation of Conservative Students at the University of Essex. At the same time, he was the secretary of the immigration and repatriation committee of the Monday Club.

He was elected to the House of Commons in 1997 and became a terrier-like backbench warrior, causing trouble for Tony Blair. And then he met his future wife, Sally, a committed Blairite Labour supporter. She knocked off his rougher political edges and he began a journey away from the hard right. He joined the Tory front bench but Bercow found working as a team player a bit of a challenge.

He was sacked twice from the shadow cabinet, once after rebelling against the party line on gay adoption. He then decided to succeed Michael Martin as Speaker, when the time came.

In May 2009, Martin was forced to resign in the turmoil of the MPs’ expenses scandal. Bercow won the Speakership on the second ballot, thanks to the overwhelming support of Labour MPs. He started a series of internal procedural reforms and authorized the building of a creche. He controversially allowed the Youth Parliament to sit in the House of Commons chamber.

Over time he started to be accused of breaching the traditional Speaker’s neutrality. He declared he was opposed to Brexit and told President Trump he was not welcome to address Parliament during a state visit. He then prevented the government from bringing its EU Withdrawal Agreement back for a third vote.

On 9 September 2019, after ten years in the Speaker’s chair and amid rows over Brexit, Bercow announced he would stand down at the end of October, the date the EU Withdrawal Agreement was due to come into force.

The Boris Johnson government refused to put him forward for a peerage in the light of bullying allegations that to this day remain unresolved.



Tuesday, 20 January 1265


FIRST SUMMONING OF THE COMMONS

Prior to the reign of King Henry III (1216–1272) the notion of a parliament, as we understand it today, did not exist. The early Saxon kings took counsel from a network of advisers, often referred to as the Witenagemot, and they lacked any formal structure. Only in the ninth and tenth centuries did these assembles take on any kind of institutional meaning. According to historian John Maddicott, the origins of an English Parliament can be traced back to the reign of Aethelstan, when he convened his Great Assemblies. Maddicott wrote: ‘These portentous gatherings were the lineal ancestors of the more brightly illuminated councils and parliaments of the post-Magna Carta world. From this time onwards the line joining the witan to the concilia and colloquia of Anglo-Norman and Angevin England, and thence to the parliaments of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, remained essentially unbroken.’

It wasn’t until the signing of the Magna Carta in 1215 that the word ‘parliament’ was really used. When King John died in 1216, it was left to leading barons and churchmen to govern the kingdom until the young Henry III reached maturity. It was the first time non-royals had been able to exercise power, and there was no turning back. The first thing they did was to ensure that Henry reaffirmed Magna Carta.

However, Henry’s increasingly dictatorial manner sparked a rebellion, and Simon de Montfort, Earl of Leicester, raised an army which triumphed over the King’s at the Battle of Lewes in May 1264. In order to establish his authority, de Montfort summoned a parliament of the usual archbishops, bishops, abbots and barons, plus two knights from each shire and two burgesses from each borough. This later became known as the ‘summoning of the Commons’.

It met on 20 January 1265 and was dissolved less than a month later. No records remain of who attended. However, the make-up of the parliament was later copied and adopted by King Edward I in his ‘Model Parliaments’. Despite de Montfort’s death at the Battle of Evesham later in 1265, Henry III summoned the Commons three more times in his reign.



Saturday, 21 January 1950


GEORGE ORWELL DIES

There can surely be little debate about calling George Orwell one of the finest and most thought-provoking political writers of the twentieth century. Anybody with a passing interest in political literature knows the basic plots of at least two of his greatest works, Animal Farm and 1984. In 2008, The Times ranked him second in a chart of the 50 Best British Writers Since 1945.

Born Eric Arthur Blair in 1903 in India, Orwell came from a middle-class background. His father worked in the fantastically named Opium Department of the Indian Civil Service. Even at school he dreamed of being a writer.

At the age of fourteen he gained a scholarship to Eton. After Eton he spent five years with the Indian Imperial Police in Burma, but in 1927 he returned to England and reappraised his life, deciding to become a full-time writer. For the next year or so he concentrated on essays and journalistic endeavours, writing mainly about poverty, homelessness and the plight of the poor.

It was in 1933 that his first book, Down and Out in Paris and London, was published by the new, radical imprint Victor Gollancz. And he now took on the pen name of George Orwell. Given the subject matter of the book, he didn’t want to embarrass his family by using his real name.

But it was The Road to Wigan Pier, published in 1937, that set him on the road to success and fame. It also resulted in the security services monitoring him for twelve years. Orwell spent a year in Spain fighting in the Spanish Civil War, during which he was wounded, and this resulted in his next book, Homage to Catalonia, which turned out to be a commercial failure.

It was Animal Farm that really made Orwell’s reputation, with its allegorical warnings about the dangers of totalitarianism. Nineteen-Eighty-Four, or 1984, followed in 1949, but by then Orwell’s health was failing after years of suffering from respiratory problems, first encountered in Burma. In January 1950, he died at the age of forty-six. His fame and renown now exceed anything he achieved while he was alive.



Tuesday, 22 January 1924


RAMSAY MACDONALD BECOMES FIRST LABOUR PRIME MINISTER

Since the fall of the Lloyd George coalition in October 1922, British politics had changed beyond all recognition. At the 1922 general election Labour had supplanted the Liberals to become the main opposition party. While respectability had been conferred at last, radicalism was on the decline. Ramsay MacDonald, the Labour leader, was the perfect exemplification of the trend. Having been anti-war and a committed socialist in earlier years, he now became the very model of a responsible opposition leader with an eye on the premiership. When Prime Minister Baldwin called an election in October 1923, few thought it would lead to a Labour government, but that’s exactly what happened when Baldwin lost a vote of confidence in January 1924. King George V sent for MacDonald and Britain had its first Labour government, albeit it was only to last until October.

The new Prime Minister took on the role of Foreign Secretary too, in an effort to signal a willingness to clear up the mess created by the Treaty of Versailles and the ongoing issue of German reparations. As well as appointing Philip Snowden to the Treasury, it was notable that ten of his cabinet members had working-class origins.

It may have lasted only nine months, but the fact that a Labour government existed at all was possibly its main achievement. With the continuing widening of the electoral franchise, it sent a signal that a different future was possible. That’s not to say that nothing else was achieved in its short existence. MacDonald saw to it that strikes were quickly brought to an end, unemployment and other benefits were extended, and a Housing Act meant better and more housing for working people. He convened a conference in London of the great powers to deal with the German issue and later to ratify the Dawes Plan regarding German reparations. MacDonald also formally recognized the Soviet Union.

In August the government fell over MacDonald’s decision not to prosecute the communist-leaning Workers’ Weekly over its editorial inciting servicemen to mutiny. After losing a censure motion, Labour lost the ensuing general election in October.



Wednesday, 23 January 1963


KIM PHILBY DEFECTS TO MOSCOW

It wasn’t as if no one saw it coming. Throughout the 1940s and 1950s there were suspicions about Kim Philby’s true allegiances. He had been recruited to Soviet intelligence in 1934 while at Cambridge. He became known as the most important member of the so-called ‘Cambridge Five’ spy ring. Guy Burgess, John Cairncross, Anthony Blunt and Donald Maclean were the other members of this traitorous group. Burgess and Maclean defected to the Soviet Union in May 1951, while Blunt and Cairncross’s activities were uncovered in 1964, when they turned Queen’s evidence in return for immunity from prosecution. These events did not become public until the late 1970s and 1980s.

After graduating from Cambridge Philby worked as a journalist covering the Spanish Civil War and the Battle for France. In 1940, he was recruited by MI6 and quickly rose through the ranks. In 1949, he was posted to the British Embassy in Washington, D.C., an ideal place to pass secrets to the Soviets.

While there, he tipped off Burgess and Maclean that they were about to be unmasked, resulting in them fleeing Britain to France and then on to Moscow. Although no one could prove anything, Philby became the main suspect and he resigned from MI6.

In 1955, he was publicly exonerated by Foreign Secretary Harold Macmillan in the House of Commons: ‘I have no reason to conclude that Mr. Philby has at any time betrayed the interests of his country, or to identify him with the so-called “Third Man”, if indeed there was one.’ Philby held a press conference saying: ‘I have never been a Communist.’

A year later, Philby was sent to Beirut to cover the Middle East for the Observer. It was there that he started an affair with a married American woman, Eleanor Brewer, who he later married in 1959. In 1961, the KGB officer Anatoliy Golitsyn defected and confirmed Philby’s role as a spy. The game was up. One night he just disappeared. He had boarded a Soviet freighter and turned up in Moscow several weeks later. He died there in 1988.



Sunday, 24 January 1965


WINSTON CHURCHILL DIES

On 24 January 1895, Lord Randolph Churchill died. Seventy years later, to the day, his son Winston passed away at his London residence at 28 Hyde Park Gate. The decline in his health had started in 1953 during his second term as prime minister. He suffered the first of eight strokes at a dinner in Downing Street. Somehow it was hushed up, with even the cabinet not knowing what had happened. His son-in-law Christopher Soames effectively took over the reins of power, in what would now be regarded as an unconstitutional coup. His eighth and final stroke occurred twelve years later on 15 January 1965. Nine days later he was dead. His last words were said to Christopher Soames: ‘I am so bored with it all.’ After the life he had lived, who could blame him.

He was without doubt the greatest Briton of the twentieth century, some would argue of all time. He was in the right place at the right time. It is one of the great ‘what ifs’ of history. What would have happened if Lord Halifax, rather than Winston Churchill, had become prime minister in May 1940?

The announcement of Churchill’s death was made at 8.35 a.m. It led the BBC radio news bulletins at 9. Afterwards they played Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, the one which starts with three short notes and one long one, which symbolized the letter V in Morse code.

The following day, Prime Minister Harold Wilson led tributes in the House of Commons and the Queen announced that Sir Winston would lie in state for three days in Westminster Hall. More than 321,000 people queued to pay their respects.

Back in 1953, after Churchill’s first stroke, the planning for his funeral had commenced on the orders of the new Queen. It was held on the morning of 30 January at St Paul’s Cathedral. The twelve pallbearers included Clement Attlee, Sir Anthony Eden, Harold Macmillan and Lord Mountbatten. After the service the coffin was taken to the Tower of London, then transported up the River Thames to Waterloo Station, from where it was taken by train for a private burial in Oxfordshire.



Monday, 25 January 1982


‘GANG OF FOUR’ LAUNCH THE LIMEHOUSE DECLARATION

Four former senior Labour cabinet members wanted to break the mould of British politics. They had had enough of the hard left takeover of the Labour Party and its domination by the big trade unions. On a cold January morning, a few days after a calamitous Labour Party conference in Wembley, they stood together on a bridge in Narrow Street, Limehouse, in east London, and declared their intention to form the Council for Social Democracy and by implication leave the Labour Party.

Fourteen months earlier, former cabinet minister, and President of the European Commission, Roy Jenkins had delivered the annual Richard Dimbleby Lecture. He titled it ‘Home Thoughts From Abroad’. He discussed the weaknesses of the British political system and what should be done about them. It led some to wonder what his agenda was. His use of the word ‘realignment’ led many to speculate that he might return to the UK to front a new political movement. Charles Kennedy later said: ‘Every so often in life, you hear someone articulate your own thoughts – and they do so with an elegance and eloquence which make you wish you had been able to say it yourself. Roy Jenkins’s Dimbleby Lecture of 1979 had that effect on me.’

The Declaration itself was a classically centrist text with a commitment to a Britain with an international outlook, a belief in both the role of the state and free markets, together with a declared ambition to reform both the political and electoral systems.

Within a week, eight thousand people had sent messages of support and a newspaper advert was signed by more than a hundred members of the social democratic left, including thirteen Labour MPs.

Two months later, Roy Jenkins, David Owen, Shirley Williams and Bill Rodgers were to launch the SDP, the Social Democratic Party. Its immediate impact was huge, and one poll showed it attracting 50 per cent of the vote. It scored some initial stunning by-election successes with Jenkins and Williams returning to the House of Commons. However, the mould of British politics proved more difficult to break in the long term.



Tuesday, 26 January 1841


HONG KONG CEDED TO BRITAIN

Britain occupied and took control of Hong Kong in early 1841, with the British taking formal possession on 26 January, when Britain’s flag was raised, marking the beginning of colonial Hong Kong. This happened during the First Opium War, which took place from September 1839 to August 1842. The conflict was sparked between Great Britain and China’s Qing dynasty by disagreements about the sale of opium by British sellers, something the Chinese opposed.

The end of the First Opium War was marked by the signing, in 1842, of the Treaty of Nanking, in which the Chinese officially ceded Hong Kong to the British. This, however, didn’t solve the ongoing trade conflict about the sale of opium, subsequently sparking the Second Opium War from 1856 to 1860. The war was again lost by the Qing dynasty and concluded through the Convention of Peking, signed in 1860. As a result, the British Hong Kong was expanded by the addition of another part of the island. The Kowloon Peninsula and Stonecutters Island were officially ceded to the British Empire.

Under British rule, Hong Kong was able to flourish as a free port, becoming a crucial trade centre in the region. In 1898, it was agreed under the Convention for the Extension of Hong Kong Territory that Britain would be given an additional ninety-nine years to rule over the territory, rather than permanent ownership as initially hoped for.

During World War II, from December 1941 to August 1945, the crown colony was occupied by Imperial Japan after the Japanese invaded the territory and the British surrendered. It returned to British rule when the Japanese surrendered at the end of World War II, and Hong Kong was once again able to expand economically.

Earlier, Sir Charles Elliot had become the first Administrator of Hong Kong on 26 January 1841. The position of Governor of Hong Kong was created in 1843 and Sir Henry Pottinger was the first holder of the office. Chris Patten was the last person in that role until 1997, when Hong Kong returned to Chinese rule.



Wednesday, 27 January 1886


LORD SALISBURY’S FIRST GOVERNMENT FALLS

Along with Gladstone, Disraeli and Palmerston, Lord Salisbury was one of the four titans of Victorian-era politics. A scion of the Cecil dynasty, he dominated the Conservative Party for the twenty years following the death of Disraeli in 1881. He had served as Secretary of State for India and Foreign Secretary and emerged as leader of the Conservatives in succession to Disraeli, with his bitter rival Sir Stafford Northcote leading the party in the Commons. However, Gladstone was in his prime, and it was to be four years before Salisbury got the keys to Number 10 on the first of three occasions. And this didn’t happen because he led the Tories to an election win, but because the Liberal government under Gladstone disintegrated over a budget revolt. In the lead-up to this, Salisbury had skilfully amended the 1884 Reform Act to ensure multi-member constituencies were abolished. At a stroke this ended Gladstone’s ability to balance his MPs between Whigs and Radicals.

The Queen immediately sent for Salisbury rather than Northcote, and he formed a government on 23 June 1885. It can’t be said that Salisbury’s first ministry achieved much in its short seven-month tenure before it suffered a defeat by the Liberals in the Queen’s Speech debate.

Gladstone formed his third administration at the beginning of 1886, but the split in the Liberals over Irish Home Rule soon forced another election in July 1886 after Gladstone was defeated on his Government of Ireland Bill.

The Liberal Unionists, led by Lord Hartington and Joseph Chamberlain, entered into an electoral pact with the Conservatives and for the first time ever the Conservatives won more than 50 per cent of the popular vote, and an overall majority. And so the Conservatives went on to rule for the next nineteen years, with a brief three-year gap from 1892 to 1895, when the Liberals regained power under Gladstone and then Rosebery.

The Irish question dominated this period of British politics. Salisbury’s nephew, and eventual successor, Arthur Balfour proved to be a hard-line Chief Secretary for Ireland but neither he, nor his uncle, were able to come up with a solution. They weren’t the last to fail.



Sunday, 28 January 1770


LORD NORTH BECOMES PRIME MINISTER

If you enjoy drawing up lists ranking prime ministers, and let’s face it, I do, most people would put Lord North fairly near the bottom, if not the bottom. After all, it was under his rule that Britain lost the American colonies, wasn’t it? Well, yes it was, but the story is much more complicated than that. He governed for twelve years, from 1770 until 1782, and domestically he scored some notable successes, but we’re getting ahead of ourselves.

Frederick North, 2nd Earl of Guilford, initially considered himself to be a Whig, although most of his contemporaries thought he was a Tory. And this meant he had wide appeal. He first became a minister in the Duke of Newcastle’s administration and rose up the ranks throughout the 1760s. In 1767, he became Chancellor of the Exchequer and later added the leadership of the House of Commons to his titles.

In January 1770, the Duke of Grafton’s government collapsed following incessant undermining from the Earl of Chatham, formerly William Pitt the Elder. Grafton had also suffered reputation damage related to his private life, after he had had an affair while his wife was pregnant with their fourth child. She divorced him, a scandal from which few politicians could recover in those days. Two cabinet resignations forced the issue and Grafton fell on his sword. King George III was determined that Lord North should take over and eventually persuaded him to do so. He retained his two other cabinet titles. North was a reluctant prime minister in some ways. He had seen how difficult it was to hold a government together and he needed convincing that he had the ability to do just that. The fact that he managed it for twelve years, while Britain was being ritually humiliated in America, is a miracle in itself.

Before the American war, North had managed to slash the national debt. It was he, as Chancellor, who established budget day in the political calendar. He also introduced important reforms to the administration of Ireland, Canada and India. So all in all, he wasn’t all bad.



Tuesday, 29 January 1985


OXFORD UNIVERSITY REFUSES MARGARET THATCHER AN HONORARY DEGREE

Any university likes to celebrate the achievements of its graduates and often awards them honorary degrees. Oxford, which at the time was the world’s leading university, decided that Britain’s first woman prime minister was not worthy of the accolade and withdrew the offer of an honorary degree to Margaret Thatcher. She pretended not to care, but it hurt her deeply.

Thatcher had attended Oxford as an undergraduate between 1943 and 1947, studying for a Chemistry degree, specializing in X-ray crystallography. She later told friends that she was prouder of being the first prime minister with a science degree than of being the first female prime minister.

In late 1984, the university offered Mrs Thatcher an honorary degree and she accepted. However, a petition signed by five thousand students and protests by university lecturers over education cuts led to the university’s ‘Congregation’ meeting in the city’s Sheldonian Theatre for a two-hour debate followed by a vote. They voted by more than two to one (738–319) against awarding her the degree.

Margaret Thatcher did not comment directly but a Downing Street spokesman said at the time: ‘The Prime Minister thought it was very gracious of Oxford University when the Hebdomadal Council proposed that she should be accorded an honorary degree. However, it is entirely in the hands of the university. If they do not wish to confer the honour, the Prime Minister is the last person to wish to receive it.’ It was a slight she wouldn’t forget, and when it came time to decide where to place her archives, she chose Churchill College, Cambridge. In 1998, her foundation also endowed an Enterprise Studies degree at Cambridge to the tune of £2 million.

In 2003, when former Thatcher cabinet minister Chris Patten was the university’s Chancellor, he lifted not a finger to support Wafic Saïd, who wanted to name a wing of his Business School after her. The university refused the request, but they had no objection to naming it after a multi-billionaire arms dealer.

To this day the university has failed to honour either of its two female prime ministerial graduates – Thatcher or Theresa May.



Sunday, 30 January 1972


BLOODY SUNDAY

The city of Derry/Londonderry was an unhappy place in 1972. It had a nationalist majority population, yet electoral boundaries were continually gerrymandered to ensure a loyalist majority on the city council. It had been starved of investment, and the city’s housing stock was in a terrible state. The beginning of the Troubles three years earlier had turned the city into a powder keg.

Internment without trial had been introduced in Northern Ireland in August 1971. Over the ensuing four months, seven British soldiers were killed in Derry. Relations between the nationalist community and the Army were deteriorating rapidly. Although Northern Ireland Prime Minister Brian Faulkner banned all marches in the province, the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association decided to press ahead with their protest on 30 January, following a smaller but violent march eight days earlier held at Magilligan Strand near Derry. Paratroopers were accused of using excessive force.

Fifteen thousand people set out from the Creggan Estate in Derry at 2.45 p.m. on 30 January. When the march reached the city centre, it was blocked by the British Army. At 3.55 p.m., the first shots were fired. Fourteen people were killed, with dozens more injured. It was and remains the highest number killed in any single shooting incident during the Troubles. All were Catholics. Bloody Sunday fuelled nationalist resentments and led directly to a rise in support for the IRA.

The next day in the House of Commons, the Home Secretary Reginald Maudling claimed paratroopers had been provoked. Nationalist MP Bernadette Devlin was suspended after she slapped him.

Lord Widgery was commissioned to report on what happened, and he did so ten weeks later. It proved to be a whitewash. In 1998, Tony Blair asked Lord Saville to look at the events anew in a second commission of inquiry. Hearings lasted six years and it was another six years before the report was published in June 2010. It was castigating in its conclusions. Reacting in the House of Commons, Prime Minister David Cameron said: ‘There is no doubt, there is nothing equivocal, there are no ambiguities. What happened on Bloody Sunday was both unjustified and unjustifiable. It was wrong… I am deeply sorry.’



Wednesday, 31 January 1849


THE CORN LAWS ARE REPEALED

We all think of Brexit as the defining issue of our political age. In the 1840s, it was the Corn Laws. Their repeal in the latter part of the decade led to the Tories splitting and the emergence of a modern party-based political system.

The Corn Laws were first introduced by Lord Liverpool’s government in 1815. They included duties and tariffs on imported corn-related products, like wheat, oats and barley. The purpose was to support landowners and farmers by artificially keeping the price of domestically produced agricultural products high. Cheap imports of wheat were effectively blocked. The effect was to dramatically increase food prices for the general population and reduce disposable income.

Unrest ensued, but it took thirty years and the Great Famine in Ireland, as well as a poor harvest in Britain, to prompt any kind of action. And even then, there was no political consensus on repealing the Corn Laws. However, Whig leader Lord John Russell announced on 22 November 1845 that he favoured immediate repeal, which spurred on Peel to take decisive action. Two weeks later, Peel announced he would recall Parliament in January 1846. Lord Stanley resigned from his cabinet in protest, and a week later Peel himself followed suit, after he realized he could not bring his party with him. Russell found he could not form a government and ten days later Peel was back. He pushed through the legislation with support from Whig members. Over the next three years, tariffs were reduced until complete abolition occurred at midnight on 31 January.

The repeal would not have happened without the political leadership of Sir Robert Peel, who realized from the start that it would probably spell the end of his time in front-line politics. In his resignation speech he said bread ‘would be the sweeter because it would no longer be leavened by a sense of injustice.’

Looking back, this was one of the most decisive moments in British economic and political history. It set Britain on a path towards free trade. It also broke the mould of Whig/Tory politics and led to the creation of the modern-day Liberal and Conservative parties.
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Tuesday, 1 February 1910

THE FIRST LABOUR EXCHANGE OPENS

The Liberal government led by Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman and then Herbert Henry Asquith was one of the great reforming governments of all time. It set the framework for the welfare state, which would develop over the rest of the century.

As part of these innovative reforms, dreamed up largely by Campbell-Bannerman, but implemented and paid for by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, David Lloyd George, the Labour Exchanges Bill was introduced into the House of Commons in May 1909 by the President of the Board of Trade, Winston Churchill, following the so-called People’s Budget on 29 April. It received its Royal Assent on 20 September.

Only five months later, the first state-organized labour exchanges in the UK opened their doors, and by the end of February 1910 there were eighty-three across the country. The Manchester Guardian declared that interest and demand was huge and there was a ‘promising start everywhere’.

Labour exchanges were not a particularly new innovation in that there had been private sector or charitable exchanges for some decades. The first was opened by social reformer and employment rights advocate Alsager Hay Hill in London in 1871.

The overriding purpose of the Labour Exchanges Act was to enable the unemployed to find work more easily, as well as to improve the mobility of workers. Somewhat counter-intuitively, the creation of labour exchanges was opposed by the nascent trade union movement. The unions thought their bargaining power might be impacted, making it easier for employers to recruit cheap labour from other parts of the country. Employers weren’t too keen either, at least initially, which meant that not all positions were advertised. My own grandfather moved from a farming background in Ayrshire to the Consett steelworks as a result of the local labour exchange advertising a position.

Initially, the exchanges didn’t fulfil their promise and only around a quarter of the people registered with them managed to find a job through their services. However, by 1913, three thousand people each day were being placed into jobs through more than 430 labour exchanges.



Wednesday, 2 February 1972


BRITISH EMBASSY IN DUBLIN BURNED TO THE GROUND

On the same day that eleven of the victims of the Bloody Sunday shootings in Londonderry were being buried, protesters in Dublin burned the British Embassy to the ground. For three days more than twenty thousand people had been protesting outside the embassy in Merrion Square, not far from the Dáil.

Hundreds of petrol bombs were thrown, as well as stones and random missiles. Fire engines were prevented from getting to the scene for several hours and the crowds cut their hoses. According to the Guardian:


All windows in the front of the building were smashed, and shutters torn from their hinges. Burning Union Jacks were hung on the front of the building above symbolic coffins, placed on the embassy steps by march leaders who were allowed through the police cordon around the building… watching crowds cheered as the interior of the embassy blazed fiercely. ‘Burn, burn, burn,’ they shouted as chunks of masonry and woodwork fell blazing on to the street. They redoubled their cheering whenever they saw the fire breaking through into new parts of the building. They stopped fire engines from getting through, and hurled petrol bombs at the building to speed the blaze.



Around twenty demonstrators and police were injured. One police officer was seriously injured when a gelignite bomb was used to blow out the front door.

All diplomats and staff had been evacuated from the building, although the Ambassador, John Peck, was in London and returned immediately.

As the embassy burned, some of the crowd moved to the nearby British Passport Office, where they were baton-charged by the police. Thirty people were injured.

Other British related organizations and buildings in and around Dublin also came under attack. Effigies of Prime Minister Edward Heath were burned. The UK government made a formal diplomatic protest over the burning down of the embassy. The Irish government responded by expressing ‘regret’ and said it would pay compensation.

The embassy was rebuilt in Merrion Road, a short distance away from its original site, and in 2015 it was converted into apartments.



Wednesday, 3 February 1960


MACMILLAN MAKES ‘WIND OF CHANGE’ SPEECH IN SOUTH AFRICA

Only forty years earlier, the British Empire covered a fifth of the globe. But instead of the empire making Britain more prosperous, it had started to prove a drag. Clement Attlee’s Labour government had started the process of decolonization, with India in 1947 being the prime example to others. The Conservative governments of the 1950s continued the policy albeit with rather less enthusiasm.

At the beginning of 1960, Prime Minister Harold Macmillan embarked on a month-long tour of African countries, which culminated in a speech to the South African parliament on 3 February. The speech had two aims. Firstly, he wanted to make clear that Britain would not stand in the way of any British colony which wanted to gain independence. South Africa had achieved that status in 1934, but there were a whole host of African nations queuing up to unshackle themselves from British rule. The line from the speech which everyone now remembers was a direct signal that any reluctance from Britain to scupper independence movements was disappearing. ‘The wind of change is blowing through this continent. Whether we like it or not, this growth of national consciousness is a political fact.’

Barbados, Botswana, Cameroon, Cyprus, Gambia, Guyana, Jamaica, Kenya, Kuwait, Lesotho, Malawi, Malta, Mauritius, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Somaliland, Swaziland, Tanzania, Trinidad and Tobago, Uganda, Yemen and Zambia all became independent nations in the 1960s.

The second aim of the speech was to warn South Africa that its policy of apartheid was unacceptable to the international community: ‘I hope you won’t mind my saying frankly that there are some aspects of your policies which make it impossible for us to do this without being false to our own deep convictions about the political destinies of free men to which in our own territories we are trying to give effect.’

The speech was received in total silence.

Ironically, Macmillan had given an almost identical address in Ghana, but the press missed its significance.



Sunday, 4 February 1945


CHURCHILL MEETS ROOSEVELT AND STALIN AT YALTA

By the beginning of February 1945, it wasn’t a question of ‘if’ Germany would be defeated but when. France had been liberated, and so had Belgium. The Soviet Army was forty miles from Berlin.

With the three main Allied leaders having already met in Tehran in November 1943, it was decided that they would meet again at Yalta, in Crimea, in early February 1945. The aim of the conference was to decide the map of Europe after the defeat of Germany. Churchill and Stalin had already pre-empted this discussion by talking about ‘spheres of influence’ at a meeting in Moscow in November 1944, a discussion from which Stalin took much more meaning than the British Prime Minister. The French leader, General de Gaulle, was not invited to Yalta after objections from both Roosevelt and Stalin, a slight he was never to forget.

Despite the meeting being held in the Soviet Union, Roosevelt took on the role of host. America’s main aim was to persuade the Soviets to join the war in the Pacific against the Japanese. Britain wanted to ensure free and fair elections and democratic government in Central and Eastern Europe, while Stalin wished to establish, as part of his war security strategy, a zone of influence in the countries on his western borders. The final agreement was given the name: The Declaration of Liberated Europe.

It was agreed that, following the unconditional surrender of Germany, the country, and its capital city, Berlin, would be divided into four occupation zones, which the USA, Soviet Union, the United Kingdom and France would administer. Germany would undergo demilitarization and ‘denazification’. The borders of Poland would be redrawn and Stalin promised not to interfere in its internal affairs. Poland would lose territory in the east to the Soviet Union and gain territory in the west from Germany. The Soviet Union would join the United Nations. Stalin agreed to join the war against Japan after the defeat of Germany. Trials were to be held to hold Nazi leaders to account, and a Committee on German Dismemberment was to be set up.

Churchill and Roosevelt soon realized that the promises made by Stalin over Poland were worth nothing.



Tuesday, 5 February 2013


COMMONS VOTES FOR SAME-SEX MARRIAGE

Believe it or not, Michael Heseltine is in part to be credited with the introduction of equal marriage. A few days after the Coalition was formed in 2010, he gave a talk to incoming junior ministers. He told them to think of one thing they wanted to achieve while in their job. Lib Dem Home Office Minister Lynne Featherstone mulled this on the way back to her office in her ministerial car and determined to persuade her colleagues to introduce equal marriage for gay and lesbian people. It hadn’t been a promise in the Conservative manifesto, but she knew the Prime Minister, David Cameron, would be sympathetic given what he said in his conference speech as Tory leader in 2006. He said marriage ‘means something whether you’re a man and a woman, a woman and a woman or a man and another man. That’s why we were right to support civil partnerships, and I’m proud of that.’ Featherstone also convinced her boss, Home Secretary Theresa May, to support her.

The Blair government had introduced the Civil Partnership Act in 2004, but the rights for same-sex couples in a civil partnership did not quite equate to those of straight couples who had married. The Bill’s second reading took place in the House of Commons on 5 February 2013 and MPs were given a free vote. It passed by 400 to 175 votes. More Conservative MPs voted against than voted for (136 to 127). The Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act received its Royal Assent on 13 July. The first same-sex marriage took place on 29 March 2014.

Civil partners were given the option of converting their civil partnership to a marriage (something I and my partner did in June 2015). However, the Act specifically prevents same-sex marriages from taking place in churches or other religious buildings, and if they do take place they are regarded as null and void. To this day, any Church of England vicar who blesses a gay marriage in a church runs the risk of being defrocked.

Lynne Featherstone proved that an individual politician really can make a difference to people’s lives.



Wednesday, 6 February 1918


PASSING OF THE REPRESENTATION OF THE PEOPLE ACT

It is undeniably true that women played a crucial role during the First World War. With millions of men fighting on the front line, women filled key roles at home in areas such as manufacturing and agriculture. They were also part of the fight on the front line, working as nurses, doctors or translators.
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