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            Introduction

            Duncan Brack and Iain Dale

         

         Here in this book, you will find twenty-three examinations of things that never happened, from Randolph Churchill not dying in 1895 to Franklin D. Roosevelt succumbing to polio in 1921, to Ireland joining the Allies in the Second World War, to Margaret Thatcher winning the Conservative leadership election in 1990, to Tony Blair introducing proportional representation, to no fewer than four different outcomes of the Brexit process. And you will also find one chapter on something that hasn’t happened yet…

         This is the fifth in the series of books of political counterfactuals one or both of us has produced, the others being Prime Minister Portillo and Other Things That Never Happened (2003), President Gore and Other Things That Never Happened (2007), Prime Minister Boris and Other Things That Never Happened (2011) and Prime Minister Corbyn and Other Things That Never Happened (2016). As we have observed before, ‘serious’ historians have tended to look down their noses at the study of counterfactuals; E. H. Carr, for example, dismissed them as an idle ‘parlour game’. Nevertheless, they have a distinguished record. Winston Churchill contributed a chapter (on what if Robert E. Lee had won the battle of Gettysburg) to a 1931 collection called If It Had Happened Otherwise, and other counterfactual analyses have been published by historians and sociologists such as Robert Fogel, Geoffrey Hawthorn and Niall Ferguson. Indeed, counterfactual history has become increasingly popular, featuring in many books, novels, documentaries and films in recent years.

         We believe that counterfactual history has value in the study of the past in several different sets of circumstances. It can reinforce the analysis of what actually happened by identifying the points at which things could have viiihappened differently and the relevance at each of these key points of both individual choices and broader political and socio-economic forces. It can help in analysing the causes underlying particular events; arguably, as Fogel pointed out, in making claims for causes of any kind, historians are always implicitly considering and discarding potential counterfactuals.

         To succeed in these aims, the counterfactuals must be plausible. Start to change one decision or happening or event in history, and it can be difficult to justify not changing others; there have to be boundaries, and the more rigorously these are policed, the more convincing – and the more analytically useful – the results become. So, the chapters in this book are limited to occasions when very little needed to have happened differently for the ultimate outcome to have been very different – and, mostly, limited to changed individual choices or actions, or changes in the individuals concerned, set against unchanged economic and social backgrounds.

         Accordingly, no fewer than five chapters consider what would have happened had key figures in history died before their time – hardly a strain on the imagination. In reality, Clement Attlee was seriously injured in the First World War; had he not survived, would his most likely replacement, Herbert Morrison, have proved as effective – or perhaps more effective – in bringing the Labour Party to power in 1945? Franklin D. Roosevelt almost died of polio in 1921; with a less interventionist and less internationalist President in the White House in the 1930s and ’40s, there could have been no New Deal and no hope of US support for Britain in wartime. And if Donald Trump had died of Covid-19, as he possibly almost did, Mike Pence could easily have proved a far more effective candidate in the 2020 election; it would have been difficult, after all, for him to have been worse.

         Two chapters deal with counterfactuals in Irish history. If Éamon de Valera had died in a car crash in 1942, would his successors have been so determined to keep Ireland out of the war? Then if the country had joined the Allies and benefited from US support after 1945, it could have had a profound impact not only on the development of the Irish economy but also on the politics of the entire island. And looking further back, if the British authorities had not treated the losers in the Easter Rising so ixharshly, could Ireland have avoided the deaths and bitterness of the war of independence and the civil war?

         Two chapters consider what could have happened had individuals lived rather than died. If Randolph Churchill had not died in 1895, it is reasonable to assume that he could have fulfilled his early promise as a successful and popular Conservative politician, with potentially profound consequences for the political career – or absence of one – of his neglected son Winston. And imagine what could have happened had John Lennon survived his shooting in 1980; could he have decided to use his global fame to press for gun control and eventually to enter British politics?

         Other chapters deal with the consequences of key decisions taken differently. If Tony Blair had decided to implement the report of the commission on voting systems that he had himself established, it would have had profound consequences for British politics, not least in making it far more likely for parties to split on key questions of policy – something that could easily have happened in the years that followed. If the Liberal-supporting News Chronicle had not shut in 1960, it could have helped sustain the Liberal Party and ensured that its successive waves of revival in the 1960s, ’70s and ’80s did not eventually run into the sand. One of our favourite chapters traces how different the recent history of the Labour Party and the EU referendum campaign could have been if only Eric Joyce MP had decided not to have one more drink on the night of 22 February 2012…

         This being a book of political counterfactuals, of course some chapters look at different outcomes of elections – though we have covered so many of them in the earlier books that we include only a couple here. One considers what would have happened had the independent candidate, Ross Perot, withdrawn from the 1992 US presidential election; in reality, he did, then he changed his mind and re-entered, eventually winning 19 per cent of the popular vote – a record for a third-party candidate. The other looks at what might have happened had Boris Johnson won the 2019 election with only a small majority; how would he then have coped with the divisions within his party over his handling of the pandemic?

         Given that party leadership elections now seem to occur with ever-increasing frequency, several chapters consider what could have xhappened had different leaders been in place at particular times. So, one chapter has Nick Clegg resigning as Liberal Democrat leader and Deputy Prime Minister in 2014, after his party’s disastrous showing in the Euro elections; could Vince Cable, his obvious successor, have rescued the Lib Dems from catastrophe in 2015? Another has John McDonnell, instead of Jeremy Corbyn, fighting and winning the Labour leadership election in 2015 and then proving to be a far more effective leader than Corbyn (no great leap of faith required there), with profound consequences for the course of British politics over the following six years.

         The authors of other chapters are less convinced that a party changing its leader would have led to very different outcomes – which helps to underline the value of counterfactuals, pointing us to broader underlying factors that did make a difference. While it seems wholly plausible that Margaret Thatcher, given a more effective campaign manager, could have won the 1990 Conservative leadership election, would it have stopped the disintegration of the Tory government that followed in reality? And if Jeremy Corbyn had stood down in late 2017, it is difficult to see how Labour could have done anything else but lose in 2019.

         Two chapters look ahead to the implications of different leaders in the future. How would Rebecca Long-Bailey, our chapter’s winner of the Labour leadership contest in April 2020, have fared in the 2023 election? And what is Priti Patel’s election-winning strategy as the successor to Boris Johnson?

         Given recent history, naturally several chapters look at different outcomes of referendums. Not just Brexit; one chapter considers what would have happened if Scotland had voted ‘Yes’ to an assembly in 1979 – as the Scots did, only to be foiled by the ‘40 per cent rule’. Of course, most of our chapters on this theme look at Brexit; hardly surprising, given the narrowness of the vote and the many possibilities that were to be considered and discarded over the following three years – after all, very few people in 2015 would have predicted the situation we now find ourselves in. Some of the chapters mentioned above discuss the possible consequences of different Labour leaders for the outcomes of the referendum, while one further chapter looks at what would have happened if Britain had voted Remain in 2016. It seems unlikely that this would have xiended the debate over Britain’s relationship with the EU. No fewer than three chapters consider the possibility of Theresa May finally getting her Brexit deal through Parliament, though each under different circumstances and with very different outcomes, not just for the UK and the EU but for the government’s handling of the coronavirus pandemic – where, let’s face it, there are so many possible different choices the government could have made that one could write a book just on that.

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

         If any reader has ideas for topics, or authors, for a potential further volume, we would be very pleased to hear them; send us your ideas via email at dbrack@dbrack.org.uk and/or iain@iaindale.com.

         We hope you are stimulated, provoked and entertained by Prime Minister Priti and Other Things That Never Happened – but could have.

         
            ~
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            Chapter 1

            What if Randolph Churchill had not died in 1895?

            David Walsh

         

         
            ‘What brings men to the front is much more opportunity than character.’

            Randolph Churchill, 5 November 18891

         

         A carriage swept up the Mall towards Buckingham Palace, leaving a welcome breeze in its wake. The passengers, a man in his early fifties and his attractive younger wife, were in high spirits despite the oppressive heat. For him, this July day marked a moment of triumph after a turbulent career; for her, there was the quiet satisfaction of knowing that she had been right to admonish her husband’s lack of ambition when, nearly thirty years earlier, she had written to her then fiancé to say: ‘I would like you to be as ambitious as you are clever, and I am sure you would accomplish great things.’2 Now, as the carriage pulled into the courtyard within the Palace, he, Lord Randolph Churchill, was moments away from accepting from the King his appointment as Prime Minister.

         Had they the time to pause for thought, it would surely not have escaped their attention just how ludicrous the situation was. Randolph was about to kiss hands with King Edward VII, a man whom he had once tried unsuccessfully to blackmail over a scandal involving Randolph’s elder brother, the Marquess of Blandford, some compromising love letters and a married former mistress of the then Prince of Wales.

         Randolph’s wife’s past indiscretions were no less embarrassing. Jennie Churchill, daughter of a New York entrepreneur and one of the beauties of her time, had once been Edward’s mistress. Churchill’s son, Winston, 2aged just twenty-seven but already an MP and whom Jennie had very deliberately not invited to the Palace, had asked her that morning: ‘Will he [the King] continue to be friendly to you?’ Fortunately, the King was an amiable man, and he and Randolph had been on good terms for some years (the latter remaining apparently unaware of his cuckold status). It helped Randolph’s case in the King’s eyes that the late Queen Victoria, with whom her son had rarely agreed, had thought Randolph a ‘catastrophe’.3

         With the formalities complete, Randolph and Jennie returned to their carriage for the short journey down Birdcage Walk, up Horse Guards Road and into Downing Street. There, staff worked frantically to remove the last possessions of Randolph’s predecessor, Lord Salisbury. Officials ran hither and thither, and young men (and some old ones) with hopes of advancement loitered in the corridors. Arthur Balfour, nephew of Lord Salisbury and Randolph’s erstwhile rival for the premiership, was nowhere to be seen.

         Winston waited in the doorway to No. 10, smiling as he savoured the moment of his father’s triumph. However, his joy was short-lived. ‘I see you continue to lead an idle, useless and unprofitable life, as ever,’ Randolph said as he walked past Winston into the cool shade within the building. Looking for some support from his mother, Winston found none. ‘You really mustn’t upset your father so, Winston. I simply don’t have time for this right now.’4

         
            ~

         

         Some of the above is true. Randolph Churchill really did try to blackmail the future King Edward VII, and Jennie Churchill did have an affair with Edward. She even had a discreet lift installed in her London apartment to take her obese lover from street level to her bedroom (although this was after Randolph had died). It is also well documented that Randolph and Jennie’s parenting of Winston was anything but warm and nurturing. In fact, during Winston’s school days, he wrote to his parents seventy-six times; they to him only six times, and their letters were littered with 3remonstrations. It did not stop him trying to win his parents’ affection for the rest of their lives.

         What is not true is Randolph Churchill’s ascendancy to Prime Minister in 1902. It was in fact Arthur Balfour, nephew of Lord [Robert] Salisbury, who acceded to the premiership in that year, hence the idiom for nepotism ‘Bob’s your uncle’ – though singling out Salisbury for a charge of nepotism seems somewhat harsh; of the nineteen Prime Ministers who preceded Balfour, only two did not pave the way for at least one younger brother, son, stepson or nephew to enter the House of Commons. William Grenville and Pitt the Younger were the two exceptions, and they were both the sons of Prime Ministers themselves.

         Randolph’s rise was, to his credit, largely the product of his own efforts (although being the second son of the 7th Duke of Marlborough no doubt helped). His attainment of the premiership was a realistic possibility had the uncertain malady which afflicted him not manifested itself in 1885 and killed him a decade later.

         What would have happened to both Randolph and Winston if the former had lived a longer, healthier life? Could he have risen to be Prime Minister as his supporters (and even some of his detractors) thought possible? If he had become Prime Minister, how would his premiership have differed from the leader he would have supplanted? And, perhaps most significantly for the future of the United Kingdom, what would the impact have been on a young Winston Churchill in the nascent stages of his political career?

         
            ~

         

         In 1886, Randolph’s star was in the ascendant. In Salisbury’s first administration he had been India Secretary, and by August of ’86, he was Leader of the House of Commons. At thirty-seven, he was to be the youngest Chancellor of the Exchequer in over eighty years. A dazzling politician, he was pragmatic to the point of opportunism, an electrifying speaker both inside and outside the Commons and a manipulator of the media par excellence. Contemporaries said of him that if only he could 4constrain his erratic behaviour and tendency towards recklessness, the keys to 10 Downing Street were his for the taking.

         In many ways, Randolph was the typical scion of the nineteenth-century English aristocracy. His background was ducal but, relative to other members of his class, impoverished. He attended Eton but appears to have left his teachers with little faith in his academic potential. Fox-hunting rather than studying occupied his time at Oxford. Appalling rudeness, aggression and rebelliousness were the character traits that marked him out; in 1870 he was fined for verbally abusing and physically assaulting a policeman. Against the better judgement of the university and his father, he tried (unsuccessfully) to sue the policeman for perjury.

         After a year of travelling in Europe (about which little is known – perhaps for the best), he returned to Blenheim Palace, his ancestral home. In 1874, he married Jennie Jerome, the twenty-year-old daughter of a prominent but impecunious New York entrepreneur. That same year, he entered the House of Commons as MP for Woodstock, effectively his family’s borough.

         His early years in Westminster were unremarkable; he was an ultra-Tory, a reactionary, and showed none of the (relatively) reforming credentials that became apparent later in his career. Even Disraeli, perhaps the greatest Conservative Prime Minister of the second half of the nineteenth century and someone whom Randolph would later lionise, was denounced as insufficiently conservative for ‘wishing to toady to the radicals’. By the early 1880s, however, Randolph’s outlook had changed. In part, this can be explained by a period of serious ill health in 1882, after which there was a marked change in tempo: an escalation in activity and a growing impatience with life on the back benches.

         Randolph had also fallen under the influence of two mentors. The first was Sir Charles Dilke, a rising radical star and someone whose career would burn nearly as brightly – and burn out nearly as quickly – as Randolph’s own. The latter had described Dilke to his wife as ‘a horrible extreme radical’, but they would later form a lasting friendship.5 Crucially, Dilke was an independently minded politician capable of 5criticising both the Liberal and Conservative front benches. Randolph would develop an affinity for independent political company like him.

         The second influence over Randolph at this time was Gerald FitzGibbon, a Dubliner and long-standing Lord Justice of the Court of Appeal in Ireland. Randolph had travelled with his father to Dublin after the 7th Duke was appointed Lord Lieutenant of Ireland in 1876. There, Randolph fell in with a group of Dublin professionals, the most prominent of whom was FitzGibbon. These men were undeniably Unionists who were committed to the Protestant interest in Ireland, but they were also flexible and realistic in their willingness to work for the benefit of Irish Catholics. By 1877, Randolph was making speeches which attacked the government’s policy of neglect towards Ireland. He believed that conciliatory legislation would make sense of the Act of Union and avoid the need for Irish Home Rule. To that end, Randolph supported measures for the expansion of Catholic intermediate and tertiary education. Too often he would find himself up against the ‘dead weight of unimaginative Tories’,6 but he nevertheless used his experience in Ireland to establish a reputation in Westminster as an ‘Irish expert’.

         In the wake of the Conservatives’ 1880 general election defeat, Randolph became allies with a small cadre of like-minded MPs who were discontented with the ailing leadership of Lord Beaconsfield (the title Disraeli had taken in 1876). They would become known as the Fourth Party: an opposition within the opposition. While the Fourth Party’s numbers were few, their persistent attacks on Sir Stafford Northcote (at that time the Conservative Party’s leader in the House of Commons and the embodiment of the ‘Old Gang’, whose flaccid and socially exclusive leadership Randolph despised) gave the Fourth Party an outsized reputation.

         What really set Randolph apart from his contemporaries (and what will resonate with the modern reader) was his almost Trumpian powers of self-promotion. He can rightfully claim to have been a pioneer in political public relations at a time when the mass consumption of newspapers was if not in its infancy then at least in its adolescence. The editors 6of the Morning Post and Vanity Fair were two relationships he successfully cultivated. In later days, he could count on The Times and even the New York Tribune for regular column inches. He was a master of the unofficial press leak and an early subscriber to the theory that any publicity is good publicity. The humour, and sometimes the vulgarity, of his speeches (he once described Northcote as having the effect of ‘sewer gas upon the human system; sickening, enfeebling, enervating and emasculating’) guaranteed that his words would be printed verbatim in the newspapers. He was not averse either to a healthy dose of empty sloganeering. ‘Tory Democracy’ was the tag Randolph applied to his growing movement; when asked to explain what that meant he would reply, only half-jokingly, ‘I believe it to be principally opportunism.’

         Lord Salisbury’s minority government of 1885 gave Randolph his first Cabinet experience. He was offered the role of Secretary of State for India but, in a sign of his power at this time, he refused the position unless his nemesis in the Commons, Northcote, was despatched to the Lords. Salisbury agreed. Save for the annexation of Upper Burma, Randolph’s seven months as India Secretary included little that is worthy of remark. It was cut short in January 1886 by Gladstone’s brief return to Downing Street, but with the collapse of that ministry, which followed the Irish Home Rule crisis in the same year, Randolph returned as Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House of Commons. With Salisbury sitting in the upper chamber, Randolph conducted the government’s business in the Commons. This put him first in the line of succession as Prime Minister.

         
            ~

         

         In the real world, Randolph’s prospects of successfully navigating his way to No. 10 had been fatally undermined even before he became Chancellor. The illness which first afflicted him in 1882 – and seems to have turned him into a ‘young man in a hurry’ – returned in 1885. By 1886, he was already partly deaf, and over the following years he began to experience episodes of severe confusion, acute high blood pressure and speaking difficulties. He stopped attending the House of Commons 7altogether from May 1890 to the summer of 1892, and even when he returned in 1893, his speeches lacked coherence and were sometimes scarcely intelligible.7 Two years later, aged just forty-five, he was dead.

         Randolph’s early demise was a topic of much morbid fascination. Rumours abounded that he had contracted syphilis from a French mistress,8 a maid at Blenheim Palace9 or an ‘old hag’ at a student party.10 The truth is probably less salacious; a brain tumour seems the most likely cause of death. The impact of that tumour on his health waxed and waned from 1882 onwards but appears to have pushed him into a terminal decline from 1885 onwards.

         Randolph’s death meant that he had departed the political stage by the time Lord Salisbury resigned in 1902, and Arthur Balfour succeeded him unopposed. Balfour’s premiership was underwhelming. He inherited the leadership of a Unionist Party – the name given to the Conservative and Liberal Unionist coalition – which held one of the largest majorities for generations and included political stars of the future like Winston Churchill. In a little over three years, Balfour’s mismanagement of the Unionists had driven Winston and others from the fold and led to his government’s resignation and devastating election defeat in 1906, with the loss of 246 seats.

         
            ~

         

         Is there a course through which, if Randolph had had more time before his illness entered the terminal phase, he could have navigated successfully all the way to No. 10? The first thing to note is that even if Randolph had been a healthy man, his personality and politics were such that his career was always going to be something of a roller coaster. His five-month tenure as Chancellor in 1886 is a case in point. He was regarded by civil servants as a good minister, but that view was not shared by his Cabinet colleagues, many of whom were of the ‘Old Gang’ and harboured resentments after having been on the receiving end of Randolph’s insults.

         Personalities aside, Randolph’s politics were also something of a square peg in the round hole that was Salisbury’s 1885 and 1886 ministries. If Tory Democracy meant anything, it was the cultivation of new areas 8of Conservative support through popular legislation. By 1886, however, Randolph was complaining to Salisbury that ‘it is an idle schoolboy’s dream to suppose that Tories can legislate’ for the benefit of the masses. Salisbury’s position – that the harnessing of popular forces was a danger to the stability of the country – was a repudiation of Randolph’s strategy and principal talent, and it contributed to Randolph’s repeated resignation threats.

         As Chancellor, Randolph advocated financial retrenchment, particularly for the Admiralty and War Office budgets, to facilitate a populist policy of reducing income tax. This was Gladstonian economic orthodoxy (which perhaps explains why Randolph was so popular with Treasury officials), but it put Randolph at odds with the ministers for those offices. Aware that the rest of the Cabinet sided against him, Randolph tried to force the issue, but instead of merely threatening resignation as he had done previously, this time he actually offered to step down. The move backfired spectacularly, as Salisbury accepted the resignation without hesitation. Randolph’s ill health probably did play a part in his abrupt departure from government – it certainly made him more irascible – but there was almost an inevitability that Randolph’s time in Salisbury’s second ministry would be short-lived. Personally and politically, he was a poor fit.

         This is not to say that, in the absence of his growing ill health from 1885 onwards, Randolph could not have made a comeback to front-line politics at a later date. In 1890, negotiations for Randolph’s return to government were opened, and, as his biographer R. F. Foster noted, rumours of his readmission became so prevalent that it was reported in diplomatic despatches, and several of Randolph’s correspondents wrote to him with (premature) congratulations.11 His mother, the Duchess of Marlborough, was drafted in to make the case for her son’s return. In a meeting with Lord Salisbury, she recorded the latter’s insistence that Randolph’s time would come, and that Salisbury was himself nearly played out.

         In 1891, William Henry Smith, the bookseller and newsagent of the family firm W. H. Smith and also Leader of the House of Commons, 9died at his official residence in Kent. This prompted a Cabinet reshuffle, but precisely at the moment at which Randolph could have returned to government, ill health intervened, causing him to seek recuperation abroad, and the opportunity was lost.

         In a scenario in which the tumour that afflicted Randolph had remained relatively benign after 1885, it is entirely possible that he would have benefited from the 1891 reshuffle. Salisbury would, no doubt, still have had his reservations, but Randolph now had some allies in Cabinet, including the Home Secretary, Henry Matthews, and the president of the Board of Trade, Sir Michael Hicks Beach. Most importantly, Arthur Balfour, who had succeeded Smith as Leader of the House of Commons, approved of Randolph’s return. By 1891, Salisbury’s government also had a more reforming nature than had characterised his ministries in 1885 and 1886. Legislation such as the 1890 Housing of the Working Classes Act (which promoted slum clearance and the construction of working-class housing) and the 1891 Elementary Education Act (which effectively introduced free elementary education for all) led one informed commentator to say that the measures being passed by Salisbury’s government at this time were ‘really Liberal measures with a smack of radicalism about them’.12 This was the type of government legislation on which Randolph and Salisbury saw eye to eye and for which Randolph could be a useful and effective advocate.

         
            ~

         

         Chief Secretary for Ireland, made vacant by Balfour’s promotion to Leader of the House of Commons, was the obvious position to give to Randolph; it flattered the self-proclaimed ‘Irish expert’. Serving briefly from November 1891 until Salisbury’s government made way for the fourth and final Gladstone administration in August 1892, and again from 1895, Randolph reaped the benefits of Balfour’s labours. The latter had embraced coercion to reduce unrest among the Irish peasantry. By 1891, this strategy, together with the fall of Parnell (Irish nationalism’s most dangerous advocate),13 brought about a relative calm in Ireland and took the wind out of the sails of the Irish Home Rule movement. 10Randolph, whose job was made easier by Balfour’s success, was not one to give praise even where it was due; he pressed the idea that ‘Balfourism is played out and the time is come for a “generous policy”’.14

         While Randolph was a staunch Unionist (he had come close to charges of insurrection when, in 1886, he said that ‘Ulster will fight and Ulster will be right’),15 he was prepared ‘to go a long way’ to legislate for the interests of all the Irish people. This ‘long way’ involved amendments to the 1890 Local Taxation Act, so as to provide funds for Irish national education, the provision of £100 million to facilitate tenant land purchase and, most importantly, the Local Government (Ireland) Act 1898, which established a two-tier system of local government in Ireland [in the real world, these were all ideas which Randolph developed in the late 1880s]. The latter involved local government similar to that already created for England, Wales and Scotland, but, crucially, it also established two provincial councils, one in Dublin and another in Belfast. Randolph’s Conservative colleagues had misgivings about the councils, but he had the support of Joseph Chamberlain and Lord Hartington of the Liberal Unionists (with whom the Conservatives were, from 1895, partners in the Unionist coalition) and the Conservative peer Lord Carnarvon. [Again, in the real world, this really was an idea that had the support of Randolph, Hartington and Carnarvon – provincial councils were not discussed with Chamberlain, but he favoured a generous policy towards the Irish at this time.] Ultimately, Salisbury and the majority of Tories were persuaded to support the legislation by Randolph’s pragmatic abandonment of some of the most controversial aspects of the Bill (Salisbury, whose prejudices as regards the Irish were well known, was implacably opposed to the councils having control of the police and the magistrates) and by Randolph’s exhortation that by giving the Irish some degree of representative local government, the political energy in Ireland would be dissipated by redirecting it towards local institutions. The policy was an undoubted success: those provincial councils would survive for almost exactly 100 years until the devolutionary settlements with Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and Southern Ireland in the late 1990s.

         With success in Ireland, Randolph expected promotion, and the 11Second Boer War (1899–1902) provided the opportunity. The unpreparedness of the British Army during the early stages of the war brought calls for the Secretary of State for War, Lord Lansdowne, to resign. The handling of the war effort tested Randolph’s capacity for collective ministerial responsibility to the limit, and he was widely thought to be the anonymous author of a number of newspaper articles which attacked Lansdowne. In 1900, Lansdowne was reshuffled out of the war ministry, and Randolph was appointed in his place. As with Ireland, the timing of Randolph’s appointment as War Minister was fortuitous; by the end of 1900, the British were nominally back in control of Boer territory, and Randolph took (unjustified) credit for that in the September–October 1900 general election campaign. The fact that a guerrilla war continued for a further two years did little to dent his reputation, although he had to call upon all his rhetorical skills when defending the use of concentration camps in Parliament.

         By 1902, thoughts turned to the question of who would succeed Salisbury as Prime Minister. The death of his wife in November 1899 was a grievous loss, and his health weakened. He also caused unrest in the ranks with the promotion of three of his family circle – too many not to be resented. There were two obvious candidates to succeed him: Balfour, who, as Leader of the House of Commons and Salisbury’s nephew, was in pole position; and Randolph, whose success in the Irish and War Offices had gone a long way to address the concerns that many had had about him earlier in his career. Two factors allowed Randolph to edge past Balfour. The first was that, compared to Balfour, Randolph was more in tune with politics in the early twentieth century. Where Balfour had had little participation in the 1900 general election campaign, Randolph had enthused massive audiences around the country. The 1900 Unionist victory became known as ‘Randolph’s election’. Perhaps crucially, Randolph also had a fondness for Chamberlain, which was strong and reciprocated. Chamberlain was too much of a ‘political bogey’ among the Tories to have leadership ambitions of his own, but his following among the Liberal Unionists, which was crucial to the stability of the Unionist alliance, meant he could act as kingmaker. He was well 12aware of Balfour’s cynicism for reform; always at odds with the more progressive direction of the Unionist alliance, Balfour had remarked in 1898 that ‘all that was really worth reforming had been reformed’.16 By contrast, Randolph shared Chamberlain’s commitment to reform, so it was on Randolph’s head that Chamberlain placed the crown.

         
            ~

         

         We return now to that hot July day in Downing Street. Winston waited in the anteroom outside his father’s office as the great and good of the Unionist alliance flowed in and out. Randolph had turned quickly to the formation of a new Cabinet, and the expectant faces of those who entered his office gave way to relief or disappointment, depending on the outcome of each interview. Winston waited in hope, daydreaming about a seat in Cabinet at his father’s side. Eventually, as the evening shadows fell across London, Winston summoned the courage to speak to Randolph. ‘Might there be a role for me in Cabinet?’ he asked. Randolph’s response froze Winston to stone. ‘You know that I have discerned nothing remarkable, nothing of singular promise, in you.’ Before Winston could open his mouth to defend himself (he had, after all, graduated from Sandhurst with honours, ranked eighth out of 150 cadets – at least this is what Churchill claimed; in fact, he had graduated twentieth out of 130)17 his father continued: ‘Perhaps some more time on the back benches will do you some good, but – make this position indelibly impressed on your mind – if your conduct and action is similar to what it has been so far in your life, my responsibility for you will be over.’

         Winston was devastated. Violet Bonham Carter, Winston’s long-time friend, was of the opinion that ‘he worshipped at the altar of his father’, but this latest setback tested Winston’s admiration. He could not help but wonder what might have been if, instead of becoming his father’s private secretary upon graduating from Sandhurst in 1896, he had pursued his dream of seeking military action in fields as far-flung as Cuba, India or the Sudan. Perhaps he would have made a name for himself, proved his mettle under fire and (most pressingly) made some money.

         While Winston sat on the back benches, with his ‘black dog’ moments 13– the name he gave to his episodic depression – becoming all too frequent, Randolph’s ministry laid the foundations of the welfare state. The Education Act of 1902 was the platform upon which a national education system would be built by subsequent governments. This was an early test of Randolph’s management of the Unionist alliance. The Education Bill, among other things that were unpopular with the Nonconformists and Radicals on whose support the Liberal Unionists relied, granted ratepayers’ money to voluntary Church of England schools. Randolph worked with Chamberlain to agree a major concession: local authorities would be given discretion over the issue of rate aid to voluntary schools. [In the real world, the tin-eared Balfour forced through the legislation without any concessions, alienating his Liberal Unionist allies and contributing to the fall of his government in 1905.] Other legislation was less controversial; for instance, the Unemployed Workmen Act of 1903 established distress committees that gave out single grants to businesses or local authorities to allow them to hire more workers to reduce the number of people out of work. These were important reforms but paled in comparison with Randolph’s 1905 Old-Age Pensions Act.

         The idea of old-age pension legislation was first mooted by Chamberlain in the early 1890s and was adopted as a policy by Salisbury’s government later in the decade. A committee of experts was appointed, chaired by Lord Rothschild, head of the eponymous banking house, who had been a close friend of Randolph for many years. The committee recommended a pension of five shillings a week, but interest in the scheme fell away once the Boer War began, and the costs of a three-year conflict meant there was little appetite for diverting the taxation needed to finance the pensions. By 1905, however, Randolph wanted to put the pensions question back on the table.

         Randolph had a genuine strain of radicalism in his political thinking; he had long been a reader, and an admirer, of social reformers like Sidney Webb who had campaigned for an old-age pension. Moreover, he had an acute sense of the flow of public opinion; he would have been aware of the extreme popularity of the National Committee of Organised Labour for Promoting Old Age Pensions for All, which from 1902 to 141905 campaigned throughout the country for this social welfare reform. Eager as ever to ensure the Liberals did not monopolise progressive policies, Randolph encouraged Rothschild’s committee to reconvene. [In the real world, Randolph had left the political stage before the idea of an old-age pension took root in the Conservative Party, but it is precisely the sort of social reform that Randolph would have favoured had he attained the premiership.]

         Increasing direct taxes to pay for pensions remained out of the question, but Randolph had a fiscal ace up his sleeve. Tariff reform, which involved the protection of British industry by imposing duties on overseas imports, had been an issue that the Conservatives had been flirting with for some time. Randolph’s position on the subject was characteristically ambiguous and opportunistic. In 1881, he had come out strongly in favour of ‘Fair Trade’, a system of commercial protection. He would later remark privately: ‘Within these walls, I am a Fair Trader; outside, I don’t know anything about Fair Trade; when the masses shout for Fair Trade, then I shall be willing to take up and champion the cause.’ Protectionism was popular with the Tory base, and Joseph Chamberlain was a powerful advocate for it, even if many of his Liberal Unionist colleagues were dyed-in-the-wool free traders. [In reality, Balfour’s failure to reconcile the free traders with the protectionists in the Unionist alliance led to Chamberlain’s departure from government in 1903; Winston’s crossing of the floor to the Liberals in 1904; and the devastating election defeat for Balfour’s government in 1906.]

         By contrast, Randolph sided decisively with the protectionists and imposed tariffs on industrial imports. Better attuned to public opinion than most, he refused to put tariffs on agricultural imports, because he anticipated how unpopular the resulting rise in food prices would be with the working man. While this was welcomed by the majority of Tories (and Chamberlain), Randolph ensured that he continued to enjoy the support of most free-trader Conservatives and Liberal Unionists by earmarking the revenue from the tariffs to pay for the very popular old-age pension. This neat triangulation ensured that Randolph had sufficient support to introduce both tariff reform and the Old-Age Pension Act in 1905 without irreparably damaging the Unionist alliance.15

         By 1907, Randolph’s government had run its course. He was still held in high regard for the progressive measures he had implemented. However, the public had grown weary of Tory-led governments, which had held the reins of power for all but nine of the preceding thirty-three years. The 1907 general election was a narrow victory for the Liberal Party under Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman. Randolph managed to hold on to his Paddington South constituency, which he had held since 1885 when his family seat of Woodstock had been abolished. When, shortly after the election, it was suggested that he might take a seat in the House of Lords, he was happy to relinquish control of the Conservative Party as the weight of more than three decades in politics began to take its toll, and the ill health that he had experienced in 1882 began to return.

         Winston was not so lucky. His time in Parliament had been unremarkable, and his father’s animosity towards him meant he had not achieved Cabinet rank. Instinctively a free trader, he did not agree with Randolph’s tariff reform, although he favoured the old-age pension. Filial loyalty meant he did not follow the small number of his erstwhile colleagues who, in opposition to tariff reform, crossed the floor to join the Liberals (one of whom even became Home Secretary). In the 1907 general election, his Oldham seat was captured by the Liberal Party, and he left the Commons for the final time without having made a name for himself. He had always said, ‘It is a fine game to play – the game of politics – and it is well worth waiting for a good hand before really plunging.’ He had been dealt a good hand in having his father as Prime Minister, but nothing had come of it. Winston could only hope that when his father finally passed away, he would succeed in his place to the House of Lords. For the time being, as storm clouds gathered across Europe, he had only one career to fall back on: a return to the army.

         Postscript

         The idea of Randolph Churchill, had he lived, becoming Prime Minister is far from preposterous. Far more of a progressive than Balfour, it is likely that he would have pushed harder for social reform and Irish conciliation. He might even have won an election in 1907, although 16Randolph’s susceptibility to ill health meant that, after five years leading the country, he would likely have been too exhausted to lead the Unionist alliance to a third consecutive victory.

         As regards Winston, for some readers, the concept of him ending his political career in relative obscurity is difficult to swallow. His colossal status leads one to assume that his rise to greatness was inevitable, but that assumption gives too much weight to nature over nurture. Winston was indelibly shaped by his experiences before and after entering Parliament. He appears to have believed that his father died of syphilis – he would later tell his private secretary, Anthony Montague Browne, that ‘my father died of Locomotor ataxia, the child of syphilis’ – and that his father’s early death foreshadowed his own: in 1899 he asserted: ‘My father died too young. I must try to accomplish whatever I can by the time I am forty.’18 With that motivation, and away from the shadow of his father, he was free to pursue many of the adventures (in Cuba, Sudan, India and South Africa) that would make his fame and fortune and help him to acquire connections that would shape his character. For example, had he not travelled to Cuba via New York in 1895, he would not have met the New York Congressman Bourke Cockran, who was to teach the young Winston about the power of oratory. On a personal level, had he not crossed the floor to the Liberal Party in 1903, it is highly unlikely that, the following year, he would have been invited to a party at the home of the Liberal grandee the Earl of Crewe, where he was to meet his future wife, and rock during unsettled times, Clementine Hozier. Had his father lived longer, these formative experiences probably would not have happened, and Winston’s course would have been very different. Instead of an illustrious political career that would see him appointed as Prime Minister in 1940, Winston, having lost his Oldham seat and in need of an income, would most likely have returned to the army, perilously close to the eve of the Great War.

         For any reader who is still sceptical that Winston could have been diverted from a path to political glory, consider that, as Andrew Roberts has written, if Randolph had lived just six months longer, to retire after the 1895 general election, he would almost certainly have been offered a 17peerage (as many grandees of the Conservative Party were). This would have been inherited by Winston, who would then not have had the career that he did in the Commons. In those circumstances, he would have had a vanishingly small chance of becoming Prime Minister in 1940.19
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            Chapter 2

            What if Clement Attlee had died during the First World War?

            Andrew Stone1

         

         It was 5 April 1916 in Mesopotamia, and Captain Clement Attlee was about to receive a very painful – yet very lucky – break. He had already survived the Gallipoli campaign, the brainchild of the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, though he had suffered a nasty bout of dysentery for his troubles. Now he was part of the force tasked with relieving the city of Kut-al-Amara, which was besieged by the Ottoman Army. The prize, as would become so familiar in what would soon be renamed Iraq, was control of plentiful oil reserves.

         In the pre-dawn murk, he clasped the red flag of the South Lancashire Regiment, braving heavy fire and leading his men in storming an enemy trench. Suddenly, a shell exploded, and shrapnel scattered his battalion. He was blasted across the battlefield, and when he regained consciousness, he was covered in blood, with wounds to his groin, buttocks and knee joint. He was treated and evacuated, and while a fleeting victory was achieved against Turkish forces, it was at the cost of 1,300 casualties in just a few hours.2

         Labour’s boom and bust

         Imagine that Captain Clement Attlee had paused momentarily before that trench, that the shrapnel had struck a few centimetres higher and fatally severed an artery. Or, conversely, that this misdirected ‘friendly fire’ had missed him completely; Attlee could then have remained part of the assault, only to die prematurely as part of the subsequent fateful attack. 20

         Biographers and historians have argued at length over Attlee’s impact on history. While the Labour government that he led from 1945 to 1951 undoubtedly defined the post-war consensus of the mixed economy and welfare state, Attlee’s personal centrality to these developments is more in dispute. Was he, as in the famous damning epitaph attributed (probably falsely) to Churchill, ‘a modest little man with much to be modest about’? How might the Labour Party – and the nation – have fared without his steadying influence?

         A privately educated Oxford graduate, conservative in early outlook, Attlee was not an obvious fit for the young Labour Party, let alone as its likely future leader. Yet by 1907, he found his way to parliamentary socialism via volunteering in poverty-stricken east London, which convinced him of the inadequacy of philanthropy. The First World War was the making of him. Prior to that, he stood unsuccessfully for election to the Independent Labour Party’s (ILP) National Administrative Council, Stepney Borough Council and the Limehouse Board of Guardians.3 In 1914, he rejected the anti-war arguments of his comrades, and despite being a year over the upper age limit of thirty, he lobbied to be enlisted, eventually gaining a commission as a second lieutenant, and later as captain and major. His distinguished war service became a huge asset when the conflict ended and his political career resumed. Despite once again suffering electoral defeat in March 1919 in the Limehouse division of the London County Council (LCC), Attlee was trusted to manage Labour’s November push for the local borough councils. His reward for its convincing victory (taking forty-three out of sixty seats, where it had held none before) was to be appointed, at thirty-six, as Stepney’s youngest ever mayor.4

         Efficient as his management of the campaign undoubtedly was, Labour would probably have established a dominant position in the area regardless. In the immediate aftermath of the war, the East End working class was more confident and militant than before.5 It had recognised its economic contribution to wartime production and increasingly looked to the Labour Party – its constitution effectively reorganised by moderates Sidney Webb and Arthur Henderson6 – to assert its claim to political rewards for its sacrifices. 21

         However, there is no guarantee that whoever had replaced Attlee as Limehouse’s Labour candidate in the 1922 general election would have been victorious. Attlee won by only 1,899 votes over the Liberal incumbent William Pearce, requiring an impressive swing of 23 per cent. A more controversial or less competent candidate might have failed to make the breakthrough, which could have made ripples in east London, where Labour politics was particularly fractious. It is hard, though, to see it retarding the decline of the Liberals nationally, who were already noticeably squeezed by the two-party system in an age of mass enfranchisement.

         Attlee’s time as Undersecretary of State for War in Labour’s minority government of 1924 was unremarkable, and probably would have remained so for most substitutes. Ramsay MacDonald’s administration was determined to prove Labour responsible managers of capitalism, and this was nowhere more evident than in its foreign policy. On his first day in the Colonial Office, J. H. Thomas declared to his assembled civil servants: ‘I am here to make sure there is no mucking about with the British Empire.’7

         Not that Labour was rewarded for its moderation, with the forged Zinoviev letter8 used to support a red scare unjustified by the party’s actions in office. Labour, like Attlee, also adopted an equivocal attitude to the 1926 General Strike, contributing to the lack of leadership that ensured its defeat. Attlee’s main intervention was to chair the Stepney electricity committee, negotiating with TUC representatives to ensure a minimum supply to hospitals while non-essential supplies were cut. When a local engineering firm refused to co-operate, strikers took matters into their own hands. Attlee was sued, and damages of £300 awarded, setting a precedent that could have bankrupted him. He was saved by an unlikely source – Malcolm MacNaughton, a KC and Ulster Unionist MP, who appealed against the judgment.9 They had been friends in chambers during Attlee’s short-lived legal career; a stroke of fortune that would have eluded less well-connected Labour politicians.

         Absent for much of the preceding parliament, in India as part of the Simon Commission, Attlee was initially passed over for a ministerial post 22in Labour’s second government of 1929–31, later becoming Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and then Postmaster General. Though his latter tenure lasted just five months, he set in train several policies that would make the Post Office a more efficient, market-orientated business.10 Still, his involvement in the Cabinet was low-key, and if this had been his last experience of government, history would hardly have blinked at his absence.

         The replacement of the Labour administration with the Conservative-dominated National Government led by MacDonald left Attlee as one of only three of the rump of forty-six Labour MPs (or fifty-two including independents) elected with frontbench experience. The others were George Lansbury, the veteran socialist who gained the leadership, and Sir Stafford Cripps, the former Solicitor General.11 It is of course possible that whoever had filled Attlee’s stead in government would have followed his path to Deputy Leader of the Opposition; the other possibility is that Cripps, the aristocratic lawyer turned radical firebrand, would have stepped up.

         Swing to the left

         Before becoming the skeletal face of post-war austerity as Chancellor, Cripps had spent much of the 1930s trying to pull Labour to the left through a mixture of policy initiatives, alliances and extra-parliamentary action. A month after the ILP voted to disaffiliate from Labour at its July 1932 conference, he filled the vacuum by creating and bankrolling the Socialist League – ‘Part think tank, part grassroots activist network, part left pressure group.’12 It included most of the leading lights of the Labour left of its generation, including Harold Laski, Nye Bevan, Barbara Betts (later Castle) and Ellen Wilkinson.

         The fact that Attlee, as deputy leader, contributed to pamphlets and lectures for the league suggests that Cripps could also have combined participation as Lansbury’s second in command. Although the trade union bureaucracy was suspicious of aristocratic socialist intellectuals like Cripps and Laski, it too was disorientated by the events of 1931, when the Labour government split under the strains of coping with the 23Great Depression, and the party then went down to catastrophic election defeat. This compounded its disillusionment with the preceding two years of Labour in power. Hampered by economic orthodoxy, in the face of recession its Chancellor, Philip Snowden, had favoured palliatives over major economic stimulus and capitulated when a committee of inquiry called for by the Conservative opposition demanded swingeing cuts to unemployment benefits.13 In contrast, Cripps, despite his background, was a natural rebel. An eloquent speaker such as he, with (albeit limited) experience of government, might have been acceptable as deputy, at least as a stopgap before the ‘big guns’, such as Arthur Greenwood (who returned to Parliament in 1932) and Herbert Morrison (1935), could be re-elected. Perhaps, the party establishment might have considered, leadership could tame Cripps, as it would later with figures from the left such as Wilson and Kinnock.

         In this scenario, deputising for the like-minded Lansbury, Cripps might not have considered a ginger group such as the Socialist League as necessary to his ambitions. However, there may still have been an organisation expressing the grassroots Labour swing to the left. Perhaps a less well-funded alternative might have emerged, similar to how Momentum would later provide ballast to Jeremy Corbyn. Meanwhile, the ageing Lansbury’s waning health would have given Cripps, as it did Attlee, ample scope to prove his potential as a parliamentary leader.

         Whatever his oratorical skills, however, Cripps’s commitment to economic transformation and pacifistic internationalism was always likely to lead to conflict with the big beasts of the Labour right, such as the Old Etonian economist Hugh Dalton, the plain-talking trade unionist Ernest Bevin and Herbert Morrison, the former conscientious objector who became head of the LCC and unified London Transport. While the League of Nations Union’s Peace Ballot of autumn/winter 1934–35, a grassroots plebiscite of over 11.5 million people, showed widespread support for collective security based on multilateral disarmament,14 the Socialist League’s unilateralism at the 1934 Labour Party conference went a step further.15 As the international situation darkened with Nazi rearmament in Germany and the Italian invasion of Abyssinia, a 24pacifistic policy became increasingly difficult to defend. In our reality, Bevin launched a merciless attack on Lansbury at the subsequent conference, accusing him of ‘hawking your conscience round from body to body asking to be told what you ought to do with it’. Dalton gloated in his diary that Bevin ‘hammered Lansbury to death’, and the anti-war position was overwhelmingly crushed, prompting Lansbury’s resignation.16

         Arthur Greenwood: Leader of the Opposition

         In October 1935, with the dissolution of Parliament and a general election imminent, how might Cripps have responded to this setback? He would have been under pressure to join Lansbury in stepping down, probably in favour of Arthur Greenwood. But there was also a case for continuity; a caretaker to rally Labour at the polls before an enlarged Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) could take a longer-term view. This cohort, which would probably have approached the 154 elected under Attlee, would have included Morrison, whose ambition for the top job was barely concealed. Backed by the intelligentsia, the press and Hugh Dalton, his big handicaps were the enmity of MPs sponsored by trade unions or from the north, and Bevin.17 In reality, in December 1935, Attlee won a three-way contest against Morrison and Greenwood, with all but four of Greenwood’s nominees backing Attlee in the second round.

         Like the protagonist of Robert Tressell’s socialist classic The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists, Arthur Greenwood’s father was a painter and decorator, and his son’s embrace of education in becoming a teacher and then an economics lecturer recommended him well to a movement that appreciated self-improvement allied to the collective good. After serving as an adviser to Lloyd George’s wartime coalition and first being elected to Parliament in 1922, he became head of Labour’s research department in 1927. This role attested to a confident grasp of detail, and as Minister for Health in the second Labour government, he steered through important legislation on pensions and housing.18

         There was little love lost between Morrison and Greenwood, with Morrison believing that the latter exploited freemason contacts to 25further his career. So, while they were politically closer to each other than either was to Cripps, a Blair–Brown-style deal would have been unlikely. Fortunately for them, Cripps’s support in the PLP was far weaker than in the wider movement, so while he might have gained thirty or so votes from left allies, Morrison and Greenwood could each have expected to double that. Knocked out of the second round, Cripps would then have become kingmaker. Despite their policy differences, Morrison had smoothed Cripps’s way into Parliament in 1929,19 so could reasonably have expected some reciprocation. However, Cripps’s endorsement might well have been counter-productive, reaffirming suspicions that Morrison held more skills in backroom deals than in sticking to his principles. Greenwood, known for his cordiality, could have narrowly pipped him.

         Greenwood’s leadership would have faced major difficulties, for three reasons. First, even if Morrison was offered (and accepted) the deputy leadership, the appeasement of his ambitions would only have been temporary, and Dalton, Wilkinson and others could be expected to advocate his promotion behind the scenes. Second, while the economy was beginning to improve – and potentially therefore taking the wind out of the sails of Labour’s critique – the international situation continued to darken, posing difficult issues of principle and tactics. How far, for example, should the party challenge the government’s policy of non-intervention in the Spanish Civil War, especially when Léon Blum’s Popular Front in France was outwardly in favour? Third, while well-liked and skilled in policy detail, Greenwood had his own personal demon – alcoholism – which could only be expected to worsen with the pressure of leadership and the attendant manoeuvring against him.

         Cripps would now have been free to throw his weight behind a push for a united front of the left, formalised in the Unity Manifesto of January 1937, which was backed by the ILP, the Communist Party and the Socialist League, and advocated by the newly launched Tribune magazine, which Cripps bankrolled.20 Labour’s National Executive rapidly disaffiliated from the Socialist League in our world, and Greenwood would have likely approved this course too. But Cripps continued to be a 26nuisance, swinging behind a Popular Front policy two years later, which this time saw the left advocating a cross-class, anti-fascist alliance. Attlee had the sangfroid to ridicule Cripps’s contortions with scurrilous verse and hold out for his expulsion alongside his allies Aneurin Bevan and the veteran Charles Trevelyan.21 But when faced with pressure from both the Labour left and right, it is quite possible that Greenwood would have buckled. Perhaps a major speech at conference or in Parliament would have been cancelled or, even worse, delivered while clearly under the influence of alcohol. Westminster and Fleet Street were discreet about such things at the time, but there were limits. Maybe the euphemism ‘tired and emotional’ would have been coined much earlier; party notables would have encouraged a resignation on the grounds of ill health; and Morrison would have seized the opportunity to take the leadership.

         Peace and war

         Inheriting the party in early 1939, Morrison could have used his negotiating skills to reach out to the left, overcoming his frustration with Cripps and using his intimate relationship with Wilkinson to ensure that Bevan, Betts and other leading leftists were at the forefront of an anti-appeasement offensive co-ordinated with Eden, Churchill and other Tory rebels.22 It is conceivable that this strategy could have hastened Chamberlain’s resignation after the outbreak of war, though only if it sufficiently emboldened his party critics – a lack of tenacity was not one of his faults. In the real world, it was Morrison who posed the vote of censure that ultimately did for Chamberlain, and though it is possible that he, unlike Attlee and Greenwood, might have accepted a place in coalition under Chamberlain, it seems very unlikely.23 Morrison had the malleability of the ambitious pragmatist, but on this issue he and the Labour Party were fixed. As Greenwood reportedly told the outgoing Prime Minister: ‘The Labour Party did not just dislike [Chamberlain], but saw him “as something evil”.’24 Even the electoral truce with Chamberlain, which Labour observed during the period of ‘phoney war’, has been estimated to have cost the party a quarter of its membership.25

         Churchill may not have formed as effective a partnership with 27Morrison as he did in reality with Attlee, as their personal contrasts (the bipolar rhetorician alongside the scheming bureaucrat) were less complementary. The personable Dalton, Morrison’s most likely deputy in the War Cabinet, might have been called upon to calm stormy waters. But the big test that faced them between 26 and 28 May 1940, when the defeated French Prime Minister Paul Reynaud relayed the possibility of negotiating a ‘grand bargain’ with Hitler,26 would probably have united all concerned. With British troops encircled at Dunkirk, the situation was certainly bleak, but defeatism would have been anathema to most of the Labour membership, as well as to the wider public. The last gasp of appeasement expressed by Halifax and Chamberlain in entertaining this approach could surely only have been sustainable as a ‘palace coup’ – perhaps literally, with the recall of the Nazi-sympathising Edward VIII.

         With Morrison as Lord Privy Seal and (de facto and later officially) Deputy Prime Minister, Dalton would probably have been a floating Minister Without Portfolio, and Cripps could have been rehabilitated as Minister of Economic Warfare. Bevin would still have been a natural choice as Minister of Labour and National Service, as he was in reality. The man who famously responded to Morrison’s lament that he was his own worst enemy by quipping, ‘not while I’m alive he ain’t’27 was liked by Churchill, and his authoritarian approach was all the more effective from years of training as a trade union official.

         Attlee certainly contributed to the direction of the war, but it is hard to pinpoint any turning moments in its course in which he was indispensable. He was more significant in quietly nudging Churchill towards post-war reconstruction plans, most notably (with Greenwood’s help) the Beveridge Report. There was impatience from the Bevanites at the slow pace of advance, understandable after the betrayed promises of the First World War. The growing evidence of socialist feeling, such as the warm public reception of Beveridge’s plans displayed in Mass Observation reports, found an outlet in by-election successes for left-wing independents and Common Wealth Party candidates. At the 1942 Labour conference, Bevan narrowly lost a vote to end the by-election truce with the other coalition parties, though when Attlee put the case 28the following year the margin was more convincing.28 Morrison might have been more assertive in voicing Labour’s frustrations within the Cabinet and tipping the wink to his party that he was doing so, but he had been adept at playing the long game at the LCC and would surely have maintained the coalition at least while the outcome of the war remained uncertain.

         The biggest obstacle to this would have been Morrison’s antipathy towards Bevan, who once called him ‘a third-rate Tammany boss’.29 Assuming that Morrison had averted or reversed Bevan’s real-life expulsion for supporting the Popular Front in 1939, and that the latter still challenged the truce in 1942, with less tactful management the vote maintaining the by-election agreement could easily have been lost. This would have made Labour’s continued participation in Churchill’s coalition very awkward. However, the PLP might not have considered itself beholden to this vote, and though ignoring a key decision by the supposedly sovereign conference would have been hugely divisive, it would not necessarily have been fatal – as Hugh Gaitskell’s resistance to the 1960 party conference motion on unilateralism would later prove.30

         The Morrison administration

         Like Attlee, Morrison would have faced growing calls from the left to leave the coalition during 1944. In reality he, Attlee and Bevin were caricatured as ‘Three Blind Mice’ by Tribune for not realising that the Tories were stringing them along.31 Should an election have been forced before the victory in Europe, though, it seems doubtful that Labour would have achieved the landslide it did the following year; Churchill would have been able play his trump card as the man needed to win the war.

         So, we will assume that the schedule for the election in July 1945 was substantially unchanged, and that Labour’s manifesto, ‘Let Us Face the Future’, which Morrison co-authored, was recognisably similar. Morrison would thus enter office with a large majority and a mandate for change. Who might he have chosen to help him to deliver it?

         Unlike Attlee, he might have overridden King George VI’s appeal not to appoint Dalton to the Foreign Ministry, caused by what Dalton 29considered to be a matter of personal spite.32 However, in Morrison’s account it was he, rather than the monarch, who had persuaded Attlee to keep the temperamental Dalton away from diplomacy.33 Bevin might be thought unlikely to find promotion under his rival’s premiership, but the only contenders of similar stature – Cripps, Laski and Bevan – would have been deemed too pro-Moscow, so we will assume that Bevin and Dalton remained as Foreign Secretary and Chancellor respectively by default. Cripps at the Board of Trade and Bevan at the Ministry of Labour would be consolation prizes for a left that Morrison wished to restrict to only essential positions.

         Though sexist prejudice would probably have prevented her consideration as Home or Foreign Secretary, Wilkinson could have been deployed at the Ministry of Health, where indeed Attlee had originally planned to appoint her in our universe.34 James Chuter Ede, former teacher and undersecretary to Rab Butler, would have been a natural replacement for Wilkinson as Minister for Education.35 Emanuel Shinwell, one of the few established figures with whom Morrison was on good terms, would have been a possible Home Secretary in Chuter Ede’s stead.

         In January 1947, Wilkinson caught pneumonia, which proved fatal after she overdosed on her medication. Given that she caught it undertaking ministerial duties – opening the exposed Old Vic Theatre School36 – it is possible that a posting at the Ministry of Health would have saved her. However, considering the appalling weather of the winter of 1946–47, as well as her chronic asthma and history of bronchitis, influenza and lung infections, it is still likely that she would have fallen ill. If so, Morrison would have needed to find a safe pair of hands to complete the creation of the NHS. Given the chain of candidates eliminated from contention by this counterfactual, the young Hugh Gaitskell would have been a credible left-field (but not left-wing) choice. Instead of facing down Bevan in 1951 to impose prescription charges as Chancellor, Gaitskell may well have implemented them as Health Minister, supported by the like-minded Evan Durbin, and succeeding (after a more junior ministerial apprenticeship) his exhausted mentor Hugh Dalton as Chancellor at the end of Labour’s first term. Morrison’s 30autobiography claims that he favoured refusing Dalton’s resignation after his lapse in leaking aspects of his Budget prior to presenting it to the House in 1947.37 Today, in an age of almost routine pre-publicity for ministerial statements, Dalton’s rectitude certainly appears quaint, though it probably also reflected his growing anxiety about the country’s balance of payments.

         Why no Cripps as Chancellor? Partly because, if Dalton had stayed on until 1950, Cripps’s health would have already been in serious decline. There is also the matter of his penchant for intrigue. It is easy to see Cripps using Morrison’s own bout of pneumonia in 1947 as a pretext for advancing one of Morrison’s rivals for the leadership, much as he attempted to do against Attlee. Unlike Attlee, Morrison would hardly have rewarded this slight with an effective promotion, and Cripps may have found himself on the back benches for the remainder of his career.

         If the name Evan Durbin is unfamiliar, it is because in reality he died in September 1948, heroically attempting to save children, including his daughter, from drowning while on holiday in Cornwall. He was a junior minister at the Ministry of Works but was widely tipped for future success, including by both Dalton and Attlee.38 An alternate deployment could have changed these holiday plans and ensured his survival. This would have been a mixed blessing for Morrison, who would have appreciated Durbin’s concern for social psychology and moderate social democracy and have benefited from access to his skill and intelligence, but also would have been challenged by his centralising managerial instincts.

         Domestic policy

         Beyond fantasy reshuffles, how might policy have evolved in a Morrison administration? As in our world, the context would be a widely felt desire for a welfare state and economic intervention to ensure prosperity, social insurance and full employment. The Beveridge Report would have remained the road map, though some detours might have occurred. Morrison was less vocally enthusiastic about nationalisation in general, and specifically regarding iron and steel.39 Dalton, who wished to expedite it faster than in fact occurred, could have been expected to 31clash with Morrison over this, but if Morrison got his way with a ‘hybrid scheme’, it could have saved Labour considerable political grief in 1949, when they eventually legislated in the face of significant resistance. Fuel and power, transport, the Bank of England and civil aviation would all most likely still have been nationalised in some form, as promised in Labour’s 1945 manifesto.

         Dalton would no doubt have remained committed to ‘cheap money’ – low interest rates to promote investment – along broadly Keynesian lines, and Bevin to a pro-America policy, despite the tensions over the terms of the Anglo-American bailout loan agreed in 1946 and secrecy over atomic developments. Morrison might have been more prompt in countering the ‘manpower gap’ identified by Dalton,40 cutting foreign military deployments more rapidly to deliver an industrial stimulus. Both Dalton and Cripps, though, were less enthusiastic about promoting immigration to fill those jobs.41 The British Nationality Act of 1948 excited little attention at the time, though its comparatively liberal provisions would become more contested later. An expanding economy in the early 1950s would ensure that Commonwealth immigrants could not be credibly scapegoated for unemployment, and a Morrison administration, informed by the experience of the LCC, might have been more supportive of local authorities’ attempts to assist integration. But with housing supply still under pressure, he would be unlikely to address the main problem facing new immigrants – the five-year residency requirement for council housing – which pushed many into the hands of slum landlords.

         Morrison could have been expected to prescribe a more municipal version of the National Health Service under Wilkinson before her death – no doubt the recalcitrant doctors and dentists would still have needed to be bought off, perhaps alongside the retention of voluntary hospitals within an NHS run through local government. General Practitioners might even have retained independent status as private contractors, diluting somewhat the NHS’s principles. He could also have insisted on a greater priority for housing, perhaps giving it a separate ministry – reflecting the importance given to the issue by electors, which, as a 32long-time inner-London MP, Morrison might have been expected to appreciate. But Bevan’s emphasis on good-quality council-built housing might have been sacrificed for quantity, with a greater proportion coming from private-sector housing associations. In the short term, this would have weakened the Conservative critique of missed building targets but with a legacy of smaller units with more ongoing maintenance problems.

         One casualty of Wilkinson’s absence at Education may have been the raising of the school leaving age to fifteen. Although Chuter Ede would have been in favour, it took all of Red Ellen’s tenacity to protect this measure in the face of manpower shortages and austerity pressures. It is hard to imagine Chuter Ede issuing, as Wilkinson did, an ultimatum to campaign outside Parliament if the policy was deferred or rejected,42 or it having the same weight even if he had. The many prefabricated huts that supplemented school buildings for the next two generations might have been missing from our landscape entirely. More importantly, the education of millions of children would have been curtailed as a result. Her cognisance of the importance of nutrition would also have been lost; it was her experience of subsidising milk in her own constituency43 that encouraged her to extend the measure to all schoolchildren after the war. Without Wilkinson, Education Secretary Margaret Thatcher would have been spared the ‘milk snatcher’ epithet, as there would have been no free milk to withdraw, but the ills of childhood malnutrition would have endured longer through the years of austerity.

         Such compromises might have eroded the electorate’s enthusiasm for Labour sooner and weakened the electoral arithmetic that would otherwise have seemed to benefit Morrison. A consensus would still have prevailed with the Conservatives, just one marginally more to the right than under Attlee around issues of governmental intervention.

         Averting crises

         More respected than liked, there is the possibility that Morrison’s colleagues would have sought to remove him when he contracted pneumonia in January 1947. However, there was much greater tolerance for 33illness among leaders at the time, with both Attlee and Churchill weathering extended periods of convalescence. In any case, the impact of the winter fuel crisis was only just beginning to be felt, and further strains such as the switch to dollar convertibility would only come into effect later in the year. The ultimate devaluation of sterling in 1949 reflected an objective weakness of the economy that went beyond individual leaders. However, what one historian has called the ‘slow, painful and at times muddled’44 way in which devaluation was handled was not inevitable, exacerbated as it was by the sickly Chancellor Cripps’s long recuperation in a Swiss sanatorium. A present Dalton would surely have acted more promptly.

         In general, Morrison would have been a more decisive, and therefore a more divisive, leader than Attlee. If his memoirs are to be believed, he would have favoured a strengthening of working-class representation over what he considered middle-class intellectuals (he probably had Dalton’s protégés, such as Gaitskell and Durbin, in mind). Despite his clashes with the man himself, Bevin-style no-nonsense pragmatists would apparently have found favour. This might have been achieved through amending conference procedures – for example reversing the 1937 reforms that had given Constituency Labour Parties greater say at the expense of trade union affiliates – or through promotions. He would have wrapped himself more in the union flag than the red, viewing nationalisation as a matter of ensuring economic efficiency rather than of fulfilling socialist principles. He would have allowed Clause IV, the totemic commitment to wholesale nationalisation, to remain a dead letter in the constitution – as he wrote in his memoirs, ‘An effort to strike it out might well mean more trouble within the Labour Party than the attempt would be worth.’45

         While Attlee allowed a redrawing of constituency boundaries (overseen by Chuter Ede) to exaggerate the Conservative recovery at the 1950 election, costing Labour thirty-five seats according to Churchill’s estimate,46 Morrison was alert to the danger and would have been keen for his Home Secretary, Shinwell, to avert it. Even quite minor amendments could have seen Labour achieve the relatively secure majority of 34twenty to thirty predicted by Attlee, rather than the six which in fact left them prone to rebellions and defeats. The margin might have been even more comfortable if Morrison’s instinct had proven correct that a later polling date – e.g. in May rather than frigid February – would have boosted the Labour turnout.47 And Dalton as Chancellor, egged on by Morrison, might have been more willing than the austere Cripps to sanction a giveaway Budget in the interim. Barring a disastrous string of defections or by-election defeats, this could have enabled Labour to serve for a full second term, rather than an abbreviated one concluding with defeat in 1951. Even if an earlier election had been deemed necessary, it is hard to imagine Morrison observing the scrupulous propriety of Attlee arranging it around the King’s (ultimately abandoned) overseas schedule rather than party interest.48

         Foreign policy and denouement

         Though, remarkably, Morrison was not included in Attlee’s private decision to develop nuclear weapons, there is no reason to doubt that he would have favoured a comparable policy. Yet among the section of Labour MPs that saw the creation of Israel as a heroic venture – rather than the ‘nakba’ (catastrophe) described by the expelled Palestinians – he commented approvingly that ‘the Jews have proved to be first-class colonisers, to have real good, old empire qualities, to be really first-class colonial pioneers’.49 He would probably therefore have pressured an unwilling Bevin to take a more immediately pro-Israeli policy in the Middle East. However, it is hard to imagine a scenario in which the overwhelmed British mandate, under pressure from the US, would not have contributed to a damaging and unequal partition comparable to that which continues to mire the region in conflict today.

         Similarly, Attlee’s belief that Indian independence was a success is hard to square with the estimated 1 million fatalities of the process, though generations of divide and rule made a peaceful secession unlikely. Attlee’s own insights – from the provocative Simon Commission, which was widely resented for excluding Indian participation, and in directing repression against the Quit India movement during the Second World 35War50 – would have been lost to Morrison, who was not renowned for his grasp of foreign policy. But this exponent of ‘the jolly old empire’, who described talk of self-government for many colonies as ‘ignorant dangerous nonsense … It would be like giving a child of ten a latch-key, a bank account and a shotgun,’51 would also have faced the intractable problem of financing and policing the continued occupation of a country in near-permanent revolt. For similar reasons, during the 1951 Abadan Crisis, Morrison’s favoured policy of ‘sharp and forceful action’ against the Iranian nationalisation of their oil wells52 may well have been restrained by a Cabinet (and a Foreign Minister, perhaps a young talent like Denis Healey, replacing the recently deceased Bevin) more attuned to Britain’s declining imperial status.

         Growing affluence might have allowed Morrison to survive internal critics well into the 1950s. A third term would even have been possible, perhaps based on a ‘Butlinist’ managerialist consensus of Chancellor Durbin and his shadow, Rab Butler. But while calls for a more red-blooded socialism might have found a limited audience, foreign policy was likely to remain contentious. Bevan could be expected to resign from the Cabinet in 1954 assuming, as seems likely, that Morrison supported American rearmament of West Germany. And if, in summer 1956, Morrison had initiated unilateral action against Nasser’s nationalisation of the Suez Canal – a response that he implied support for in reality53 – then Bevan would no doubt have condemned his own government’s ‘policy of bankruptcy and despair’ at a rally in Trafalgar Square.54 The party, like the country as a whole, was deeply split on the invasion, and though Bevan might not have had sufficient support in the PLP to replace Morrison himself, he could well have inflicted enough damage to bring him down.

         Assuming that Bevan could not contain his ego sufficiently to step aside for protégés such as Harold Wilson, Barbara Castle or Richard Crossman, a revisionist such as Gaitskell or Durbin would have been best placed to succeed. The civil war that engulfed Labour in opposition in reality might in this scenario have done so in government. The steadying hand of Attlee, stilled in Mesopotamia some four decades earlier, would be missed, the red flag it held fought over while the Tory enemy advanced. 36
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