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Preface to the 1993 Edition





Nearly half a century after the end of the Second World War, historians are still trying to come to terms with Winston Churchill. The winter of 1992–3 saw the publication of five new books about him, of which this was one, and a blazing row in the media ignited by the suggestion that Churchill ought to have negotiated a compromise peace with Hitler.1 But why do historians continue to write about Churchill when so much has been written already? Why this insatiable desire to re-interpret and re-assess?


The appearance of this book in paperback gives me the opportunity to add some reflections on this topic. The root of the matter is familiar enough. The Second World War made Churchill into a national hero and created around him an emotional field of force that affected a whole generation. And although the warmth and gratitude were inspired by his war leadership alone, they cast a certain glow over the whole of his life and career. Episodes that had once been harshly judged were viewed in a mellow and forgiving light. But in the making of national heroes there is always a large element of myth involved and there comes a time, inevitably, when the historians seek to disentangle the myth from the reality.


The task is all the more compelling for historians because Churchill himself was a historian – up to a point. Of the peacetime events of his times he wrote little or nothing. But he wrote a six-volume history of the Second World War with himself as the central character, the sequel to a similar mammoth work on World War One. Apart from making money, his purpose was to lay claim to a place in history as a prophetic statesman and genius of grand strategy. Buttressed with a wealth of documentary evidence, the architecture of his books was imposing. But they were no more free of special pleading and self-deception than the memoirs of any other politician.


The reappraisal of the Churchill myth began as long ago as 1957, with publication of the first volume of the diaries of Lord Alanbrooke, edited by Arthur Bryant. Ever since then historians have been revising the Churchillian version of Gallipoli, appeasement, and the military and diplomatic conduct of the Second World War. Over such episodes as Dakar, Greece, the fall of Singapore, the strategic bombing offensive, the Italian campaign and the planning of the Second Front, his military judgement has repeatedly been called into question.


When I first began historical research in the mid-1960s, my own two mentors on the subject were A.J.P Taylor, my research supervisor, and the military historian Basil Liddell Hart, who was not only generous with his time but eager to impress his views on younger historians. They convinced me that Churchill was, to say the least, fallible in his military judgement, a view that most subsequent writing has endorsed. Liddell Hart, who had been a strong supporter during the war of a compromise peace with Germany, also had a more radical criticism of Churchill. In his concentration on the exclusive objective of smashing Germany, he argued, Churchill had lost sight, until it was too late, of the long-term danger from Soviet Russia. The war could and should have been conducted in such a way as to separate the German people from their rulers and bring about an early peace. On this point, however, I found Alan Taylor more persuasive: he maintained with great force that in the Second World War there were ‘no good Germans’.


These debates continue. The conclusion I reached was that although Churchill was never the strategic genius of the Second World War, he was a great political leader: the impresario of the Grand Alliance, the principal driving force in wartime government, and the charismatic orator who lifted and sustained popular morale. This view owed much to a growing interest on my part in the politics of the home front during the Second World War. In the course of writing a book on the subject I was impressed by the fact that inside Churchill the generalissimo was an alter ego: a parliamentary democrat with more than forty years of political experience behind him.


But who was this other Churchill? In the Second World War his oratory was shot through with a vision of Britain that was archaic and romantic. But in his youth he had been a radical, frequenting the company of Lloyd George, H.G. Wells and Bernard Shaw. Where, then, had his radicalism come from, and what had become of it? It was curiosity of this kind that led me to explore, in this book, the whole of his career in party politics and home affairs.


Though they have long ceased to believe in the wartime myth of Churchill, historians are still haunted by it, if only because it lives on in popular memory. But for Churchill in home affairs no clear bench-mark was visible. The official biography told parts of the story at great length, but always in the form of a chronicle that left a sizeable gap between the evidence presented and the claims that were made on Churchill’s behalf. In general it seemed to me that Churchill’s stock as a domestic politician was low. In some cases this was because people had no clear conception of this aspect of his career: in others because his part in particular episodes, like the General Strike of 1926, was remembered with hostility.


My first priority was to describe Churchill’s activities as accurately as possible and I began the book with no preconceived idea of stating a case for or against him. But as I wrote I found that the pendulum was swinging in his favour. This was partly because I discovered more to like and admire in his political personality then most of his contemporaries did. I was much indebted to Mr Robert Rhodes James’s analysis of the reasons why he inspired so much mistrust, and attracted so few supporters, before the Second World War.2 But Mr Rhodes James tended to see Churchill through the eyes of his parliamentary critics, whose judgements, I felt, needed to be taken with a sizeable pinch of salt. Their comments often seemed to me to reflect the personal jealousies and limited horizons of the Palace of Westminster. Tadpole and Taper were doubtless scandalised by Churchill’s changes of party and frequent disloyalty to the party line, but there was no need for historians to adopt the same scale of values. We ought, I felt, to be more critical of the party system and more appreciative of mavericks like Churchill who claimed to stand for a ‘nation beyond party’.


But the principal aim of the book was to challenge the view that Churchill was only of interest or importance in the military and diplomatic history of Britain. I set out to show that he had much to do with the transformations of government and politics that took place during his lifetime.


Writing in 1950, Churchill looked back over the changes he had witnessed since the turn of the century:







During this first half of the terrible twentieth century all values and proportions have changed to a degree that would make the picture of British society, as it now manifests itself, very strange and startling to those who had their heyday in the Victorian era. Though we have declined as a world power, we have immensely broadened the foundations of our national life. We have accomplished a social and political revolution, greater than France underwent at the end of the eighteenth century, without shedding a drop of blood in fraternal strife.3





In writing of a ‘revolution’ Churchill was exaggerating: and the part he had once played in Irish affairs ought to have reminded him that not all the changes had been free of bloodshed. But there is no doubt that great transformations did occur in the course of his lifetime. The aristocratic governing class into which he had been born gradually lost its political ascendancy. The limited, all-male franchise of 1900 gave way to universal suffrage, the Liberal party collapsed, and the two-party system of Tory and Liberal was replaced by a two-party system of Tory and Labour. The rise of the Labour party, meanwhile, was accompanied by the growth of the trade union movement and the propagation of socialist ideas. The state, too, was transformed, from the ‘night-watchman’ state of 1900, to the administrative colossus of the mid-twentieth century. When Churchill first entered Parliament in 1900, the combined expenditure of local and central government amounted to 14.4% of the Gross National Product; by the time he retired in 1955, it accounted for 36.6%.


Whether Churchill’s part in all these developments was wise or foolish is a matter for debate. But it was certainly extensive, and he was no less consequential a figure than Lloyd George, Neville Chamberlain, Attlee, Bevin or Morrison. Like them he dealt with a wide range of social, economic and constitutional problems from which a line of descent can be traced to the politics of the late twentieth century. We tend to associate Churchill with a realm of imperial and military grandeur that is over and done with: but he was also one of the ancestors of modern Britain.


A polemical historian of the kind who blames contemporary problems on the follies of the past could easily frame an indictment in which much of the responsibility for the backwardness of modern Britain was pinned on Churchill. Nor would this be entirely mistaken. During the Second World War Churchill was so obsessed with the conduct of military operations that he completely neglected such long-term problems of the future as industry and education. The very idea that he might have taken a serious interest in the future of the coal industry, for example, seems far-fetched and the same is true of the lethargic peacetime administration of 1951–5. Besides, it might be added, the Churchill myth, with its aristocratic allure and nostalgia for great power illusions, was plainly counter-productive in post-war Britain. Alas the problem with this kind of analysis is that it seeks to lay the responsibility for some deep-seated historical problem at the door of a single individual. With the partial exception of the Labour governments of 1945–51, the failure to modernise industry and education was characteristic of every British administration in the first half of the twentieth century. Churchill, no doubt, was more out of touch with industrial problems than most. But few politicians of his era subscribed wholeheartedly to the goals of modernisation and national efficiency.


The British political system was ill-adapted to the requirements of economic development. But it was far more successful, during Churchill’s lifetime, in the achievement of two other goals: social welfare, and the preservation of liberty. Almost all British politicians, from the left wing of the Labour party to the right wing of the Conservatives, recognised that welfare and liberty had both to be pursued, and some kind of balance struck between them. But their prescriptions varied from democratic socialism at one end of the spectrum, to predominantly free market solutions at the other. One of the interesting things about Churchill is that he was so often involved in the process of altering the balance between individualism and collectivism, and thought so much about it. Perhaps, too, we ought now to revise the view that by the 1940s this was an area in which he was completely incompetent and out of touch. The Labour victory of 1945 looked very decisive at the time, and seemed to set the pattern for the future. But did it? The lasting achievement of the Attlee governments was the construction of a welfare state. But the quest for a socialist economy proved elusive and the return to power of the Churchill government in 1951 can now be seen as a more significant moment in the restoration of a liberal economy than historians used to think.


Churchill did not found a political tradition and has no heirs (except, in the literal sense, his grandson Winston Churchill MP) in politics today. Nor are the policies he prescribed for his own time of much relevance now: here or there an argument may survive but the context has changed too much. Like Churchill, therefore, this book carries with it no message – except, perhaps, a very indirect one. Some people still think of Churchill as a man of narrow, diehard views and almost mindless belligerence – and there was certainly a streak of all this in him at times. In this book, however, he comes to epitomise a very different quality: versatility. Untrammelled by narrow nationalism, ideology or social bigotry, he always had the capacity to adapt, to renew himself, and to spring some fresh surprise upon his audience. Such was the true Churchill behind the bulldog image of the Second World War.







1 In order of publication the other four books were: Keith Robbins, Churchill; Michael Kettle, Russia and the Allies 1917–1920: Vol III: Churchill and the Archangel Fiasco; John Charmley, Churchill: The End of Glory; and Robert Blake and W. R. Louis (eds), Churchill: A Major New Assessment of his Life in Peace and War. It was Mr Alan Clark, reviewing Dr Charmley’s book in The Times, who claimed that Churchill ought to have made peace with Hitler.


2 Robert Rhodes James, Churchill: A Study in Failure (1969).


3 Winston S. Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill (1950 edition), p. 12.






















Introduction





Winston Churchill will always be remembered as the great war leader of 1940 to 1945. But Churchill in his time played many parts, and some are better understood than others. The subject of this book is a theme that has often sparked controversy, but never been explored in full, or assessed as a whole: his domestic policies. This is a study of Churchill in party politics and home affairs from 1900, when he was first elected to Parliament, to 1955, when the curtain fell at the end of his peacetime premiership.


The range and diversity of Churchill’s career at home is often overlooked. He was first elected to the House of Commons, in 1900, as a Tory. But in 1904 he crossed the floor to join the Liberals in the defence of free trade, and began to attack his former party with extraordinary impudence and wit. In the struggle between the Liberal Government and the House of Lords, he was second only to Lloyd George as the leader of popular radicalism, and much reviled by Conservatives as a traitor to his class. He was prominent also in social reform. At the Board of Trade he introduced minimum wages and the first proposals for unemployment insurance. At the Home Office, too, he was a reforming minister, but another side of his work proved more contentious: the repression of industrial disorder.


This phase of his politics drew to a close with his appointment to the Admiralty in October 1911. His energies were diverted into the sphere of defence and shortly afterwards his career was engulfed, and almost destroyed, by the Great War. But after 1918 Churchill reappeared on the domestic scene. By this time, it seemed, his radicalism had vanished, and he stood forth as the leader of an anti-Bolshevik and anti-socialist crusade. In 1924 he returned to the Conservative party and resumed his ministerial career in home affairs. As Chancellor of the Exchequer in the Baldwin Government he restored Britain to the Gold Standard and played a prominent part in the defeat of the General Strike.


In the 1930s Churchill abandoned domestic issues and campaigned against the National Government over India, rearmament, and foreign policy. But social and economic questions returned to haunt him during the Second World War. As the head of a coalition government – and leader of the Conservative party in succession to Neville Chamberlain – he presided over a rapidly changing scene in which politics were swinging to the left and the Beveridge Report pushed social reform to the top of the agenda. Churchill claimed to be working on his own ‘Four Year Plan’ for post-war Britain. But with the landslide victory of the Labour party in the general election of 1945 the task of social reconstruction fell to Attlee and his colleagues. This was not quite the end of the story. When he returned to office in 1951 his Government faced a problem that was critical to the future of Conservatism: how far to accept, and how far to reverse, the work of the Labour Government.


The headlines do little justice to the breadth of Churchill’s interests. He seldom, indeed, confined himself to a narrow discussion of the issues. He was a politician who loved to discourse on the general principles of politics and the relevance of the past to the present. The constant repetition of his war speeches has obscured the fact that in earlier times he often spoke reflectively of the social structure of Britain, the foundations of its prosperity, and aspirations of its people.


In one sense the aim of this book is simply to reconstruct a theme. But it is also an exploration of two closely related problems in the interpretation of Churchill: a biographical problem about the nature of his personality, and a historical problem about the nature of his place in our past.


Since Churchill’s death there has been much talk of the need to strip away the mythology which accumulated around him. But this is more easily said than done. Churchill in his time was much loved, but also much hated. Vivid conceptions of him as a hero and saviour of his country were matched by no less compelling images of him as a danger to the nation. It is by no means obvious where the boundaries between myth and reality lie. The historians and biographers of today are no doubt more detached, and bring to bear fresh evidence and insights. But they still have to navigate around the archetypal images of Churchill created in his lifetime.


Even at the worst of times Churchill usually had some admirers. But it is fair to say that up to 1940 he was generally distrusted by politicians of all parties. The Conservatives, embittered early on by his defection to the Liberals, regarded him as a cad: a shameless adventurer whose pretensions to statesmanship were laughable. As David Lindsay, a Conservative whip, wrote in 1910: ‘That Churchill is without conscience or scruple, without a glimmer of the comities of public reserve and deference, we all know, and all, even his closest friends, admit.’1 But Liberals, too, had their doubts, and in the course of time a critique of Churchill developed that was generally accepted by politicians of all parties. Churchill, it was granted, possessed great drive, a fertile brain, and an eloquent tongue. There was also a mischievous schoolboy quality about him which some people found endearing. But there were two fatal flaws in his personality.


Firstly, he was a shallow opportunist who lacked stability and purpose. Devoid of loyalty to party, class, region, or religious denomination, he treated every question as a personal one in a career of absolute self-absorption. His rhetoric was brilliant but superficial, the performance of an actor-politician who lived for applause and played to the gallery. Secondly, he lacked judgment. His mind, though powerful, was rash and impulsive. Like a Rolls-Royce car with faulty steering, he was destined to plunge with all his passengers into some great chasm of disaster. Hence, it was alleged, the culminating folly of Gallipoli. ‘The ghosts of Gallipoli’, wrote Victor Wallace Germains in 1931, ‘will always rise up to damn him anew in times of national emergency … What sensible man is going to place confidence in Mr Churchill in any situation which needs cool-headedness, moderation, or tact?’2


On the Left, this reading of Churchill was much coloured and modified by the belief that his instincts were deeply reactionary. His radical past was dismissed as a transient phase and it was taken for granted that he was profoundly ignorant of economic and social problems. The quintessential Churchill was identified as an aristocratic adventurer, militarist, and class warrior. He was accused of sending troops to shoot down striking miners at Tonypandy, and of equally rash behaviour in the General Strike. His anti-Bolshevik tirades led some to suppose that he was rehearsing the role of a British Mussolini.


Churchill, needless to say, regarded such views as malicious and distorted. With his inner detachment from party orthodoxies, he saw himself as a parliamentary democrat of consistent, moderate and far-sighted opinions. Once a radical, but now a Tory, he likened himself to Edmund Burke, who had welcomed the revolution in the American colonies, but condemned the revolution in France:




No one can read the Burke of Liberty and the Burke of Authority without feeling that here was the same man pursuing the same ends, seeking the same ideals of society and Government, and defending them from assaults, now from one extreme, now from the other.3





Churchill very much resented the charge that he stood for nothing in British politics. ‘People often mock at me’, he wrote in 1935, ‘for having changed parties and labels. They say with truth that I have been a Tory, Liberal, Coalitionist, Constitutionalist, and finally Tory again … My own feeling is that I have been more truly consistent than almost any other well-known public man. I have seen political parties change their positions on the greatest questions with bewildering rapidity on Protection, on Irish Home Rule, and on many important secondary issues. But I have always been a Tory Democrat and a Free Trader, as I was when I first stood for Oldham more than thirty years ago.’4


In 1940 Churchill turned the tables on his critics. He was transformed into a national hero and many of those who had previously disparaged him began to revise their opinions. But how far did this revolution in his reputation go? Since 1940 Churchill has been almost universally acknowledged as a great war leader. To that extent at least he succeeded in imposing his own vision of history upon events. But the rest of his career in British politics, and his qualities as a domestic statesman, are matters on which opinions vary greatly.


Many, no doubt, would agree with the verdict of Michael Foot, who wrote that Churchill




… never had the foggiest notion of how the British people lived, how they earned their bread, how society functioned, how it was being transformed before his eyes by forces he never even dimly discerned … He could be warm, humane, liberal, magnanimous. But the warmth rarely embraced the people except in his rhetoric, and the humanity could subside into tears and sentimentality.5





But some historians take a very different view. Churchill’s official biographer, Martin Gilbert, maintains that he was animated throughout his life by a vigorous concern for the improvement of social conditions:




Both in his Liberal and Conservative years, Churchill was a radical: a believer in the need for the State to take an active part, both by legislation and finance, in ensuring minimum standards of life, labour and social well-being for its citizens.6





In a review of his record as a peacetime Prime Minister, Anthony Seldon credits Churchill with a deep fund of social wisdom, and a benign political philosophy:




He understood the supreme need to stress the liberty of the individual, though in a moral and compassionate context lacking from the arguments of latter-day advocates of free enterprise.7





At the heart of differing perceptions of Churchill lies the question of the relationship between his rhetoric and his politics. Even his critics conceded that in Parliament, or on the public platform, he was an orator of exceptional power. But the case against Churchill has always been that the rhetoric was mainly for show: a magnificent façade of sham statesmanship concealing the manoeuvres and mistakes of a faulty politician. Admirers of Churchill, on the other hand, tend to regard his oratory as an authentic register of his policies and opinions, and the more rhetorical passages as an expression of a romantic world view that was integral to his personality.


As Leader of the Opposition after 1945 Churchill promised that the Conservative party would ‘set the people free’. But what significance ought to be attached to this kind of phrase? Was it a mere rhetorical flourish, or an expression of deeper political intent? The problem recurs throughout his career and there is more at issue here than the nature of his personality. There is the wider question of sorting out, in the domestic sphere, his role in British history. Was he, in the final analysis, a kind of glittering parasite on the surface of society? Or was he a more creative figure who shaped, for better or for worse, the government and politics of his times?




Notes


1 John Vincent (ed), The Crawford Papers: The journals of David Lindsay twenty-seventh Earl of Crawford and tenth Earl of Balcarres 1871–1940 during the years 1892–1940, Manchester, 1984, p. 153, diary for 9 May 1910.


2 Victor Wallace Germains, The Tragedy of Winston Churchill, 1931, p. 278.


3 Winston S. Churchill, Thoughts and Adventures, 1932, p.40.


4 Quoted in David Irving, Churchill’s War: The Struggle for Power, 1989, p.9.


5 Michael Foot, Loyalists and Loners, 1986, p.171.


6 Martin Gilbert, Churchill: A Life, 1991, p.xix.


7 Anthony Seldon, Churchill’s Indian Summer: The Conservative Government 1951–1955, 1981, p.438.






















Prologue


1874–1900





Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill was born at Blenheim Palace on 30 November 1874. He was the son of Lord Randolph Churchill, a Tory MP and younger son of the seventh Duke of Marlborough, and Jennie Jerome, daughter of the financier Leonard Jerome, of New York City. Through his father he was also the descendant of John Churchill, first Duke of Marlborough, the outstanding general and British commander-in-chief in the War of Spanish Succession.


The early life of Winston Churchill was deeply marked by the brief and extraordinary career of his father, whose rapid rise and even more rapid fall all occurred during his son’s schooldays. Lord Randolph first entered Parliament in 1874 as a somnolent MP for the family borough of Woodstock. In 1876, following a society scandal in which Lord Randolph’s elder brother quarrelled with the Prince of Wales, Disraeli sent the Churchills into exile in Dublin, where the duke was appointed Viceroy. By the time they returned, in 1880, Lord Randolph had woken up to become a forceful and ambitious politician with a considerable knowledge of Irish affairs. He made his reputation in Opposition under the Gladstone Government of 1880–1885, but his swingeing attacks on the Government were a tactical device for displacing the leader of the Conservative Party in the House of Commons, Sir Stafford Northcote. This was the aim of the ‘Fourth Party’, a parliamentary ginger group consisting of Lord Randolph, John Gorst and Sir Henry Drummond-Wolff, with the occasional assistance of Arthur Balfour.


While the ‘Fourth Party’ was active at Westminster, Lord Randolph was turning himself into a crowd-pulling platform orator. The Conservative party at this period was more strongly based in the countryside than in the towns and cities, where organisation was weak and the potential for popular Toryism had yet to be exploited. Lord Randolph seized the opportunity of identifying himself with the cause of ‘Tory Democracy’ – the mobilisation of the latent Toryism of the towns. As he said in a famous speech in Birmingham, in April 1884, his advice to the Conservative Party could be summed up in a phrase: ‘Trust the people.’


In recognising the potential of Tory Democracy, Lord Randolph displayed a sharp insight into the future of Conservatism. But he was a supremely tactical politician in whose career it was difficult to see anything beyond the calculation of short-term personal advantage. At various times, he defined Tory Democracy in so many different ways as to empty the notion of all significance in terms of policy. To begin with he equated it with Protectionism, but as Chancellor of the Exchequer he reverted to Free Trade. Sometimes the appeal was addressed to the working classes, and sometimes to the middle classes. Sometimes he was a collectivist, supporting a state housing programme and the introduction of a statutory eight-hour day in the coal mines. At other times, he was all for laissez-faire. As Lord Randolph himself once remarked, Tory Democracy was ‘mainly opportunism’.


Between June 1885 and July 1886 there occurred a reversal in the fortunes of the parties. An era of Liberal dominance ended when the party split over Gladstone’s decision to support Irish Home Rule, and a period of Conservative rule began under the third Marquess of Salisbury. Lord Randolph had played a brilliant and unscrupulous part in manipulating the Irish question for the benefit of the Conservative Party. In 1886 he played the ‘Orange Card’ when he travelled to Belfast and whipped up Protestant fervour with a ringing declaration in favour of rebellion: ‘Ulster will fight, and Ulster will be right.’ For this and other services he was rewarded, in July 1886, by his appointment as Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House.


Lord Randolph was clearly marked out as the next Conservative Prime Minister, but he was too frantic and unstable to wait. In a clear bid for effective control of the government he began to outline his own comprehensive programme of domestic and foreign policy. In the House of Commons, the Conservatives depended upon the support of the 78 Liberal Unionist MPs, led by Joseph Chamberlain, who had broken away from Gladstone over Home Rule. Since Churchill’s aim was to form a coalition with Chamberlain against Salisbury, the programme he proposed was strongly tinged with radicalism. But his plan of campaign came unstuck, quite unexpectedly, over his budget proposals.


As the centrepiece of his first budget, he planned a major reduction in the income tax, which then stood at eightpence in the pound. But how was the shortfall in revenue to be made up? At first Lord Randolph proposed a duty on imported foods, but his Treasury officials, high priests of the doctrine of Free Trade, quickly dissuaded him. Like many a Chancellor before and since, Lord Randolph decided to press for reductions in the service estimates, much to the dismay of the First Lord of the Admiralty and the Secretary of State for War. Assuming that he was indispensable, he decided to force the issue. On 20 December 1886 he wrote to Salisbury to announce his resignation over the service estimates, coupling the question with that of foreign policy. Salisbury called his bluff and replied accepting his resignation. Two days later, Lord Randolph despatched a second letter, evidently intended for public consumption, in which he tried to broaden the grounds of his resignation. There was much talk of the Government collapsing but Chamberlain, who could probably have brought Salisbury down, did nothing. George Goschen, a leading Liberal Unionist, accepted office as Chancellor. The crisis was over and Lord Randolph had suffered a great reverse, entirely of his own making.


These events cast a long shadow over the schooldays of Winston Churchill. At the time of Lord Randolph’s fall from office he was twelve – old enough to be a fierce partisan of his father, but much too young to grasp the political realities. In April 1888 he entered Harrow, but as his headmaster reported a year later, he was still ‘very much a child’. Churchill grew up very slowly. Throughout a prolonged adolescence he was the naive disciple of a failing politician who declined to take much notice of his son, or rebuked him sternly for idleness and misbehaviour. Convinced that he was too dim and slovenly for a career in civilian life, Lord Randolph put him into the Army Class at Harrow, where he again disappointed his father by twice failing the Sandhurst entrance examination.


If Winston Churchill was thwarted and depressed by the relationship with his father, he was also fired by it. He looked forward to winning his father’s respect and confidence, and assisting him in the reconquest of power: ‘I thought of Austen Chamberlain who was allowed to fight at his father’s side, and Herbert Gladstone who had helped the Grand Old Man to cut down oak trees and went everywhere with him, and I dreamed of the days to come when Tory Democracy would dismiss the “Old Gang” with one hand and defeat the radicals with the other.’1 Churchill’s relationship with his father finished on a tantalising note. At the very point his deepest wishes were about to be fulfilled (or so it seemed), suddenly the story ended.


In September 1893, having finally passed his examinations, Churchill arrived at Sandhurst as a cavalry cadet. His father began to take him up and introduce him to the leading personalities of the political world. ‘Had he lived another four or five years’, Churchill was to write in his autobiography, ‘he could not have done without me. But there were no four or five years!’2


After a prolonged illness Lord Randolph Churchill died on 24 January 1895. A few days after the funeral, Winston Churchill passed out of Sandhurst and took up his commission with the Fourth Hussars at Aldershot. In some ways Churchill was now free: free of his father’s control, free to enjoy the London Season, free to pursue his own career. But in other respects he was tied: tied by the memory of Lord Randolph, and tied by the Army.


Churchill’s ambition was to follow his father into politics. But there was something more: an emotional drive to reverse the defeat of 1886, and obtain for his father a posthumous victory. Ironically, however, Lord Randolph had sidetracked his son by putting him into the Army. How, then, was he to escape from the Army and make his way to the House of Commons?


From January 1895 to May 1899 Churchill was a subaltern of the Fourth Hussars, and sailed with them to India when they were posted to Bangalore in the autumn of 1896. Churchill enjoyed soldiering but his plan was to enter politics and his methods were carefully calculated. He decided that wherever a war was in progress he would obtain leave from his regiment and travel to the battlefront as a war correspondent. If the war happened to be a British war, somewhere on the frontiers of the Empire, so much the better. At the same time as reporting it, he could take part in the fighting, win medals, and obtain a reputation for bravery. Finally, his war reporting could be revised and published as a book. As none of this could be accomplished without much pulling of strings, Churchill decided to exploit Lord Randolph’s political network to the full, while his mother was pressed into service as a leading society hostess whispering a word or two into the appropriate ear.


Seldom, if ever, has an ambitious young man carried out such a stupendous programme of self-advertisement as Churchill between 1895 and 1900. In 1895 he travelled to Cuba and reported on the war of independence against Spain. In 1897 he took part in Sir Bindon Blood’s expeditionary force against the Pathans on the north-west frontier of India, and wrote up his despatches as his first book, The Story of the Malakand Field Force. In 1898 he travelled to Egypt to report the reconquest of the Soudan, and fought in the decisive battle of Omdurman. His two volume history, The River War, published in 1899, was a major work. In the intervals of inactivity he wrote a novel, Savrola, an entertaining melodrama of revolution in a Ruritanian state, with a lively narrative, wooden characters, and revealing reflections of his ideas.


Churchill’s brief military career was marked by one major intellectual event. He began to study history and philosophy and lost his boyhood faith. Winwood Reade’s Martyrdom of Man, a nineteenth-century atheist classic, destroyed his belief in Christianity, a conclusion confirmed by Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. For orthodox religion, Churchill substituted a secular belief in historical progress, with a strong emphasis on the civilising mission of Britain and the British Empire. This was accompanied by a mystical faith, alternating with cynicism and depression, in the workings of Providence. He was inclined to believe that Providence had intervened on a number of occasions to save his life, and that he was being protected in order to fulfil his destiny – whatever that might be.


Destiny, however, was only to be accomplished by self-help. As he remarked in a letter to Lady Randolph, in January 1898: ‘It is a pushing age and we must shove with the best.’3 On his return to England after the battle of Omdurman, Churchill was much sought after for dinner parties and speeches. He was becoming famous, and infamous too in the opinion of those who could not bear the blazing egotism he radiated on all occasions.


Through Conservative Central Office, Churchill obtained an introduction to the Conservative party in Oldham. Oldham was a double-member constituency with two Conservative MPs, one of whom, James Oswald, was due to retire at the next general election. The other, Robert Ascroft, wanted to secure the nomination of Churchill as his running-mate. But the sudden death of Ascroft precipitated a by-election, upon which Oswald decided to retire immediately. There were two vacancies and the Oldham Conservatives decided to adopt Churchill in harness with a trade unionist, James Mawdsley, the general secretary of the Amalgamated Society of Operative Cotton Spinners.


Here was a wondrous advertisement for Tory Democracy: the palace and the cottage united in the persons of a young nobleman and an elderly working man. But Tory Democracy stubbornly failed to come to life. Churchill and Mawdsley did not speak the same language. Mawdsley, the only Tory trade union official, was not exactly a dedicated member of the party. His argument was that, on balance, trade unionists would get more out of the Conservatives than out of the Liberals. Churchill, on the other hand, produced many a fine phrase about Tory Democracy, but was unable or unwilling to give substance to the slogan. ‘I am a Tory Democrat,’ he announced. ‘I regard the improvement of the condition of the British people as the main end of modern government.’ This was brave talk, but Churchill trailed off into clouds of evasion: ‘I shall therefore promote to the best of my ability all legislation which, without impairing that tremendous energy of production on which the wealth of the nation and the good of the people depend, may yet raise the standard of comfort and happiness in English homes.’ On social policy, Churchill confined himself to supporting the government. He commended the Workmen’s Compensation Act, recently passed, and spoke warmly in favour of the principle of old age pensions, which the government had promised to deal with in the current Parliament. When asked whether he would support the payment of MPs – a measure Lord Randolph had advocated – he would say only that if there were a great demand for it in the country, he would be guided by the opinion of his constituents.4


From the beginning of the contest, religious issues were more important than social policy. This was not surprising, for religion was still the essential dividing line between the Tories and the Liberals. But the intense denominational rivalry between Anglicans and Nonconformists was baffling to Churchill, who could not see what the fuss was all about. The Government had recently introduced a Clerical Tithes Bill, the effect of which was to subsidise the Church of England from local rates. This provoked much hostility from the Nonconformists, some of whom might otherwise have voted Conservative. Churchill decided to sell the pass and abandon the Government line, prompting Balfour to remark: ‘I thought he was a young man of promise, but it appears he is a young man of promises.’


When the voters of Oldham went to the polls, both seats were lost to the Liberal candidates: Alfred Emmott, the owner of a local cotton-spinning firm, and the shipping magnate, Walter Runciman. As the Conservatives had recently lost other by-elections, it was unlikely that they would have held Oldham with different contenders. But Churchill was inclined to take the result personally and wrote a crestfallen letter to Balfour, apologising for his change of front over the Clerical Tithes Bill. Ruefully he concluded: ‘Altogether I return with less admiration for democracy than when I went.’5


Churchill might never have returned to Oldham to contest the seat but for the war in South Africa, which broke out in October 1899. Though he had by now left the Army, Churchill hastened to the scene as a war correspondent and, by a stroke of good fortune, was captured by the Boers shortly after his arrival, and confined with other British prisoners of war in the State Model Schools in Pretoria. In the second week of December 1899 – the ‘Black Week’ – the British expeditionary force to South Africa suffered three major defeats. But at that very moment Churchill contrived to escape from prison and, after lying for a few days at the bottom of a mine, was smuggled out on a freight train carrying bales of wool to Lourenço Marques. On 23 December he reappeared in Durban to find himself greeted by flags, bands, and wildly enthusiastic crowds.


Churchill was the first popular hero of the South Africa war, anticipating Roberts and Baden-Powell. As he recalled in My Early Life:




The British nation was smarting under a series of reverses such as are so often necessary to evoke the exercise of its strength, and the news of my outwitting the Boers was received with enormous and no doubt disproportionate satisfaction.6





Having obtained a temporary commission as a lieutenant with the South African Light Horse, Churchill returned to the front, and accompanied Buller’s army in the advance on Ladysmith. In a vivid despatch Churchill described how he accompanied the relief column into the town: in fact he had missed the event, and arrived some hours later.7


Wherever the scene of the action moved, Churchill followed. Abandoning his temporary commission, he attached himself as a war correspondent to the headquarters of the new Commander-in-Chief, Lord Roberts, who was concentrating his forces for an advance into the heart of the Boer Republics. Churchill accompanied a column of 16,000 men commanded by his close friend Sir Ian Hamilton, advancing in parallel with the main army. Travelling across the veld in style, he was accompanied by his cousin ‘Sunny’, the ninth Duke of Marlborough, Hamilton’s ADC, and a waggon-load of delicacies from Fortnums.


Johannesburg fell on 31 May and on 5 June Churchill entered Pretoria to greet the British prisoners in the State Model Schools. It was now widely, though mistakenly, assumed that the war was over and Churchill, having achieved all that he could want and more in South Africa, sailed for home on 4 July. On his return to Oldham later that month, he was saluted by flags and drums and cheered through the streets by 10,000 people.


In September Lord Salisbury decided to dissolve Parliament and hold a general election. Strictly speaking, no election was necessary. The government had a majority of 120, and there was no constitutional requirement for another general election before 1902: the Septennial Act, which laid down a maximum life of seven years for a Parliament, was still in force. But victory in South Africa was too good an opportunity to miss when the Opposition were at sixes and sevens.


The Unionists were united by the war, but the Liberals, under the leadership of Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, were split three ways between opponents of the war on the left, Liberal Imperialists on the right, and a Centre majority who grudgingly accepted the war but criticised the Government as too harsh and uncompromising in its treatment of the Boers. On the Unionist side, the Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, was the hero of the hour, epitomising the spirit of aggressive imperialism. It was Chamberlain who had pressed most strongly for a general election, and he who proclaimed that a vote for the Liberals was a vote for the Boers – the campaign theme on which the election was fought.


In Oldham Churchill concentrated on the single issue of the war. The rhetoric of Tory Democracy was laid aside, and would in any case have been difficult to sustain now that there was no longer a Tory labour candidate. Mawdsley had withdrawn from the fray (though he was not, as stated in My Early Life, dead), and Churchill’s running mate was a stockbroker, Charles Crisp. The two Liberal candidates, Alfred Emmott and Walter Runciman, were supporters of the war, and Churchill avoided personal attacks on them. The contest, he said, was between ‘the genuine turtle soup of Tory Imperialism and the mock turtle soup of Liberal Imperialism.’ The Liberal party in general he characterised as ‘a squabbling, disorganised rabble’, and of course he played the patriotic card: ‘When the troops come home you should be able to say to them – you have won your battle in South Africa and we have won our battle at home.’8


At the turn of the century general elections were still spread over a period of weeks, and the general election of 1900 ran from 28 September to 24 October. Oldham was one of the first constituencies to declare a result, on 1 October. In a double member constituency, every elector had two votes, and could split them between parties. Over and above his party vote, Churchill obtained a small personal vote which enabled him to push one of the Liberal candidates, Runciman, into third place. The result was as follows:












	       

	A. Emmott (Lib)
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	W.S. Churchill (Con)
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	W. Runciman (Lib)
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	C.B. Crisp (Con)
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Churchill’s victory was a great boost to Conservative morale and for the remaining three weeks of the campaign he was much in demand as a platform orator and feted by Balfour and Chamberlain. The Unionists won a decisive victory, but in the circumstances a less overwhelming one than might have been expected. In 1895 the Unionists had enjoyed a majority of 152. In 1900 the majority was 128. Churchill sensed that even now the political tide might be turning, or about to turn. On 8 September, in a letter to Sir Alfred Milner, the British High Commissioner in South Africa, Churchill predicted a reaction against imperialism: ‘There is an amount of pent up feeling, liberalism, sentimentality, chivalry – I do not mind what it is called – which is very remarkable. The ordinary safety valves of public expression and free speech are screwed down. Some day there will be an explosion …’ To his father’s old friend Lord Rosebery, he wrote: ‘I think this election, fought by the Liberals as a soldiers’ battle, without plan or leaders or enthusiasm, has shown so far the strength, not the weakness, of Liberalism in the country.’9
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Peace, Retrenchment and Reform


1900–6





When Churchill first took his seat in the House of Commons, in February 1901, the one subject on which he could speak with authority was war. His maiden speech, delivered on 18 February 1901, was a review of the South African war, and he followed it up with a campaign on the question of Army reform. But Churchill soon developed a second line of expertise, this time in finance and fiscal policy. Preaching the cause of economy in public expenditure, he called for reductions in military spending and a return to the Gladstonian values of ‘peace, retrenchment and reform’.


For one so young, Churchill cut a quaintly old-fashioned figure in the Conservative Party. The rhetoric of mid-Victorian liberalism was falling out of fashion as the party swung towards an expansive and expensive imperialism. In 1903 the Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, decided that the time had come to abandon free trade and bury once and for all the political economy of the Victorians. His campaign for imperial preference and tariff reform swept through the Unionist ranks with all the force of a crusade. But it also split the party. Churchill was a prominent member of the Free Trade minority, fighting hard in the rearguard action against protectionism.


Once it was clear that Chamberlain was winning the battle for control of the party, Churchill decided to abandon the Tories. In May 1904 he crossed the floor of the House and took his place on the Liberal benches, beside David Lloyd George. Now that he was a Liberal, Churchill had of course to speak the language of Liberalism, and to revise some of his opinions. But the continuities were more significant. On free trade Churchill was obviously consistent: it was the Conservatives who had changed their minds. Demands for economy, and the reduction of military expenditure, were music to Liberal ears, and Churchill played them up for all they were worth. Generally speaking, he sounded like an old-fashioned Liberal. Of social reform, in the twentieth-century sense, he said little or nothing. He carried into the Liberal party the laissez-faire outlook he had acquired as a Tory.


As an absolute beginner of tender years, Churchill of necessity fashioned his early career from the politics of his elders and betters. Lord Salisbury, who was Prime Minister until 1902, was an aged and remote figure with whom Churchill had no opportunity to establish a rapport. His nephew and successor, Arthur Balfour, mistrusted Churchill as he had once mistrusted Churchill’s father. Joseph Chamberlain, a genuine admirer of Lord Randolph, had the career of his own son, Austen, to consider, and made no particular attempt to cultivate Winston. Had any of these three taken Churchill up, his career would no doubt have followed a different course. But as none of them did, Churchill turned back to the legacy of Lord Randolph.


Though Lord Randolph was dead, he was still very much alive in his son’s thoughts as a guide and inspiration. But there were also surviving friends of Lord Randolph to whom Churchill could turn. Among them were Sir Michael Hicks Beach, the Earl of Rosebery and John Morley, all of whom gave him support and encouragement. Somewhat naively, Churchill looked up to them as men of immense wisdom and repute – though at the same time he was manipulating them in his own interests.


One outstanding characteristic of the youthful Churchill was a disarming candour about his motives. In private he spoke freely of his restless ambition, and delighted in explaining the tricks and stratagems of the politician’s trade. In the opinion of some of his contemporaries, he was simply a young man on the make. It is a judgment which still has some validity, but omits a feature of his politics remarked upon by A.J.P. Taylor: ‘The mainspring of Churchill’s Radicalism was generosity: a dislike of Tariff Reform as selfish, and a warm-hearted desire to benefit the poor and oppressed.’1


*


The war in South Africa lasted longer, and cost more, than had been expected. In his budget of March 1900 the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir Michael Hicks Beach, was obliged to raise income tax from eightpence to one shilling in the pound: 5p in today’s money.


In 1900 the tax system worked on simple principles. Income tax and customs and excise duties were the major sources of revenue. The income tax, levied on salaries and profits, was paid by the middle classes. At the top of the social scale a wealthy bachelor, with annual earnings of £10,000, still retained after the payment of his income tax £9,518. At the other end of the social scale, manual workers were virtually untouched by direct taxation. Their earnings fell below the threshold of £160 per annum at which the tax began. They did, however, pay indirect taxes: customs and excise duties were levied on tea, beer, wines and spirits. Sound free trade principles prevailed: there was no element of protection for British producers, or preference for colonial goods. In 1900, Hicks Beach increased indirect taxes too: the tea duty, for instance, went up from fourpence to sixpence per pound, and the beer duty was up by a shilling a barrel.2


The budget was well received as a necessary measure of war finance. But the war dragged on, and the cost mounted. In April 1901 Hicks Beach produced a second war budget with another round of increases: income tax rose to 1s.2d. in the pound and fresh duties were levied on sugar and coal exports. This time the budget was more controversial, with a wave of protest against the new coal duty. More significant was the long-term issue which Hicks Beach raised in his budget speech. Over the past twenty-five years, he pointed out, the growth of expenditure had tended to outstrip revenue. Plans for social betterment, or increased expenditure on the armed forces, had proved to be popular and the House of Commons had repeatedly voted in favour of them.


Hicks Beach therefore sounded a warning. It must not be assumed that when the war was over taxes would be reduced to their pre-war level: ‘I am afraid that the real difficulty before us is not so much the cost of the war in South Africa and China as the increase of what may be called our ordinary expenditure.’ Expenditure was outstripping revenue and it was therefore necessary ‘to put our financial system on a broader basis.’3


While Hicks Beach was lamenting the growth of expenditure, Churchill was shaping his own strategy, which grew out of his position on the South African war. His maiden speech, on 18 February 1901, was a forthright defence of the government’s conduct of the South African war. But although he believed firmly in the necessity of a clear-cut military decision in South Africa, Churchill was severely critical in private of the conduct and ethics of the war. In a letter to Milner on 17 March he wrote of




this miserable war, unfortunate and ill-omened in its beginning, inglorious in its course, cruel and hideous in its conclusion … I have hated these latter stages with their barbarous features – questionable even according to the bloody precedents of 1870, certainly most horrible. I look forward to the day when we can take the Boers by the hand and say as Grant did at Appomatox: “Go back and plough your fields.” Personally I am still absolutely determined to strip them of their independence, but cannot face the idea of their being economically and socially ruined too … They must be helped to rebuild their farms; the gold mines must do that. What more fitting function for the wealth of South African soil (better build farms in South Africa than palaces in Park Lane!). Their widows and orphans and crippled soldiers must be our care and once and for all there must be an end to those ugly stories of bad faith and military dishonour which ten months’ experience in the field has convinced me are mainly founded on misunderstanding.4





Churchill was not anti-war, but he opposed the prevailing spirit of vengeful militarism as ignorant and short-sighted. ‘I thought we should end the war by force and generosity’, he wrote in his autobiography, ‘and then make haste to return to the paths of peace, retrenchment and reform.’5


One consequence of the war, and the disasters which befell Buller’s expeditionary force, was the raising of the question of Army reform. There was an almost universal demand among Unionists for the creation of a larger standing army in peacetime. On 8 March 1901 St John Brodrick, the Secretary for War, announced in the House a sweeping programme of Army Reform. He proposed to organise the regulars, the militia, and the volunteers, into a single army divided into six army corps, each with its own regional headquarters and commander-in-chief. In time of war, three of the corps would form a fully trained expeditionary force for service overseas while the other three would form an army of home defence in embryo. Overall, the size of the standing army would be increased by 50 per cent, and the cost was estimated at £30 million per annum. A few days later, in a note scribbled in the House of Commons to Sir William Harcourt, the veteran Liberal politician, Churchill wrote: ‘I hate and abominate all this expenditure on military armament.’6  Churchill, of coarse, had a hereditary pretext for opposing the demands of the War Office – this was the issue on which Lord Randolph had resigned.


The Liberal party opposed Brodrick’s reforms, and so did Churchill. In a debate on 13 May 1901, he launched a frontal attack in which criticisms on strategic grounds were coupled with the cause of economy. Quite apart from the cost of the war, Churchill pointed out, the Army estimates had risen from £17,000,000 in 1894 to £29,800,000 in 1901. This growth in expenditure Churchill attributed to the defeat of Lord Randolph in 1886: ‘the Chancellor of the Exchequer went down for ever, and with him, as it now seems, there also fell the cause of retrenchment and economy …’ Quoting from the second of Lord Randolph’s resignation letters, Churchill repeated his father’s warning that increased military expenditure encouraged an aggressive foreign policy and the risk of entanglement in a European war. ‘Wise words’, he continued, ‘stand the test of time, and I am very glad the House has allowed me, after an interval of fifteen years, to lift again the tattered flag of retrenchment and economy.’7


Brodrick’s Army, Churchill maintained, would be too large for peacetime purposes, and too small for home defence in the event of a European war. The Navy was Britain’s shield against invasion, and a continental war would require the mass mobilisation of manpower: ‘Democracy is more vindictive than Cabinets. The wars of peoples will be more terrible than those of kings.’8


Writing for the Daily Mail on 17 June, Churchill expounded the case against increased public expenditure: that it would impair Britain’s competitive position as a trading nation: ‘Trade is vital. All taxation is a drag on trade. Long before the comfort of the people would be touched their competing power would be diminished. Therefore, the amount of money we can safely raise annually by taxation is limited. It may be a vast sum, we may not yet have reached the end, but there are limits to it.’9


When the motion in favour of Brodrick’s proposals was put to the House, Churchill was the only Conservative to vote against it. But his speech was a landmark in the making of his reputation. There was much praise from Liberal quarters, and the radical journalist, H.W. Massingham, expressed the hope that Churchill would one day become Prime Minister – and Liberal Prime Minister at that.10


Churchill’s campaign had important implications within the Unionist ranks. His line as a back-bench MP was converging with that of Hicks Beach and the Treasury, as they fought against rising expenditure. An elder statesman of the Conservative party, Beach had sat in Disraeli’s Cabinet, and had at one stage been a close ally of Lord Randolph – though not so close as to prejudice his own career. In September 1901 he submitted to the Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, a memorandum warning that the long-term trend towards increased public expenditure could not be sustained without resort to Protectionism. As a free trader, Beach was strongly opposed to this. It was ‘absolutely essential’, he wrote, that a check should be placed on the continued increase of ordinary expenditure.11 By this time, Churchill was in touch with Hicks Beach and concerting tactics with him. The Chancellor’s drive for economy was unpopular with many of his colleagues, and Churchill was knowingly playing on tensions within the Cabinet. At Churchill’s invitation, Beach spoke at Oldham in October and reiterated the need for economy when the war was over.12 Behind the scenes, Churchill was likewise receiving assistance from the Permanent Secretary to the Treasury, Sir Francis Mowatt. Mowatt had served Lord Randolph at the Treasury, and beguiled Churchill with tales of his father’s conversion from the heresies of fair trade to strict Gladstonian principles. As Churchill recalled thirty years later, Mowatt ‘put me in touch with some younger officials, afterwards themselves eminent, with whom it was very helpful to talk – not secrets, for these were never divulged, but published facts set in their true proportion and proper emphasis.’13


While colluding with Beach, a somewhat dour personality, Churchill had another guiding star of more glamorous and erratic nature. This was Archibald Primrose, fifth Earl of Rosebery, and Liberal Prime Minister from 1894–5. Since resigning the leadership of his party in 1896, Rosebery had lived in a state of partial retirement from politics. But as a Liberal Imperialist, he deplored the party’s commitment to Irish Home Rule and supported the South African war. It was widely expected that he would one day stage a triumphant return as the agent of some great transformation in British politics: a new model Liberal party, or, perhaps, a new coalition of Liberals and Conservatives. The Unionist Government was itself a coalition of Conservatives and Liberal Unionists. Might not another coalition be formed, from the same House of Commons, but under different leaders? Might not Rosebery be the man to lead it?


By July 1901 Churchill was one of a small group of young and mischievous Conservative MPs whose aim was to embarrass the government and thereby press their claims to advancement. They were sometimes known as the ‘Hughligans’, or ‘Hooligans’ after Lord Hugh Cecil, the informal leader of the group. Cecil, the youngest son of Lord Salisbury, was Churchill’s closest friend in the House of Commons. Apart from the fact that both were youthful aristocrats of great intelligence, who delighted in parliamentary games, their association illustrated the attraction of opposites. Cecil was a devout Anglican for whom politics were an extension of religion. The maintenance of the Church of England was, for him, a supreme obligation overriding all other considerations. But Churchill had no religion except for Destiny and Providence, the gods of egotism. Nevertheless, they were inseparable. The other Hooligans were Henry Percy, heir to the Duke of Northumberland, Arthur Stanley, a younger son of the Earl of Derby, and Ian Malcolm, the only non-aristocrat. The Hooligans were strongly reminiscent of the Fourth Party, and like the Fourth Party they enjoyed cross-party politics, concerting tactics with the Opposition against the Government front-bench. In particular they enjoyed the encouragement and hospitality of Rosebery.


In June 1901 the Liberal leader, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, made a famous speech in which he condemned the Government for carrying on the war in South Africa by ‘methods of barbarism’. By seeming to attack the war, Campbell-Bannerman awoke the wrath of Asquith, Grey, and other Liberal imperialists, who called upon Rosebery to reassert his leadership of the pro-war element in the party. After a long and pregnant pause, which aroused great expectations, Rosebery delivered a major speech at Chesterfield on 15 December. Rosebery positioned himself firmly in the middle ground of politics. On the one hand he defended the military conduct of the war, including the system of concentration camps. On the other he criticised its political management and called for the opening of peace negotiations. Turning to the Liberal party, he argued that it must ‘clean the slate’: free itself from the Irish and the policy of Home Rule, and abandon the ‘fly-blown phylacteries of obsolete policies’. Rosebery urged his party to adopt instead a programme of ‘national efficiency’.14


After Chesterfield, Rosebery was showered with congratulations by imperialists of all kinds. Churchill wrote:




I did not believe I could read six columns of any speech ever made without much disagreement; but – although you do not mention finance – I see eye to eye with you at almost every stage and at almost every point.


Whether my agreement can take a concrete form must depend on future events; but I wish most sincerely I could review the political situation without having to consider the claims and influences of party and party machinery.15





Churchill was remarkably open in the support he gave to Rosebery. He began the New Year of 1902 with a speech in which he declared that Rosebery ‘possesses the three requirements which an English Prime Minister must have. He must have a great position in Parliament; he must have popularity in the country; and he must have rank and prestige in the great circle of European diplomacy.’16


Churchill was in full agreement with Rosebery on South Africa, to which most of the Chesterfield speech was devoted. But what of ‘national efficiency’? The phrase requires some explanation. The indifferent performance of Britain in the South African war had impressed on a number of people in all parties the idea that something was fundamentally wrong with British institutions. They maintained that Britain was a poorly organised and inefficient society, run by amateurs, and bedevilled by the trivialities of party politics. Britain, they believed, was unfit to compete in the Darwinian contest between states, and would sink into decline unless the system was reformed. The solution was to increase the power of the state at the expense of Parliament and party politics. The idea attracted a range of politicians and publicists including the Fabian socialists, Beatrice and Sidney Webb; Chamberlain, Milner, and the latter’s young disciple L.S. Amery. Their ideas focused on the development of human resources for national and imperial ends, as Martin Pugh explains:




Apprehension about British decline stimulated a variety of remedies including the improvement of secondary education, particularly technical and scientific, to enable Britain to compete with Germany. On the military side the critics fastened upon the crippling role of the Treasury, the lamentable amateurism of army officers and the inadequate training of their men. Military training for civilians was commended for both its physical and moral advantages. Also typical of National Efficiency advocates was the bold application of state power in the field of social welfare, for Bismarckian rather than humanitarian reasons: a healthy population was a more efficient workforce and more stable politically.17





In spite of his praise for Chesterfield, Churchill displayed very little interest in the idea of ‘national efficiency’. He did not believe that Britain was a great power in decline, or in peril from the competition of other nations. He did not share the Germanophobia of some observers, or the belief that Anglo-German rivalry was bound to lead to war. Confident in the Royal Navy and the Pax Britannica, he inclined towards isolationism. Nor did Churchill favour a Bismarckian programme of state intervention, for that would defeat the drive for economy and his elementary faith in laissez-faire. On the very day he wrote to Rosebery to congratulate him on the Chesterfield speech, he was writing to his friend and fellow back-bench Unionist MP, Edgar Vincent, urging the formation of a Conservative party finance committee, to press for economy. The nucleus of the committee was to consist of the Hooligans, and each of them was to bring in three or four friends. ‘I have been promised some support privately’, he wrote a few days later, ‘in moving for an Inquiry into the increase in Expenditure …’18


Rosebery laid great stress on the fact that Britain was educationally backward by comparison with Germany, and argued that educational reform was essential if the British were to catch up with the technical and scientific standards of the Germans. But Churchill took little interest in the problems of education. In March 1902 Balfour introduced the most important legislation on the subject since the Forster Act of 1870. The Victorian board schools were to be abolished, elementary and secondary education transferred to the county and borough authorities, and the voluntary schools – mostly Anglican, but some Roman Catholic – funded out of the rates. Quite apart from its importance in strictly educational terms, the bill revived the religious antagonisms between Anglicanism and dissent. The Liberals opposed it vehemently in the House of Commons, and when it reached the statute book, at the end of 1902, the more fervent Nonconformists launched a campaign of civil disobedience through the refusal to pay rates. But Churchill never spoke on the bill during its passage through the House, nor, it seems, did he mention it in speeches in the country until January 1903, when he disposed of it in a few brief and ambivalent remarks dealing solely with the religious issues at stake. If, he argued, those who had opposed the act so bitterly were sincere in their objections they would ‘give it a fair trial and then, if it fails, their opposition will be vindicated and their view will be proved right.’ If they were to obstruct it and plunge the system into chaos, the controversy would never be settled: ‘I believe that the Bill will prove a measure patiently, minutely and comprehensively adapted to the various needs and divergent wishes of many sorts and conditions of men.’19


*


Apart from Army reform, Churchill’s major theme in 1902 was finance. In his budget on 14 April Beach once more increased taxes, but the budget surprise was the introduction of a small duty on imported flour and wheat. This was hotly opposed by the Liberals, who denounced it as a tax on the people’s food. But it was welcomed by protectionists. As they realised, Beach himself was a free trader and had introduced the duty for revenue purposes only. But if a subsequent Chancellor should decide to remit the corn duty in favour of colonial imports, the principle of imperial preference would be established.


Churchill took the opportunity of proclaiming his own views on finance. Speaking in the debate on the day of the budget he supported the corn duty, but the main feature of his speech was a broadside against increasing expenditure, with a demand for more effective Cabinet control. In the background, the Treasury party was again at work. Churchill had been briefed by Sir Edward Hamilton, the Joint Permanent Secretary to the Treasury, and one of Lord Randolph’s advisers in 1886. In a letter of congratulation after the speech, Hamilton wrote: ‘Please remember that the doors of the Treasury are always open to you. I shall be delighted at all times to render you any assistance, for your father’s sake as well as your own.’20


An apt pupil, Churchill was now the master of the Treasury view on the social and political implications of increasing public expenditure. If expenditure continued to grow, he predicted, it would have to be financed by one of two methods, each of which was undesirable. The first of these dangers was protectionism, a danger he elaborated in his speech of 14 April. Taking a long view of the history of taxation, Churchill observed that since the franchise had been extended in the nineteenth century, there had been a steady trend towards the reduction of the tax burden on ‘the masses’. As a proportion of government revenue, direct taxation (which fell mainly on the middle classes) had risen by 1900 to 52 per cent of the revenue, while indirect taxes (which fell mainly on the working classes) had fallen to 48 per cent. Churchill anticipated that if expenditure continued to increase, and the tax basis were broadened, this would mean ‘serious taxation of bread and meat and other necessities of the food of the people.’ Protectionism would be introduced and ‘party bitterness would be aroused such as the present generation could furnish no parallel for except in the brief period of 1885–6.’ Summing up at the end of his speech, Churchill was reported as saying: ‘We had reached the extreme limit of practical and prudent peacetime taxation, and unless effective means were taken to curb and control the growing expenditure of the country, we would be confronted with important social, economic and political problems, which might be most dangerous to the country and the Empire, and very damaging to many causes which the Conservative Party held near and dear to their hearts.’21


Shortly after this, Churchill’s anticipations were strikingly confirmed. On 24 April Joseph Chamberlain was the guest at one of the dinners given by the Hooligans. At the end of the dinner, Chamberlain paused as he was leaving and said: ‘You young gentlemen have entertained me royally, and in return I will give you a priceless secret. Tariffs! There are the politics of the future, and of the near future. Study them closely and make yourselves masters of them, and you will not regret your hospitality to me.’22 As Colonial Secretary, Chamberlain played host at the colonial conference which met in London between 30 June and 11 August. The conference unanimously passed a resolution urging Britain to adopt imperial preference: the question of tariffs was once more in the air.


The second danger identified by Churchill was that increasing public expenditure would lead to ‘socialist’ taxation: a policy of soaking the rich that would cripple a capitalist society. Churchill’s biographers have noted that early in 1901 he read, on the recommendation of the Liberal politician John Morley, Seebohm Rowntree’s statistical survey of poverty in York. The extent of primary poverty was undoubtedly a revelation to Churchill, who regarded it as a blot on the record of an allegedly civilised society. But it would be mistaken to imply that Rowntree’s book impressed on Churchill the necessity of social reform.


When Churchill spoke again in the debates on the finance bill, on 12 May, he directly addressed the problem of poverty, and the Liberal party’s claim that the Conservatives were indifferent to it. Here was a bold statement of the case for fiscal conservatism:




I would have hon Members to understand that a vivid realisation of the sufferings of the poor is not the monopoly of the Party opposite. We also possess this realisation … The only chance the struggling millions of whom we read in Mr Rowntree’s book, and whom we see in our own constituencies, ever have of enjoying the bounties of nature and science, lies not in any socialistic system of taxation, not in any charitable enterprise, or charitable immunity from taxation, but, solely and simply, in an effective and scientific commercial development. I apprehend very grievously that there will one day come a Government in England which will put upon its programme a great Navy and a great Army; £20,000,000 for old age pensions and the housing of the poor; £25,000,000 for an elaborate system of education … and that the money will be raised, not equally over the whole country, but by the taxation of one particular class, a very small minority who … will not be able to resist it at the polls. If, in the face of the growing expenditure of this country, when the Government is confronted with demands from all quarters, we are so to arrange taxation that the great majority of the electorate will, as it were, be divorced from all real responsibility … we shall find ourselves in a most ruinous and paralysed condition. If ever, in this country, the incidence of taxation falls so as to make this country not a good country for capital, so as to displace it from its position as the clearing house and business centre of the world, then, indeed, the whole vast structure of our credit and authority will come clattering down, and the only choice we shall be able to offer the manufacturing multitude in England will be to emigrate or starve.23





Churchill accompanied his speeches on finance with an important initiative. In the House of Commons on 24 April, Churchill asked Balfour, the Leader of the House, whether the government would agree to the appointment of a Select Committee ‘to consider and report whether National Expenditure can be diminished without injury to the public service, and whether the money voted cannot be apportioned to better advantage than at present.’ Balfour twice rejected Churchill’s proposal and an exchange of letters followed in The Times. Balfour still refused to concede the point, but set up instead a committee of inquiry into the problem, with Churchill as a member. When the committee began work on 15 July, Churchill was an assiduous attender, and subsequently wrote a long memorandum proposing that a parliamentary estimates committee be created, to review in retrospect the merits of the government’s spending programme. Needless to say, no Cabinet was likely to create a body permanently dedicated to questioning and criticising its judgments, and nothing came of Churchill’s idea.24


It is a fair inference that Churchill’s financial initiatives were a bid for office. But when, on 11 July 1902, Balfour succeeded Salisbury, there was no place for Churchill. Churchill, for his part, had no reason to give wholehearted support to Balfour. He continued to entertain hopes of Beach and Rosebery and to speculate on the possibility of a new coalition. Beach, however, was no longer a member of the Government, having taken the opportunity of Lord Salisbury’s departure to resign. To Balfour, who pressed him to remain at the Exchequer, he spoke of a deep and growing divergence of view between himself and the Cabinet.25


Churchill had good reason to believe that the question of tariffs was about to burst on the political scene. The implications for party politics were not in the least obscure. The Government and its Unionist supporters would be split, while the Liberals would take up the defence of free trade. Churchill thought this might conceivably be the opportunity he had been waiting for. Writing to Rosebery on 10 October 1902, he confided:




If by an ‘evolutionary process’ we could create a wing of the Tory party wh would either infuse vigour into the parent body or join a central coalition, my plan would become most important as an incident in or possibly as a herald of the movement. But the risk & peril of it would be very great, & it would carry consequences to me wh I cannot foresee: & only the conviction that you are upholding the flag for which my father fought so long and disastrously would nerve me to the plunge. The Government of the Middle – the party wh shall be free at once from the sordid selfishness and callousness of Toryism on the one hand, and the blind appetites of the Radical masses on the other – may be an ideal wh we perhaps shall never attain, wh could in any case only be possessed for a short time, but which is nevertheless worth working for; & I for my part, see no reason to despair of that ‘good state.’


But I should like to bring you & Beach together. There lies the chance of a central coalition. ‘Tory-Liberal’ is a much better name than ‘Tory Democrat’ or ‘Liberal Imperialist’: & certainly neither paradoxical nor unprecedented. The one real difficulty I have to encounter is the suspicion that I am moved by mere restless ambition: & if some issue – such as Tariff – were to arise – that difficulty would disappear …26





Anticipating the event, Churchill decided to mark out his position in advance, delivering a powerful defence of free trade at Oldham on 23 October. Taking the high ground, he led off with the warning that tariffs would bring about unwelcome constitutional change. If the tariff question were raised, every trade in the country would agitate for protection and every MP would go to the House pledged to protect this or that industry. Alongside the legitimate pressures, corruption would develop and ‘the lobbies of the House of Commons would be crowded with touts and concession-hunters … Rivers of money would flow into the war chest of the ministers who were prepared to protect certain great, important, well organised and progressive trades. We would grow millionaires throughout the country just as we grew hothouse flowers.’ No doubt the reference to Chamberlain, who was famous for growing orchids, was not lost on the audience.


One of the main arguments in favour of tariffs was that foreign countries subsidised their producers, which led to unfair competition and the ‘dumping’ of cut-price goods in the British market, to the ruin of British manufacturers. Churchill argued that while the free entry of imports did lead to the decline of some industries, it in turn stimulated the creation of new and more advanced industries, which more than compensated for declining trades: ‘Let them look at the case of Coventry, which, once upon a time, made silk. The silk trade of Coventry was ruined by the bounties of foreign powers, and Coventry flourishes today much more on bicycles than it ever did on silk, and would thrive perhaps much more in the future on motor-cars than it is thriving on bicycles now.’27


In adopting a free trade position, Churchill had one slight embarrassment to overcome. Lord Randolph had spoken in favour of protection at Oldham in 1881. In his own speech Churchill conceded that his father had once inclined towards tariffs, but insisted that he was afterwards ‘a moderate Free Trader’. In the summer of 1902 he had begun work on the life of his father, and he clearly intended to argue that while Lord Randolph had at one time experimented with the idea of fair trade, he abandoned it after 1886. He was disconcerted to receive a letter from Lawrence Tipper, a Birmingham manufacturer, which challenged this version of events: 




The late Lord Randolph Churchill was undoubtedly a Fair Trader at heart right up to the end. In the Committee Room of the Birmingham Town Hall, after one of his great meetings … his Lordship said “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.





If this was true, it was too inconvenient for Churchill to admit. He replied at once in a cutting letter of one sentence: ‘The remarkable account which you give of your treatment of the confidences of the late Lord Randolph Churchill does not encourage me to embark upon a personal correspondence with you.’28


When Parliament reassembled after the summer recess, in October 1902, the House of Commons resounded with debate over the religious implications of the Education Act. Churchill said nothing, but departed in December for a cruise up the Nile on board a steamer chartered by Sir Ernest Cassel. Cassel, an international banker and friend of Lord Randolph’s, was the Churchill family’s financial adviser. At Cairo, the party was joined by Hicks Beach and his family. Besides giving Churchill much useful information for his father’s biography, Beach talked current politics. Writing home to Lady Randolph, Churchill reported that he found himself in agreement with Beach ‘on almost everything political’ and saw many openings for co-operation with him.29


A disagreeable surprise awaited the Government when Parliament resumed in February 1903. A group of about 25 Unionist back-benchers mounted a root-and-branch attack on Brodrick’s Army reforms and threatened to block the passage of the annual Army estimates. The moving spirit in the campaign was Churchill, who had been preparing it since the autumn. The new group, a much expanded version of the ‘Hughligans’, included his cousins Ivor and Freddie Guest, Sir John Dickson-Poynder, Sir Ernest Beckett, and Major J.E. Seeley, a young officer with whom Churchill had made friends in South Africa. The grey eminence behind the scenes, or so rumour had it, was Lord Rosebery. In April Churchill had to issue a public denial of the charge that the movement was intended to oust Balfour and instal a Rosebery Government.30


The agitation over Army reform might bring down Brodrick – as it eventually did – but it was unlikely to overthrow Balfour. Churchill’s hopes of a fundamental upheaval depended upon the tariff issue. In April 1902 Beach had reintroduced a registration duty on corn. That autumn the Cabinet discussed whether or not to remit the duty in favour of colonial wheat, while retaining it on foreign imports. This was the policy for which Chamberlain pressed as Colonial Secretary. At first the decision seemed to go in Chamberlain’s favour. But after his departure on a tour of South Africa, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Charles Ritchie, swung the Cabinet in favour of repealing the duty. Chamberlain was outmanoeuvred, and Ritchie announced the abolition of the duty in his budget on 23 April 1903.


Chamberlain struck back. In a speech at Birmingham, on 15 May, he electrified the political world by proclaiming his conversion to a comprehensive scheme of imperial preference, the aim of which would be to consolidate and unite the Empire. With this he coupled a proposal for retaliation against nations which practised ‘unfair competition’. Overnight, all other issues were eclipsed. Churchill seized the opportunity for which he had been waiting. Though he was to return from time to time to the question of Army reform, he leapt into the fray over the tariff controversy. On 21 May he wrote to the editor of the Spectator, St Loe Strachey, proposing the formation of a league to resist Chamberlain. ‘Without organisation we are bound first to be silenced and secondly to be destroyed’, Churchill warned. The same day, in a speech at Hoxton, he urged the Conservative party not to disregard ‘the very urgent needs of our immense working class population and the real sources of our national wealth’. In a letter to Balfour on 25 May he served notice that he would be forced to reconsider his position if the Conservative party adopted tariffs. On 28 May he and Hugh Cecil attacked Chamberlain’s proposals in the House of Commons.31


*


Before the narrative sweeps us off downstream, it may be helpful to pause for a moment and reflect on the scene. Chamberlain’s Tariff Reform campaign was based on a pessimistic analysis of the state of the nation. Manufacturing industry, the protectionists argued, was gradually being destroyed by foreign competition, with grim social consequences in the shape of growing unemployment and poverty. Foreign manufacturers enjoyed the advantage of tariffs to protect them in the home market, but the British market was open to all. Chamberlain believed that Britain, like its competitors, must pursue a course of economic nationalism. In the British Empire there existed a vast potential market for the home producer, so the Empire should be converted into a single trading area, barricaded against the foreigner. Besides, this was the age of competitive imperialism. The Empire was in danger, and something must be done to unify and strengthen it, if it were not to decline and fall like the Roman Empire.


The Free Trade cause rested on optimism. The great export trades, Free Traders pointed out, were doing well, and so long as this was true it was in Britain’s interests to retain a policy of free imports. Free imports were cheap imports, which kept down industrial costs and above all guaranteed the British consumer the boon of inexpensive food. Any scheme of imperial preference would entail – as Chamberlain admitted in the House of Commons on 21 May – duties on foodstuffs. Hence the people would pay, and the class issue was raised. Of necessity, the working classes spent a very high proportion of their incomes on foodstuffs, and they would be hardest hit. Alternatively wages would have to be increased, and hence the costs of production. As for the Empire, it was not in danger and there was far too much militaristic scaremongering. Free trade tended to make for peaceful relations with foreign countries: tariffs were a form of economic warfare and were likely to exacerbate military and imperial rivalries.


Free Traders conceded that it was sometimes permissible to introduce a duty on imports in order to raise revenue. The corn duty and the sugar duty, which helped to finance the war in South Africa, were cases in point, and Churchill had supported them. Some Free Traders also admitted the case for ‘retaliation’, or ‘fair trade’ as it was often called. This rested on the argument that foreign governments were subsidising their producers, ‘dumping’ produce in the British market, and thereby ruining British industries. The strategy was to retaliate with the aim of forcing other countries to reduce their tariff barriers. In theory, fair trade led back to free trade. Some Free Traders, including Churchill, had no objection in principle to the selective use of tariffs for retaliation, though they suspected that retaliation would open the door to more general protection. Churchill, therefore, was never an extreme Free Trader.


Nevertheless he opposed imperial preference on the fundamental grounds that free trade was the best means of stimulating the competition whereby efficiency and prosperity were increased. But in his speech to the House on 28 May he also predicted, accurately as events turned out, that Chamberlain would be unable to draw the line at imperial preference. Imperial preference would turn into a manufacturers’ ramp. Taxes on foodstuffs, Churchill maintained, would result in higher costs to manufacturers, and manufacturers would reply by demanding protection for themselves:




The old Conservative Party, with its religious convictions and constitutional principles, will disappear, and a new Party will arise like perhaps the Republican Party of the United States of America – rich, materialist and secular – whose opinions will turn on tariffs, and who will cause the lobbies to be crowded with the touts of protected industries.32





Within weeks of Chamberlain’s declaration, the Unionists began to polarise and split into rival factions. Divisions within the Cabinet were concealed for the time being by the artifice of Balfour, who temporised and announced that the government would conduct an ‘inquiry’ into the question. By this device he postponed the issue for the time being and, as far as possible, prevented its discussion in the House of Commons. The proposed ‘inquiry’ was largely fictitious: an agreement by members of the Cabinet to keep their mouths shut while they thought what to do next. But on the back-benches, and in the constituencies, an overt struggle developed.


On 1 July a meeting of 53 Tory Free Trade MPs, including Churchill, decided to organise a Unionist Free Food League, and a fortnight later Hicks Beach was appointed as chairman. On 21 July a group of Tariff Reformers responded by announcing the formation of the Tariff Reform League. Though Chamberlain’s own lips were sealed, the Tariff Reform League began an energetic campaign of propaganda in Unionist constituency organisations. Churchill was a leading light, along with Hugh Cecil, among the Free Food MPs and protested loudly against the blanket imposed by Balfour on parliamentary debate.


Our view of Churchill at this point is conditioned by hindsight. We know that the movement touched off by Chamberlain carried all before it among the Unionists, and that Balfour was unable or unwilling to stop it. We know that the Free Trade Unionists, including Churchill, were overwhelmed and defeated. We know that Churchill himself crossed the floor to join the Liberals in May 1904. But in May 1903 the future was obscure. Neither of the two main factions within the party could be sure which way things would go, or what Balfour intended.


The Unionist Free Traders had two important leaders in the Cabinet: Charles Ritchie, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and Spencer Compton, the eighth Duke of Devonshire. On the back-benches they were led by Beach and Goschen, two former Chancellors of the Exchequer. The Hooligans represented the younger generation of talent and included, in Cecil and Churchill, the rising stars of Toryism. The pillars of public life – the Treasury, the City, and most economists – were all for free trade, and so, predominantly, were the great exporting industries of coal, cotton and shipbuilding. At this early stage of the controversy the press was on balance favourable to the free trade cause, and Alfred Harmsworth, the owner of the Daily Mail, was busy denouncing ‘Stomach Taxes’ in its pages. A free trade victory over Chamberlain appeared to be a distinct possibility.


The Unionist Free Traders were a distinguished group. But they were outnumbered, on the back-benches, by the supporters of Tariff Reform, and they had no organisation outside Westminster. Chamberlain, on the other hand, had always been a master of extra-parliamentary politics. The Tariff Reform League, with generous funding from industry and an efficient propaganda organisation, formed numerous branches in the constituencies. Bowled over with enthusiasm for Chamberlain’s programme, the rank and file of the party became impatient with MPs who refused to fall into line, and Churchill’s own Oldham constituency association began to turn against him.


Had Churchill been in a position to dictate events, Balfour’s head would have rolled, or a major realignment of parties taken place. But in his junior capacity he could do little more than act as go-between in a struggle carried on by his elders and betters. From the beginning, the Unionist Free Traders were on the defensive. This did not suit Churchill, whose instinct was to attack. Whereas many of the ‘Free Fooders’ were content to mount a campaign of resistance for the purpose of stiffening Balfour against Chamberlain, Churchill would have liked to create a new parliamentary combination to overthrow Balfour. ‘I think this is the time for a Central Government’, wrote Churchill to Harmsworth on 26 August, ‘and if Lord R. lets the opportunity pass, it may never return. Why don’t you have a talk with him?’33


Unfortunately for Churchill, the leaders to whom he looked for decisive action failed to provide it. He was forced to watch from the sidelines as the Unionist Free Traders were driven steadily into retreat. In September Balfour, who had been maturing his plans over the summer, decided to take action and reimpose his authority over the party. In a masterly sequence of moves he contrived to shed from his Cabinet the most fervent of the leaders on both sides of the question. Ritchie, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, was banished for his dogmatism in refusing to budge from undiluted free trade, and a few days later Chamberlain himself resigned. But Chamberlain departed on more favourable terms. In an extraordinary bargain with the Prime Minister, he won the right to go out and campaign for a much more advanced programme than Balfour was as yet willing to endorse. By way of setting the seal on his peace treaty with Chamberlain, Balfour appointed his son Austen Chancellor of the Exchequer in place of Ritchie.


Meanwhile Balfour had succeeded in devising a compromise position which he unveiled in a speech to the annual Unionist conference at Sheffield on 1 October. Balfour declared that he was against food taxes (thus appearing to rule out imperial preference), and against protection, but in favour of retaliation. A few days later Chamberlain inaugurated his Tariff Reform campaign at Glasgow with a thoroughgoing programme of measures. He proposed import duties on foreign corn, flour and meat (excluding bacon), a preference in favour of colonial wine, and a duty not exceeding 10 per cent on all foreign manufactures. To compensate for increasing food taxes in one direction, Chamberlain planned to reduce the domestic duties on tea, sugar, cocoa and coffee.


In principle, Churchill could find no objection to the case made out by Balfour for selective retaliation. But he argued, with good reason, that this was only the thin end of the protectionist wedge. He pointed out that in the September reshuffle the balance of power had swung further towards Chamberlain, and that Balfour was not to be trusted. In an open letter to his constituents, published on 12 October, Churchill wrote:




Observe the signs of the weather. Mr Balfour and Mr Chamberlain reciprocate endearments. The Prime Minister has never a good word for free trade, and never uses a phrase to discourage protection. The free-trade ministers are ejected from the Cabinet. Their places are filled by some of the most rabid protectionists in the Cabinet. Mr Austen Chamberlain, the echo and exponent of his father, is sent to guard the public purse … Mr Gerald Balfour tells us with much candour that although food taxes are not the present official policy of the Government, if Mr Chamberlain’s policy proves popular they are likely to become so.34





Churchill still hoped for an alternative government. But his hopes depended upon three men, all of whom proved to be a disappointment. The Duke of Devonshire, for all his weight, came out of the crisis in a very wobbly condition. At first Balfour persuaded him to remain in office while his Free Trade allies were sacrificed. But they in turn persuaded him that he owed it to them to resign, which he did on 6 October. Henceforth the Duke superseded Beach as the acknowledged leader of the Unionist Free Traders, and Churchill turned to him for instructions. In December the Duke went so far as to urge all Unionist Free Traders to vote against Protectionist candidates. But he made no bid for the premiership.


Churchill had hoped that Harmsworth and the Daily Mail would help to pave the way for an alternative government. But to Churchill’s dismay, Harmsworth’s antipathy towards food taxes was overcome by his enthusiasm for the protection of manufacturing industry, and he came out in favour of Chamberlain. There remained Rosebery. ‘You alone can stem the tide’, wrote Churchill with growing desperation on 9 October. ‘I hope you will make some conjunction with the duke, so that at Sheffield you may be able to say that you join with him in fighting for Free Trade & would if necessary serve under him.’35


But it was a forlorn hope that Rosebery would take decisive action and Churchill began seriously to contemplate a change of party. On 16 October he wrote to Morley appealing for assistance for the Unionist Free Traders from the Liberals: ‘I hope you will try to help some of us. I do not mean to go back under any circumstances …’ On 24 October Churchill poured out his feelings in a letter intended for Hugh Cecil, but never sent: ‘I am an English Liberal. I hate the Tory party, their men, their words & their methods … It is therefore my intention that before Parliament meets my separation from the Tory party and the government shall be complete and irrevocable; & during the next session I propose to act consistently with the Liberal party.’36


In December, Churchill was authorised by the Duke to open up negotiations on behalf of the Unionist Free Traders with two leading Liberals: Asquith, and the Liberal Chief Whip, Herbert Gladstone. The aim was to arrange Liberal support for Unionists standing as Free Trade candidates. Many of them were under attack from their constituency parties, who threatened not to readopt them. This was true in Oldham, where the party was in a state of open rebellion against Churchill. In late November he was physically debarred from entering a Tory working men’s club in the constituency, and retaliated by addressing the crowd outside from the box-seat of his carriage, bareheaded in a downpour of rain.


On 23 December the General Purposes Committee of the Oldham Conservative Association unanimously passed a resolution of no confidence in him.37 In the hope that some kind of alliance could be struck with the Liberals, the Duke authorised Unionist Free Traders to campaign on behalf of opposition candidates against Protectionists at by-elections. Churchill himself sent a message of support to the Liberal candidate at the Ludlow by-election in December. His plan was to organise, under the aegis of the Duke, an electoral alliance with the Liberals whereby some 50 Unionist Free Traders would secede from the party, just as the Liberal Unionists had seceded from Liberalism in 1886. In his by-election letter he called on Free Traders in all parties to ‘form one common line of battle against a common foe.’38


Churchill’s vision of a large-scale secession was doomed to disappointment. The Liberals, though prepared to make exceptions here and there, were reluctant to stand down their own candidates in order to rescue Unionists in distress. On the other side, many of the Unionist Free Traders were Conservatives first, and Free Traders second. They differed from the Liberals much more than from their own party. It was inconceivable, for instance, that Hugh Cecil, whose Anglicanism was the mainspring of his politics, could join a party of dissenters who were threatening to undermine Church of England schools. Similarly Hicks Beach, who decided in 1904 to retire from politics altogether, explained to Churchill that he was first and foremost a Tory and would have to remain one. Among the handful of Unionist Free Traders who did change sides were, however, Churchill’s friend J.E. Seeley, and his cousin Ivor Guest. Churchill negotiated with Gladstone on their behalf, successfully recommending Guest for Cardiff and Seeley for the Isle of Wight.39


At the end of 1903, Churchill was deep in discussion with Lloyd George about his future as a Liberal, and corresponding with another leading radical, Charles Trevelyan, on the same topic.40 When the new session of Parliament opened in February, Churchill began to vote consistently with the Liberals, and the Unionist Whip was withdrawn. It only remained for Churchill, by negotiation with Gladstone, to find a suitable constituency. A number of Liberal associations were keen to adopt him as their candidate, including Manchester North-West and Sheffield Central. Churchill chose Manchester. ‘I think this is much better than Sheffield’, he wrote to Morley. ‘I don’t see how my arguments about smaller armaments could go down in a city which lives by instruments of war. On the other, what could be better than to unfurl the flag of Free Trade & Economy (they must hang together) in the constituency of the Free Trade Hall.’41 As the centre of the cotton industry, which inclined heavily towards free trade, the north-west was particularly vulnerable to a Liberal onslaught. With several Tory seats at risk, Churchill was in many ways ideally qualified to lead the battle for Lancashire. On 29 April he formally announced his candidacy as the Free Trade candidate for Manchester North-West.42


Technically, Churchill was a Free Trade candidate and not a Liberal. But he behaved as a Liberal and was treated as one for all practical purposes. On 13 May he appeared for the first time on a Liberal platform, introduced by Morley at the annual meeting of the National Liberal Federation in Manchester. In the words of the Liberal Magazine, ‘the old Reservist made no secret of his pride and satisfaction in the performance of the Young Recruit.’43 On 31 May Churchill entered the chamber of the House and took his seat beside Lloyd George on the Liberal benches.


*


Churchill’s change of party was accomplished with exceptional dexterity. Though he was determined by October 1903 to leave the Conservative party, he made it appear as though the Conservatives were driving him out. Similarly he claimed that while the Conservatives had abandoned their principles, his were still the same. But why did Churchill change parties?


The force of his personal ambition should never be underestimated. But neither should the clarity of his convictions. Unlike Lord Randolph, who was intuitive and impulsive to excess, the young Winston Churchill possessed intellect and self-control. The fiscal and financial views he developed between 1901 and 1903 were narrow, but coherent and logical, and clearly signalled his position on free trade. When the issue arose he knew where he stood. Almost all his friends and mentors – Cecil, Hicks-Beach, Hamilton, Mowatt, Morley and Rosebery – were in the Free Trade camp.


Our picture of young Winston as a simple man of action owes more to his exploits in the Soudan or South Africa than to his parliamentary career. Churchill worked as hard at his speeches and articles as Beatrice and Sidney Webb at their social research. Seldom if ever did he take a holiday from politics. ‘He gave himself to work’, wrote the journalist J.B. Atkins, who knew him at this period. ‘When he was not busy with politics he was reading or writing. He did not lead the life of other young men in London. He may have visited political clubs, but I never saw him at an ordinary social club. I never met him walking in Pall Mall or Hyde Park, where sooner or later one used to meet most friends. I never met him at a dinner party that had not some public or private purpose.’44


In later life Churchill recalled that when the Free Trade question arose, he turned to the classic authorities on the subject. He read John Stuart Mill and the French economist, Claude Frederic Bastiat, and re-read Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (first encountered at Bangalore). ‘I then inquired where the Protectionist case was set out. No one could tell me. Apart from the masses of polemic literature now being flung out by the Tariff Reform League, there was no book of the slightest authority which expounded the doctrines of Protection.’45 While Churchill was reading up on the subject, he was also being briefed on the case for free trade by Sir Francis Mowatt, the Permanent Secretary to the Treasury, who ‘armed me with facts and arguments of a general character and equipped me with a knowledge of economics, very necessary to a young man who, at twenty-eight, is called upon to take a prominent part in a national controversy.’46


Churchill’s writings and speeches were full of knockabout humour at the expense of Balfour and Chamberlain. But they were also lucid and logical expositions of political economy. This is not to say that his economic ideas alone account for his change of party, which plainly owed much to thwarted ambition. But they gave him the confidence to act in the knowledge that his ambitionss were no longer naked, but decently clothed in a cause he could believe in.


Naturally enough, there were many Conservatives who regarded Churchill as unscrupulous and unprincipled. While they underestimated his attachment to free trade, they were right about his egotism and consequent lack of party political identity. There was no secure religious basis to his career. He was rooted neither in the Anglicanism of the party he was leaving, nor in the dissent of the party he was joining. Nor did he regard party, and party government, with innate respect: witness his intrigues for a ‘government of the middle’. It was obvious too that he delighted in the political game for its own sake. At his first encounter with Beatrice Webb, in July 1903, he talked exclusively of his electioneering plans in Oldham. ‘I dare say he has a better side’, she noted, ‘which the ordinary cheap cynicism of his position and career covers up to a casual dinner acquaintance.’47


Whatever Churchill’s motives, his change of party was no isolated act, but the reflection of a wider movement. The pendulum was swinging or, as John Vincent puts it: ‘The balance of prejudice, of restiveness, of talent, was tilting towards “democracy” – that vague word summarising the mixture of irresponsible politics and economic spoliation which Conservatives had always feared in their picture of the future.’48  Chamberlain’s campaign for Tariff Reform generated an almost fanatical enthusiasm within the Conservative Party. But generally speaking it was an electoral liability. The wealth of the City of London and of much of British industry was still vested in free trade. It was a millionaires’ cause: but also, or so the Liberals maintained, the cause of the poor. Food taxes, they claimed, would put up the price of bread while free trade would keep it down. The argument worked. By the spring of 1904 the writing was on the wall for the Unionist Government. By-elections told a steady tale of disaster in the making and the Unionist majority in the House was shaken by disunity and rebellion.


For the first time since 1880, the Liberals held the initiative and were on the attack. It appeared to be only a matter of time before the Government fell: but the skill and determination of Balfour ensured that it was quite a long time. The Unionists were to continue in office until December 1905.


*


Churchill discovered that he was more isolated as a Liberal than he had been as a Conservative. He was no longer the member of a group like the Hooligans or the Unionist Free Traders, and his personal friends were few. Of these, the most significant was John Morley.


In 1904, when Churchill was 30, Morley was 66. An agnostic who had never found an adequate substitute for the Anglicanism of his boyhood, he already had a long career behind him as a journalist and politician. He was the biographer of Cobden and Gladstone, and like them was also a firm opponent of state intervention in the economy. A fine orator and conversationalist, Morley was an indecisive politician, and there was general agreement among his friends that his nature was markedly ‘feminine’: Rosebery described him as ‘a perfect lady’ and Campbell-Bannerman as ‘that old maidish Priscilla’. He was much attracted to the qualities he did not himself possess and was a great admirer of men of power and action.49 Churchill, with his energy, decision, and glamorous military record, appealed greatly to him. To Churchill, Morley was attractive as a friend and admirer of his father, and frequent guest at his mother’s dinner-parties. Morley, no doubt, flattered and encouraged him. After a dinner-party at Morley’s in December 1901 Churchill reported to Lady Randolph that ‘everybody was most kind and caressing, particularly the host, who like so many of these Liberals commands my affection at once.’50 In April 1902, when Morley led a Liberal attack on the Government over the case of the pro-Boer journalist Cartwright, detained in South Africa against his will by the military authorities, Churchill supported him. Morley gave Churchill paternal guidance in his passage from the Conservative to the Liberal party and – this is a guess – it was he who taught Churchill the language of high-minded Liberalism. Apart from Morley, none of the Liberal leaders gave Churchill any particular welcome or encouragement. Campbell-Bannerman, Asquith, Grey, Haldane and Fowler held aloof. Nor did Churchill find a circle of back-bench MPs with whom to co-operate. ‘I am at this moment entirely isolated in politics – having no sort of connection with any group of politicians,’ he wrote to J. Moore Bayley in October 1904.51


Churchill’s most significant friend on the Liberal back-benches was David Lloyd George. On the day Churchill crossed the floor of the House, he took his seat beside the Welshman. Already famous as a radical, pro-Boer, and scourge of the landlord class, Lloyd George had yet to enter the charmed circle of the Liberal leadership. Eleven years older than Churchill, with a decade of parliamentary experience behind him, Lloyd George was a century older in guile and worldly wisdom. Quite how close was the understanding between them at this stage is difficult to say, but Lloyd George’s hand can be traced. In the autumn of 1904, for example, he arranged for Churchill a number of speaking engagements in north Wales. They shared a platform at Carnarvon, in Lloyd George’s own constituency. Repaying flattery with flattery, Churchill described Lloyd George in his speech as ‘the best fighting general in the Liberal ranks.’52


Though Churchill had few close associates in the Liberal party, he was famous as a free trade orator and much in demand as the party battle proceeded. By November 1904 nearly two hundred constituencies had asked him to speak.53 As a Conservative, Churchill had sometimes engaged in party political abuse of the Liberals, but in a tone of gentle mockery. At other times he had spoken of Liberals and Liberalism with a respect verging on outright admiration. Now that he was on the Liberal side, there was a marked shift of tone. Churchill was stridently and unremittingly partisan, ridiculing the Conservatives as a base and corrupting force in national life. Whether he was influenced by the platform style of Lloyd George, or simply felt that he had to prove himself as a Liberal, it is hard to judge. Either way, there were overtones of class conflict in the indictment of his former party. In his first speech to the National Liberal Federation, in May 1904, he predicted the character of a future Conservative Government:




We know perfectly well what to expect – a party of great vested interests, banded together in a formidable confederation; corruption at home, aggression to cover it up abroad; the trickery of tariff juggles, the tyranny of a party machine; sentiment by the bucketful; patriotism by the imperial pint; the open hand at the public exchequer, the open door at the public-house; dear food for the million, cheap labour for the millionaire.54





At Glasgow in November 1904 he accused the government of increasing subservience towards the interests of capitalism. Many people, he said, were frightened by the Independent Labour party, but there was much more to fear from the Independent Capitalist Party:




Nothing is esteemed except money, nothing accounted except a banking account. Quality, education, civic distinction, public virtue, are valued less and less. We have in London an important section of people who go about preaching the gospel of Mammon advocating the 10 per cent commandments – who raise each day the inspiring prayer “Give cash in our time, O Lord.”55





In other passages of oratory, Churchill painted glowing word-pictures of the spirit and purpose of Liberalism. Though he could not speak for the Nonconformist conscience, and did not try to do so, he was closely attuned to modern, secular Liberalism, with its faith in economic and social progress. But while he articulated the spirit of Liberalism as Morley understood it, he was careful in the composition of his speeches to distinguish general inspiration from specific pledges. His primary electoral purpose was to rally Lancashire to the cause of Free Trade and, of course, to wrest North-West Manchester from the Conservatives. He was reluctant to encumber himself with all the bag and baggage of Liberalism and, behind the mask of rhetoric, remained a politician of singularly independent outlook.


By the spring of 1904 the Liberal party was united in vociferous agitation against the Government over the question of ‘Chinese Slavery’. Strictly speaking, this was a South African issue, but it was profitably reworked, with much assistance from Labour, into a damaging domestic campaign with a potent blend of humanitarian zeal and racial prejudice.


After the end of the South African war, the gold-mines experienced a depression. In an effort to cut labour costs, the mine-owners proposed that coolies should be imported from China. Milner, the British High Commissioner in South Africa, acquiesced, and so did the Balfour Cabinet. In order to ensure that the mine-owners recovered the cost of importing the Chinese, Milner promulgated an ordinance whereby they were brought in as indentured labour, with a legal obligation to work for a minimum period. This was not the only restriction. Theoretically, the Chinese were allowed to bring their wives, but in practice they were unaccompanied males. To prevent racial mixing, and the generation of a new breed of half-castes in South Africa, the Chinese were confined to all-male compounds, where, it was alleged, ‘unnatural vice’ flourished. By the end of 1904 there were already 20,000 Chinese employed, and the total rose in the following nine months to 47,000.


As the facts became known in Britain, a tremendous clamour arose from the Labour and Liberal parties and the leaders of religious nonconformity. The labour ordinance was condemned for the inhuman and immoral conditions it inflicted on the Chinese, and attacked as a form of ‘slavery’. At the same time, Chinese labour was represented as unfair competition against British working men who might otherwise have found employment in the Transvaal. Why was it, asked Lloyd George that a British working man could not land in South Africa without £25 in his pocket, while ‘Chinamen are pouring in in shiploads’? The British Government, he claimed, could have insisted that in the wealthier mines, British labour should be employed, while black labour worked the less profitable levels.56  Liberal and Labour propagandists linked the issue with the wider question of Tory attitudes towards labour. In March 1904 the Conservative Chief Whip wrote in his diary: ‘… we have suffered enormously from the Yellow Labour agitation, and a dissolution of Parliament at this juncture would mean absolute annihilation.’57


As a politician who could speak with some authority on South Africa, Churchill might have been expected to join in the hue and cry. But apart from a few brief and evasive references to the subject, he was eloquently silent for nearly eighteen months. Not until 6 October 1905, with a general election looming, did he suddenly announce to a Liberal audience in Manchester that he had changed his mind. ‘I feel that this question of Chinese labour must be the great moral issue at the next election’.58 Yet Churchill disavowed the word ‘slavery’ and his language on the subject was decidedly restrained.


It is not certain why Churchill kept his distance from the agitation, but his South African experience may hold the key. His priority in 1901–2 was a generous settlement to reconcile the Boers by financing the rebuilding of their farms out of the profits of the mines. If this was still his priority in 1904–5, he would have been reluctant to deny the mine-owners the labour they were asking for. It is quite likely that he was influenced by his father’s old friend Sir Abe Bailey, the South African mining magnate and politician. In January 1905 Bailey wrote to say that the experiment in Chinese labour was working well. The Chinese were prosperous and contented, and their quarters filled with trinkets, clocks and chamber pots, the latter freely adapted as crockery for eating purposes.59


Churchill concentrated his fire on free trade. Mindful always of his mission to mobilise Lancashire, where cotton and shipbuilding were the dominant industries, he emphasised the benefits they obtained from free trade, and the damage they would suffer from tariff wars. As integral parts of the free trade conception, he continued to champion economy in public expenditure, reductions in armaments, and hostility to ‘militarism’. He never forgot the correlation, in Liberal thinking, between free trade economics and the civilising mission of free trade in the promotion of peace and international co-operation. Churchill’s speeches were a masterly blend of analysis and entertainment, and clearly written on the assumption that he was addressing popular audiences who were highly intelligent and informed. In the war of words against Chamberlain and the Tariff Reform League, Asquith alone outshone him.


*


Beyond free trade Churchill was reluctant to venture. But he was always alert to the electoral currents of Lancashire, and more particularly within his prospective constituency of Manchester North-West. There were at least two occasions when constituency pressures prompted him to declare himself in the House on major issues. Firstly there was the question of the legal position of trade unions. Under the Taff Vale Judgment of 1900 the House of Lords had ruled that a trade union which took part in a strike was liable to prosecution by the employer for damages. The judgment appeared to take away the practical foundation of the right to strike. One of the first objectives of the Labour party – founded in 1900 as the Labour Representation Committee – was to obtain a revision of the judgment. To this end, a bill was introduced into the House in 1903. Churchill, who was still at this point on the Unionist side, was persuaded to support it by a correspondence with the Secretary of the Oldham Trades Council, J.R. Clynes. He was one of 17 Unionists who voted in favour of the bill, which was defeated.60 In April 1904, while he was still completing the arrangements for his nomination in Manchester North-West, a second bill was introduced. Churchill was advised by the Free Trade League in Manchester that if he could ‘satisfy our Labour friends on the point they will be your enthusiastic supporters’.61


Churchill responded by speaking in the debate on the second reading on 22 April and promised to vote in favour of the bill. Without referring directly to his father, he claimed to be acting in the tradition of Disraeli and Tory Democracy. But he never finished the speech: having run out of his notes he forgot what he had intended to say, dried up, and sat down with his head in his hands – fearing, perhaps, the first symptoms of the disease that had killed his father. His anxieties were groundless however and he rapidly recovered his spirits.62 But the drama of the episode has distracted attention from the significance of Churchill’s speech. Towards the end of his life Lord Randolph had predicted the emergence of trade unionism as a major political force. Churchill recognised the truth of this and was ready to seek the trade union vote. This time the bill obtained a majority, but was not proceeded with, and the question was carried forward into the general election of 1906, with the Liberals pledged to reverse the Taff Vale Judgment.


In Manchester North-West Churchill encountered for the first time the politics of immigration. In the late nineteenth century there were virtually no legal barriers to prevent immigrants from entering Britain. Consequently, from about 1880 onwards, there was a flow of Jewish immigrants fleeing from persecution in Russia and Poland. The largest settlement, in the East End of London, produced a wave of working-class anti-Semitism. In 1892, and again in 1894, the Trades Union Congress demanded legislation to prohibit the immigration of destitute aliens, who were accused of sweating British labour, and undercutting the British working man in the labour market.


For the Unionist Government, alien immigration was a useful card to play in the battle for the working-class vote. (The ‘Chinese slavery’ agitation, referred to earlier on, was the Liberal and Labour riposte.) In 1902 the Government appointed a Royal Commission on the subject, which reported the following year. In March 1904 the Government introduced a bill which was intended to exclude various categories of alien: those convicted of an extraditable crime, those without means of financial support, and those ‘of notoriously bad character’.63 Churchill, who had inherited a wealthy and powerful circle of Jewish friends from his father, was above suspicion of anti-Semitism. He was also very well aware that Manchester North-West contained a substantial Jewish community strongly opposed to the bill. For all that, he approached the issue as cautiously as a cat stalking a large and dangerous rat. As Michael Cohen remarks: ‘He took no part in the debates in the House during the first two readings of the Aliens Bill, which took place before he crossed the floor, though he was present.’ On 30 May, the day before he crossed the floor, he set out his opposition to the bill in a letter to Nathan Laski, in terms which appeared to leave no doubt about his position: ‘English working men … do not respond in any marked degree to the anti-Semitism which has recently darkened Continental history; and I for one believe that they will disavow an attempt to shut out the stranger from our land because he is poor or in trouble.’64


On 8 June 1904 Churchill spoke for the first time from the Liberal benches, to protest on procedural grounds against the Government’s decision to send the bill, on the grounds that it was non-controversial, to the Grand Committee on Law. On the merits of the bill he made no comment and he was in fact in two minds about whether to mount a campaign against it. As he explained in a letter to William Royle, the chairman of the Manchester Liberal Federation:




‘I have been invited by the Opponents of the Aliens Bill to take a seat on the Grand Committee on Law and take part in the opposition to that measure. Such a course would be very agreeable to me, and I daresay it would be quite possible to destroy the Bill altogether at this stage; but will you kindly inform me whether my taking a prominent part in the proceedings would be likely to re-act unfavourably in the North-West division? We cannot afford to throw away a vote, and if there is any strong feeling about Aliens displacing British Labour, it would be better to leave to others the work of killing the Bill.’65





Royle must have reassured him, for Churchill accepted a seat on the Committee and began to engage in a vigorous campaign of sabotage. As the Conservative Chief Whip recorded in his diary on 23 June: ‘Churchill meanwhile has been acting as Leader of the Opposition on the Aliens Bill. Asquith, as an ex-minister and ex-home secretary, was disgusted to find himself ousted by the whipper snapper.’66 Churchill was not opposed in principle to the restriction of immigration. He was in favour of restrictions on criminal aliens and other ‘undesirable characters’, but opposed to restrictions on the entry of the poor and destitute. Meanwhile Churchill’s part in the destruction of the bill won him the deep gratitude of Manchester Jewry. His initial hesitations once overcome, he took a strong line, repeated when a second Aliens Bill was introduced in April 1905. The new bill, more carefully drafted than its predecessor, introduced a means test to distinguish the relatively poor immigrant, who was to be allowed in, from the destitute, who was to be excluded. Again there was a wave of protest from Jewish communities, but this time the bill passed and was on the statute book by the time the Liberals took office in December 1905. In the general election campaign – which, it has to be recalled, followed the change of Government – Churchill made no pledge to repeal the act. ‘As regards the present Act’, he told a gathering of Jews on 8 January, ‘it depends upon its administration whether it is an odious act or one tempered with leniency.’67


The issues on which politicians are silent are, of course, as important as the issues they wish to publicise. It would be untrue to say that Churchill ignored, at this stage, the problems of poverty and unemployment. But he said very little about them. Apart from the concern he occasionally expressed for the ‘forgotten millions’, he maintained the generally negative attitude towards social policy which he had adopted as a Conservative.


Within the Liberal party, a division of opinion was beginning to emerge between the old Liberalism of Gladstone and the new Liberalism of social reform. The dividing-line was in fact blurred, but this is no place for a full account of the ambiguities of Liberalism. Briefly, Campbell-Bannerman and the Liberal front-bench were quite content with free trade abroad, laissez-faire at home, and reductions in public expenditure. But the more progressive elements in the party were calling for a positive programme. As yet the phrase ‘social reform’ was still a very broad one, encompassing radical as well as collectivist notions: temperance and land reform were as prominent in the minds of left-wing Liberals as old age pensions or the eight-hour day.


At the end of 1903 Charles Trevelyan, the radical heir to a distinguished Whig family, wrote to Churchill to inquire what his response would be to ‘a positive programme of social reform’. Churchill replied:




Perhaps you do not realise how very short is my parliamentary experience. Those subjects which have come under my view, such as Economy, Army Administration, and Free Trade, have produced in me very strong opinions, and I find, on looking back, that these opinions harmonise one with the other and seem to belong to a definite system of thought. I confess to you that so far they are entirely negative in character. I have revolted against the extravagances of the Government; I have been amazed at the blunders of the Army policy; and Protection seems to me nothing but clever men talking rubbish for corrupt motives. I would not venture to commit myself offhand to the large constructive policy which you have sketched, still less could I speak for my friends. But I feel very strongly that if people can agree about Free Trade they can agree about a great many other things, because to speak the truth, it embodies in itself almost all the living principles of Liberalism; and I think it would be very unwise at this present juncture to try to look too far ahead …68





Churchill paid lip-service to the ideas of a positive programme, but he was deliberately vague about it. In one of his first addresses to a Liberal audience, he maintained that free trade could never be defended by a purely negative policy. ‘We must produce, if we are successfully to defend Free Trade, a positive and practical policy of social reform.’ The audience cheered, but Churchill continued: ‘Well, what is that policy to be? I am not entitled to advise you upon that.’ He referred his listeners instead to the speech they had just heard from Morley, as ‘the outline, at any rate, of a considerable quantity of practical business which requires prompt and immediate settlement.’69


Churchill had another reason for keeping his distance from questions of social reform. Where social reform implied the intervention of the state, and expenditure on new or improved social services, it conflicted with his belief in laissez-faire and the reduction of public expenditure. In June 1904 the Webbs sounded out Churchill’s views on collectivism. Beatrice wrote sharply in her diary: ‘He has no sympathy with suffering, no intellectual curiosity, he is neither scientist nor benevolent. I tried the “national minimum” on him but he was evidently unaware of the most elementary objections to unrestricted competition, and was still in the stage of “infant-school economics”.’ A week later Churchill told an audience at Streatham, in Lancashire, that he proposed to put on his election posters the message: ‘Vote for Churchill, Cheap Food, Peace, Retrenchment and Reform.’70 Churchill made compassionate speeches about the plight of the slum-dweller, and the Liberal mission to protect the underdog. But as yet these were sentiments, not policies. When he was challenged during the general election campaign to explain what the Government would do about unemployment, he was patently at a loss:




The Liberals have got some men together who might be able to do something. In Mr Asquith, Sir Edward Grey, Mr John Burns and Mr Lloyd George I see many men not only of great intellectual ability but men in close and intimate touch with the real needs of the people, and I think the Government has a right to ask the electors to give them the power and as good a chance as they so freely gave to the late Administration …71





Churchill was persistently critical of the kind of capitalism represented by Chamberlain and the Tariff Reformers. He attacked them as monopolists who would corrupt the political system at home and create an aggressive imperialism overseas. But if Churchill attacked protectionism, he never ceased to expound the virtues of liberal capitalism as the mainspring of peace and prosperity. And though he might bid for trade union or working-class votes, he was perfectly clear in his opposition to socialism. In an address to working men at Coatsbridge, in November 1904, he said:




I am not myself what is called a Socialist, nor do I believe that the Socialist philosophy is a practical or advantageous one. I am convinced that it is necessary to maintain the individual ownership of property, and I do not believe that we will get an active productivity unless we interest every individual … There is a very clear and definite line of cleavage between the philosophy of Liberalism as I understand its principles and the Socialist philosophy. Socialism militates against liberty. It is most important for the British working classes that they should be able if necessary to strike – though nobody likes strikes – in order to put pressure upon their employers for a greater share of the wealth of the world or for the removal of hard and onerous conditions, but in the Socialist State no strike could be tolerated. I think we should try to improve the lot of the masses of the people through the existing structure of society …72





The alliance between the Liberal and Labour parties, though never without its frictions, was highly developed in Lancashire, and Churchill was keen to maintain it. Labour at this period was a minor party and, in effect, a pressure-group on behalf of the trade unions. Though it included socialists, it was more liberal than socialist in outlook. Moreover, as the Labour alliance was of considerable electoral value to the Liberals, Churchill had every reason to embrace Lib-Lab politics.


In marked contrast was his attitude to the Social Democratic Federation, the Marxist party which had broken away from Labour under its leader H.M. Hyndman. Hyndman, like Churchill, was active in Lancashire politics as the candidate for Blackburn. Lord Randolph had greatly enjoyed his company, but this was a connection his son was not keen to renew. The SDF were hostile to the Liberals and the Liberals hostile to the SDF. Churchill disliked, and perhaps feared, the SDF’s attempts to agitate the unemployed on behalf of the ‘right to work’. In December 1904 he wrote to William Royle:




I gathered from the reports in the papers that the Unemployed Meeting had not been an unqualified success. I am very glad I was not there. It is quite impossible for any responsible speaker to satisfy extremists and revolutionaries and perfectly easy for any irresponsible speaker by going one better than anyone else. Certainly I am not going to enter into competition of that character … If you read the accounts of the Ateliers Nationaux in Paris in 1848, you will see what grave dangers may attend these sort of experiments.73





In the intervals between his political activities, Churchill continued work on the life of his father. Up to a point his approach was thoroughly professional: he immersed himself in the documents, supplemented them with interviews, and shaped the materials into a well-organised and powerful interpretation. But in writing an ambitious book on recent political history Churchill was advertising himself and for the sake of his career he had to make certain that the book fulfilled a number of conditions. It had to be flattering about Lord Randolph, tactful about living people, and serviceable as a myth to justify his own career. That he should have achieved all of this is a measure of his creativity and intellect, but the past had to be subordinated to the present. Churchill needed an interpretation that would serve as a bridge between his father’s Toryism and his own Liberalism. In the story as it took shape in his mind, Lord Randolph began as a Tory but evolved towards Liberalism. Hence Tory Democracy was Toryism with a Liberal slant, and Lord Randolph during his final years in the wilderness was an advanced radical and social reformer. The paradox here was that Lord Randolph was inclined to Protectionism, a feature of his career which had to be minimised or explained away. In writing his father’s life Churchill identified himself with a myth of Tory Democracy, while detaching himself from the reality.


Lord Randolph Churchill had opposed votes for women, and so indeed had Lady Randolph. But in March 1904, when a female suffrage bill was before the House, Winston Churchill voted in favour of it. The vote occurred at the critical point when he was negotiating for Manchester North-West, and there was probably a Manchester connection. Ever since 1867 female suffrage societies had been carrying on a constitutional campaign for the vote, and several bills had been introduced by MPs sympathetic to the cause. Though Liberals were more likely to vote in favour than Conservatives, female suffrage was never a party issue, and opinion in both parties was changing. In 1897 the House of Commons voted in favour of a female franchise bill by a substantial majority. But this was a gesture only: MPs knew that the Government would not allow the bill to proceed, and that even if they did, the House of Lords would reject it.


The women’s movement had a considerable following in Lancashire, where there was strong and active support from female workers in the cotton factories. In October 1903 Mrs Emmeline Pankhurst, the widow of a radical barrister, founded in Manchester a new suffragist organisation, the Women’s Social and Political Union, which was closely associated with the Independent Labour Party. Churchill’s decision to support votes for women may well, therefore, have been a token of goodwill towards Manchester radicalism. But the sequel was as unwelcome as it was unexpected. The W.S.P.U. began to adopt ‘militant’ tactics. To begin with, these were mild enough, or at any rate mild by comparison with later activities. But at the time they were regarded in respectable society as a shocking breach of lady-like convention. The W.S.P.U. decided to disrupt public meetings by interrupting speakers and staging demonstrations in the hall. Churchill was sharing a platform with Sir Edward Grey in Manchester, on 13 October 1905, when the first of the W.S.P.U. demonstrations occurred. Annie Kenney rose to ask Churchill whether, if elected, he would do his best ‘to make Women’s Suffrage a Government measure?’ When neither Churchill nor Grey would reply, Kenney with Christabel Pankhurst started to protest loudly. Arrested outside the hall, they were convicted of assault and imprisoned after refusal to pay a fine. Replying to a letter from Royle about Christabel Pankhurst, Churchill wrote: ‘I hope the quiet and seclusion may soothe her fevered brain.’74


If this remark is any guide, Churchill thought the women of the W.S.P.U. were off their heads. From a practical point of view they were also a nuisance. The W.S.P.U. decided to single out Churchill’s meetings for attention, sabotaging whatever message he was trying to convey. ‘You should endeavour to come to some understanding with them’, wrote Churchill to Royle on 28 November, ‘and point out how damaging their action is to their own cause. I am certainly not going to be henpecked into a position on which my mind is not fully prepared, and if I am subjected to any further annoyance, I shall say plainly that I do not intend to vote for Female Suffrage in the next Parliament.’75 In the New Year of 1906, in the thick of the general election campaign, Churchill was beginning to make a speech when there was uproar at the back of the hall, and Sylvia Pankhurst began to shout interruptions. Churchill invited her on to the platform, where she demanded to know whether the Liberal Government would give women the vote. In the heat of the moment Churchill lost his temper and announced that in view of the treatment he had received, ‘nothing would induce me to vote for giving votes to women’. But recovering himself he withdrew this remark and while trying to express respect for Sylvia Pankhurst’s ‘conscientious zeal’, warned that he would not be ‘hen pecked’.76 Here was public confirmation of Churchill’s ambivalence on the question of votes for women.


*


So hyperactive was Churchill that even more could be said about this early back-bench phase of his career. But it is time to bring the Parliament of 1900 to a close. On 4 December 1905 Balfour took the gamble of resigning in the hope that the Liberals would be too divided among themselves to form a stable or convincing administration. On 5 December Campbell-Bannerman took office, and a stable and convincing Liberal administration was established. In the new Government, Grey was Foreign Secretary, Asquith Chancellor of the Exchequer, and Gladstone became Home Secretary. Campbell-Bannerman offered Churchill the post of Financial Secretary to the Treasury, but Churchill persuaded the Prime Minister to make him Under-Secretary to the Colonies. In the official biography Randolph Churchill commented that ‘he may have calculated that he would have little chance to shine in the House with so experienced and formidable a chief as Asquith sitting at his side. On the other hand, as Under-Secretary to the Colonies he would have as his chief Lord Elgin in the House of Lords. He thus would have the management of parliamentary business …’77


Polling in the general election took place between 12 January and 7 February. On 13 January Churchill was elected for North-West Manchester with a handsome majority over the Conservative candidate, Joynson-Hicks:
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As later results were declared, the extent of the Conservative defeat became apparent. The Liberals had won a landslide victory with 377 seats against the Unionist total of 157. The 53 Labour MPs and 83 Irish Home Rulers were unlikely to vote with the Unionists, but even if they did the Liberals still had a commanding overall majority. On 17 January Churchill wrote to Hugh Cecil of the Tories: ‘Their crowning & irretrievable disaster, wh my father always foresaw, always laboured to avert, is now upon you. More than that. There is a potent underslide sweeping us to new chores.’78
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