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The sun never rises
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The greatest shock of the Second Boer War was not the protracted and bloody guerrilla warfare, but the wretched condition of the British troops.* The conscripts were malnourished and sickly, their morale low. After the war was over in 1902, an inquiry revealed that 16,000 servicemen had died of disease, due to poor rations and constitutional weakness. Many of the English soldiers had been press-ganged by penury, but around 60 per cent of the volunteers had been rejected as unfit for service. This finding prompted further investigations into the ‘deterioration of certain classes of the population’, though they came at least fifty years too late.


Investigations into the military conduct of the war were equally disturbing. It had taken almost half a million British troops to subdue a Boer population similar to that of Brighton, at a cost of £250 million. The publication of these inquiries prompted the government to create a Committee of Imperial Defence to coordinate the armed forces, and stemmed the tide of English jingoism. In 1900, during the triumphant opening phase of the war, a wave of imperialist enthusiasm had carried the Conservative and Liberal Unionist coalition to power at the so-called ‘khaki election’. The Tory-dominated coalition secured a large majority over the Liberals, defying the ‘swing of the pendulum’ law of British politics.


As the war continued, those who had previously felt imperial pride expressed disappointment and shame. The working classes even declared their admiration for the Boer rebels. ‘What’s the good of talking about the Empire on which the sun never sets,’ one Londoner put it, ‘when the sun never rises on our court?’ By the end of the decade, patriotic platitudes concerning the ‘Great Empire’ provoked laughter.


Were the British army’s deficiencies symptomatic of a wider national degeneration? In the nineteenth century, many people had believed that English enterprise and integrity had helped to bring order to the distant territories and diverse cultures of the British Empire; at the beginning of the new century, they no longer believed these boasts. After the Boer War, it was customary for politicians to speak of the ‘consolidation’ or ‘integration’ of existing colonies, dominions and ‘spheres of economic influence’. It was thought that strengthening political and economic ties within the empire was crucial if England were to survive as a great power, at a time when Germany, Japan and the United States of America were flourishing.


Some politicians argued that the creation of a system of ‘self-governing dominions’ within the empire was the only way to secure unity, given the limited capacity of British troops and increasing nationalist sentiment in territories under British control. In the late nineteenth century, India’s educated elite had developed political theories based on the principle of ‘representative national institutions’. In Ireland, popular support for ‘Home Rule’ had been paramount for decades, and anti-English sentiment became more intense.


Similar criticism could be heard in England. The burning of thousands of Boer homes and farms by British troops, and the construction of 8,000 ‘concentration camps’ to house the evicted Boers, provoked outrage, and when around 20,000 women and children died in the camps, the anger grew. Then news reached England that the government had allowed 50,000 Chinese labourers to work in South African mines for paltry wages and in appalling living conditions. On the opposition benches, Liberal politicians took up the cry of ‘Chinese slavery’. Imperial expansion had been justified by the argument that Britain was bestowing civilization on ‘primitive’ societies. At the end of the nineteenth century, the English viceroy of India had boasted of importing ‘the rule of justice’ to the country, along with ‘peace and order and good government’. But in the wake of the Boer War, many observers regarded Britain’s ‘civilizing mission’ as an excuse for exploitation.


After 1900, the English were also forced to confront their economy’s diminishing international status. In the Victorian era, English manufacturers had dominated world trade. A combination of technological innovation and cheap labour had allowed goods to be produced inexpensively in England; the availability and expansion of imperial markets, as well as mastery of the seas, had ensured they could be safely sold around the world. Meanwhile, Britain’s colonies had commissioned elaborate engineering projects from English firms, with money borrowed from the City of London. The United Kingdom had been responsible for a third of the world’s manufacturing in the 1870s, but in the early 1900s this figure fell to 10 per cent.


England could no longer claim to be the ‘workshop of the world’ – that title was now contested by Germany and the United States, which had been strengthened by unification in the second half of the nineteenth century and had developed modern production methods during recent wars. By 1900 the United States produced more coal and iron than England, while Germany’s mining technology, electrical engineering and chemical industries were superior. Part of England’s problem was that it had industrialized long before its rivals, and neither the government nor the representatives of capital and labour had the vision or the will to reinvigorate the manufacturing sector. England was technologically sclerotic, unable to add to its imperial territories and shut out from many international markets by the tariffs of foreign governments. Her staple export industries of iron, wool, shipbuilding and coal had entered their senescence. To compound the problem of declining exports, England was increasingly dependent on foreign imports. After 1900 there was a balance-of-payments deficit, with more money leaving the country than coming in. Over the next fourteen years, economic growth halved.


At the beginning of 1901, The Annual Register described the outlook for England as ‘full of misgivings’. A few weeks later, on 22 January, the nation’s anxiety was compounded when Queen Victoria died. As the news spread across the country, church bells tolled, theatrical performances were abandoned and traffic halted, as people poured onto the streets. For many, despair was coupled with bewilderment. It is sometimes said by foreign observers that monarchism is the religion of the English, yet by no means everyone in the country was a believer: the novelist Arnold Bennett thought that Londoners ‘were not, on the whole, deeply moved, whatever journalists may say’.


All the commentators agreed, however, that the queen’s death marked a transition in the country’s history. ‘We are less secure of our position,’ announced The Times. ‘Our impetus’ as a ‘nation may be spent’. Soon after Victoria’s death, the passing of the ethos of Victorianism was also predicted. In his parliamentary address, the Tory leader of the Commons, Arthur James Balfour, announced ‘the end of a great epoch’.


It was not long before another pillar of the Victorian establishment fell. In July 1902, Lord Salisbury resigned as prime minister on the grounds of bad health, his gargantuan weight placing an inordinate strain on his legs and heart. Ever since the split of the Liberal party over Irish Home Rule in 1886 and the defection of the Liberal Unionists to the Conservatives, the Tory grandee had controlled political life, holding office for all but three of those sixteen years. A Tory aristocrat of the old school, he abhorred the democratic tendencies of the modern age, seeing his party’s mission as representing the landed ‘governing’ class and maintaining the status quo in their interest. ‘Whatever happens will be for the worse,’ was his most famous political pronouncement, ‘and therefore it is in our interest that as little should happen as possible.’ Some observers saw, in the manner of Salisbury’s passing in the following year, an omen of the imminent collapse of the British Empire; others regarded his death as confirmation that the Victorian era had ended.


Nevertheless, Conservatives in the Salisbury mould endeavoured to deny the demise of the old order. To Tories, the Victorian verities, including laissez-faire economics and politics and the centrality to national life of the aristocracy, the crown, the Anglican Church and the empire, were sacred. Though the Liberals represented the commercial and Nonconformist sections of the English population, an influential aristocratic element within them was even more passionately committed to free-market capitalism than its rival party.


The passivity within the two parties reflected the inertia in the political system. The ‘first-past-the-post’ system of British elections made it virtually impossible for a new party to achieve an electoral victory. As a consequence, the Tories and the Liberals had shared power for decades. The right to vote was limited to males who paid an annual rent of £10 or owned land worth the same amount, which meant that 40 per cent of English males, as well as the entire female population, were excluded from the franchise. Since MPs were unpaid, only the wealthiest men could afford to stand for election to the Commons. Once elected, MPs devised legislative proposals that were modified or rejected by an unelected, Tory-dominated House of Lords, before being submitted to the monarch for approval. In addition to being the head of Britain’s church, army and aristocracy and one of its biggest landowners, the ostensibly ‘constitutional’ monarch actually enjoyed extensive executive powers known as the ‘royal prerogative’, which included the freedom to dismiss and appoint prime ministers.


In contrast to the English politicians, the country’s intellectuals celebrated the end of Victorianism, and eagerly devised plans for a brave new world. H. G. Wells compared Queen Victoria to a ‘great paper-weight that for half a century [had] sat upon men’s minds . . . when she was removed their ideas began to blow about all over the place haphazardly’. Radicals such as Wells used ‘Victorian’ as a pejorative term; a fairer, more rational era was coming. The Liberal economist J. A. Hobson remarked on the way increasing numbers of people suddenly appeared ‘possessed by the duty and desire to put the very questions which their parents thought shocking, and to insist upon plain intelligible answers’. What is the role of the state? What is the purpose of the empire? Why should women and the working classes be excluded from the electoral process? And what are the causes and cures of economic and social inequality?


Attempts to answer these questions produced a plethora of political and cultural movements. Socialist, anarchist and feminist groups were founded, while trade unions flourished. Some intellectuals turned to religious philosophies such as theosophy, or took up single-issue political causes including anti-vivisection and anti-vaccination. Many reformers looked to science to point the way to a brighter future. While different radicals promoted different means, the Fabian socialist Beatrice Webb believed they were all working towards the same end: ‘The whole nation’, she wrote, is ‘sliding towards Social Democracy’.


The men who replaced the falling giants of the Victorian establishment did not quite match their stature. Victoria was succeeded by her eldest son Edward who, at the age of almost sixty, ‘got his innings at last’, in the words of the young Tory MP Winston Churchill. Born in 1841, Edward had a distinctly nineteenth-century appearance, with a thick moustache and rotund figure. He had a taste for cigars, women, gossip, jokes and military uniforms, but his greatest passion was food. The tone of his reign was set when his coronation had to be delayed as a result of an illness brought on by overindulgence. The new king’s conspicuous consumption was a source of embarrassment to the court, at a time when a large percentage of his subjects lived in poverty.


Edward was also animated by the conviviality, energy and exuberance that was characteristic of the Victorian era. Eyewitness accounts describe him as ‘roaring like a bull’ as he vented the ‘hereditary Hanoverian spleen’. Many of his political views also marked him out as a man of the previous century. In imperial affairs he deplored the idea of granting autonomy to the colonies. Yet compared to his fervently Tory mother, Edward was more neutral in party-political terms, and less inclined to interfere in the affairs of government and parliament. On the other hand, the new king was eager to exercise a decisive influence over the government’s diplomacy. As the speaker of a variety of continental languages and as a man who prided himself on being a ‘good European’, he was better qualified than most modern English monarchs to do so.


Victoria had not been amused by the hedonistic lifestyle of her eldest son, yet Edward’s amiability, elegant dressing and fondness for public appearances gained him numerous admirers. When his coronation eventually took place, it was enthusiastically celebrated, and he remained a popular king throughout his reign. The author J. B. Priestley, who grew up in the ‘Edwardian age’, recalled the enthusiasm the monarch inspired throughout the country, and believed Edward to be the most popular English king since Charles II. The overwhelmingly right-wing English newspapers presented the king as an icon through whom they could enjoy vicarious power and pleasure.


Like the succession to the throne, succession to the office of prime minister was a family affair. When Lord Salisbury retired in 1902, there was no election; instead he appointed his nephew, Arthur Balfour, as premier. This was by no means the first occasion on which Salisbury had promoted a relative within his government, and nothing better illustrates the hegemony of England’s aristocratic governing caste, or the essential identity of the Conservative party.


Balfour offered a striking contrast to the king whose government he led, with his languid posture and subtle intelligence. His most famous publication was a philosophical tract called A Defence of Philosophic Doubt, and his taste for philosophic inquiry was accompanied by a genius for rhetoric. Yet this mastery of the parliamentary medium often made it difficult for others to identify his message. Balfour never appeared to advocate or condemn a point of view; instead of proposing a course of action, he preferred to analyse all possible options until none seemed viable. As a patrician Tory he had little interest in altering the status quo, yet there was something idiosyncratic about his suspicion of all forms of political passion. It was as though he was petrified by the prospect of anarchy, and he laboured to keep it at a distance through irony, oratory and even coercion. As chief secretary for Ireland in the 1880s he had been known as ‘Bloody Balfour’ for his draconian policies. ‘To allow’ the Home Rulers to ‘win’, he had said, ‘is simply to give up civilisation . . . and authority’. Balfour regularly defended Conservative ‘values’, but he felt no enthusiasm for any specific political issue. Politics was an art to be pursued for its own sake rather than a means of getting things done.


Many of Balfour’s critics dismissed the prime minister as effete and ineffectual, while others lamented his lack of interest in the people he governed. It was said that he had never read a newspaper in his life. With little interest in the ‘lower orders’, and nothing but contempt for a middle class ‘unfit’ for anything ‘besides manufacturing’, the Tory prime minister epitomized the hauteur of the governing aristocratic elite. Was this the leader to face the challenges of a new era?
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Home sweet home
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Beyond the palace and parliament lay numberless streets of newly built houses. They were semi-detached or detached two-storey red-brick buildings, with slate roofs and bow windows, timber frames, casement windows and small front gardens. Peering over the hedges that protected the privacy of these new homes, the passer-by could discern carefully arranged window displays behind lace curtains. In their tidiness, cleanliness and air of modest comfort, the homes of the ‘suburbs’ seemed to proclaim a prosperous and content population. During Edward’s reign, the suburban population exploded: in 1910, there were almost a million people living in ‘outer London’.


The new houses were given names like ‘Fairview’, or ‘The Laurels’ – the name of the home of the archetypal suburbanite Charles Pooter, hero of George and Weedon Grossmith’s late-Victorian classic, The Diary of a Nobody. They were typically clustered in squares or along truncated streets. Nearby there would be a park, a bowls or tennis club and a row of shops. Men in dark suits and bowler hats would leave the houses for work, umbrella in hand; young mothers would push perambulators, and boys from the grocer’s and newsagent’s would make their deliveries. Few children could be heard playing in the streets. This was the deep consciousness of ‘middle England’.


The suburbs were characterized by a removal from the commercial and industrial concerns of urban centres. Pervaded by a spirit of rural and romantic make-believe, with their tree-lined streets and patches of grass, they formed cityless cities for those who could afford to escape the tumultuous streets of the centre. The more leafy and spacious the suburb, the higher the house prices and the higher the percentage of owner-occupiers. A house in the green south London suburb of Balham cost over £1,000 to buy or 12 shillings a week to rent, prices that only the middle classes could afford.


At the lower end of the suburban cohort were skilled craftsmen and artisans, who had authority at work and were addressed by their ‘betters’ as ‘Mr’ rather than just by their surnames. This group also included shopkeepers, tradesmen, publicans, teachers, boarding-house keepers and small-scale merchants. They generally rented houses in the ‘inner suburbs’ and sometimes kept a servant – a necessity in the labour-intensive Edwardian home, as well as a status symbol to demonstrate that they were a level above semi-skilled or unskilled factory workers or labourers. Members of the lowest of the ‘servant-keeping classes’ felt too superior to mix with the working people in the public house but could not afford to frequent middle-class restaurants. In fact, they often struggled to maintain their social status, which was everything in Edwardian England – slipping down the scale and moving from the inner suburbs to the inner city was perceived as tragic and irreversible. Bankruptcy, loss of employment and the sickness or death of a family member might be the cause of this misfortune.


Clerks in city offices were more secure in their social position; so too were civil servants, bookkeepers and assistant managers, who earned between £300 and £700 a year. Such people kept two or more servants and could afford to buy houses in inner suburbs, such as Chorlton and Withington just outside Manchester. Yet more leafy outer suburban areas were beyond their means, though not their aspirations. The most attractive and genteel suburbs were colonized by the upper middle classes – manufacturers and wholesalers, along with the accountants, architects, solicitors, barristers, doctors, vets, bankers, actuaries and surveyors who comprised the professional classes. As the nineteenth century had progressed, they had become increasingly powerful and well-organized, with the creation of associations for each occupation. They could afford to keep several servants and privately educate their children. After schooling, boys would often take up the same professions as their fathers; girls were encouraged to become shorthand writers or governesses while they awaited marriage.


Suburbanites could commute to work in the city along the recently established transport links, which included electric trams and omnibuses, as well as overground and underground trains. Balham, for example, was connected to the City of London via underground stations at Kennington and Stockwell, and Didsbury was connected to Manchester Central Station by an overland train. Trams were the cheapest way to travel, with special ‘workman’s fares’ for early-morning journeys allowing passengers to travel up to ten miles for a penny. Yet precisely because trams were popular with workers, the middle class tended to shun them and instead take the train.


Whenever a new train station was built just outside a city, estate agents’ offices would emerge nearby, offering land to speculators, construction firms and private buyers. In 1907, Golders Green in north London was connected to the City by the Charing Cross, Euston and Hampstead Railway; immediately afterwards, the armies of builders arrived. ‘All day long’, remarked a local paper in 1910, ‘there is a continuous hammering which reminds one of distant thunder’, as the tiled, gabled and half-timbered ‘semis’ grew up around the station, the railway line and the roads. There was no development plan and local authority control was virtually nonexistent, so the houses were built close together to maximize profits. It was a sprawl that failed to take into consideration either the quality of life of the new inhabitants or the preservation of the countryside. By 1914 it was impossible to believe that Golders Green had been full of trees and hedges only a decade before.


The unrelenting development of these outer cities gave the impression that the English population was also expanding. Yet the low-density housing of the suburbs, in contrast with the high blocks of flats on the Continent and the older terraces in English cities, revealed a different demographic trend. The new houses suited England’s relatively ageing population. For the first time on record, the increase in England’s population slowed during the Edwardian period. Between 1900 and 1910 the birth rate decreased from thirty-six to twenty-four per 1,000 population; it was only the declining death rate and increasing immigration into the country that kept the population growing.


Declining birth and death rates meant that England was no longer the young, vigorous country it had been at the beginning of Victoria’s reign. In 1841 half of the population had been under twenty, but by 1914 the figure was less than a third. This development provoked further concerns about the robustness of the nation, while increasing immigration prompted xenophobia, with many complaining that England was ‘falling to the Irish and the Jews’. Popular anxiety over the racial ‘deterioration’ and ‘adulteration’ of the supposedly Anglo-Saxon English would inform the 1905 Aliens Act, which was introduced by the Tories to reduce immigration into Britain from outside the empire.


The keynotes of suburban life were privacy, domesticity and respectability. The privet hedge at the front of the semi-detached houses and their fenced back gardens ensured that the suburban family’s ‘home sweet home’ became their castle. Suburbanites could live undisturbed by their neighbours, with whom they might exchange no more than a few words. And yet everyone was aware of their social and economic status – the size of one’s house and its presentation proclaimed one’s ranking. The most affluent families set the standards to which all denizens of a suburb aspired: ‘keeping up with the Joneses’, a phrase coined in 1913, was the aim of suburban life. Everyone in a suburb was also aware of a neighbour’s transgressions from genteel standards of morality, such as an unwanted pregnancy. A group-monitored respectability pervaded these outer cities, and the word ‘respectable’ became synonymous with the suburban middle class.


The aspirational character of middle-class suburbanites offered an obvious subject for literary caricature. ‘We live our unreal, stupid little lives,’ a suburban character comments in a story by the upper-middle-class author Saki, ‘and persuade ourselves that we really are untrammelled men and women leading a reasonable existence.’ Other authors mocked the supposedly unsophisticated cultural societies such as drama, singing, art and flower arranging that proliferated in the new neighbourhoods, together with the tennis, bowls and golf clubs that monopolized so much of the suburbanite’s leisure time. The suburbs themselves were also denigrated and denounced. In his 1910 novel Howards End, E. M. Forster described a stain of ‘red rust’ spreading out into the countryside around London.


Some intellectuals championed suburbia. The radical Liberal MP Charles Masterman predicted that the suburbs would become the major urban form of the twentieth century, replacing the countryside as the breeding ground of a new ‘English yeomanry’. Animated by the Victorian values of self-help, laissez-faire and individualism, it was believed that suburbanites were distinguished by their drive, ambition, worldliness and agnosticism. The suburban middle class was also on the rise as a political force. Partially enfranchised by the reform acts of the 1860s and 1880s and then fully enfranchised in 1918, their electoral choices would determine who governed England throughout the twentieth century. In acknowledgement of the growing power of that class, the 1911 census made the occupation of the male head of the household, rather than the land he owned or his family connections, the main criterion of social position.


Yet the new population had its limitations. Neither political consciousness nor a sense of solidarity could flourish in the suburbs, where private interests took precedence over public concerns. In the absence of a strong community spirit and a compelling code of public ethics, religious observance also declined. It was not that atheism was spreading among suburbanites; it was just that they dedicated their time to their families, to leisure activities and to spending money. Sundays in the suburbs were spent playing golf, tennis and bowls rather than going to church. Most members of the middle class remained Christian in their outlook, but they increasingly did not feel the need to affirm this by attending church. Their indifference to the established Church of England set the tone for the entire nation, and for the coming century. While the Anglican Church would continue to influence English culture in the decades ahead, its popular appeal and political power would be severely diminished.
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The lie of the land
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Beyond the suburbs lay the old villages of rural England, whose decay was constantly lamented. Over 1 million English people still worked the land, but they represented a dwindling percentage of the workforce. In 1851 a quarter of English males were agricultural labourers, but by 1911 the figure fell below 5 per cent. England was now an overwhelmingly urban nation, with over three-quarters of the population living in towns and cities – a development that alarmed those who believed that the health of the English people was threatened by urban living.


Rural labourers lived in six main areas of the country – the grazing counties of the north-west, north-east and south-west, and the arable counties of East Anglia, the Midlands and the south-east. The agricultural depression of the late nineteenth century had ravaged the arable sector. In 1870 arable goods had accounted for half of the national agricultural produce, but by 1914 that figure had fallen below 20 per cent. Improvements in transport and preservation allowed producers as far away as New Zealand to export their goods to England; half of all food consumed in the country was imported.


Wages for those who worked the land were low at the start of Edward’s reign. The average pay for a sixty-five-hour week was around 12 shillings, a sum which the social reformer Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree described as ‘insufficient to maintain a family of average size in a state of merely physical efficiency’. Rural wages would increase by 3 per cent between 1900 and 1912, well behind the general 15 per cent increase in the cost of living over the same period. Where possible, agricultural labourers would rear their own animals for slaughter and cultivate their own allotments.


The English peasantry owned none of the land it cultivated. After the enclosures of the previous centuries, almost every rural acre belonged to private aristocratic landlords. Even in Ireland, where great swathes of the land had been appropriated by the British from the native Catholic population in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the situation was more favourable to agricultural labourers, after the 1903 Wyndham Land (Purchase) Act offered subsidies to tenants who wanted to purchase land from landlords. Agricultural labour in Edwardian England was often characterized as cheerless toil for someone else’s benefit, while living conditions for the peasantry were frequently desperate. It is hardly surprising that so many labourers either joined unions and agitated for an improvement in their lot or left the land for towns and cities. With the country population decreasing, the traditional rural way of life, with its ancient trades, crafts and pastimes, slowly died out. Village festivals became less frequent and public houses shut down, while bread and meat were now bought from the baker’s and butcher’s vans that came from the nearest town.


On their journeys to England’s cities, emigrant rural workers would often meet wealthy townspeople travelling in the opposite direction by motor car. Upper-middle-class Edwardians decided to move to the country in order to return to the ‘simpler’ way of life that had been evoked in the works of such Victorian writers as John Ruskin. The magazine Country Life, founded at the end of the 1890s, exerted an even larger influence, with its promises of ‘peace, plenty and quiet’ for the ‘country-loving businessman’. Nostalgia for a largely imaginary version of traditional rural life would be a prominent feature of the urban middle-class imagination throughout the twentieth century. The more country life was destroyed, the greater influence the ideal of that traditional life exercised on the English psyche.


While rich city folk often claimed to love traditional rural life, they were not prepared to forgo modern comfort. Instead of renovating the dilapidated cottages left vacant by the city-bound peasants, they generally built their own ‘cottagey’ homes replete with modern conveniences. Numerous ‘riverside’ housing developments sprang up along the Thames, with regular railway services allowing their inhabitants to commute to the City. The new houses were in the countryside but not of it. The sounds of a piano or a tennis party would issue from them; city talk now filled the country lanes.


When the rural workers arrived in a city, they found streets upon streets of indistinguishable houses and shops. The majority of the working-class men who inhabited inner cities were semi-skilled or unskilled labourers employed in factories or in the construction industry for a weekly wage. Others, still lower down the social and economic scale, assumed more precarious occupations, such as scavenger, knife grinder or hawker. According to the 1911 census, the leading occupational category for working-class men and women in England was domestic service, with some one and a quarter million people employed as servants. The number of people in domestic work reinforced the Conservative idea of England as an ‘organic’ hierarchical society in which everyone had a place and knew it.


Working-class people who were not live-in domestics often resided in the ‘two-up, two-down’ terraced city houses constructed during Victoria’s reign. These cheaply built ‘workers’ cottages’ were poorly insulated and lacked running water, though many were now lit by gas. Family life centred on the ground-floor room at the back of the house, which served as a kitchen and living room. The front room downstairs displayed the family’s best furniture and was used only on special occasions. There was a small garden at the back with an outdoor toilet; the garden could be used to grow vegetables or as a yard where work tools might be stored.


Just under half of the working classes were officially classified as impoverished. While the national income increased by 20 per cent over Edward’s reign, real wages dropped by around 6 per cent. When working husbands failed to bring in enough money to cover their family’s needs, their wives were forced to pawn the family’s possessions. In the first decade of the new century there were 700 pawn shops within ten miles of the City of London.


The ever-present fear of the working class was the penury that might come as a consequence of unemployment, ill health, a wage cut or injury at work. When the rent on a terraced house could no longer be paid, a once respectable family had to look for accommodation among the crowded and squalid slums of the ‘residuum’. It is thought that 35,000 people were homeless in London in 1910. They tramped the streets during the night and waited by the gates of the public parks until they opened, when they fell asleep on the benches. The workhouses offered little in the way of refuge. Their occupants would earn meagre meals by picking oakum and breaking stones all day, like prisoners – and any negligence could be punished by imprisonment.


The working classes were often described by middle-class observers as a different race – stunted, sickly, violent, exhausted and addicted to stimulants such as tobacco and alcohol. But while drink was condemned by genteel reformers as the ‘curse of the working classes’, drinkers often referred to it as ‘the shortest way out of the slums’. Religion was not one of the preferred stimulants of the ‘masses’ – less than 15 per cent of the urban working class regularly attended religious services. Some clergymen were concerned that the workers were regressing to paganism, while more acute observers believed they had never fully converted to Christianity in the first place. It may be significant that the denominations that retained some of their working-class allegiance combined an other-worldly ethos with an interest in earthly, political concerns. Keir Hardie, who had become the first ever ‘Labour’ MP in 1892, was an ardent Nonconformist who declared that ‘the only way to serve God is by serving humanity’. The Anglican Church, meanwhile, was regarded with indifference by the workers, hardly surprising given its reputation as ‘the Tory Party at prayer’.
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Plates in the air
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Poor wages, fear of penury and conspicuous social and economic inequality made the workers anxious and angry. In a country where there was segregation at public baths between working people and the ‘higher classes’, class hostility was inevitable. In 1900 the Labour Representation Committee (LRC) was established by socialist bodies including the Fabians and the Independent Labour Party (ILP), along with various trade unionists who were determined to secure their legal status and right to strike. The general aim of the union-backed LRC (or the Labour party, as it would be called from 1906) was to further working-class interests in the Commons, by sponsoring parliamentary representatives who would, in Keir Hardie’s words, form ‘a distinct Labour group . . . and cooperate with any party promoting legislation in the direct interests of labour’. It conceived a programme of ‘gradualist’ socialism, designed to improve Britain’s existing economic, social and political system. Reform, rather than revolution, was its purpose.


The parliamentary rise of ‘Labour’, and the electoral challenge it posed to the Liberal party, are striking in the history of twentieth-century politics. As early as 1901, the Fabian Sidney Webb argued that the emergence of a party of labour threatened the Liberal party’s status as ‘the political organ of the progressive instinct’ and as the main opposition to the Tories. Yet in the five years following its formation, ‘Labour’ was merely a parliamentary pressure group, with no aspirations to challenging the Liberals. It had only two MPs, one of whom was the redoubtable Hardie, known for wearing a cloth cap in parliament rather than the customary silk top hat. The sight of him at Westminster was a shock to many: ‘A Republic,’ wrote one journalist, ‘has insinuated itself in the folds of a monarchy.’ Hardie was lambasted by the overwhelmingly Conservative newspapers for his republican views. From the back benches, he advocated increasing as well as graduating income tax (which only 7 per cent of the population currently paid) to subsidize a programme of social reforms, designed to improve the conditions of the working class.


For the moment, no one listened to the voice of Labour. Balfour’s administration, which lasted from 1902 to 1905, showed little interest in introducing social legislation, while the idea of raising taxes was abhorrent to most Tories. Nevertheless the government did pass the 1903 Unemployed Workmen Act, which at least acknowledged that the state ought to address the problem of unemployment. The government’s most ambitious piece of domestic legislation was the 1902 Education Act, which provided funds, from local ratepayers, for denominational religious instruction; it also united the voluntary elementary schools run by the Anglican and Catholic churches with those administered by school boards. But the act provoked outrage on the Liberal benches. It was discriminatory against Nonconformists, they claimed, since it was predominantly Anglican schools that were to be subsidized by rates.


While the Education Act proved controversial, the political cause célèbre of Balfour’s tenure was protectionism. In 1902 a group of Liberal Unionists and Conservatives tried to persuade his government to impose tariffs on all imports coming into Britain from outside the empire. Their proposals effectively called for the end of laissez-faire economics and free trade – two of the great Victorian verities. The Liberal party united in opposition to the proposal, on the grounds that unfettered competition was natural, moral and patriotic.


The debate not only drew a clear dividing line between the two parties, it also split the Conservative and Liberal Unionist coalition. Many Conservatives had sympathy with the arguments of the free-trade Liberals, and even more believed that the status quo should not be disturbed. How, they asked, could such a radical idea emerge from within a Tory-dominated coalition, whose central aim was to conserve things as they were, and to perpetuate the power the party had enjoyed at Westminster for almost two decades?


The answer was simple: Joseph Chamberlain, the colonial secretary and Liberal Unionist leader, whose conversion to Tariff Reform guaranteed it would become the great issue of the day. Chamberlain, as the young Tory Winston Churchill commented, ‘was the one who made the weather’ – in the cabinet, in Westminster and in the country. The charismatic man with the monocle and the orchid in his buttonhole had been ‘Made in Birmingham’. Imbued with the confidence of a city that had experienced extraordinary material and technological progress during the industrial revolution, this former screw manufacturer was truculent, practical, energetic and ambitious. He was an emblem of Birmingham’s thriving commercial aristocracy – he had been mayor of the city in the 1870s and had improved its infrastructure through the implementation of a programme of ‘municipal socialism’.


Given Chamberlain’s character and background, it is unsurprising that not all Tories celebrated his defection to their side of the House in 1886, in protest at the Liberal government’s Irish Home Rule Bill. The old party of the landed governing class and the Anglican Church ought not, some Tories believed, to ally itself with manufacturers and dissenters, especially when they were as radical, flashy and potentially divisive as Chamberlain. Yet he proved to be a great electoral asset to what became the Unionist Alliance. His Liberal Unionist group contributed seventy-one MPs to the coalition after the 1895 election, while the policies he pursued as colonial secretary from that date had been immensely popular. Chamberlain was a zealous imperialist who believed ‘that the British race is the greatest of the governing races that the world has ever seen’. His plan for the empire was the knitting together of ‘kindred races’ for ‘similar objects’; in particular, he aimed to strengthen the ‘bonds’ linking Britain, Canada and America in a ‘Greater Britain’. Yet unifying and integrating the empire were not enough to satisfy Chamberlain; he dreamed of expanding its frontiers. His aggressive policies had helped provoke the conflict with the Boers, which became known as ‘Joe’s War’. In the early days of the military campaign he had basked in the triumphs of the British troops, which helped secure a decisive electoral victory for the Unionist Alliance in 1900.


The speeches and journalism Chamberlain produced during the election campaign were peppered with slogans. ‘Every seat lost to the government,’ he had declared, ‘is a seat sold to the Boers.’ Chamberlain believed that subtlety of argument was inappropriate for the twentieth century: ‘in politics’, he would say, ‘you must paint with a broad brush’. His ability to speak directly to the voting lower middle class and the business classes, through simple language and the modern media, made Chamberlain unique among the coalition ranks. He was, in Churchill’s phrase, ‘the man the masses knew’. While some Tories, and most Liberals, accused him of lowering the standard of public life with his ‘demagoguery’, the party hierarchy was forced to tolerate him.


With jingoism apparently dead following the debacle of the Boer War, and with the Liberal opposition gaining momentum, Chamberlain needed another popular cry. Besides, he was nearing seventy and itching for one last adventure. That adventure might also advance his ultimate ambition – the leadership of a Unionist government and the country. An acute interpreter of the spirit of the age, Chamberlain sensed that businessmen and the lower middle classes were slowly coming to the conclusion that free competition was a Victorian truism. It was this intuition that inspired Chamberlain’s Tariff Reform programme.


Chamberlain presented his plans to the cabinet in 1902. Some of his colleagues were persuaded by his argument that tariffs would protect British industry from foreign competition, but others were openly hostile. Balfour decided that he could not afford to lose the support of Chamberlain’s critics by backing the plan. The government’s official position was expressed in a characteristic Balfourian equivocation – Tariff Reform was desirable but impractical at the present time. Yet Chamberlain was not a man to wait. In May 1903, he defied Balfour by publicizing his proposals in a startling speech in Birmingham, insisting that England’s free trade policies, and the tariffs imposed by other nations on English goods, were destroying the country’s industry. ‘Sugar is gone; silk has gone; iron is threatened; wool is threatened; cotton will go! How long are you going to stand it?’ Only the imposition of tariffs on goods coming into England from outside the empire could arrest the country’s economic decline and preserve English jobs: ‘Tariff Reform’, ran his new slogan, ‘Means Work for All’. Tariffs would, in addition, further the two causes closest to his heart – imperialism and social reform. They would bind the vast empire closer together, as a single economic, political and military unit, and raise government revenue which could be spent on domestic legislation. ‘The foreigner’ would thus pay for social reform, rather than the English taxpayer.


Chamberlain’s panacea for England’s difficulties was well received by his audience. Some Unionist MPs praised the programme as an ambitious bid both to revamp Disraelian ‘one-nation Toryism’ and to revive the empire as a popular and party-political issue. But Balfour was dismayed. There was now intense pressure on him to join the side of either protectionism or free trade, yet his cabinet and party were divided on the issue. In the end, Balfour could not bring himself to choose sides and permitted members of his cabinet to make up their own minds. He also formulated an ambiguous piece of legislation that aimed to appease both factions within his party – ‘retaliatory’ tariffs were introduced on countries who had anti-British tariffs in place; protectionist measures would thereby promote free trade.


The only problem with this characteristic solution was that it satisfied neither faction. The prime minister’s reluctance to dictate an official line to his cabinet, meanwhile, was interpreted as a dereliction of his duty as leader. Representatives of both sides of the argument resigned from the cabinet, with Chamberlain declaring that he would leave the government in order to take his protectionist gospel to the country. Instead of confronting Chamberlain, Balfour told him that if he managed to convert the majority of the electorate, the coalition would back the Tariff Reform programme at the next election.


The episode undermined Balfour’s authority within his party and the Commons, where the Liberals were vociferous in their criticism. He believed in protectionism, they claimed, but knew the policy was unpopular, and had therefore sacrificed his most talented minister, and his own convictions, to pragmatic considerations. Balfour’s government was now bereft of an ambitious policy, as well as of its principal source of energy and ideas. Remarkably, Balfour managed to keep the plates spinning for a couple of years, but in November 1905 his fatally weakened government finally resigned. This may have been a ruse to expose divisions within the Liberal shadow cabinet, since it was now incumbent on them to form a government. If that is so, the ruse was a failure. Although he did not command the allegiance of all senior members of his party, the Liberal leader Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman succeeded in forming a Liberal government and led his party united into a general election in January 1906, from which it emerged victorious. Five years into the post-Victorian era, the indolent patrician prime minister had been exposed and forced out of Downing Street; he would never lead the country again. 
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The most powerful thing
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A sense of insecurity, as well as impotence, had pervaded Balfour’s administration. This was nowhere more obvious than in foreign affairs. With its economy languishing, its empire overstretched and its population growth slowing, Britain was no longer the pre-eminent world power, capable of confronting simultaneous challenges on many fronts. Some British people even wondered whether the country was strong enough to face a single threat.


The most likely menace was believed to come from Germany. That country’s burgeoning industrial might, its vast land army, the imperialist dreams of its Kaiser and its expanding navy inspired anxiety among the English. Admiral Tirpitz’s Navy Bill of 1900 specifically aimed to establish a fleet ‘of such strength that, even for the mightiest naval power, a war with Germany would involve such risks as to jeopardise its own supremacy’. This was interpreted as a thinly veiled threat to Britain. The Foreign Office declared that Germany ‘appeared to be aiming at political hegemony and maritime ascendency, threatening the independence of her neighbours and ultimately the existence of England’.


Conservative English newspapers urged the government to respond by building bigger and better battleships, and by 1905 a large portion of the English population agreed. The navy was the pride of a country that was celebrating the centenary of the Battle of Trafalgar; by protecting trade routes and imperial borders, it guaranteed England’s prosperity as well as her security. Balfour’s government responded to popular demand by commissioning HMS Dreadnought, a vast battleship that was launched by King Edward at Portsmouth in 1906. Described by one English admiral as ‘the most powerful thing in the world’, it caused a popular sensation. But the United States, Japan and Germany soon joined in the game of battleships, and the press demanded that the government should win the international arms race.


But even if victory in that race were possible, would it secure the prize of peace? For however many dreadnoughts England stockpiled, it could no longer command the waves unaided. The country’s isolation from continental affairs had once been described by English politicians as ‘splendid’; it allowed England to concentrate on global affairs and expand its empire. But with that empire now overstretched, and with England’s economy diminished, isolation had become perilous. It was imperative that England now build European alliances, but the country had few friends on the Continent. The widespread distaste for its actions during the Boer War had further alienated potential allies. What had been the point of oppressing the free farmers of the volk apart from a lust for South African gold? The infamous conflict had lent credence to long-standing French suspicions regarding la perfide Albion; the possibility of an Anglo-French alliance seemed remote.


Nevertheless, King Edward was determined to improve relations between England and its closest neighbour. He understood the danger of England’s isolated position, and preferred the French to the Germans. His state visit to France in 1903 helped create the atmosphere in which an historic ‘Entente Cordiale’ was signed the following year. That agreement, based on mutual suspicion of Germany, marked the end of centuries of Anglo-French distrust. Meanwhile, Edward’s half-hearted attempts to forge more amicable links with the Germans came to nothing. The king soon fell out with the German emperor, and railed against ‘lying’ German officials; the Kaiser branded the English ‘degenerate’.


Germany soon put the Entente Cordiale to the test by opposing France’s bid to control Morocco. She sent a cruiser to the region, ostensibly to protect her economic interests but actually as a military challenge. To German indignation, England stood by her new partner and the Anglo-French alliance was strengthened. The Kaiser accused England of ‘pursuing an anti-German policy all over the world’, while anti-German sentiment spread in England. As H. G. Wells wrote in his novel Mr Britling Sees it Through (1916), ‘the world-wide clash of British and German interests’ became ‘facts in the consciousness of Englishmen . . . A whole generation was brought up in the threat of German war.’


England also looked beyond Europe’s borders for allies. Chamberlain continued to advocate the union of Britain and the United States in a ‘Greater Britain’ that would dominate the world economy and police the globe. While that appeared unlikely, a strong diplomatic friendship between the countries was a more realistic proposition. Ever since the 1890s, matches had been made between American heiresses and English aristocrats, while the historical and linguistic links that supposedly bound the two countries were celebrated. An agreement was eventually reached, involving a concession by Britain to America’s demands in Alaska and the Caribbean. England had been forced to recognize the new reality of the United States’ economic and naval pre-eminence. Yet neither these alliances, nor the manufacture of dreadnoughts, could quell concerns about England’s capacity to defend herself. Many felt that the martial might of the country was bound up with its racial and moral strength; both were now believed to be sadly lacking.


Another emblem of England’s anxiety was the Boy Scout Movement. Its founder, Lieutenant General Robert Baden-Powell, had taken part in the Boer War, and knew first-hand the alarming condition of the British troops. Convinced that the British Empire was in a state of decline, he was determined to halt the process. The shadow of imperial and racial catastrophe hangs over every page of his book Scouting for Boys, which became a bestseller in 1908. The book inspired the spontaneous creation of ‘Scout Patrols’ throughout England; there were over 100,000 scouts by 1910. The boys were organized by ‘masters’, many of whom were ex-soldiers; they encouraged the scouts to become fitter, more resilient and resourceful, through an emphasis on outdoor activities and survival skills. ‘Through Scouting, sickly, weak and barrel-chested boys would’, Baden-Powell declared, ‘be trained in the traits of manhood.’ With their army-style uniforms, ranks, flag ceremonies and troop inspections, the scouts formed an unofficial youth army. Their motto was ‘Be prepared’.
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Demands for reform
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The Liberals won the 1906 election with a huge majority. The Unionist coalition lost more than half of its 400 seats, with Balfour and many members of the cabinet among the casualties. Three hundred and ninety-seven Liberals were returned to the Commons, where the party held 241 more seats than their rivals. It was one of the most spectacular defeats in Conservative history; after twenty years of dominance, many Tories found it difficult to accept. Yet Balfour was stoical in defeat. As the election results had come in, he murmured: ‘These things will happen.’


During the election campaign, the Liberals had attacked the Unionist coalition’s record, and in particular the Boer War. They had also denounced Chamberlain’s protectionist plans, arguing that tariffs would increase the price of imported food. By accepting this argument, the electorate ensured that laissez-faire doctrine would continue to determine economic policy, perhaps to the detriment of a manufacturing sector in urgent need of reinvigoration. The 1906 election was therefore a protest vote. The electorate passed the severest possible judgement not only on the Unionist Alliance, but also on the Tories and on Toryism. Voters had decided that the party was not fit to face the challenges of the new century, and that the ‘governing class’ it represented was unworthy of power. It is suggestive that half of those returned to the Commons in 1906 were new MPs, very few of whom came from the landed gentry.


Balfour’s immediate concerns involved returning to the Commons and maintaining his own position. He achieved his first aim by means of a safe seat, but the second proved more problematic. Many Tories blamed his leadership for the election defeat. Leo Maxse, the editor of the right-wing National Review, thought Balfour had ‘fallen into complete disrepute outside the Commons’. To add to Balfour’s problems, the vast majority of Conservatives and Liberal Unionist MPs returned to the Commons in 1906 were pro-protectionist. This left him at the head of an alliance whose principal policy he did not altogether support; he was also vulnerable to a leadership challenge from Chamberlain. At the age of seventy, however, the dynamo of the Unionist Alliance was finally slowing down. Soon after the election, Chamberlain suffered a stroke and was forced to retire from public life. For the moment, Balfour was unchallenged as leader.


Balfour’s inept leadership and Chamberlain’s retirement were not the only reasons for the pessimism in the Tory party. The Conservative privy counsellor Sir James Fergusson had been defeated at the election by a working-class trade unionist, and such losses seemed to presage a difficult time. ‘The Old Conservative Party has gone forever,’ one party veteran lamented. The Labour party was identified as the primary cause of the electoral rout, as well as the greatest cause for future concern: ‘The Labour Movement and Organisation’, one Tory politician commented, ‘has been of incomparably greater importance than anything else’. Balfour agreed, hearing in the results ‘a faint echo of the same revolutionary movement which has produced massacres in St. Petersburg, riots in Vienna and socialist processions in Berlin’.


Labour’s share of seats had increased sharply, from two to twenty-nine. Their success was facilitated by the secret Liberal–Labour pact of 1903, according to which each party allowed representatives of the other to stand unchallenged in selected constituencies. The two parties were united in their commitment to anti-militarism, free trade and social reform, though there were obvious differences in outlook. The Liberals aspired to represent the whole country, whereas Labour’s aim was to further the cause of the working class and the unions. Labour MPs also advocated far more extensive social reform than most Liberals.


By making the 1903 pact the Liberals bought the support of a small group of Labour MPs, at a time when a landslide victory for them seemed impossible. They were about the rise of Labour as an independent parliamentary force, and a party that might one day monopolize the votes of the less affluent electorate. ‘We are keenly in sympathy with the representatives of Labour,’ Campbell-Bannerman remarked. ‘We have too few of them in the House.’ It was a short-term calculation which had long-term consequences. The pact helped to establish Labour as a major party which could rival the Liberals for the anti-Tory vote among the progressive middle classes. Yet the risks were not only on the Liberals’ side. There was a danger that Labour would lose its distinct identity and eventually be absorbed into the Liberal party, whose extreme radical wing espoused views on social reform that were similar to its own.


Among the new intake of Labour MPs were the eloquent Scot Ramsay MacDonald, and the methodical Yorkshireman Philip Snowden. Both of these working-class men had former links with the Liberal party, while MacDonald had been one of the main architects of the Lib–Lab pact. Although the pair declared their support for socialism, it was a parliamentary, Christian and nonrevolutionary variety. Like most Labour MPs, they were part of a generation of newly literate workingand lower-middle-class men. Their intellectual influences were British writers such as Thomas Carlyle, John Ruskin and Charles Dickens, rather than Karl Marx. After establishing himself as one of the leaders of parliamentary Labour, MacDonald was determined that it should develop into a serious Westminster party rather than a trade union pressure group. The party might, he believed, one day displace the Liberals as the main electoral alternative to the Tories. Arthur Henderson, a self-educated Methodist and erstwhile Liberal sympathizer, joined MacDonald, Snowden and Keir Hardie in the Commons. Henderson’s rise from prominent unionist to Labour MP is emblematic of the key factor in Labour’s success: the decision of the unions to turn to politics to secure the legislative gains they had made.


The new Labour MPs were earnest, studious and often teetotal. Yet despite their distinctly un-revolutionary nature, their arrival in the Commons caused consternation among orthodox Tories. What would King Edward make of their uncouth appearance when he opened parliament? Advanced intellectuals and optimistic reformers welcomed the advent of the new men, and in doing so offered further evidence of the cultural divide in England between those who wanted to shore up the Victorian establishment and those who hoped to build a more egalitarian country from its ruins.


The success of politicians who preached socialism indicated that attitudes to state intervention were changing. Socialism implied the reorganization of society and the economy for the benefit of the whole community, rather than in the interests of an elite. Previously associated with the hated Poor Law, compulsory education and restrictions on alcohol consumption, the state was increasingly seen in a kindlier light. People gradually began to think of themselves as stakeholders in the nation.


The publication of various sociological studies into poverty showed that it could no longer be blamed on the immorality of the poor. It was seen instead as a consequence of social and economic circumstances beyond their control. The radical Edwardian intelligentsia established poverty as a fact that had to be acknowledged by the government and addressed by the state. After their interventions, few people believed that poverty could be eradicated through the efforts of individuals, municipal boards and voluntary organizations. Even The Times now spoke of the inevitability of increased reform and a degree of wealth redistribution managed by government. Many people looked to the new Liberal administration to reduce poverty, and to implement an ambitious programme of domestic legislation. But were the Liberals up to the task? After all, Victorian Liberalism had been built on a creed of noninterference.


To judge by the Liberals’ election campaign, the party was neither capable of, nor interested in, introducing extensive legislation. The Liberal leader – the portly, canny and likeable Scot Campbell-Bannerman (or C-B as he preferred to be known) – had based the campaign on the traditional Gladstonian platform of ‘peace, retrenchment and reform’. Rather than outlining an innovative and detailed programme, most Liberal electioneering had concentrated on criticizing Balfour’s government. That had also been C-B’s strong suit during his seven years as opposition leader. When he faced the subtle and patrician Balfour across the dispatch box in the Commons, it seemed, as one journalist put it, as if ‘a stout, amiable City man’ had been ‘called upon to face, with nothing better than a walking stick, a lithe fencer with a nimble rapier’. C-B was often effective and invariably imperturbable, which irritated Balfour enormously.


C-B had employed negative electioneering tactics out of necessity as well as choice. He led a fractious and disunited party, which could only come together in criticism of the opposition. When Balfour forced the Liberals to form a government at the end of 1905, the pro-imperialist faction of the party, which included such prominent MPs as Herbert Henry Asquith and Sir Edward Grey, tried to pack C-B off to the Lords, thereby assuming control in the Commons. C-B punctured the rebellion by offering the rebels key positions in his cabinet, on the condition that they drop their demands. They agreed, and backed his vague and anodyne election programme.


Disunity within the Liberal Party was an expression of the disparate character of the elements that comprised it. Nonconformists featured prominently, as did commercialists and industrialists; yet it also contained aristocratic Whigs, as well as radicals such as John Burns, the son of a washerwoman. The party had traditionally protected the rights of Nonconformists against attacks from the established church; it also defended commerce and industry against the landed interest. It was difficult, however, to formulate a coherent programme that might satisfy all of the factions within the party. Historically, the Liberals had preferred to advocate a series of single ‘causes’, such as Irish Home Rule, yet the danger of this tactic was that it made them seem a party of protest. The bonds linking its disparate elements might also one day be loosened, or some of those elements might switch their allegiance. Joseph Chamberlain’s defection from the Liberal benches to the Tory side of the House suggested that the party ought not, for instance, count on the undying loyalty of self-made Nonconformist businessmen.


At the beginning of 1906, however, Liberal supporters were in confident mood. Their 400 MPs took their places in the new parliament, behind a talented front bench that reflected the broad church of Liberalism. The three former ‘imperialist’ rebels sat alongside radical and Nonconformist MPs, while several cabinet members had titles. In early debates of the parliament, C-B overpowered Balfour: ‘The right honourable gentleman’, he declared, ‘has learned nothing. He comes back to this new Commons with the . . . same frivolous way of dealing with great questions. He little knows the temper of the new House . . . Let us get to business.’


‘Business’ included the implementation of social legislation that, while modest in scope and impact, represented a significant improvement on the efforts of Balfour’s administration. Free school meals were provided for every child, should local authorities apply for them; the power and legal status of the unions were reinforced by the Trade Disputes Act (1906); and the 1906 Workmen’s Compensation Act gave compensation to those injured at work. Abroad, C-B’s administration granted self-government to the Boers in the Transvaal Colony, closing an unhappy chapter of English history.










7


The Terrible Twins


[image: Start of image description, Decorative motif of the head of King Edward the Seventh in profile, end of image description]


On 3 April 1908, C-B stepped down as premier, exhausted by overwork and immobilized by a series of heart attacks. He died a couple of weeks afterwards, still resident in Downing Street. A competent successor was waiting in the wings, in Herbert Henry Asquith. Despite his earlier interest in rebellion, Asquith had been loyal to C-B as chancellor of the Exchequer, while also demonstrating his administrative ability. Asquith’s ‘mind’, Churchill commented, ‘opened and shut smoothly and exactly like the breech of a gun’, a portrait that captured something of Asquith’s nonchalant efficiency. His nonchalance was also suggested by his nickname ‘Squiffy’, which alluded to his habit of drinking heavily, even when there was political business to be conducted. He was in his element at a country house party, where he might enjoy cards and the companionship of attractive young women, or in a London club in the company of aristocrats.


The heart of the English establishment was a curious place to find a man of Asquith’s background. He came from a radical Nonconformist family in Yorkshire that had made its fortune in wool, and had been orphaned at an early age. Yet his difficult and puritanical middle-class upbringing, which instilled in him an unshakeable self-belief, had been complemented by an establishment education in the south of England. He had taken the traditional routes into government, via Oxford and the Inns of Court, acquiring at the first a consciousness of effortless superiority and at the second the ability to destroy the arguments of others. In the late 1880s, while his legal career flourished, Asquith became a Liberal MP and rose effortlessly within the party; in 1892 he served as home secretary under Gladstone.


Though Asquith made memorable speeches from the front bench, it was often difficult to remember the message behind his stylish rhetoric. He rivalled Balfour as a master of the art of elegant equivocation, and nor was obfuscation the only thing the pair had in common. ‘Asquith does not inspire men with great passions,’ one journalist commented, while even Asquith’s wife described him as a ‘cold hard unsympathetic man loved by none’. There was also a Balfourian indolence, dilatoriness and aloofness about the new Liberal prime minister. He rarely came to cabinet meetings fully prepared, but instead considered questions as they were raised. The aristocratic establishment was able to perpetuate itself by absorbing and fashioning members of the new, wealthy and powerful middle class who were willing to conform to its rules. Asquith would renounce his Nonconformism, for example, and convert to the Anglican tradition. He also decided to marry the daughter of a baronet, the eccentric society ‘wit’ Margot Tennant.


Asquith’s establishment views did not equip him to implement extensive and radical social reform, yet they did enable him to conciliate the diverse ideological elements in his party. In his convoluted orations, he struck a fine balance between competing Liberal creeds and factions. He would criticize the ‘misdirected and paralysing activity of the state’ in one breath, but acknowledge the ‘needs and services which could not be safely left to the unregulated forces of supply and demand’ with the next. He presided over the motley characters in his cabinet as a chairman rather than as an autocrat. The Whiggish faction of the party was represented by Reginald McKenna and a large group of earls and lords; the Gladstonian element by John Morley. The radical Liberal wing was pleased that Burns retained his position as president of the Local Government Board, while Nonconformists were delighted that the Welshman David Lloyd George had taken over from Asquith at the Exchequer. The most unexpected decision Asquith made was in appointing the former Tory MP Winston Churchill to the Board of Trade. These last two appointments of men with a passion for social reform and inordinate ambition and energy appeared promising to progressives.


Lloyd George, the son of a farmer, was brought up as a Welsh-speaker and ardent chapelgoer. It was there, as much as in the London courts he attended as a solicitor, that he learned the rhetorical tricks that established him as the greatest orator of the age. He acquired the skill of presenting complex issues as clear-cut struggles between right and wrong. He could be lofty and lyrical or pointed and precise, according to the character or mood of his audience, which made him equally persuasive in a tête-à-tête in the Commons’ smoking room, in a cabinet meeting or in front of an audience of thousands.


Lloyd George did not attend university but educated himself, reading widely in literature and political theory. He was drawn to the question of land ownership, since his links were with rural Wales. Though the landscape of his political imagination was pre-industrial, he had no arguments with industrialists, businessmen or with the accumulation of capital, and no interest in socialism. In his youth he had been attracted to Liberalism by Joseph Chamberlain’s programme of social reform. ‘Our Joe’ was an inspiration and a kindred spirit, yet the young Welshman would soon identify Chamberlain’s fatal flaws – the monomania and dogmatism that manifested themselves in his obsessive opposition to Irish Home Rule. When Chamberlain left Gladstone’s Liberal party over its Irish policy, Lloyd George remained on Gladstone’s side. It would not be the last time that his pragmatism overcame his principles.


In the Commons, Lloyd George came to public notice as the most eloquent opponent of the Boer War, attacking the ‘racial arrogance’ that sustained imperialism. It was not that he wished to disband the empire, rather that he wanted to refashion it as a federation of autonomous states. He demonstrated an affinity with C-B, who, on assuming office, rewarded his disciple by appointing him to the Board of Trade. Lloyd George’s greatest achievement in that capacity was averting a national railway strike. Drawing on all his charm and verbal dexterity, he had brokered a deal between the unions and the railway companies, who had previously been irreconcilable adversaries. Even the Daily Mail had been impressed by Lloyd George’s ministerial record, and welcomed the radical MP’s appointment as chancellor: ‘he has proved in office that he possesses in exceptional measure . . . practical business capacity . . . initiative, and large open-mindedness’. This irrepressible man of action, an eloquent Machiavelli with no establishment allegiances, would dominate Westminster politics for the next fifteen years.


Conservative journalists were not so enthusiastic about Churchill’s elevation to the presidency of the Board of Trade. A few years previously he had abandoned the Tory party, his natural political home, crossing the floor in protest against growing support for protectionism within the Unionist Alliance. According to the National Review, Churchill’s act of ‘treachery’ was typical of ‘a soldier of fortune who has never pretended to be animated by any motive beyond a desire for his own advancement’. The accusation of egotism would be repeated throughout Churchill’s career, along with the related charges of political grandstanding and of an addiction to power. Civil servants complained that Churchill was unpunctual, prey to sudden enthusiasms, and enthralled by extravagant ideas and fine phrases. He was a free and fiery spirit who inspired admiration and mistrust in equal measure. Allies hailed him as a genius, while his enemies regarded him as unbalanced and unscrupulous.


Although the Tory press highlighted Churchill’s pragmatism, he was not without principles. He was genuinely committed to social reform, just as his father, Lord Randolph, had been. He had found Balfour’s party reactionary and inhospitable; the Liberals welcomed him as one who could help them improve the conditions of the working classes. It was a shared commitment to social reform – as well as shared ambition – that brought Lloyd George and Churchill together inside Asquith’s government. The pair understood that a new period of political history had opened, in which the ‘condition of the people’ was the dominant issue. Both men were convinced that extensive reform was the context for future progress and social stability. Both also believed that domestic legislation offered the Liberals the opportunity of outmanoeuvring the Labour party and checking the spread of socialism.


‘The Terrible Twins’, as the Tory press dubbed them, were responsible for introducing a slew of social legislation and significantly increasing the portion of government expenditure devoted to social services. Churchill was instrumental in passing the Trade Boards Bill, which set down minimum wage criteria, and in setting up the labour exchanges that increased labour mobility. Lloyd George, meanwhile, was the driving force behind the 1908 Children Act, which protected minors from dangerous trades and abuse, and the Old Age Pensions Act (1908), which awarded non-contributory pensions to men over seventy who earned less than £31 a year. The 1910 Education Act, which aimed to provide youths with a choice of employment, was also Lloyd George’s proposal, as was the Mental Deficiency Act of 1913, which moved the mentally ill from poorhouses and prisons to specialized institutions. Finally, and most famously, Lloyd George introduced the National Insurance Act of 1911, the first ever piece of health and unemployment insurance legislation.


When the first groups of elderly men came to collect their pensions, one post office worker recalled that ‘tears of joy would run down the cheeks of some, and they would say . . . “God Bless that Lord (sic) George”’. The popular elevation of the proudly plebeian chancellor to the status of a lord suggests that the Victorian spirit of deference was not yet dead, but the new legislation represented a twentiethrather than a nineteenth-century response to England’s social ills. Promoted by politicians and civil servants with professional rather than patrician backgrounds, it laid the foundation for the future welfare state by guaranteeing minimum standards for a portion of the population. It thereby granted people their rights as citizens, and welcomed them, in the contemporary phrase, ‘to the common table of the nation’. It is hardly surprising that the programme was described as a form of socialistic ‘New Liberalism’, or that it inspired enthusiasm among students and the young intelligentsia. The rising generation believed that Lloyd George and Churchill had gone some way to satisfying their demand for social justice.


Lloyd George and Churchill probably went as far as the Tory-dominated House of Lords and the laissez-faire ideology of many Liberals would allow them. There was also Asquith’s caution to overcome. While the prime minister assented to most of their policies, he prided himself on never being ‘pushed along against [my] will . . . by energetic colleagues’. Whenever he regarded a proposal as too risky, Asquith’s conservative instincts prompted him to apply ‘the brake’. In private, Lloyd George complained to Churchill about his ‘aimlessness’.


Yet it was also possible that danger could come from activity. That was one of the lessons that Asquith might have drawn from the controversy provoked by the ‘People’s Budget’ of 1909. Lloyd George’s budget was informed by the principle of the redistribution of wealth, a radical notion that had been alien to most Victorians. It aimed to fund the government’s extensive social welfare programmes with a graduated tax on high incomes and by taxing land through various measures, including a 20 per cent tax on any unearned increment of land values. The chancellor justified these unprecedented peacetime demands on wealth by calling it ‘a war budget . . . for raising money to wage implacable warfare against poverty and squalidness’. The proposed taxes would not affect middle-class salary earners or the majority of industrialists, whom Lloyd George identified as the Liberals’ natural constituency. Once again the chancellor was trying to quell social unrest and outflank Labour, whose MPs could only applaud him. If the price was to alienate the landed gentry, it was one Lloyd George was happy to pay.


Others were not so happy. The Liberal party grandee Lord Rosebery dismissed Lloyd George’s proposals as ‘tyrannical and socialistic’. Here was a call for the establishment to close ranks, regardless of party allegiance, and the Tory party was not slow in responding. Even the new breed of Conservative MPs, recruited from the wealthy business classes, denounced the budget as unjust. Stanley Baldwin spoke, in one of his first Commons speeches, of the excessive expenditure the aristocracy would have to undertake if the budget were passed. The atmosphere in the Commons had not been as tense since the debates on the 1832 Reform Act.


The atmosphere in the Tory-dominated Lords, meanwhile, was one of defiance mingled with dread. It threw out the People’s Budget and a constitutional impasse ensued, damaging confidence in the political system. Terrified by the possible ramifications, King Edward tried to arrange a deal behind the scenes, yet even the monarch’s efforts were in vain. The Tory peers justified their intransigence by arguing that the budget lacked an electoral mandate – an indication that Balfour believed they would win a general election.


The Terrible Twins welcomed the opportunity of taking the New Liberal case to the people, and Asquith assented to their demands for an election in early 1910. Lloyd George and Churchill directed the Liberal campaign with customary vigour. They formed the ‘Budget League’ and coordinated the activities of Liberal newspaper editors. They also used the latest technology, sending vans to remote areas of the country with speakers fixed to them so that their words could be broadcast in the highlands and lowlands. The struggle between the lower and the upper house was characterized as one of social democracy against inherited privilege. It was also cast as a war between an increasingly middle-class Commons, where the Liberals were dominant, and a patrician and Tory House of Lords. Lloyd George was determined to create a division between the middle class and the upper class; he would gain the allegiance of the former for his party, and unite every class below the aristocracy by identifying it as their common enemy. In his public speeches he described the unelected peers as ‘five hundred men chosen at random from among the unemployed’.


This language of class war appalled the establishment, with King Edward branding Lloyd George’s statements ‘improper’ and ‘insidious’. According to a Tory MP, the chancellor ‘set the fashion for attacking rich men because they were rich’. Yet the patrician Churchill was also responsible for introducing egalitarian and meritocratic ideas into Edwardian political discourse. ‘We do not only ask today, “How much have you got?”’ he declared, ‘we also ask, “How did you get it? Did you earn it by yourself, or has it just been left to you by others?”’ Churchill even advocated the abolition of the Lords, on the grounds that the Tories would always find a way of controlling the upper house.


Yet the omens were not good for Churchill and Lloyd George. The Tory party was able to mobilize its vastly superior financial and propaganda resources. The Times and the Daily Mail instructed the electorate to reject the Liberals and instead to back the Chamberlainite Tariff Reform as a means of funding social reform without raising taxes. The lower middle class seem to have been convinced by these arguments, while the suburban middle classes found Lloyd George’s class war rhetoric too socialistic. In the event, the Liberals lost 123 seats in the election, nearly all of which were taken by the Tories, but they returned to office courtesy of the support of the Irish Parliamentary Party and the burgeoning Labour party, which claimed forty seats.


The challenge of passing the ‘People’s Budget’ was now infinitely more difficult for the Liberal government; expediting the ‘wide programme of reconstruction’ that Lloyd George and Churchill had outlined during the election campaign was unthinkable for a minority administration. A friend of Asquith’s remembered how he ‘wandered about utterly wretched and restless’ in the days following the election, yet somehow the prime minister muddled through. However disappointing the election results were, he believed they gave his government a popular mandate for the budget. The best way to force the Tory peers to back down, he suggested, was for Edward to threaten to create enough new Liberal peers to ensure the budget’s safe passage. Although this proposal was not unprecedented, the king thought it ‘simply disgusting’. Like many members of the establishment, Edward believed the government was now controlled by an Irish party that planned to emasculate the upper house in order to force through a Home Rule bill. He decided to try to negotiate once again with Balfour and the Tory peers; when discussions led nowhere, however, he reluctantly acceded to Asquith’s demands with a proviso: he would threaten to create a crowd of new Liberal peers if the Lords continued to reject the budget, but only after two general elections had confirmed public opinion on the issue.


Asquith also pressed the king on a related matter – the introduction of legislation to alter the Lords’ power of veto. Once again, in the absence of a viable alternative, Edward reluctantly agreed. Asquith’s decision to pursue the reform of the Lords was no doubt instigated by pressure from the Irish MPs, yet his party had long desired to reduce the powers of the upper house. On his arrival in Downing Street in 1906, C-B had spoken of his desire to ‘clip the wings’ of the peers, and Lloyd George had been eager to carry out the threat of his old mentor for some time. To the chancellor, the upper chamber was not so much the ‘watchdog of the constitution’ as ‘Mr Balfour’s poodle’.


Edward’s willingness to create Liberal peers proved persuasive, and the Lords eventually let the People’s Budget through with a few amendments. The Tory peers remained recalcitrant, however, on the proposals to restrict their powers, and demanded another election on the issue. One was called in December 1910, but it produced a virtually identical result to the January contest. Asquith once again claimed a popular mandate for his proposals and the new king George V, who had succeeded his father in May, saw no choice but to threaten the upper house with the creation of new Liberal peers in order to force through the reforms.


The government introduced a Parliament Act, which removed the right of the Lords to veto money bills and limited its veto over other acts. It passed through the Commons and a long debate in the Lords was followed by a narrow victory for the government. Balfour and his allies in the Lords had surprised many by backing down at the last moment in the face of the king’s threat. As a result, the Tory and Unionist ‘die-hards’, an influential aristocratic faction within the alliance, accused their leader and his allies of betrayal.


The passing of the Parliament Act, and the People’s Budget before it, constituted an extraordinary victory for the Liberal party. After a two-year struggle, a radical budget and revolutionary constitutional bill had been passed, despite the opposition of the Tory party and the landed establishment. The supremacy of the lower house had been formally established, and the status of unelected hereditary peers had been diminished. One of the provisions of the Parliament Act was that MPs received a salary; politics became a career, open to men from the professional classes, rather than a gentlemanly hobby. A significant step had been taken towards full parliamentary democracy.


Yet victory had come at a price. The Liberal government had lost its majority and was dependent on Irish support for its survival. That backing was dependent on the introduction of a Home Rule bill that was bound to be controversial. Moreover, the struggle had roused the anger of the ‘die-hard’ Tories, who had much of the aristocratic establishment behind them. ‘When the king wants loyal men,’ one of them commented after the Lords vote, ‘he will find us ready to die for him. He may want us. For the House of Lords today voted for revolution.’
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What happened to the gentry?
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In the announcement of the Lords vote, the Tory ‘die-hards’ sensed the demise of the landed gentry’s political pre-eminence. After the 1906 election, neither the Commons nor the cabinet was dominated by the territorial aristocracy. The five lawyers who sat on Asquith’s front bench attested to the new power of the professional classes. Following the introduction of MPs’ salaries in 1911, their political influence would increase. In local politics, too, the power of the landed interest had diminished. While Justices of the Peace, Lords Lieutenant and high sheriffs still tended to be drawn from the gentry, they could no longer determine local government elections, and they rarely stood as candidates themselves. It was the burgeoning middle class who now dominated in the English counties. As the state extended in scope and power, country society retreated. Now that local politics demanded administrative competence, how could it be regarded as an aspect of noblesse oblige?


Outside the political sphere, the territorial aristocracy had been declining for decades. In 1873 the publication of an official inquiry into English landownership had revealed that all of England was owned by less than 5 per cent of its population. This finding appalled the increasingly powerful middle classes, and landed privilege was attacked on several fronts. The gentry’s patronage in the professions was significantly reduced when the purchasing of army positions and ecclesiastical benefices was prohibited by law, and examinations were made compulsory. Open competition for places in the legal professions and the civil service soon followed; the amateurish aristocratic ethos that pervaded these occupations had been dispelled by the beginning of the new century.


The late-nineteenth-century agricultural depression further weakened the gentry. The value of land was the same in 1910 as it had been in 1880, during which period rents had fallen by around 40 per cent in the south and east of England. And then there were the death duties imposed by Liberal governments, and denounced by Lady Bracknell in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest (1895): ‘Between the duties expected of one during one’s lifetime, and the duties exacted from one after one’s death,’ she declared, ‘land has ceased to be either a profit or a pleasure. It gives one position, and prevents one from keeping it up.’ Many of the gentry decided to sell off their estates as a result. The additional land taxes that were introduced as part of the ‘People’s Budget’ led to the closure of even more country houses – an unprecedented 800,000 estates were put on the market between 1909 and 1914. Yet even before this surge in sales, the age in which the ‘great house’ had dominated the countryside had come to an end.


The demise of the landed gentry did not eliminate the aristocracy as a whole. After 1890, spectacularly wealthy members of the middle class had been permitted to enter the peerage. In the late nineteenth century the amalgamation of small, family-owned businesses had created corporations whose owners became almost unimaginably rich. Brewers, cotton and metal magnates were now as wealthy as landowners, and they demanded recognition from the establishment. Among the new Edwardian peers, representatives of finance, industry and commerce were dominant.


Many older aristocrats disapproved of the arrival of the new men, with some dismissing them as ‘plutocrats’. They had, it was said, made their money as a result of Victorian commercial and imperial expansion, and now had no other interest than in spending it ostentatiously. Punch magazine caricatured the group as vulgar, ignorant, greedy and obsessed with golf and motor cars. The gentry feared the plutocrats might ‘adulterate’ their caste, fears that were sometimes informed by anti-Semitism; the Tory ‘die-hard’ Lord Willoughby de Broke lamented the ‘contamination’ of old English stock by ‘cosmopolitan’ and ‘Levantine’ finance. The anxiety, however, was prompted largely by unadulterated snobbery. ‘The rushing flood of ill-gotten gold has overflown its banks and polluted the crystal river of unreproved enjoyment,’ remarked a member of the Russell family. Existing members of the elite criticized new recruits as a means of displaying their pedigree, and disguising the fact their ancestors had also once been social climbers. Other aristocrats believed that upper-class society had been shrewd in swallowing the new millionaires, just as it had assimilated middle-class politicians such as Asquith and Baldwin. Had society not done so, these ‘keen-witted, pushing, clever and energetic’ men might, in Lady Dorothy Nevill’s view, have overthrown the social order.


The recently minted nobles, however, had no intention of dismantling the gentry. They acquired the landed estates that were coming onto the market, married into the gentry and supported the Tories. The nouveau riche press barons all sided with the old party of land, the crown and the Church, and that party’s power in the country was vastly extended through newspapers such as the Daily Mail. As one historian of the aristocracy, F. M. L. Thompson, observed, ‘The old order concentrated on the preservation of the power of property, manipulating the machinery of political democracy through mass ignorance, prejudice and apathy to delay the spread of social equality . . . for as long as possible.’


Like the Tory party, the City of London became an emblem of the marriage of convenience between the old and new aristocracies. Many of the gentry invested the money they had made from the sale of their lands in stocks and shares, sometimes following the advice of recently ennobled financiers. Over the Edwardian era, the value of their investments rose much faster than inflation. Younger members of the older aristocratic families even entered the City as stockbrokers, conferring ‘respectability’ on a profession previously regarded as middle class. Here was a thoroughly English revolution – a great change had taken place in society so that its fundamental structure might remain the same.
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Car crazy
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‘On Sunday morning, along the Kennington Road,’ Charlie Chaplin recalled of his early-twentieth-century adolescence, ‘one could see a smart pony and trap outside a house, ready to take a vaudevillian for a ten-mile drive as far as Merton or Norwood.’ In 1900 horses were the most common means of travel and the roads were relatively uncrowded, with railways carrying livestock as well as long-distance travellers. Within a decade, however, transport had changed rapidly, in every sense of the word.


The horses were first overtaken by bicycles with inflated tyres, which had been invented in the late 1880s by John Boyd Dunlop. The new tyres made bicycles far more comfortable to ride, and by 1900 ‘cyclemania’ was everywhere. Its leading lights were seen riding in the parks, the men in suits and boaters, the ladies sporting loose knickerbockers under their billowy dresses. At first cyclists were barred from Hyde Park, and confined to the less fashionable public gardens. Conservative aristocrats objected to the sight of unchaperoned ladies racing up and down Rotten Row in revealing knickerbockers, yet soon cyclists infiltrated every part of the city.


The press spread fears about the effects of prolonged cycling. Overenthusiastic cyclists might develop ‘bicycle hump’ by leaning too long over the handlebars; acute cases of ‘bicycle foot’ and even ‘bicycle face’ were reported. Since some of the cheaper bicycles were difficult to steer and had only rudimentary brakes, falling off was a more tangible danger, yet this did not stop intrepid cyclists from speeding around, regardless of safety.


In 1901 bicycles were the fastest means of transport on the roads, but they enjoyed supremacy for only the shortest of spells. Both bikes and horses were soon surpassed by motor cars, which could travel over 20 miles per hour by 1903. These petrol-driven automobiles had replaced the slow and unreliable steam-powered vehicles of the late nineteenth century. The driver of the early Edwardian motor car sat on a high box, just like a coachman, behind a windscreen if that optional extra had been purchased. If there was no windscreen, he or she ran the risk of being propelled forward over the front of the car whenever they braked too abruptly. Sometimes mischievous children would try to provoke an accident by throwing their caps into the path of oncoming vehicles. The motor car travelled on the left side of the road and overtook bicycles by pulling out to the right, a manoeuvre often accompanied by accidents and arguments. As only the wealthiest could afford automobiles – which cost hundreds of pounds to buy and hundreds per year to run – early drivers often looked down on cyclists, referring to them as ‘cads on casters’.


Some aristocratic motorists had an equally condescending attitude to the law. When Lord Portsmouth was stopped for exceeding the speed limit, he was belligerent: ‘I have been one of the chief magistrates of the county for some years,’ he told the constable, ‘and I have never heard of such an absurd thing as speeding. If I were you I should not take this any further.’ Other members of the old caste declined to pay the steep fines on the grounds that restricted speed limits were ‘un-English’. Drivers stopped by the police usually claimed to have been travelling under the speed limit; others tried to bribe the representatives of the law. When these tactics failed, the motorist would be hauled before the local magistrate. Among those charged with speeding in the period was the prime minister, Arthur Balfour. Such was Balfour’s notoriety on the roads that, when the Motor Car Act of 1903 was discussed in parliament, one humorous MP proposed that the 20-mile-per-hour speed limit in the legislation should not apply to him.


Motor cars became a symbol of the threat the urban world posed to the countryside. At weekends, the automobiles of affluent city dwellers piled up beside wayside inns. To local villagers, motorists looked like people from another world. They wore heavy leather or fur-lined suits and coats, cloth caps with ear flaps and rubber ‘ponchos’ in inclement weather. They were startling manifestations of the new spirit of the age.


In a country where class antagonism was increasing, it is not surprising that cars were seen as an emblem of England’s ‘idle rich’. During the debates over the 1903 Motor Car Act, one MP described driving as ‘an amusement which is indulged in principally by wealthy people’ and urged the Balfour administration to prove that it was not ‘a government of the rich, for the rich and by the rich’ by punishing aristocratic lawbreakers. Wealthy drivers ought to be taxed and made to contribute to the maintenance of country roads, and they should be forced to pass a test.


Such drivers may have been an unpopular minority but they were a formidable one. Lord Northcliffe, a fanatical early motorist, furthered the drivers’ cause in his newspapers. The Times described motor cars as ‘no mere article of luxury or amusement for a small minority’; they were instead a means of transport with potential to ‘serve the public’ and to become a ‘key English industry’ in the future. As part of its pro-motorist initiative, the newspaper attempted to distinguish blue-blooded drivers from the nouveau riche whose behaviour was blamed for the public outcry. ‘The number of owners and drivers of motor cars who are not gentlemen,’ the paper commented, ‘would seem to be unduly large. There is no turning a cad into a gentleman.’ The debate surrounding motorists was informed by contemporary anxieties concerning the ‘dilution’ of the gentry. The irony was that Northcliffe, the man responsible for this anti-plutocrat propaganda, had himself only recently been ennobled.


Those who supported the motorists claimed that reports concerning the number of accidents caused by vehicles were wildly exaggerated. They were part of a nationwide ‘motor car panic’, which was in part an attack on wealth and privilege. Yet the criticisms of dangerous drivers continued, largely because the facts supported the critics. In 1909 motor cars caused 373 accidents in Britain, but in 1914 there were 1,329 – though the rise was largely owing to the increasing use of the vehicles.


As they became an increasingly familiar sight on English roads, the ‘motor car panic’ died down. The press no longer exaggerated the incidence of minor accidents, and the government welcomed automobiles as a new source of revenue. Motor cars gradually became accepted in the same way that bicycles had been. Private cars were joined on the streets of London by taxis or ‘hackney carriages’, and jostled for space with hansoms, bicycles, electric and horse-drawn trams, and open-topped omnibuses. It is hard to think of another period of English history when so many different types of vehicle sped along the capital’s roads, or when London’s streets witnessed such mayhem.


The absence of transport management was partially remedied when the Liberal government introduced its Town Planning Act in 1909. Yet the pandemonium on the streets could no more be restrained by legislation than could suburban sprawl. The proliferation of motor cars and the sudden expansion of the suburbs were both expressions of the spirit of a speed-obsessed and restless age. The same spirit informed the numerous social reforms passed in quick succession by the Liberal government, as well as England’s breathless participation in an international arms race. Everything seemed faster following the death of Victoria and the decline of Victorianism, including thought and perhaps even time itself. The culture of the period might be compared to a new motor car, uncertain of its destination but intent on arriving in record time.
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Little hammers in their muffs
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King Edward VII had died unexpectedly, in the middle of the constitutional crisis and after a mere nine years on the throne. The apparently hearty sixty-eight-year-old had been ill for months, and a life of overindulgence had weakened his constitution. Yet as his ailments had not been widely reported, his death in May 1910 seemed sudden.


Asquith spoke for many of his countrymen when he described himself as ‘stunned’ by the news of Edward’s death. Outside Buckingham Palace the crowds stood silent, and 400,000 people visited the king’s coffin in Westminster Hall in two days. The organizers of the funeral wanted the proceedings to be as democratic as possible, so the wealthier classes were forced to queue along with everyone else to pay their last respects. Here was testimony to how England had changed since Victoria’s funeral less than a decade before; the tolerant and relaxed Edward had seemed far more accessible to his subjects than his mother had been. The newspapers celebrated the late king as ‘a very average typical Englishman in his tastes and habits’, while omitting to mention that he was not at all average in his indulgence of those tastes. Edward was the first English monarch to be presented to his subjects as ‘ordinary’. He was also one of the first stars of an emerging personality culture, created by the increasingly influential popular press. This may explain why, in the words of one cabinet member, ‘the feeling of grief and sense of personal loss’ in the country were ‘deeper and keener than when the Queen died’. Yet the public outpouring of emotion was an expression of fear for the future as well as of sadness. ‘At home things seemed to be going from bad to worse,’ remarked one Tory MP.


The new king, George, was ‘heart-broken and overwhelmed’ by the death of the man whom he called ‘the best of fathers’. As a youth, Edward’s second son had trained as a naval officer, but on the death of his elder brother towards the end of Victoria’s reign he had become second in line to the throne, and his naval career had come to an abrupt end. Marriage, children, a crash course in constitutional history and tours of the empire followed, though George did not enjoy either of the latter pursuits, being as averse to foreign food as he was uninterested in books.


Short in stature and knock-kneed, George was a modest and devoted family man. His naval training had moulded his character. Although he lived like a conservative country squire, he thought and talked like a naval officer, with a booming gruff voice and a fondness for salty humour. He had inherited his father’s blue eyes and fair hair but lacked Edward’s Falstaffian figure, energy and bonhomie, as well as his passionate interest in high society and continental diplomacy. Within weeks of his ascent to the throne, George had the luxurious decor of Buckingham Palace toned down; he also decided to keep lavish public banquets to a minimum, since they did not agree with his poor digestion. George was intent on restoring the atmosphere of simplicity, earnestness and domesticity that had characterized the English court in the reign of his grandmother. While the king’s air of melancholy was sometimes dissipated on public occasions and while he could be explosive in private, he never acted impulsively. To the outside world, it seemed that the private and reserved king dedicated his time to hunting and stamp collecting. Yet his passion for those pursuits revealed a singlemindedness as well as a desire for order.


The history lessons George had received in his youth could not have prepared him for the political crisis that he faced after his coronation. Asquith had urged the new king to threaten the Tory-dominated Lords with the creation of new Liberal peers if they did not pass the bill that would restrict their powers. If George refused to do so, the prime minister would resign and go to the country. As a natural Tory, George had an instinctive dislike of the Liberal government; he hated that ‘damned fellow’ Lloyd George and regarded Asquith as ‘not quite a gentleman’. Yet against his instincts, he acceded to his prime minister’s demand; siding with ‘the peers against the people’ had seemed too dangerous in a nation increasingly exercised by inequality. In retrospect, George believed he had made a grave error, and blamed Asquith for exploiting his inexperience.


The early years of George’s reign would be both testing and fiery. Between 1910 and 1914, England’s society and economy seemed to be on the point of collapse, while the population was described as seething with unrest. The minority Liberal government – and the political system as a whole – appeared impotent in the face of new challenges and progressive demands. ‘In 1910,’ wrote the historian George Dangerfield in The Strange Death of Liberal England (1935), ‘the fires long smouldering in the English spirit suddenly flared up, so that by the end of 1913 Liberal England was reduced to ashes.’


The first of the social and political conflagrations identified by Dangerfield came in the form of industrial action, which spread across the country after 1910. The Times described the strikes as ‘of an unexampled character’ in their extent and intensity. Throughout England, groups of workers downed tools. Most were protesting for better working conditions, while some were demanding an increase in wages, which had declined sharply in real terms. The failure of the ‘New Liberal’ social reforms to substantially reduce the incidence of poverty was also a source of discontent. ‘Some magical allurement,’ commented Ramsay MacDonald, seemed to ‘seize the Labour world’ as 1910 progressed. Without warning, hundreds of women factory workers in London stopped work and poured onto the streets. There the strikers shouted, sang and encouraged other workers to join the protest.


In 1911 the strikes proliferated and intensified. Protests overwhelmed the ports, the mines and the railways. ‘More works are being closed down every day,’ wrote Austen Chamberlain, son of Joseph and leader of the protectionist wing of the Unionist Alliance. ‘More trains are being taken off the railways. The whole machinery of national life is slowly stopping.’ Asquith used a similar metaphor when he spoke of the ‘severe strain upon the whole social and political machine’. It seemed that society and the economy, which in normal times worked independently of government control, were in danger of breaking down. The vast majority of trade unionists and Labour MPs did not want to replace the machine with another, socialist model, but they did want the government to ensure it apportioned a higher percentage of profits to the workers. State intervention should, MacDonald argued, be in the interest of the general community. Yet many Liberals felt this would represent a categorical rejection of laissez-faire politics and economics; it would also encourage the idea that wealth ought to be redistributed along with profits, through increased progressive taxation on incomes, on property and on assets, or even through direct redistributive socialist legislation. While the ‘People’s Budget’ had made steps in a reformist direction, Lloyd George had intended it as a defence against socialism, rather than as a promotion of that ‘illiberal’ ideology.


Asquith’s government had to improvise a response to the strikes, and without the benefit of a parliamentary majority. They tried various strategies, which enjoyed varying degrees of failure. Churchill, who had been promoted to home secretary in 1910, tried to force the strikers back to work by sending in the army to confront them. In Liverpool, riots broke out and the troops fired on protesters, killing two men. King George thought the situation ‘more like revolution than a strike’ and felt the government’s response should be more draconian. The English establishment was beginning to panic.


When Labour MPs attacked government coercion, Asquith tried passing legislation. One government-sponsored bill guaranteed a minimum wage to the miners, while another granted unions the right to establish funds for political purposes. Yet it was not enough to appease the strikers, including those who worked on the railways. In 1911 the government decided to play its best card and sent Lloyd George to broker a deal between the railway workers and their employers. The chancellor was famous as a ‘man of the people’, and posed as their ‘champion’. ‘He plays upon men round a table,’ Asquith’s secretary wrote, ‘like the chords of a musical instrument . . . until a real harmony is struck.’ Lloyd George’s verbal dexterity had its effect and an agreement was reached, though he could not repeat his success the following year, when he was unable to reconcile the striking dockers and their employers. After that failure, the government retreated from direct involvement in industrial disputes, and the strikes continued with increasing intensity. More than a thousand protests now took place annually, and involved over a million and a half workers – eight times the number who had gone on strike in each year of Edward’s reign.
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