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ABSTRACT 

The following pages are devoted to Members of Parliament - 

Labourites, Liberals, Nationals, Independents - who expressed dissent 

at the National Government's handling of foreign and defence affairs. 

Each of these groups was studied separately, but care was taken to 

view the Opposition in toto, so that similarities of view or approach 

were ascertained. Any efforts made to effect a united opposition 

were traced, as were the inter-party movements that originated in 

these years. Finally, research was undertaken to discover what 

factors - sociological, economic, electoral - differentiated dissidents 

from loyalists in the governing coalition or rival factions within 

the Opposition Parties. 

It appeared that the Government's opponents, despite divergencies, 

began to move towards a common goal of limited collective security. 

Nevertheless, so divided were they by rival creeds and calculations 

that little co-operation was affected until the outbreak of war. 

Separately, howeverl the dissidents achieved little, primarily because 

each group was crippled by a lack of cohesiveness within its own 

ranks. The end result was that the Government had a freer hand than 

it would otherwise have had. 

The counsel offered by the Opposition looked to the fortification 

of peace to deter the dictatorsq or to overawe them it aggression 

occurred. Although insufficient thought had been given to how the 

allies would have fared in the event of war, the grand alliance 

policy was - and was recognised by the public to be - an alternative 

to appeasement. As to the flimsy dividing line between both 

Coalition loyalists and dissidents and groupings within the opposition 

Parties it would seem that the only significant difference was that 



of aggregate experience. In effect, dissent or specialism in 

foreign or defence matters was found to be primarily connected 

with members being placed in close relations with overseas interests 

or serving either in the Forces or in a related department. 



1. 

INTRODUCTION 

November 1935 to May 1940 were especially five momentous years in 

Britain's political life. Crisis followed crisis in rapid succession, so 

that in a brief span of time not only was the hope of the twenties - the 

maintenance of peace through disarmament and the establishment of the 

effective authority of the League of Nations - finally shattered, but 

Britain was committed to a total war that she could not win, and would not 

have done so, Churchill or no Churchill, save for the unforeseen interven- 

tion of Russia and the United States. In retrospect observers have -found 

it hard to account for the short-sightedness of Britain's statesmanship, 

which might have used the country's strength in the struggle to maintain 

the rule of law without paying the terrible price ultimately exacted 

of her. 

The main burden of responsibility for Britain's inability to put up 

effective resistance to successive aggressions must undoubtedly lie upon 

the National Governments, which held sway during these years. The original 

National administration had been formed by Ramsay MacDonald in 1931, and 

drew support from Conservatives, Liberals and but a few Labour Members. 

MacDonald handed over to Stanley Baldwin, the Conservative leader, in June 

1935, who in turn was succeeded by Neville Chamberlain, in May 1937. 

Formed to take the country out of crisis, albeit financialq it was to 

plunge the British Empire into the most formidable struggle it ever had 

to meet. 

The foreign policy of the National Government has been chronicled by 

many writers from many different points of view. Indeed the students of 

the National Government's policy have been legion. The origins of that 

policy have been much debated; the attempts of British statesmen to 

implement the policy have been recorded in minute detail. The validity 
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of the total policy, particularly Chamberlain's share in it, is still 

passionately discussed. In all that has been written, however, there has 

been little attempt to trace the activities of the group of members who 

expressed dissent over the Government's foreign policy. In fact it is 

misleading to speak of them as a group at all, but rather heterogeneous 

elements. They included the Labour Party, Liberal Party and men independent 

of all political affiliations. Furthermore, as Duff Cooper commented, 

foreign policy t1cut clean across existing party lines", and there were a 

number of dissident Conservatives and National Government supporters that 

can be added to the list of opposition elements. 
1 

These opposition elements have been relatively ignored until of late, 

when a number of historians, particularly American ones, have made contribu- 

tions in this field. John F. Naylor's book Labour's International Policy 

has given us an admirable account of that party's outlook and activities 

on foreign affairs in the thirties. The Liberal Party has not been so 

fortunate, for the only recent works on the partys those of Trevor Wilson 

and Roy Douglas, largely skate over the period. 
2 

Excepting Winston Churchill, 

Anthony Eden and Harold Macmillang the supporters of the National 

Government who protested at the country's foreign policy were virtually 

ignored until the publication of Neville Thompson's The Anti-Appeasers, a 

sharply critical account - perhaps too critical - of their endeavours. 

Moreover, there has been no real attempt to examine the opposition in totog 

viewing the respective criticisms of Government policies, alternative 

Duff Cooper continued: "It (division of opinion over foreign affairs) 
produces strange phenomena, such as the majority of the Tory Party 
vociferously cheering the ultra-pacifism of Lansbury while regarding the 
Duchess of Atholl as a dangerous revolutionary. " The Second World 
War, p-67. 

2 
Wilson, The Downfall of the Liberal Party, 1914-35; Douglas, The History 

of the Liberal Party, 1895-1970- 
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policies and activities as a whole. The nearest to this is WR Rock's 

Appeasement on Trial, which is merely concerned with February 1938 - 

September 1939, and is much in need of revision. The only other major 

works touching the opposition as a whole are KW Watkins' Britain 

Divided, the Effect of the Spanish Civil War on British Political 

Parties, which concentrates on Churchill and the Labour Partycompletely 

ignoring the Liberals and other National dissidents, and M Cowling's 

Impact of Hitler: British Politics and British History, 1933-40 which 

is similarly concerned with leading political figures, concentrating 

heavily on Chamberlain's peace-time premiership. Another serious 

omission in work on this period is the lack of a general study of the 

inter-party movements that originated in the later '30s and the various 

efforts to effect a united opposition from the dissident groupings. 

This thesis is a further step in filling that void, without following, 

I trust, too much, in recently made footsteps. To prevent this I have 

tended to concentrate on dramatic highlights - such as the Munich Debate 

rather than, as in the other works, a detailed examination of events as 

they occurred. Furthermore, in the examination of Labour, I shall 

restrict myself to the parliamentary party, ignoring almost wholly, 

unlike Naylor's work, the movement outside Westminster. The evolution 

of Labour's foreign policy will be traced, its makers, in as far as 

possible, ascertained, and the effects of the international scene on 

the notorious divisions within the party will be studied in some detail 

as will other factors relevant to Labour's approach to foreign or 

defence matters. In the process I hope to resurrect the opinions and 

activities of as many Labour MPs as possible, including hitherto obscure 

backbenchers, too often neglected by historians in favour of the more 

celebrated few. 

A similar approach has been adopted for the National dissidents, 

concentrating on areas, for example the lesser-known critics, glossed 

over by Neville Thompson. His work appeared at a somewhat late stage in 
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the writing of this thesis and consequently some revision was necessary 

in order to avoid it being too much an approximation of his study of the 

dissenters. Despite similarities, I beg to differ, on occasions, with 

some of his conclusions. 

Naturally enough I shall give considerable attention to the neglected 

Liberal Party, but the difficulty here is the comparative shortage of 

material. With an acute lack of funds the party headquarters have moved 

more than once in recent years, discarding valuable, at least to the 

historian, material in the process. Nevertheless it is possible - by 

gleaning here and there - to piece together an account that does some 

justice to the Liberal Party's endeavours and difficulties during this 

period. 

A further aim of this thesis is to examine the Opposition elements 

in toto, viewing as a whole their criticisms of Government, suggested 

alternative policies and general activities to ascertain whether any 

similarities of view, approach or action existed. There is good reason 

to do this. In dealing with the history of any one Government one has 

constantly to bear in mind the political forces on the other side. A 

government's fortunes for good or ill can depend to a considerable extent 

on the activities of its opponents as upon its own exertions. For 

example, Stanley Baldwin maintained in his famous reply to Churchill's 

statement that "the responsibility of Ministers for the public safety is 

absolute and requires no mandate", that part of the responsibility for 

Britain's slow start in rearmament rested on the Opposition. In evidence 

he brought forward certain facts to the attention of the House. He 

blamed the Labour Party for exploiting the pacifist feeling that had 

existed in the country, in 1933-4, in order to defeat the National 

GoverAment candidates at by-elections, and went on to declare that he had 

not seen any prospect, after the East Fulham by-election, of getting a 
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rearmament mandate but rather, if an election were held, of the 

likelihood of a large majority opposed to rearmament. And so, the Prime 

Minister claimed, it had been necessary to hold on until the mood of the 

country had changed in favour of rearming and then seek his mandate. 

This he did but not without losing much valuable time. 
1 

Seen in this 

light, the question within a democracy such as Britain is to what extent 

the responsibility for the pursuit of particular defence and foreign 

policies or, as is largely the case here, the failure to follow others, 

rests on the opposition, official or otherwise, and not merely on the 

existing Government. 

Another avenue that will be explored is the inter-party movements, 

groupings and contacts that existed in the later 30s and the various 

efforts made to link those of all parties and of none, that dissented 

at the Government's course, into a united opposition. Inspiration for 

this phenomenon - the like of which we have not seen before or since - 

came largely from the foreign situation, and such a study of movements 

like the Hundred Thousand Group or Arms and the Covenant can teach valuable 

lessons for those who today argue for a fundamental realignment of 

political forces outside the established party structure. 

In a further respect this work breaks with previous tradition in that 

it has a socio-economic flavour, reflecting the fact that, as originally 

envisaged, it was a joint venture of the History and Political Departments 

of Nottingham University. After consultation the idea was conceived of 

systematically analysing those members who protested against the National 

Government's course in international affairs. This has been done in a 

variety of ways. Included is an analysis of the Labour, Liberal and 

1 
House of Commons Debates, November 12th, 1936. Col-589. 
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Conservative Parties as they stood following the General Election of 1935. 

To this continual reference and comparison is made when the opposition 

elements are again analysed during the various dramatic highlights of 

these years. A similar process has been applied to other occasions worthy 

of note, including the creation of inter-party movements, such as the All 

Party Parliamentary Action Groupt or the emergence of a body of members 

expressing dissent at the course their parties were taking on the vital 

issues of the day, as in the cases of Labour's rearmers or pacifists. 

To this end biographical data on the M. Ps concerned numbering 

approximately 300 was compiled. The information assembled was reduced 

to meaningful and comprehensible lines by using filing cards on which 

were recorded antecedents, age, education, religiong occupation and other 

relevant details. The pictures that finally took shape were incomplete 

in some details. Unfortunately this could not be rectified by securing 

permission to use the autobiographical material which Josiah Wedgwood, one 

of the M. Ps; we shall be studying, persuaded several hundred of his 

contemporary M. Ps to prepare and entrust to him, and which now is in the 

possession of the History of Parliament Trust. Consequently when the 

officially sponsored History of Parliament appears, analysis and 

synthesis on a far grander scale will become possible. Yet this 

exhaustive treatment of the M. Ps involved will not reach fruition until 

the distant future. There was need, therefore, to cover this ground, 

albeit on an interim basis only, and with sufficient material to make 

the research worthwhile some interesting conclusions took shape. 

It is not necessary for me to testify to the efficacy of the 

biographical approach to history. Recent research has shown that 

biographical studies can be a very effective means for examining the 

House of Commons. Through the work of scholars like Sir John Neale 

and Sir Lewis Namier our knowledge of Parliament has been greatly 
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enlarged. 
1 

There is sufficient reason. therefore to embark on the 

laborious task of compiling biographical data on M. Ps, many of whom were 

not very important or interesting as individuals, for only in this way can 

one meaningfully evaluate such statements as the appeasers were middle 

class businessmen while the anti-appeasers were descended from the 

pre-nineteenth century aristocracy. Moreover, as the thesis will 

illustrate, an examination of a member's or group of members' background 

can reveal why he or they arrived at a particular view or took a certain 

course of action. 

One last introductory note is necessary. This study ends on the 

10th May, 1940, rather than 3rd September, 1939, because it was the 

formation of Churchill's Government, not the outbreak of war, that ended 

a political era which had opened with the formation of the National 

Government in 1931. Although Churchill and Eden joined the Cabinet when 

the war began, political control remained largely in the hands of those 

who had managed the country's, affairs for the best part of a decade. Nor 

did criticism of the administration cease with the beginning of the war. 

After a short truce following the initial shock of hostilities, opposition 

was renewed on both sides of the House of Commons. Many of those who had 

previously challenged the Government's handling of foreign affairs now 

took issue with its conduct of the war. Neville Chamberlain's resignation 

finally ended the political fueds and criticism which had originated in 

the domestic, imperial, and foreign events of the early 1930s. 

Neale, The Elizabethan House of Commons; Namier, The Structure of 
Politics at the Accession of George III. 
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CHAPTERI 

THE 1935 GENERAL ELECTION 

The Campai-n 

The House of Commons which was elected in 1931 was dissolved on 

October 25,1935, and polling in the general election was fixed for 

November 14. Nominations took place on November 4, when 38 members 

were returned unopposed to the new Parliament, a group that included 

22 Conservatives and 3 Liberal National men on the one side, and 

12 Labour and an Independent on the other. For the remaining seats a 

total of 1,310 prospective MPs entered the field: 493 Conservatives, 

20 National Labourites, 41 Liberal Nationals, 6 National Candidates as 

Government supporters; 157 Liberals (of the Samuelite variety), 

4 Independent Liberals (Lloyd George family party), 540 Labourites and 

49 Independent Candidates who opposed the Baldwin Ministry. 
1 

The question of the League of Nations was to figure in the 

contest. 
2 

All the parties - Conservative, Liberal and Labour alike - 

were for the League; each of their manifestoes expressed support for 

a system of collective security administered from Geneva. It is not 

surprising, therefore, that the electors felt that there was little to 

choose between the parties on this issue, and were somewhat bewildered 

by the hostility between rival candidates who used the same League of 

1 
Figures recorded in Dod's Parliamentary Companion, 1936. 

The election is dealt with somewhat briefly here but further 
comment can be found elsewhere, when subject matter requires 
reference to aspects of the campaign. 
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Nations slogans. 
1 

Baldwin's tactics, in effect, had left the Liberal 

and Labour Parties at a distinct disadvantage. Both went to the 

hustings with roughly the same apparent position on the League of 

Nations as that held by the Government. CL Mowat aptly commented 

that the Conservatives had stolen their clothes and the Opposition 

parties could only protest that Baldwin would never wear them. 
2 

Participants in these years, particularly Labour ones, and some 

historians, have considered that the League was the "main issue" at 

the election. 
3 

Neville Thompson wrote that the National Government won 

"the 1935 election on a platform of supporting the League and collective 

security", while Michael Foot has put that "Labour's pleadings to the 

Government to stand by their obligations (to the League), merely played 

into the hands of Stanley Baldwin who won an election on the promise 

4 
that he would do just that" These views rest on the assumption that 

It 5 
much of the election campaign was devoted to international affairs" . 

It was not. With roughly the same apparent position on the League as 

that held by the Goverment, the Liberal and Labour Parties were forced 

to turn their electoral attention elsewhere to unemployment, depression, 

the misery still overshadowing parts of the land, and these became as 

The League of Nations Union asked candidates to indicate publicly 
their attitude to the League and the use of sanctions. From informa- 
tion relating to 567 constituencies reaching the Union's Head Office 
it was apparent either from the speeches or election addresses that 
550 MPs of the new Parliament were in favour of maintaining the 
League's collective pressure upon Italy until her war of aggression 
in Africa was stopped. Only 52 of these declared their desire to 
avoid or their opposition to the use of armed force by the League. 
League of Nations Union Handbook, 1936. 

2 
Britain'Betwedn The Wars, p. 554. 

3 
Ibid, p. 553. 

4 
Thompson, The Anti-Appeasers 

' p. 38; Foot, Aneurin'Bevan, p. 211. 
See also Attlee's As It Happened, p. 80. 

5 
Miliband, Parliamentary Socialism, p. 229. 
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important in the campaign as the Italian aggression. This was noted 

by the Daily Herald on 15 October: 

"The General Election will be fought on domestic issues 

and not exclusively on foreign policy. Six months ago it 

looked as if foreign policy would dominate the election. 

Between Labour and the Tories there was a gulf that seemed 

unbridgeable on foreign policy. Now, incredible as it 

would have seemed six months ago, the Government is 

supporting the League. " 

Consequently Labour devoted fourteen of the sixteen pages of its 

pamphlet, The Case Against the National Govdrnm6nt, to domestic matters, 

Similarly the weight of the GovernmentIs manifesto was directed to the 

home front, making much of the improvement in conditions since 1931 - 

economic recovery, the boom in housing - and promised more efforts to 

assist the distressed areas, extension of old age pensions, and the 

raising of the school leaving age to fifteen. In surveying the campaign, 

therefore, The Times bandbook, The*General Election of*1935, argued 

that it was "generally agreed that the international situation played 

a very small part in the campaign! '. ' 
Thus it is quite possible that 

the League was not such a key issue in the election as has been assumed, 

and that the combination of Labour apologists, eager for an explanation- 

that distracted attention from their party's shortcomings, and 

historians too mindful of subsequent events, have given the role of 

the League a greater retrospective importance in the campaign than it 

in fact warrants. 

Another of the issues at the campaign was that of rearmament, 

which the Government tended to keep out of the lime-light except as 

1 
Page 19. 
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far as it could be treated as part of Britain's contribution to the 

League system: 

"The fact is that the actual condition of our defence 

forces is not satisfactory. We have made it clear that 

we must in the course of the next few years do what is 

necessary to repair the gaps in our defences, which have 

accumulated over the last decade .. 9* The defence 

programme will be strictly confined to what is required 

to make the country and the Empire safe and to fulfil 

our obligations towards the League. "' 

In fact had they chosen to, the Government by campaigning more 

vigorously for rearmament could well have drawn a sharp distinction 

between the policies of the two major parties. This was indicated by 

the statements of the Labour leaders: Clement Attlee ridiculed the 

need for a "tremendous and costly programe"; Arthur Greenwood denounced 

Neville Chamberlain as "the merest scaremonger"; Herbert Morrison called 

Chamberlain, Churchill and Amery "fire-eaters and militarists .. 0 

(Chamberlain) would spend on the means of death, but not on the means 
2 

of life" . Baldwin, however, apparently on the advice of party agents 

and officials, decided not to stress the rearmament issue, and although 

mentioned in many Conservative speeches, was rather played down as the 

campaign progressed. 
3 

Tom Jones confided to a friend: 

"He (Baldwin) has only very slowly, and with obvious 

reluctance proclaimed the need for more armaments; he has 

avoided all trace of the. Daily Mail's lust to arm the Nation 

From the National Goverrment's Election Manifesto found in 
Thg General Elect'on of 1935, p, 22* 

2 
Quoted in Iain Macleod's Neville'Chamberlain, p. 186. 

3 
See FeilingýS'The Life of Neville Chamberlaing pp. 266-69. 
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to the teeth and has also kept clear of Winston's enthusiasm for 

ships and guns. " 1 

When the election dust cleared it became'apparent that 431 supporters 

of the Government were returned to the new Parliament. Of the 

Ministerialists elected, 387 were Conservatives, 33 Liberal National, 

8 National Labour, and 3 Nationals, The Opposition consisted of 154 

Socialists, 21 Independent Liberals, 
24 

members of the Independent 

Labour Party and 1 Communist. There were also 4 Independent members: 

2 Irish Nationalists, Patrick Cunningham and Anthony Mulvey, members for 

Fermanagh and Tyrone, who did not take their seats; Eleanor Rathbone, 

member for English Universities; Alan Patrick Herbert, member for 

Oxford University. 

The Governing Coalition 

Once again the national parties had an impregnable majority, for 

less than one hundred seats of the unique total of 1931 were lost. 

Over 70% voted and the Covernment achieved a higher percentage (53.6%) 

of the popular vote than any other of the twentieth century with, 

again, the exception of 1931.3 The decisive support given the 

administration could not be gainsaid. It was back in office for a 

further five years, while the Liberal and Labour Parties - the latter 

recovering somewhat from its 1931 knockdown but significantly failing 

to wholly erase the stigma of its last performance in government - were 

1 
Jones, letter dated November 17, A Diary With Letters, p. 155. 
Jones was Deputy Secretary to the Cabinet (1916-30) and an intimate 
friend of Baldwin. His diaries are a valuable source of information 
on the politics of the inter-war years. 

The 21 includes 17 Samuelites and 4 Lloyd George MPs. Several books 
give the figure as 20, eg Butler and Freemants 

' 
British Political 

Facts 1900-1960. This is probably because RH Bernays, MP for 
=ristol North, left the Independent Liberals for the Liberal 
Nationals a few months after the election. 

3 
Figures obtained from Baldwin by Keith Middlemas and John Barnes, 
p. 869. 
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condemned to the continued frustration of opposition. 

It is doubtful if the label 'National' contributed much to the 

Government's success in the election, Baldwin, for one, dismissing 

it as a "facade". ' 
The National character of the Government was 

dependent on the National Labour and Liberal National Members returned. 

The former group had been originally formed of those Labour Ministers 

and their supporters who helped in 1931 to establish the National 

Goverment. Its avowed policy was to strengthen the Goverment and 

to ensure that it received the support of Labour views and traditions, 

and to make certain that Labour ideals played their part in the 

councils of Goverment and of Parliament. No one took the group 

seriously, especially after Ramsay MacDonald gave way to Baldwin in 

June 1935 and when the election of that year resulted in only eight 

National Labourites in the new House. 
2 

The other party to the coalition, the Liberal Nationals, 

originated from a group of HPs led by Sir John Simon and Sir Walter 

Runciman, who in June 1931 rejected the Liberal Whip over Free Trade 

policy. In the election of October 41 candidates stood as Liberal 

Nationals, 35 successfully. The following year when the Samuelite 

Liberals left the Government over the Ottowa agreements, the Simonite 

Liberal Nationals remained, arguing that the National Government 

should have complete freedom in approaching national problems without 

restraint of party views. Three years later they fought the 1935 

election in alliance with the Conservatives and 33 of the 44 

candidates were returned, 

1 
Letter dated May 12, A Diary with Letters, p. 145. 

2 
Harold Nicolson's record reveals how far the group had strayed. 
Having offered himself as a Conservative candidate for Sevenoaks 
he stood as a National Labourite for West Leicester, His inclina- 
tions, however, tended towards the Liberal Party. Diaries and 
Letters, 1930-39, p. 215. 
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These two small groups, which together had put up 64 candidates, 

polled 1,200,000 votes, although it must be remembered that a tidy 

proportion of these votes were Conservative. It is unlikely that many 

Liberal National or National Labour candidates would have been returned 

but for the help and support of local Conservative associations. Few 

of their seats could be categorized as 'safe' if Conservative support 

was withdrawn, something which doubtless affected their independent 

standing as 11Ps and made them less liable to criticise the National 

Government than their once cherished views warranted. It is interesting 

to note that only one of this group consistently opposed the Government's 

foreign policy, and it is to Harold Nicolson's lasting credit that he 

was willing to go against Government and party on a majority of 87. 

The overwhelming Conservative nature of the victory can be seen 

by the fact that the National Liberals and Labourites were outnumbered 

by ten to one on the Government benches. As in previous Parliaments, 

the contrast between this fact and the distribution of offices in the 

ministry - where non-Conservatives had a wholly disproportionate number 

of places - was surprising. There were four Liberal National Cabinet 

Ministers, Simon, Runciman, Sir Godfrey Collins and Ernest Brown, as 

well as 5 junior Ministers outside the Cabinet. From the National 

Labourites, both MacDonalds and JH Thomas sat in the Cabinet, while 

a further two held ministerial posts. 
1 

This surprisingly high number 

of Liberal Nationals and National Labourites is quite simple to explain: 

it was essentially the cost of the national label which was attached 

I 
This effectively explains Nicolson's greeting on first entering the 
House: Winston rose tubbily and stretched out great arms. "Welcome! 
Welcome! " he yelled. You know how overwhelming his charm can be, 
but I would rather it had occurred in greater privacy. "Well", he 
shouted, "when I saw your result on the tape, I said to myself, 
"that means he goes straight into the Cabinet", and then I remembered 
that all of your Party were already in the Cabinet and that they 
must have at least one follower on the back benches. So I 
realised that you would be chosen as the single follower. " 
Letter dated December 4,1935, Diaries and Lettersl p. 229. 
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to the Government. According to Duff Cooper there was much ill- 

feeling, if not envy, on the Tory benches over this number of 'allies' 

on the Government pay roll. 
1 

The Liberal Party 

While the forces of the Right were in the ascendant those of the 

Left were in disarray. This was particularly true of the Liberal 

Party, whose recent history was complicated by the bitter disunity 

which existed within its ranks. During the Parliament of 1929-31 the 

party had split assunder; one section had grudgingly assisted the 

Labour Government while the other, which included Simon, aided the 

Conservative Opposition. The financial crisis of 1931 and the formation 

of the National Goverrment saw the party temporarily united. Within 

a few months, however, controversy broke out afresh. David Lloyd 

George had endorsed the new Gover=ent as long as it abstained from 

an election, and he expected Sir Herbert Samuel and his colleagues to 

resign should the Conservative elements insist on going to the hustings 

in order to make party capital of a national emergency. Samuel's 

failure to do so was regarded by Lloyd George as a gross betrayal and 

led him and his 'family party' to sever all connection with the Liberal 

machine. 

Consequently the 1931 General Election witnessed the Liberal Party 

offering three distinct positions: the semi-Conservative position of 

Simon; the semi-Labour position of Lloyd George; the non-Conservative, 

anti-Labour position of the official party under Samuel. Seventy-two 

Liberals were elected, which was a better result than 1929, but this 

was deceptive. Whereas in 1929 the Party had won seats on its own 

1 
Cooper, The Second World War, p. 111. 
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strength, in 1931 it secured many of them through the help of the 

traditional enemy, the Conservative Party. In fact, of its 72 seats 

only 10 were contested by Conservative candidates. 

The Liberal rift was to move one stage further when it became 

evident that the prevailing tendency of the National administration 

was to favour protection. The issue came to a head in September 1932, 

when Samuel, Isaac Foot, Archibald Sinclair and Sir Robert Hamilton 

resigned, while others, like Simon, and Runciman, constituting them7 

selves as 'Nationalt Liberals, remained in the Government. It was not 

until a year later, however, that Samuel and his followers, who at 

first had seen their role as criticism and support of the Government 

from an independent and friendly position, finally moved into full 

opposition. 
1 

The Samuelite remnants then attempted to recover their 

bearings and their traditional position, but the events of recent years 

had destroyed the Liberal Party's sense of direction. 

In 1935, with the prospect of a general election, the Liberal 

leaders took stock of the situation. Their major concern was that 

although they still viewed themselves as a national party concerned 

with national issues, it seemed increasingly unlikely that there was 

any valid future for the Liberals as an independent force. 
2 

After all 

they had not been in office effectively since 1916, which meant that 

a new electorate was growing up not accustomed to thinking of the 

party in terms of political power, For the new voter the essential 

dividing line and electoral choice was between the two major parties, 

and in such a contest a vote for a Liberal increasingly seemed a vote 

thrown away. HL Nathan, the Liberal Member for Ne E. Bethnal Green, 

1 
The Samuelites had remained seated on the Government benches. 

2 
Lloyd George for one did not think so. He announced: "I see no 
future except a dishonourable grave for Liberalism as it is. 
Liberalism is in an advanced state of creeping paralysis. " 
NeV8 Chronicle January 16,1933, 
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echoed this diagnosis: 
1 

"The Liberal Party is split beyond repair on important 

issues, its voice is weak and ineffective in the House of 

Commons and even if it succeeded in overcoming these 

obstacles it has fallen so low in numbers and prestige 

that it cannot again present itself to the country as a 

party capable of forming a Government e.. The drive 

that was the life of the Liberal Party has gone. It has no 

effective message for our times ... The mantle of the 

,, 2 
standard bearers of Liberty has fallen on the Labour Party . 

Sinclair wrote to Samuel informing him that the "time has come 

for a big effort to arrest public attention and to arouse the fighting 

support of Liberals in the country by dramatic announcements and skilful 

3 
publicity" . Unfortunately the public up and down the country was 

only impressed by the dissensions between Samuelites, Simonites, and 

Lloyd Georgites, so much so that they had become the subject of jokes 

and sneers. 
4 

The rift with the Simonites was now complete; the Liberal 

Nationals - however Liberal the opinions which some of them still held - 

had become Conservatives for all practical purposes, Nor could the 

Samuelite Liberals count on collaboration with Lloyd George. As late 

as May 1935 Sinclair was to admit that he had just shaken hands and 

spoken to Lloyd George for the first time since the 1931 General 

Election. Following this chance encounter Sinclair was enraged to hear 

HP N. E. Bethnal Green, 1929-35; Central Wandsworth (Labour) 
1937-40. 

2 
Letter to Lloyd George July 19349 Lloyd George Papers. 

3 
Letter to Samuel, Samuel Papers, May 4,1935. 

4 
This was particularly so in the House of Commons. In the course of 
an attack upon the Liberals, a Conservative MP, Marjoribanks had 
said: "In the Liberal Party are many mansions! ". His equilibrium 
was somewhat shaken by Lloyd George's quick retort: "And in the 
Conservative Party there are many flats. " Frances Lloyd George, 
The Years That Are Past, p. 233. 
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that Lloyd George had, the same day, declared that there was no future 

for the Liberals as an independent force and that they must co-operate 

with one or other of the major parties! 
1 

Whatever animosity felt for 

Lloyd George was equalled if not surpassed on his side, adding weight 

to the claim that the Liberals were "suffering today from a similar 

conflict which started 18 years ago. That the schism has never been 

healed, and that the bitterness is, if anything, worse than ever ."2 

Although several attempts were made to bring Samuel and Lloyd George 

together, the Liberals still went to the hustings presenting an 

appearance of hopeless disunity. Indeed Lloyd George, instead of 

devoting himself to a party campaign, spent most of his still consider- 

able energy establishing the non-party Council of Action for Peace 

and Reconstruction, which pressed candidates to support the dual policy 

of a new deal at home and peace through the League of Nations abroad. 

When the nominations closed on November 4 only 157 Independent 

Liberals were in the fight. Obviously the party stood no chance of 

forming an alternative government and the most they could ask was that 

Liberalism should be strengthened "to safeguard the country against 

3 
the complacent Toryism and reckless Socialism! ' 

. It was hoped that 

the election would return the two main parties to the equilibrium of 

1929 so that the new Goverrment would be at the mercy of the Liberals. 

The election far from justifying such hopes, proved to be a catastrophe. 

1 
Letter to Samuel, May 4,1935, Samuel Papers. 

Notes for Mr Waterhouse February 15,1934. Lloyd George Papers. 
In a letter to Baron Mottistone, Lloyd George described Samuel as 
"always has been, and ever will be, until he gets to the bosom of 
Abraham, a swine of the swiniest". October 9,1939. Lloyd George 
Papers, 

3 
Wilson, Thd Downfall of 'the Liberal Party, 1914-35, p, 377, 
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Years later Sir Percy Harris, the Liberal Chief Whip after 1935, 

wrote that "the election played havoc with the Liberal Party". 
I 

Their 

voting strength fell, and not only was their representation virtually 

halved but their leader, Samuel, and such prominent figures as Sir Walter 

Rea, Sir Robert Hamilton and Isaac Foot, were defeated. Fourteen only 

of the thirty-one seats secured by Samuel's followers in 1931 were 

retained, while three were captured from Conservatives, by narrow 

majorities, in remote rural constituencies, with a strong radical 

tradition, and which Labour did not contest. Of the fourteen retained 

only six candidates had successfully withstood the combined challenge 

from Labour and National Government candidates, and three of the six 

came from rural parts of Wales. What representation the Liberals had 

achieved, therefore, was confined to certain Welsh and Celtic fringes, 

and in a few isolated spots scattered over the country, seemingly 

without rhyme or reason, but probably due to local circumstances. 
2 

On one matter the General Election marked an improvement in Liberal 

relationships. Whereas in the previous Parliament the Lloyd George 

family group had been aloof from the ordinary activities of the party 

they now took the party whip, bringing the total number of Liberals to 

21.3 Lloyd George was persuaded by Harris to preside over the first 

meeting of the Members, although he was unwilling to stand for the 

chairmanship of the parliamentary party. On his proposal, Sinclair 

was elected. Although Sinclair had been Chief Whip in 1930-1, and 

had held office in the National Government, he was not well known in 

the Country as a whole. Four years later, at the outbreak of war, he 

1 
Harris, Forty Years In and Out of Parliament, p. 124. 

2 'Ariell, in the Congregationalist Christian'World commented: "It 

used to be said of Charles James s party that it could drive 
to the House in a Cab; the leaderless remnant of the Samuelites 
might go in a small charabanc, and still have room to spare. " 

November 20p 1935. 

3 
David, Gwilym, Megan and Goronwy Owen. 
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was held in wide respect far outside the range of his own party. 

The results of the General Election gave the Liberals cause for 

serious reflection on their future prospects. The small number of 

candidates; the number of deposits lost (42); the failure, outside the 

West Country, to come even second in the poll in the vast majority of 

cases; the probability that where there was no Liberal candidate their 

usual supportem voted for the Government, all boded ill for the future. 

Geoffrey Mander, the Member for Wolverhampton East, concluded that the 

"Left goodwill has definitely gone Labour ... it is very difficult to 

see how the Liberal Patty can again secure its dominating position in 

national affairs". 
' 

AH Henderson Livesey, Lloyd George's political 

agent, was more gloomy: "At the next election, except for a few 

individuals scattered about the country, there will be no Independent 

Liberal candidates"* 
2 

Even though it seemed increasingly unlikely that there was any 

valid future for the Liberals as an independent force, the immediate 

reaction of party to the election setback was to reject any further 

party entanglementso In recent years they had constituted one of the 

great parties of the state; and they continued to view themselves as 

a national party concerned with national issues rather than a minor 

party representing some regional interest, dependent for office on 

the goodwill of the Labour or Conservative parties. When, therefore, 

on December 4, a joint meeting took place in London between the 

Executive Council of the National Liberal Federation, the Women's 

National Liberal Federation, and the National League of Young Liberals, 

a resolution was carried to the effect that it would be a gross betrayal 

of everything for which Liberalism stood for to entrust the maintenance 

of the Liberal faith to the keeping of either the Conservative or Labour 

Parties. 

1 'The General Election and Afterlp Contemporary Review, 1936. 

2 Memorandum dated 1938. Lloyd George Papers. 
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Power or the possibility of gaining it, is the lifeblood of any 

political party. And yet the Liberal defeat had been so complete that 

a policy of total independence, as outlined in the resolution, excluded 

the party from any immediate chance of attaining office and in 

exercising any important influence on public policy. Herein lay the 

crux of the Liberal dilernma of the next five years. Virtually relegated 

to the role of onlookers, Liberal NPs wondered whether their cause 

might be better promoted by co-operating with one or other of the major 

parties rather than by keeping their faith inviolate and aspiring to 

be a second and weaker opposition. 

The Labour Party 

It was not the Liberal Party's but Labourvs disunity which had 

provided the Government with a good opportunity for appealing to the 

country. Under the lead of Arthur Henderson the party had adopted a 

policy of strong support for the League, but there was in Labour's 

ranks a strong pacifist section led by George Lansbury. The crisis 

came over the question of the application of sanctions against Italy, 

should she invade Abyssinia. After a full if somewhat acrimonious 

debate at the Annual Party Conference at Brighton in October, the 

pacifists were overwhelmingly defeated. A few days later Lansbury 

resigned the leadership and Clement Attlee was elected leader in his 

place. 

In addition to the break with the pacifists, the Brighton Conference 

also witnessed the disaffection of the Left, which viewed the Abyssinian 

issue in the most abstract terms as a clash of rival imperialisms. 

Mussolini was intent on imperial conquestq as everyone knew, but by 

supporting sanctions against him, so their argument went, the Labour 

Party was committing itself to a Conservative policy which might lead 

to war in which they would be fighting not for the true principles 

of the League of Nations but for the defence of purely imperialis. t 



22. 

interests. So long as the Government was in power, they argued, Labour 

must withhold its support, devoting its resources instead, in the words 

Cripps used in opposing the Executive's resolution, "to the defeat of 

that very capitalism and imperialism which is represented in this 

country by our class enemies masquerading under the title of a 

'National' Government". Only when a Labour Government was in power 

could there be, he concluded, any hope of a true policy of collective 

security. In protest against Labour's adopted course Cripps, the 

Left's leading spokesman, had already resigned from the National 

Executive Committee and from the Executive Committee of the parliamentary 

party in order that he could challenge the resolution which the 

Executive had drafted for submission to the Conference on the Abyssinian 

affair. 

The loss of two such outstanding personalities as Cripps and 

Lansbury was serious, but far more serious was the disunity Labour 

displayed on the eve of the dissolution of Parliament. There seems 

little doubt that Baldwin had been carefully noting the divergencies 

of opinion at the conference and the subsequent resignations and 

changes, and had decided it was a favourable time for an election. 

So it proved to be, as AL Rowse, himself a Labour Candidate at the 

election, admitted: "The docritinarism of the Left Wing and the 

pacifists played straight into the hands of the Goverment", costing 

Labour, on his account, over 40 seats. 
1 

And even Cripps's official 

biographer concurred with this judgement. "There is no doubt". he 

wrote, "that the Party was weakened in its 1935 campaign by the 

112 affair at its last Conference 
. 

Rowse, 'The Present and Immediate Future of the Labour Partyý 
Political Quarterly, 1938. 

2 
Cooke, The Life of Sir'Richard Stafford'Cripps p. 177. 
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Nevertheless, the abnormal ebb-tide of 1931 turned. In all the 

Party made 94 net gains, compared with 213 losses in 1931. Labour now 

held the Coalfields, the East End of London, the Potteries, and a 

minority of seats of some of the great industrial towns. She did not, 

however, make the inroads into industrial areas which had been hoped 

for, particularly in places classed as distressed. Broadly speaking 

it may be said that Labour regained seats which had been classified 

by the Government as certain losses, but they did not secure the 

seats which had been ranked as doubtful. Herbert Morrison did not 

attempt to hide his disappointment, at the results of the General 

Election, in the November issue of Forward. 

"We ought to have done better., Look at the "certainties" 

we have failed to win. There are too many of them for my 

liking. " 

Yet the parliamentary party was now a good deal better off for 

leaders and debaters. In addition to Clement Attleet Sir Stafford 

Cripps and Arthur Greenwood, the return of AV Alexander, JR Clynes, 

Hugh Dalton, HB Lees-Smith, Herbert Morrison and FW Pethick-Lawrence 

strengthened the Labour front bench. GDH Cole commented that there 

was once more "a team that could reasonably cover the field, though 

the Party was weak on foreign affairs and none too strong in incisive 

debating power. "' Tom Jones endorsed this verdict: 

"The front Opposition bench should bq a much better 

debating team than was the last, which was pitiable .**9 

Dalton, Lee-Smith and Pethick-Lawrence will make some amends 

,, 2 for these defects in the new Parliament . 

In fact the 1935 election marked a significant change in the 

leadership of the Parliamentary Labour Party. The Executive Committee 

1A 
History of the Labour Party from 191j, p. 311. 

2 
Letter dated November 17,1935. A'Diary With Letters, p*156. 
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consisting of 12 Commons members, and six ex-officio members: the 

leader and deputy leader of the Party, the Chief Whip of the House 

of Commons, the Leader of the Labour Peers, the Chief Whip of the 

Labour Peers, and their elected representative, is elected at the 

beginning of each session of Parliament. Prior to 1935 the 

Executive Committee had been composed largely of men of working class 

origins who, denied an opportunity of higher education, had climbed 

to the leadership through years of trade union and party work. By 

contrast, the leadership from 1935 was to contain a higher percentage 

of members with a university and professional background, who had had 

little, if any, contact with the unions. In all 18 MPs were to be 

elected onto the Committee during the next four years and three 

positions were to remain permanent: Attlee, Greenwood and Sir Charles 

Edwards. Ter. of the twenty-one serving had professional and university 

backgrounds -a proportion quite unwarranted, by their numbers in the 

party. 
1 

The fact that few trade unionists were finding their way 

into the inner counsels of the party caused a certain amount of disquiet 

in union circles. Following the executive elections, in 1936, when 

only three trade unionists were successful, John Marchbank, General 

Secretary of the Railwaymen, complained that the remainder of the 

Committee, though men of high ability, had little industrial experience 

or direct contact with the unions. He therefore welcomed the decision, 

recently taken, to reconstitute the trade union group of members, 

which had existed in previous Parliaments, looking to it to restore 

the influence of the union members in the counsels of the party, 
2 

It never did. 

These were; Attleet Greenwood, Benn, Dalton, Johnston, Morgan Jones, 
Lees-Smith, Noel-Baker, Pethick-Lawrence and Pritt. 

2. 
The Times, November 27,1936. 
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A further feature of the parliamentary leadership must be considered; 

that of age, The oldest of the members, Sir Charles Edwards, had 

first been elected Chief Whip at the age of 64 and continued to hold 

the office until 1942, when he was 75. In November, 1938, Aneurin Bevan 

was to get into hot water for stating the obvious: ". 
.. he should 

resign. He is no match for the Government Chief Whip. ... There 

are plenty of able younger men who are aching to win their spurs in 

this pivotal position, and it is intolerable that the effectiveness of 

the party should be impaired by the continuence in office of men who 

are not equal to the demands of the present day. " Bevan's attack did 

not end at Sir Charles Edwards, "The same could be said of others who 

sit on the front bench. It is true they are elected by their 

colleagues, but the natural reluctance of their comrades to remove 

them ought not to be allowed to impair the efficiency of our efforts. " 

It is difficult, however, to ascertain just who these members were 

that Bevan referred to. The average age at the 1935 General Election 

of the 21 elected to the committee in the 1935-39 period was 54 years 

six months, slightly lower than that of the party, and in 1938, when 

Bevan made his attack, the average age of the 15 then on the committee 

was 53 years 2 months. Other than Edwards, the oldest were 

Pethick-Lawrence (64), Wedgwood Benn (58), and Lees-Smith (57)p while 

the others compared very favourably with the parliamentary party. 

One of the most serious weaknesses in Labour's strategic position 

at the General Election was its failure to advance a leader who then 

measured up to the electorate's standard for a Prime Minister. "The 

Labour Party", wrote GDH Cole, after the election was over, "lacks 

an effective leader more than anything else; and until it finds one, 

and is prepared to trust him to speak to the people in its name, it 

will fail to win back the ground that has been lost. 1,2 Attlee, NP for 

1 
Manchester Guardian, November 26,1938. 

2- 
New States p and Nation, November 23,1935. 
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Limehouse, Stepney, had carried the unexpected burden of leadership 

creditably enough through the election campaign, but he was no national 

figure, and Tom Jones went so far as to describe him as "unknown! ' at 

the time of the election. 
I 

The great objection to Attlee retaining 

the leadership was that he was not a strong men, who could emerge as 

a national figure, but somewhat retiring, "too nervous and too modest 

ever to become dominating at the box in the House of Commons* ,2 

Indeed it would seem that Attlee recognised his limitations: 

"I have been a very happy and fortunate man .a. 
in 

having been given the opportunity of serving in a state of 

,, 3 
life to which I had never expected to be called . 

Consequently he was widely regarded as just filling the post until after 

the election, when a more dynamic leader would be found. 

Now that the election was over and the parliamentary party 

possessed a wider array of talent, the question of leadership had to 

be determined anew. There were three contestants: Attlee, the 

incumbent; Morrison, a strong contender who had already won distinction 

as Minister of Transport and more recently as leader of the London 

County Council; Greenwood, who had strong links with the party 

headquarters and was largely supported, by northern trade unionists. 

As Tuesday, November 26 was the first party meeting after the General 

Election, it was then that the leadership question was settled. There 

was a close contestq with this preliminary result: Attlee, 58 votes; 

1 
Diaries and Letters, p. 156* 

2J 
Wedgwood, Memoirs of a Fighting Life, p*236. 

As It Happened, p. 156. 
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Morrison, 44; Greenwood, 32.1 The latter then withdrew, as it had 

been agreed that the bottom candidate would drop out after the first 

ballot. Attlee, on the second ballot, was then elected by 88 votes to 

Morrison's almost unaltered total of 48. 

Clearly Greenwood's supporters had swung almost solidly to 

Attlee and against Morrison. Dalton put this down to a "prejudice, 

surprisingly strong and widespread" against Morrison getting the leader- 

ship as he would be too dominant. 
2 "Powerful leaders", wrote the 

latterts biographers, "could take the party in the wrong direction, as 

it was thought MacDonald had. What was wanted was a leader who would 

follow the party. Attlee fitted that bill, but Morrison was divisive; 

he enjoyed controversy. Attlee, however, shunned dissension. He 

sought to conciliate and unite. With Morrison the party would be 

rent by disagreement over policies, tactics and personnel ."3 

After the second vote the two losing contestants moved and 

seconded the decision so as to make it unanimous. Attlee, returning 

thanks said that his election was for one session only and that if 

the party wanted a change later he wouldn't complain. In effect the 

question of leadership, far from being conclusively settled, was 

left open for subsequent debate, or perhaps more accurately, the 

seeds were sown for future discord. Dalton summed up his feelings: 

"I felt that we had lost by far the strongest personality 

and by far the most efficient politician of the three. I 

I 
The figures in the first ballot "strongly support the view that 
Attlee's principal support came from his colleagues of the previous 
four years". R Jenkins, Mr Attlee, p. 167. Attlee's vote coincided 
almost exactly with the number of Labour members in the previous 
House. 

2 
The Fateful Years, p. 82. Shinwell concurs, Vve Lived Through It 
All, p. 125. 

3B 
Donoughue and GW Jones, Herbert Morrison, p. 241. Other factors 

were that the Left felt that Morrison was little more than a Liberal, 
while the Trade Union leaders, particularly Bevin, were incensed by 
his opposition to the principles of workers representation on 
governing boards of socialized industries. 
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wrote in my diary: 'a wretched, disheartening result. And 

a little mouse shall lead them. "" 

The memoirs of several of Attlee's leading colleagues reveal 

similar sentiments, and just how uneasy they continued to be at his 

leadership. They were to frequently criticise his work and on 

various occasions over the next 20 years intrigue to unseat him. 
2 

Several instances are baldly recorded in Dalton's autobiography 

and private papers, of which the following are a sample. In 

September, 1939 Dalton told Greenwood that "CRA at no time, and much 

less now ... 
is big enough or strong enough to carry the burden! ', 

and went on to suggest that he (AG) should be leader in place of the 

sick Attlee. 
3 

Nothing came of this. Almost a year earlier, during 

the Munich crisis, Sir Stafford Cripps had proposed that Attlee should 

be tshuntedt from the leadership and replaced by Morrison. "Attlee", 

he said, "even after making a good speech, sat down like a frightened 

rabbit". Dalton agreed that Attlee inspired little enthusiasm but, 

as he had recently told Morrison, a change was not on the cards. 
4 

On anot her occasion Ellen Wilkinson attempted to get a movement under- 

foot to replace Attlee by Morrison. As part of the campaign she wrote 

1 
Dalton, The Fateful Years, p, 82, Dalton thereafter referred to 
Attlee as "rabbit". though privately of course, eg Diary, 
September 19,1939, "Rabbit is bacV, By contrast Attlee's 

colleagues on the General Coundil spoke of his as 'Clam' Attlee, 
"and worthily he sustained the reputation! '. Citrine, 'M6n and Work, 

p. 357. 

2 
As recorded by Morrison who claimed "in none of which I ever took 
part". An Autobiography, p. 164. 

3 
Diary entry, 18 September, 1939. 

4 
Diary entry, 6 October, 1938. 
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an article for the. SundaZ Referee outlining the need for decisive, 

courageous and inspiring leadership of the Labour Party. If Chamberlain 

were confronted by Morrison, "a superb organiser and first-class 

political leader", the political situation would be transformed and 

a Labour victory would soon follow. The substance of the article 

was subsequently debated at a party meeting where feeling was strongly 

against her, partly on the grounds that Attlee was sick. 
I 

The question of Labour's leadership, therefore, remained a 

constant source of contention throughout the 1935 Parliament, with 

leading front benchers and a section of the rank and file resenting 

Attlee's being over them. In consequence Attlee was never 'comfortable' 

in his position, and perhaps this, coupled with a natural diffidence, 

so obvious to those who desired an alternative, was why he appeared 

as a chairman or spokesman rather than a dominant national figure 

with the confidence of the movement behind him. In retrospect Attlee's 

great weakness - strength to some of those voting for him - was that 

he all too often simply personified the ambivalent attitudes that 

were held within Labourts ranks, and at a time when the party badly 

needed a man who could perform the extremely difficult task of making 

it face up to unpleasant realities. 

Analysis Of The New House 

In the following pages the Members returned in 1935 have been 

successively examined for age, education, occupation and religion. 

The supporters of the National Government will also be analysed, 

although this thesis is concerned only with a small number of them; 

but this is merely to obtain a comparison with the Tory dissidents 

and see how representative or otherwise they were of their party. 

1 
The'Fateful Years, pp. 222-25. 
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Age 

Of the 615 11Ps elected in 1935 the average age was fifty-one 

years, which was the highest between the wars except for Lloyd George's 

'Coupon' Parliament* In fact Ronald Cartlandp the newly-elected MP 

for Kings Norton and a mere stripling of twenty-eight, wrote to his 

mother concerning his first impressions of Parliament: "Most of the 

House seem old. No one looks as young as I Two factors caused 

the rise from the 1931 figure, 48 years 6 months. 
2 

There was, first, 

a considerable transfer of seats, approximately a hundred, from 

Conservative to Labour HPs. The latter, as we shall see, tended to be 

older than their contemporaries in the House. Secondly, in 1935, the 

number of new members was quite abnormally small. The fact that a 

large proportion had sat in the previous House is alone sufficient 

to account for a considerable rise in the average age. 

National Members 

The following table breaks the 428 Government supporters into 

their respective age groups: 

'Tdbld A 

Range , Conservative Liberal National National Labour 

21-9 12 

30-9 87 5 2 

40-9 91 4 1 

50-9 102 10 1 

60-9 64 12 2 

70 upwards 15 2 1 

Unknown 16 1 

. 
387 

3 
. 
33 

.8 

I 
R6nald'CartlAnd, by his sister B Cartland, p. 67. 

2 
Both the 1931 and 1935 figures have been taken from Parliamentary 
Representation by JFS Ross, p. 32. 

3 
See over. 
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It is interesting to note that more than one quarter of the Tory 

party, 99 Mrs, were under 40 while less than half (181) were over 50. 

Consequently, the average age of Conservative Members was somewhat 

lower than for the whole of Parliament, 49 years 4 months. By contrast, 

the Liberal Nationals were an 'older' party: over two-thirds, 73%, were 

on the wrong side of 50 while 14,42.4%, were over 60. Their average 

age was 54 years 1 month, over four years nine months older than their 

Conservative counterparts. Similarly, the National Labour MPs, the 

third component of the National Government, had a high average age, 

54 years 9 months. 

Table B 

Opposition Members 

Range Labour Liberal 

20-9 21 

30-9 9 

40-9 32 

50-9 53 7 

60-9 40 1 

70 upwards 82 

Unknown 10 

154 21 

The figures for Labour illustrate Hugh Dalton's remark, that 

nearly everyone he "cared for in the younger generation had been 

beaten. John Parker was a solitary young victor. "' In fact Parker, 

the newly-elected Member for Romford, was not the sole representative 

3 
Information on the Conservative Members (ager education, occupation) 
has been derived from JH McEwen's thesisq Conservative And 
Unionist MPs'1914-39., 

_ 
pp. 358-84. 

1 
The Fatdftil'Ydars, p. 76. 
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of the younger generation. MK MacMillan, MP for Western Isles, at 

22 years of age was not only the youngest member of the parliamentary 

party but was also the 'babel of the House. Parker and MacMillan 

apart, however, the party contained little of youth and good new blood. 

Of the 154 Labour Members only 11, about one-fifteenth, were less than 

40. Apparently the younger generation of Gaitskells and Gordon Walkers 

had been left to contest the more difficult seats. Harold Laski, a 

member of Labour's National Executive, complained bitterly of this 

practice: 

"It must give-its younger members seats that can be won. 

It has many permanent (and old) backbenchers in the party who 

are simply not available as members of a future goverment, 

They weaken the party's debating strength in the House; they 

lessen its impact on the country. "' 

As things stood Hugh Dalton, at 48, could be considered a member 

of Labour's 'younger generation'. Three-quarters of his colleagues 

were over 50 and a third over 60, which produced a high average age, 

54 years 7 months. This state of affairs in a party dedicated to 

change compared very unfavourably with the Conservative Party, which 

on these figures certainly appeared more a party of 'youth' than 

Labour. It is well to remember the effects of advancing age, 

particularly on a radical party. "With the accumulation of years", 

wrote WP Maddox, "the fires of the agitator and of the youthful 

enthusiast burn with less intensity - and gradually subside into 

1,2 smouldering embers . As it was, the defective lack of vigour on the 

part of many Labour Members in the 1935 Parliament must have made the 

Party less intransigent than a normal opposition and may in part account 

1 'The General Electionp"P61itical Quarterly, 1936. 

2 
Foreign Relati6ns In British Labour Politics p. 76. 
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for its clinging to old shibboleths, like disarmament, long after 

they ceased to be practical politics. On both counts, therefore, 

Labour paid the penalty for treating Parliament like a mausoleum. 

Of the three major parties the Independent Liberals were the 

youngest in content. One-third of the party were under 40 and less 

than a half over 50, producing an average age of 47 years 9 months. 

This was perhaps fortunate from their point of view. Albeit a small 

party, the members still intended to function on a national scale, 

examining and questioning the whole range of Government activities 

as well as making detailed proposals of their own. In consequence a 

considerable strain must have been placed on the individual Liberal HP, 

in both fulfilling everyday duties and acquainting himself with the 

necessary background information in order to intervene, regularly, 

on a variety of subjects in the House. As on average they were a 

younger Party, the Liberals presumably had more stamina and vigour 

to carry out the irksome tasks of an HP. 

One fact that arises from the figures, requiring some attention, 

is the age gap between the two wings of the historic Liberal Party. 

Whereas the average age of the Independent was 47 years 9 months, that 

of his National counterpart was 54 years 1 month, a difference of 6 years 

4 months. Since the party had been united until 1932, this is somewhat 

surprising. The age difference cannot be satisfactorily explained by 

reference to an influx of Independent Liberals, due to the country 

moving against the Tories, as it did to some extent in 1935.1 Both 

Liberal camps, in fact, had their share of newly-elected members. 
2 

As suggested by Sir Richard Aclands, Letter to the Author, 
4 February, 1972. 

2 
Liberal Nationals; JS Dodd (Oldham) and SV Furness (Sunderland), 
aged 31 and 33 respectively; Independent Liberals: R Acland. (Barnstaple), 
29, Wilfred Roberts (N. Cumberland), 30, Sir Hugh Seely (Berwick- 
on-Tweed), 37. 
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Was age, therefore, a factor in deciding which Liberal camp to join? 

It is possible to generalise that the older Member tended, with age, to 

be more conservative, ready to play safe and hold on to what might 

prove the last chance of office. 
1 

By contrast, the younger Liberal 

was more independent-minded, and with youth on his side, not so easily 

moved by the prospects of immediate power as to abandon principle and 

throw in his lot with a traditional rival. 

Education 

The study of the 615 Members elected in 1935, reveals the division 

between the two main parties according to class interest. The education 

system of the late 19th Century produced wide social divisions. The 

children of the masses went to elementary schools to learn the "three 

R's", leaving before adolescence with only a rudimentary knowledge of 

how to read and write. Such was the educational background of most 

Labour MPs. By contrast the children of the privileged went to 

expensive boarding schools, then proceeded to expensive public schools, 

and from thence to university. For the most part they went to Oxford 

or Cambridge, as the more modern universities were regarded as inferior 

institutions. From such circumstances the majority of Conservative, 

and for that matter Liberal, Members came. Here were two different 

educational worlds catering for different classes and providing 

education for what had hitherto been the rulers and the ruled. 

Government Sup2orters - Public Schools 

In no other country do a few great public schools have such an 

influential role in educating the nation's leaders as in Britain. The 

following table shows how the more famous public schools were represented 

1 
That it is a generalisation should be stressed, as there were 
exceptions to the rule, eg 5 Liberal Nationals in their 30s and 
2 Independents over 70. 
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in Government ranks: 

Table C 

School Conservative Liberal National National Labour 

Charterhouse 9 1 

Eton 98 1 

Harrow 26 

Marlborough 6 

Rugby 14 

Uppingham 6 1 

Winchester 10 

Others 45 94 

214 12 4 

The election resulted in 214 1APs sitting on the Conservative benches 

who had a public school background. This was 56.2% of the total number 

of male Conservatives (381), The most striking figure of all perhaps 

is the 98 MPs that had attended Eton. It is interesting to note that 

Old Etonians formed more than a quarter of the Tory Party in the 

Commons, This fact was commented on by certain contemporary observers. 

One 'such occasion was 28 October, 1938, when an article in the 

Evening News read: 

"Mr Chamberlain's changes in the Ministry add two more 

Old Etonians to the Cabinet. Earl Stanhope and Earl De La Warr 

join their school colleagues Viscount Hailsham, Lord President 

of the Council, who was Capt of the Oppidans in his time; 

Lord Halifax, Secretary for Foreign Affairs; Mr Oliver Stanley 

of the Board of Trade, and Earl Wintertont Chancellor of the 

Duchy of Lancaster, Eton thus has a majority in the Cabinet. " 

Contemporaries were surprised by such a high proportion of Old 

Etonians in Cabinet rank. They need not have been. The Conservative 
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Party had been dominated by Old Etonians and public school men 

for generations. In fact a somewhat scurillous work, published in 

1939 by the Left Book Club, drew attention to this long-standing 

Tory tradition, pointing out that public schools were a most 

important training ground for prospective Conservative politicians. 

The writer went on to brand them as part of "a series of institutions 

which develop the outlook of Tory legislators". 
' 

Of the 214 Conservative MPs that attended public school, 79% 

hailed from the more famous ones. By contrast, only 3 of their 

electoral allies can be included in this category, although 31.7% 

of the National Liberals and Labourites had attended public school. 

The education of those remaining was somewhat varied, as was the 

case of Conservative Members. A large number went to Cra-ar or 

High Schools of some local importance, while others were educated 

privately. Some, quite young, entered a branch of the Armed Forces 

or undertook a course at a naval or military college, in order to 

commence service careers. 
2 

opposition - Public Schools or Early Edudation 

The most striking fact in the following figures is the very poor 

showing of the Labour Party: 

1 
Simon Haxey, Tory NP, p. 96. 

Eg Sir Godfrey Collins, Secretary of State for Scotland, who 
wrote of himself as educated on 'EMS Britannia'. 
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School Labour Liberal 

Charterhouse 

E ton 2 2 

Harrow 1 2 

Marlborough 1 1 

Rugby 1 2 

Uppingham 

Winchester 2 

Others 7 8 

14 15 

Only 9.1% of the Labour Party could be classed as public school, 

much the lowest of all the parties or groupings in the House of 

Commons. By contrast the 15 Liberals represent 71.4% of their 

party, the highest percentage of all for public school attendance. 

Excluding the 14 Labour MPs that attended public school, 

140 have still to be accounted for. One of the obstacles to 

assessing the educational background of Labourites is the failure 

on the part of many Labour members to record the schools which 

they attended. Where this has occurred it has been assumed that 

the member concerned received only a rudimentary level of education, 

the very absence of information lending weight to such a view. 

In addition such members took manual jobs and tended to rise to 

Parliament via the trade union movement, factors which fit the 

picture admirably. The following table analyses the education, 

up to secondary standard, of the 140 Labour NPs that failed to 

attend a public school: 

Of the missing Liberals, 4 attended Gra-ar School, David Lloyd 
George was educated at Church Schools and his daughter abroad. 
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Elementary only (recorded) 50 

Elementary only (assumed) 37 

Elementary (recorded) but who received 
some further education later in 
their careers 24 

Elementary (unrecorded) but who 
received further education 2 

Self-educated 2 

Grammar or Secondary 18 

Royal Naval College 

Privately 

Unknown 5 

140 

Overall the tables reinforce the impression that the major public 

schools were the preserves of Conservative politicians. Whereas 79% 

of the 214 Conservatives went to schools of repute, 62.5% of the 45 

Labourites, Liberals, National Liberals and Labourites attended the 

less famous, more modern public schools. Another interesting feature 

is the discrepancy between the two wings of the historic Liberal 

Partyo Over twice as many Independent Liberals attended a public 

school despite their more limited numbers, than did the Liberal 

Nationals. Perhaps the most telling fact of all, however, is the poor 

showing of the Labour Party, where a majority, 56.5% had not progressed 

beyond the elementary stage. Labour Members too, it seems, had 

their pTeserves, the elementary schools. 

University and Further Education 

The National Government 

Here we get a similar picture but Oxford and Cambridge are the 

Eton and Harrow, as is indicated by these tables: 
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Liberal National 
Oxford Conservative National Labour 

Balliol 15 2 

Christ Church 31 

Magdalen 17 

New College 17 1 

University 8 

Others 21 3 3 

109 4 5 

Cambridge Conservative 
Liberal National 
National Labour 

Clare 4 

King's 8 

Trinity 40 1 1 

Trinity Hall 6 1 

Others 16 4 

74 6 1 

A smaller number were educated at the modern universities in large 

towns, regarded as inferior to Oxford and Cambridge: 

Liberal National 
University Conservative National Labour 

Aberdeen 1 

Belfast 3 

Bristol 1 

Dublin 2 

Dundee 1 

Durham 2 

Edinburgh 9 2 

Glasgow 6 
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University Conservative 
Liberal National 
National Labour 

Leeds 3 

Liverpool 2 1 

London 7 2 

Manchester 4 

Reading 1 

S Wales 1 

Dominions 3 

Foreign 5 1 

49 8 

Graduates on the National Government benches were very numerous. The 

number of Conservatives attending a university was 232,60.9% of the 

party; that of the Liberal Nationals was 18, or 54.5%; the National 

Labourites 6, or 75%. Oxbridgets importance can be gauged from the 

fact that 78.9% of those Conservatives attending universities went 

to Oxford or Cambridge. The corresponding figures were 55.5% 

Liberal National and 100% National Labour. It would appear that 

social status from an education embracing university, usually Oxford 

or Cambridge, and public school for that matter, was an important 

qualification for a prospective National, more particularly 

Conservative, candidate. 

The Opposition 

The following table indicates the number of university men on 

the Opposition benches: 

Independent Labour 
Liberal 

Cambridge 

Clare 

King's 1 

Trinity 32 
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Trinity Hall 

Others 

Oxford 

Balliol 

Christ Church 

Magdalen 

New College 

University 

Others 

Edinburgh 

Exeter 

Glasgow 

Leeds 

Liverpool 

London 

Manchester 

Reading 

Royal College Science 

South Wales 

Foreign 

Independent Labour 
Liberal 

2 

13 

5 

1 

1 

1 

4 

1 

1 

3 

3 

1 

2 

15 28 

Twelve, or 57.1% of the Liberal Parliamentary Party were 

Oxbridge men and if one includes the three provincials, the total 

is 71.4% university educated on the Liberal benches. This was the 

highest percentage for the three major parties, As with public 

schools, there was a discrepancy between the two wings of the old 

Liberal Party. Only one half of the Liberal Nationals were 

university educated compared with four-fifths of their counterparts, 
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the Independent Liberals. Of the six non-university Liberal HPs 

remaining, they either finished their education privately, or went 

into the forces. 

Again the Labour Party made a very poor showing; its percentage 

of university trained members was a mere 18.2%, the lowest of the 

major parties. Nevertheless, there were others that had undertaken 

some form of further education. Most of those in this category had 

received an elementary education, going on to work in mine, shop or 

factory and later on in life gaining admittance to a Labour College. 

In this way 17 Labourites attended courses at Labour and Co-operative 

Colleges including 9 at Ruskin College, Oxford. Another 4, of whom 

2 were graduates, studied at theological college, and 5 pursued 

courses at art school, polytechnic and training college. A further 

3 underwent evening, tutorial or university classes. Thus the total 

number of Labour members that had engaged in some form of what may 

be described loosely as further education was 54,35.1% of the party. 

With 56.5% not progressing beyond the elementary level, 18.2% 

attending university and 35.1%, including graduates, tfurther 

educated', it is not surprising that there were charges that Labour 

squandered its resources. "It remains an outstanding feature of the 

party", wrote Harold Laski, "that few ... intellectuals were 

returned". 
' 

Instead of making use of able university men, and there 

were many of such that turned to the party in the inter-war period, 

it simply had the wrong personnel in Parliament. "This may to some 

extent account", felt AL Rowse, "for the impression that undoubtedly 

exists, an objection which one constantly encounters in many circles, 

often well-inclined, that the Labour Party has not the men, for one 

1 'The General Election', Political Quattdrly 1936, 
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thing, with whom to govern. "' 

Occupation 

The third aspect of the 1935 House of Commons considered in 

these pages is that of occupation, This analysis is somewhat 

different. Age and education are constant factors for they do not 

change, whereas occupation is in a state of flux. Thus a Tory IIP 

might have started his career in the armed forces and then moved into 

commerce or industry. Alternatively, a Labour man might start his 

career in a baker's shop at the age of 11, later moving into another 

trade, such as the print. The difficulty lies in trying to classify 

these MPs into a certain group. Would the Tory be classed as a 

soldier or director, the Labourite printer or shop assistant? 

Consequently a certain amount of overlapping occurs and one has to 

be careful lest the overall picture is distorted. 

In order to analyse occupation it has been found necessary to 

assume the existence of four major divisions: armed forces and 

official services; land; professions; commerce, finance and industry. 

This is a very satisfactory method of considering the Conservative 

and Liberal NPs, but it is not very rewarding for the Labour Party, 

so that a modification of the four-fold division is essential. 

National Supporters 

(1) Land 

One of the main components of the Conservative Party has always 

been the landed aristocracy. Robert Lowe had said as much over 100 

years ago: 

l-Political'Qxiatteily, 
1938,, ýThe Present and Immediate Future of 

the Labour Partyk, On one occasion Churchill described "the Labour 
people' as "so ineffectual, weak and uneducated. And that an 
uneducated Opposition was always powerless". Diary entry for 
4 May, 1937, Chips, The Diaries 6f'Sir'Henry'Chdnnon, p. 122. 



44. 

"You, the gentlemen of England - you with your 

ancestors behind you and your posterity before you - with 

your great estates, with your titles, with your honours, 

with your heavy stake in the well-being of this land, with 

an amount of materialprosperity, happiness, dignity, and 

honour which you have enjoyed in the last 200 years, 

such as never before fell to the lot of any class in the 

world. "' 

By 1935, however, the proportion of Conservative NPs who could be 

classed under land had declined, Twenty-three could be referred to 

as land-owners; 7 possessing large areas of land, while the other 

16 had more modest estates. There were also 14 heirs to estates, 

-thus bringing the total number of country gentlemen up to 37. This 

was a mere 9.7% of the Party. 

(2) Amed Forces and the Official Services 

An appreciable number of men, after following a career in the 

Armed Forces or Official Services, reached the age of retirement or 

became bored with their occupation and turned to Parliament as an 

outlet for their energies or a vent for the opinions they have 

acquired elsewhere. For the most part the retired Colonels, Generals, 

Judges etc turned to the Conservative Party. 
3 

The following table 

1 House'of Conuftoris Debates May 20,1867, Col. 606* 

A percentage of 381 - the total number of Tory MPs excluding 
6 women IlPs. 

3 
The influx of retired Colonels and Generals, Admirals and Commanders, 
Colonial Administrators and Judges is sufficient to raise the 
average age of the Conservative Party appreciably. The influx 
of Trade Unionists into the Parliamentary Labour Party is their 
political counterpart. 
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analyses this grouping on the Tory benches: 

Army 49 

Royal Navy 8 

RAF 1 

Diplomatic 9 
Civil and Colonial 7 

Total 74 

The Army was well represented in the Parliament of 1935, and yet 

prior to World War II the Service which was neglected in favour of 

its rivals, was, in fact, the Army. Somewhat surprisingly the Navy 

had only 8 representatives in a country where there was such a 

strong Naval tradition. The third Service, the Royal Air Force, due 

to its comparative youth, could hardly be expected to have many 

former officers in Parliament before 1939. Taken as a whole, the 

Official Services constituted 19.4% of the Tory Parliamentary Party. 

The Professions 

Advocatesq Barristers and Solicitors 79 
Printers and Publishers 11 

Lecturers and Teachers 8 

Medics 9 

Theatrical 2 

Authors and Journalists 14 

Total 123 

The figure of 79 for those connected with the legal profession before 

their entry into Parliament is not high nor surprising. Parliament, 

after all, is the highest court in the land. The 123 MPs represented 

32.3% of the Party. 

Commerce, Finance and IndU8try 

In the following table those MPs who could loosely be called 
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businessmen have been lumped together: 

Accountants 5 
Stockbrokers 11 

Merchants 25 

Insurance 6 

Company Directors 20 

Bankers 4 

Shipowners 8 

Manufacturers 15 
Textiles 11 

Engineering 21 

Coal and Iron 4 

Builders 4 

Brewers 6 

Others 16 

Total 156 

The businessmen, an increasing group in the Conservative Party in the 

inter-war period, constituted 40.9% of members elected in 19351 This 

was by far the largest of the four groupings. 

In noting the business interests of Conservative politicians, 

Simon Haxey wrote that the facts proved that "Conservative MPS are 

part of a particularly small section of society concerned with the 

pursuit of profit and the employment of labour. It is also interesting 

to note that very few important industries are without Directors in 

the House of Commons, showing the extent to which the Conservative 

Party is dominated by this section of society. " 
2 

Haxey's bookf 

Tory MP, was typical of a new sort of political literature which 

flourished in the late 19301s. It was engendered by distrust of the 

Government's handling of the unemployment question and by the 

The discrepancy in the percentage (Total 102.3%) is due to the 
certain amount of overlapping in occupations and professions. 

2 
Tory MP, P-52- 
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bitterness and controversy aroused by its foreign policy. His 

book set the fashion which was soon followed by other writers. 

Haxey anatomised the character of the Tories in a manner 

reminiscent of Sir Lewis Namier's investigation of the structure of 

politics in George III's time: the strength of the aristocratic 

influence in the House of Commons; their wealth, their company 

directorships and business connections. The reader learned how 

many Conservative Mps hailed from Eton or Harrow, Cambridge or 

Oxford, from the Army, or Navy. What Haxey was really implying 

was that such associations influenced points of view, votes and 

policy. "The foreign policy which the Conservative Party has 

pursued", he argued, "is the natural policy of a wealthy and 

privileged class. The Conservatives have supported General Franco, 

Mussolini, Hitler, and even the Mikado, because these men are the 

champions of the wealthy and privileged class of other countries. 

There are many British Conservatives who believe that a defeat for 

the dictators or a victory for democracy anywhere in the world would 

weaken British Conservatism at home or in some part of the Empire". 

Haxey's book certainly reflected the pent-up bitterness of the Left 

over the foreign policy of the National Government in its latter 

years, but as CL Mowat aptly commented, it contained "more malice 

than truth". 
3 

The late thirties and early forties saw a spate of Left books 
in a similar vein to Haxey's by pseudonymous authors, whose 
names evoked the glory of Rome. The most famous of course, 
were Cato's Guilty Men (1940) and Your MP (1944) by Gracchus. 

2 
Tory , PP-239-40. 

3 
Britain Between the Wars,, p. 634. 
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What Haxey did effectively show, however, was that, in so far 

as their occupations were a guide, the Conservative Members were 

clearly not a true cross section of the nation. Ratherothat only 

successful businessmen who could afford time for Parliamentary 

duties, or successful professional men, or persons of independent 

means, or the wives of any of them, could become Conservative Mps. 

This was never in dispute. At that time the majority of Conservative 

candidates had to pay for their electoral organisation and the 

expenses incurred during a campaign, and this necessitated the 

Conservative Party having a class bias far more emphatic than was 

warrented by its support in the country. 

Dividing the 41 Liberal National and National Labour MPs into 

their four component parts the results are as follows: 

Occupation 
Liberal National 
National Labour 

Armed Forces and Official Services 11 

Land 2 

Professions 15 5 

Businessmen 10 

Unknown 51 

-2 
33 7 

Perhaps the most notable feature of the Conservatives' electoral 

allies was their professional slant. Twenty or almost 50% can be 

categorised in this way, as opposed to 32-3% of the Tory Party. 

The Opposition 

The following table divides the Opposition Parties into the 

Liberal Nationals: Barrie, Fildes, Harbord, Leckie, Magnay. 
National Labour: ST Rosbotham. 

2JH 
Thomas had been General Secretary of the National Union of 

Railwaymen prior to his entry to Parliament. 
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four groupings utilised in the analysis of the National Supporters: 

Occupation Liberal Labour 

Armed Forces and Official Services 22 

Professions 9 34 

Land 41 

Businessmen 37 

181 44 

It is interesting to note that 8 Independent Liberals were attached 

to the legal profession. The corresponding figure for the Liberal 

Nationals was ten, 8 barristers and 2 solicitors. Taken together a 

total of 18 MPs out of the 54 from the two wings of the party had 

legal training. This was a third or 33.3%. For the Conservative 

and Labour Parties the comparable figure was much lower, 20.4% and 

5.2% respectively. 

Only 44 Labourites have been classified in the four categories 

utilised so far. As the party contained 154 Members only a fraction 

have been dealt with, approximately 28.6%, and of this 21.4% was made 

up from the professions. In fact the bulk of Labour MPs, originating 

from the poorer sections of the community, cannot be dealt with in 

this way. For the most part this large group was composed of trade 

unionists, the backbone of the party, whether in Parliament or in the 

country, since the establishment of the Labour Representation Committee 

in 1900. 

Most of the delegates to that foundation conference had been 

trade unionists, wanting independent Labour representation in the 

House of Commons to maintain and enhance their painfully-won rights. 

Thus it is true to say that the birth of the Labour Party was mothered 

I have been unable to trace the occupations of Sir HH Jones and 
HG White. 
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by a need of the trade unions to have a voice in Parliament. 

Ernest Bevin had said as much to the 1935 Party Conference: 

"I want to say to our friends who have joined us 

in this political movement, that our predecessors formed 

this Party. It was not Keir Hardie who formed it, it 

grew out of the bowels of the Trades Union Congress. " 

Originally constituted as the political party of the unions it was 

inevitable that many of its Parliamentary representatives were 

trade unionists, and they continue to be today. 

The following table breaks down those MPs who had been actively 

involved in trade union affairs prior to their election to Parliament 

in 1935. Their occupations can normally be derived from the unions 

they belonged to, as in the case of George Hicks, MP for Woolwich 

East, the General Secretary of the Building Trade Workers, who had 

started life as a bricklayer. 

Number of Representatives 
Trade Union in the 1935 

Parliament 

Miners' Federation of Great 
Britain 36 

Transport and General Workers' 
Union 8 

National Union of Railwaymen 4 

Railway Clerks' Association 6 
National Union of General and 

Municipal Workers 6 
National Union of Allied and 

Distributive Workers 6 
Amalgamater Engineering Union 3 
London Society of Compositors 2 

United Society of Boilermakers 2 

1 Labour Party Conference Report, 1935, p. 180. 
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Number of Representatives 
Trade Union in the 1935 

Parliament 

Amalgamated Society of 
Woodworkers 2 

Others (unions with a single 
representative in Parliament) 16 

91 

The 91 represented 59-1% of the parliamentary party. 

The large number of trade unionist MPs was not only due to the 

political importance the trade unions played in the life of the 

party. The growth of the movement from its inception in 1900 had 

brought with it, as the years progressed, a determination to fight 

every possible seat. In a large number of constituencies, however, 

Labour election campaigns were badly hampered by a lack of funds. 

This was the opportunity of the trade unions. They assumed 

financial responsibility for many constituencies, paying for 

elections, the services of a regular agent and for the maintenance 

of the organisation in a good state between the elections. In return 

the constituency adopted a candidate who was in most cases an official 

of the union concerned. Consequently, the proportion of trade union 

MPs was high. In 1935, of the 552 Labour Candidates, 118 were 

financed by trade unions; and of these 118 candidates, 78 were 

elected. 
1 

In other words, less than a quarter of the candidates 

were financed by trade unions, but half the Labour members were. 

This shows that sponsored trade unionists occupied many of Labour's 

safest seats and represented 50.6% of the total number of Labour MPs. 

That the trade unions occupied many of the safest Labour seats 

would not have mattered if they had exercised their choice wisely; 

The 91 trade unionists were not all aided by their unions. In 
a minority of cases the Divisional Labour Party was responsible 
for sponsorship. 
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but in fact they did nothing of the kind. They tended to appoint 

trade union officials who were no longer wanted in their organisations. 

According to Josiah Wedgwood, Labour Member for Newcastle-under- 

Lyme, it had been for years the practice of the Miners' Union to find 

seats in Parliament for their superannuated agents, and thus augment 

their old friends' inadequate pensions. 
1A 

distinct phenomenon, 

therefore, on the Labour side, was the elderly trade unionist who had, 

in his youth, worked vigorously for his union and the Labour Party. 

As a result he was retired by his union to Parliament, where he spent 

his declining years in comfort. This is admirably illustrated by 

a close study of the age groups of trade union sponsored members: 

Age Trade Unionists 

20 - 29 0 

30 - 39 3 

4o - 49 12 

50 - 59 2'? 

6o - 69 27 

70 upwards 4 

Unknown 6 

79 2 

A mere 3 of the group were less than 40 while approximately four- 

fifths were above 50.42.5% of this group were above 60. The 

average age was 58 years 1 month and yet the partyls average was 

54 years 7 months. Consequently the trade unionist member was, on 

average, over 7 years olders than his counterpart, sponsored by the 

Divisional Labour Party. The existence of such a large number of 

elderly trade unionists meant that Labour did not secure the most 

energetic representation within Parliament. 

Testament to Democracy, p. 22. In fact the average age of the 
Mineworkers Federation of MPs, 57 years 7 months, was lower 
than that for the other unions. 

2 
The figure 79 is drawn from the list of Labour Members contained 
in the Labour Party Conference Report, published after the 
November election. 



53. 

Another defect on the part of certain of the trade unionists, 

that of their environment hitherto, also did much to impair the 

effectiveness of the Parliamentary Opposition. Pat Strauss, wife 

of George, the Labour Member for North Lambeth, wrote that while the 

trade unionists were usually first class people they had been "worn 

out by a life of hard work and struggle. They find the atmosphere 

of Parliament utterly unlike their previous battlefields, and they 

are too old and exhausted to reorientate themselves to a new outlook 

and a new career. They are intimidated by the lush atmosphere of 

social correctness imparted to the House by generations of Tories, 

and are afraid to speak in the House because their accents are 'common' 

and their vocabulary is homely and direct. Rather than risk making 

fools of themselves, in their own eyes, they spend most of their time 

in the smoking rooms -.. They alternate between a nagging feeling 

of inferiority in the House, and the compensation of being the Big 

Man in their di8trict every time they return home. " 
I 

Naturally, the 

existence of such unobtrusive members weakened the Parliamentary 

Labour Party, as they occupied seats that could have been held by 

young, vigorous and unafraid Labourites, who would have been far more 

useful in the House. 

Nevertheless, it would be wrong to give the impression that trade 

union members were essentially a liability to the party. In fact 

certain trade unionists were of a spectacular fighting breed. It should 

not be forgotten that some of Labour's greatest leaders, like 

Arthur Henderson, Jimmy Thomas, JR Clynes and Ernest Bevin, have been 

drawn from trade union ranks. 

As well as the 91 MPs engaged in trade union work prior to their 

elevation to Parliament and the 44 analysed earlier, 10 Members were 

1 
Bevin and Co., p. 83- 
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sponsored by and involved in the work of the Co-operative Party. 
1 

This had been formed in 1917, originally being called the Central 

Go-operative Parliamentary Representation Committee. As this title 

proved too cumbersome it was changed to Co-operative Party in 1920. 

Its raison dletre was political protection for the Co-operative 

Movement. A national agreement existed between the Co-operative 

Movement and Labour Party so that any candidate sponsored by the 

Co-operative Party was designated 'Labour and Co-operativel. Not all 

of the 10 sponsored MPs were solely occupied by Co-operative affairs 

prior to their election, a handful were engaged in trade union work 

and one, the Rev. GS Woods, in pastoral work. 

In addition three members had been actively engaged in the life 

of the Labour Party Organisation before the 1935 election. The most 

notable of this group was Herbert Morrison, Secretary to the London 

Labour Party and Leader of the London County Council. Of those 

remaining, a few followed individual trades such as bookbinding, 

stereotyping and engineering, making their way into Parliament via 

a Divisional Labour Party. While the occupations of five it has not 

proved possible to trace, as none of these progressed further than 

an elementary education, it is probable that they were engaged in 

some form of manual work. 
2 

Whereas the occupation figures for Labour indicate that the party 

represented a wide variety of social backgrounds, from miners to 

middle class professional men, it is still true to say that the bulk 

of the party was made up of men from humble origins. James Griffiths, 

who entered Parliament following a by-election in 1936, in recording 

his first impressions, wrote that he was "surrounded by the old 

Eg WH Green was Political Secretary to the RACS while Neil Maclean 
had been organiser for the Scottish CWS. 

2D 
Frankel, B Gardner, T Kennedy, E Marklew and George Muff. 
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'cloth-cap, MPs ... Nowadays (1969) the 'cloth-cap' is giving way 

on the labour benches to the 'cap and gown'. " 
1 

Working class origins, in practice, meant a lack of financial 

independence on the part of many Labour Members, and this scarcity 

of money made a Labour Opposition less intransigent than a comparable 

Tory or Liberal one. Effective Opposition, in which obstruction must 

play its part, implies long sittings into the night. Most Labour 

members, being comparatively poor men who had to live in the cheaper 

and therefore more remote sectors of London, could not afford taxi 

fares, and if debates were kept going beyond midnight they missed 

the last trains or buses home. Thus there was every incentive for 

making long sittings infrequent. 
2 

Tom Jones, too, noted that "these Labour leaders are often 

poor and unable to command the secretarial service available to the 

Conservatives. ... In the last Parliament a small handful of them 

had to be prepared at short or no notice to range over topics from 

China to Peru and confront Ministers equipped with all the ability, 

knowledge and experience of the Civil Service.,, 
3 

In June 1937, 

Dnmanuel Shinwell, Member for Seaham, attempted to rectify a situation 

that was hardly conducive to the party's effectiveness. 
4 

He prepared 

a memorandum in which he called for a more energetic and uncompromising 

opposition to the National Government, suggesting that Labour's 

machinery should be so adjusted to increase the effectiveness of the 

work of the party in the House of Commons. One of his proposals was 

1 
Pages from Memory, P-54. 

2 
See Jennings, Parliament, p. 179. 

3 
Letter dated November 17,1935, A Diary With Letters, P. 156. 

4 
Shinwell: national organiser Marine Workers' Union; MP Linlithglow 
1922-24,1928-31; Seaham 1935-70; Parliamentary Secretary, Department 
of Mines, 1924,1930-31; Financial Secretary to the War Office, 
1929-30- 
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the creation of a central information bureau, for the setting up of 

which each MP should contribute L8 per year. It is probable that 

lack of income was the major factor in the rejection of this and 

the other suggestions, The Times commenting that there was "little 

enthusiasm" for the memorandum. 
1 

One further aspect of the members returned in 1935 that requires 

study is that of religious affiliation. Unlike other aspects of an 

MPIs background this is not something that will constantly be referred 

to throughout the thesis, and it is easy to view this section as an 

irrelevancy. But it is well to remember that the influence of 

religious sentiment on the attitude of members, from all sides of 

the House, was apparent during the Spanish conflict, and it is, 

therefore, worthwhile categorising MPs as far as is possible. 

The difficulty here, however, proved to be an absence of 

information. There is a simple reason for this - in a nation where 

the majority of men in public life belong to the established church 

it hardly seems necessary to comment upon their religion. Consequently 

the lack of a stated religious persuasion leads one to assume that 

the member was either Church of England or, if of Scottish parentage, 

Church of Scotland. A rider is added to the effect that some of 

this number may have been of another persuasion or not genuine 

adherents of the Christian faith. 

By contrast, the names of Noncomformist MPs elected for English 

constituencies appeared in the Congregational Christian World, the 

Methodist Recorder, and the Baptist Times and Freeman, following the 

General Election. The breakdown was as follows: 

The Times, June 24,1937- 
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Labour Liberal 
Liberal Conservative 
National 

Congregationalist 9 2 5 - 

Friends 3 - - 1 

Unitarian 4 1 

Baptist 5 2 2 1 

Methodist 22 5 10 7 

43 9 17 10 

These statistics show that the Conservative Party was still "the 

Church at prayer" for a mere 2.6% of Tory MPs dissented (Protestant) 

from the established church. Belonging to the Liberal Party, on the 

other hand, was still related to Nonconformity, and indeed the same 

connection could be made to a lesser extent for Labour. 42.9% of 

Liberal MPs and 51.5% of Liberal Nationals fitted into this category, 

while the Labour figure was 27.9%. These figures throw some doubt on 

Stephen Koss's conclusion that the process of 'estrangement between 

Nonconformity and Liberalism' and the 'steady drift of Free Churchmen 

into the Labour and Conservative camps' was virtually complete by the 

outbreak of the Second World War. 
1 

With percentages of 42.9% and 

51.5% a mere four years before, a later date would be more appropriate 

for 'virtual completion' of this process. 

Nevertheless Koss's contention that Nonconformity had, by 1935, 

ceased to be a "viable and fairly homogeneous tactical unit" is valid. 
2 

With Free Churchmen in the new House sitting on the Opposition and 

Government sides in the ratio of 2 to 1 it could not have been other- 

wise. And from reactions to events abroad and the policies of the 

1 
Nonconformity in Modern British Politics, p. 10. 

Ibid, P-13. 
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National Government at home it is evident that Nonconformity remained 

split asunder. Whatever the strictures of leading Nonconformists 

such as Lloyd George, Albert Alexander and Chuter Ede, Walter Runciman 

was despatched to Prague in July 1938 as the accredited agent of 

appeasement. Sir John Simon was tarred by the same brush. Among 

the other MPs prominently identified with Nonconformity, Sir Kingsley 

Wood was one of Chamberlain's most intimate friends and advisers, and 

Ernest Brown and Geoffrey Shakespeare were otherwise attached to the 

Government. 

Turning to Catholicism and Judaism, the Universe and Catholic 

Weekly recorded the name of the former's MPs, and its figures for 

1935 were: 

Labour Conservative 

6 10 

Consequently a very small proportion of MPs, 3.2% of Labour and 

2.6% of Conservatives, were Roman Catholic. Jewish Mps could be 

easily recognised by their names, for example, Sidney Silverman or 

Emmanuel Shinwell. But it was impossible to tell whether such 

Members still practised Judaism or were converts to the established 

branch of the Protestant Church. 

This brief look at the age, education, occupation and religion 

of Members elected in 1935 leads one to the conclusion that, of 

the three major parties, the Conservatives appear comparatively best- 

equipped to watch over the Government's handling of defence and 

foreign affairs. They were younger than Parliament as a whole, 

and possessed a sound educational background, which for some included 

the study of foreign cultures and languages. Others had attended 

either naval or military college and had behind them a long and 

distinguished service career. Money, the essential prerequisite 
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of foreign travel, was not lacking to the average Conservative Mp. 

In addition several had business interests which encompassed foreign 

lands, while others could look back on residence in foreign countries 

or involvement in Britain's overseas possessions. Of the Parliamentary 

Liberal Party much the same could be said but on a vastly limited 

scale. By contrast the average Labour MP had none of these advantages. 

Rather he was older than the House as a whole, and had a narrow 

education, his formative years spent in shop, office, mine or factory. 

Rarely did his feet touch foreign soil, except perhaps during military 

service. By the time Parliament had been reached, he might be too 

worn out by a life of hard work and struggle to take his new duties 

seriously. 



6o. 

CHAPTERII 

REARMAMENT 

By November 1935 the centre of interest was shifting from home 

to international affairs, to the political repercussions of the 

Great Depression. Three events were instrumental in this change: 

Japan's conquest and annexation of Manchuria; Hitler's accession to 

power and the commencement of German rearmament; Mussolini's invasion 

of Ethiopia. These, however, were to be a mere prelude to the crises 

which came thick and fast as the 1930s progressed. The result of 

this fluid international situation was that the British Government 

began to stir itself, recognising the need for rearmament, albeit on 

a modest scale. An f. 130,000 increase in expenditure in the 1934 air 

estimates was budgeted for, and then, in July of the same year, Baldwin 

gave a pledge that the Royal Air Force would at least retain parity 

with all possible competitors, coupling with this an announcement 

that the number of squadrons would be raised over the next five years 

to 41. 

The following year a Government White Paper, Statement Relating 

to Defence, was issued. Much of the document was devoted to a 

defence of past policy and a pledge of its continuance: support of 

the League and collective security, efforts to bring about a reduction 

of armaments. But, it continued, the Government "can no longer close 

its eyes to the fact that adequate defences are still required". The 

Disarmament Conference was at a standstill, Germany and Japan and 

other countries were rearming, and in Germany the "spirit in which 

the population ... are being organised lends colour to ... the 

general feeling of insecurity". The condition of each branch of 

the services was then discussed, and the paper concluded with the 
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words: "An additional expenditure on the armaments of the three 

Defence Services can, therefore, no longer be safely postponed. " 
1 

It might have been thought that the Service Estimates which 

accompanied the White Paper would betoken an opening of a real 

programme of rearmament. However, the Estimates put forward showed 

only an increase of L10 million over the 1934-35 figures, and of 

these only the Air Estimates carried any provision for an actual 

increase in size. 

It was not until 1936 that Britain began to rearm more vigorously 

though still without full conviction. The new programme, foreshadowed 

during the election campaign, was announced in another White Paper 

2 
published on 3 March, 1936 . After the customary reference that 

rearming would not deter the Government from taking every possible 

opportunity for reducing the general standard of armaments, the 

provisions for increases were set out. The army, which was below 

the strength of 1914, was to be modernised and four new battalions 

added, and the Territorial Army was to be reconditioned. In the 

navy two new battleships and one aircraft carrier were to be laid 

down, existing battleships modernised, and the number of cruisers 

brought up to seventy. The first-line strength of the air force 

for home defence, which under existing programmes was to rise to 

1500 planes, would be increased to 1750 planes, and twelve more 

squadrons would be distributed along the empire's defences. The 

country1g; capacity for the production of war goods would be increased 

by orders and financial aid to companies not normally engaged in 

1 
Statement Relating to Defence (Cmd. 4827,1935)- 

2 
Statement Relating to Defence (Cmd- 5107,1936). 
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the manufacture of munitions; in this way companies would be helped 

to expand their plants and to equip themselves for a quick change- 

over to war production when necessary. 

Critics on the National Benches 

The reluctant progress of the Government towards rearmament 

and the removal of deficiencies within the Armed Forces did not pass 

unnoticed amongst the Ministerial supporters. Indeed from the 

Government rank and file there arose no small amount of criticism 

at what appeared to be the Government's refusal to face the facts 

squarely; it was a mood summed up in Leo Amery's words, "The more 

dangerous and confused the international situation the more urgent 

the case for putting our defences in order. ". 
1 

These critics, 

several of whom were distinguished servicemen or ex-ministers, with 

authoritative knowledge in their individual fields, were not slow 

in making their views known. 

Winston Churchill, Unionist MP for Epping since 1924, was the 

foremost Cassandra. Hitherto Churchill had had a somewhat chequered 

career. 
2 

Entering the Commons in 1900 as a Tory he soon transferred 

his allegiance to the radical wing of the Liberal Party, and thus 

served in the ensuing Liberal administrations. Removed from the 

Admiralty in 1915, because of his supposed responsibility for the 

Dardanelles fiasco, he returned to high office in 1917 when 

Lloyd George made him Minister of Munitions. After the fall of 

1 
Amery, My Political Life, Volume III, The Unforgiving Years, p-195. 

2 
Under Secretary for the Colonies, 1905-08; President of the Board 
of Trade, 1908-10; Home Secretary, 1910-11; First Lord of the 
Admiralty, 1911-15; Secretary for War and Air, 1919-21; Colonial 
Secretary, 1921-22. 
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the Coalition, Churchill lost his seat, but within two years was 

back in the House as a 'Constitutionalist', unopposed by the 

Epping Conservatives. The same year Baldwin rescued him from 

possible oblivion by appointing him Chancellor of the Exchequer, 

a post he held until 1929. 

During the Labour Government that followed Churchill figured 

prominently in the Conservative Shadow Cabinet. However in 1931 

he withdr*w because he bitterly opposed the Labour Government's 

policy towards India, which Baldwin supported. Churchill 

denounced the Government's policy as premature and dangerous: 

concessions to Indian nationalism would only increase disorder, 

and the struggle would go on for the complete severance of every 

tie between Britain and India, "a frightful prospect to have 

opened up so wantonly, so recklessly, so incontinently and in so 

short a time". He believed that India, "a jewel of Empire" should 

never cease to be a part of the Empire. In a typical phrase, he 

spoke of Gandhi as a "seditious saint striding half-naked up the 

steps to the vice-regal Palace". 
1 

When the National Government was formed, Churchill redoubled 

his efforts to get the Government to abandon the policy of its 

predecessor. Not only was his opposition ineffective but, in the 

words of AJP Taylor, it established his reputation "as a romantic 

sabre-rattler and discredited him in advance against the time when 

he took up worthier causes". 
2 

All in all he estranged many 

Conservatives and also deepened the profound hostility which 

1 
House of Commons Debates, January 26,1931, Col-702. 

2 
English History 1914-45, p. 278. 
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practically all Labour men felt towards him. Thus began the years 

of isolation which ended only with the Second World War. 

Undaunted by his isolation Churchill devoted himself to his 

personal pursuits: his home, family, painting and the biography 

of his ancestor, Marlborough. In the midst of his solitude, 

Churchill thought constantly of the European situation and the 

rearming of Germany. Soon he became associated with another group 

of rebels in the Commons, those warning of the "German menace" 

and the need for British rearmament. While some dismissed him as 

a warmonger, others saw his warnings as another drive for power. 

His one-time close friend, the press magnate, Lord Beaverbrook, 

was among the latter and felt that "If he continued on his present 

course I would not be surprised if Baldwin put a veto on him in 

his constituency". 
1 

The Times, too, suspected his motives, 

remarking that it is "generally felt that he ir. now determined to 

carry on a continuously hostile campaign against the Government". 
2 

In effect, suspicion as to his intentions was handicapping the 

warnings he now gave to Parliament. David Maxwell Fyfe, then MP 

for West Derby, recalled: 

"Winston Churchill's mighty philippics on defence 

matters, perhaps the greatest and bravest speeches he 

ever delivered, were listened to in grim silence in the 

House of Commons, but his reputation had suffered so 

severely over the India Bill and his hapless intervention 

in the Abdication dispute that he made little impact. 

1K 
Young, Churchill and Beaverbrook, p. 121. 

2 
may 8,1936. 
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In the lobbies and the Smoking Room he was almost 

universally regarded as a finished man, and it certainly 

seemed to be the case. 't 1 

Although Churchill later saw fit to condemn British statesmen, 

unmindful of his warnings, as blind, it should not be forgotten 

that what he was then saying carried less weight simply because 

he put it forward. 

At the beginning of the decade, when the virtues of disarmament 

had been extolled by all parties Churchill had struck a different 

chord. He deplored the fact that the Disarmament Conference was 

mainly attempting to secure some sort of approximation in military 

strength between Germany and France. The danger of urging France 

to disarm was that Britain would be involved more closely on the 

Continent. His hope was that Britain would be able to steer clear 

of European commitments, and that a strong France and her allies 

would be able to cope with any European dangers that might arise: 

"If we wish to keep our freedom, we should forthwith 

recognise our role in Europe is more limited than it has 

hitherto been considered to be. Isolation is, I believe, 

utterly impossible, but we should nevertheless practice 

a certain degree of sober detachment from the European 

scene. We should not try to weaken those powers which 

are in danger, or feel themselves in danger, and there- 

by expose ourselves to a demand that we should come 

to their aid. " 
2 

Political Adventure, The Memoirs of the Earl of Kilmuir, P-51. 

From an article dated November 7,1933, Arms and the Covenant, 
P. 101. 
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But even at this time Churchill was constantly pointing out that, 

if Britain wished to secure a real measure of detachment from the 

Continent and to preserve her liberty of action, early rearmament 

was essential. 

1933 witnessed the European situation being further complicated. 

Germany, under its new Chancellor, commenced rearming and this was 

to become, for Churchill, the central issue in any Continental 

appraisal. Faced with such circumstances Churchill continued to 

expose what he felt was the unwisdom of the successive attempts to 

weaken France, and intensified his demand for a strengthening of. 

Britain's defences. Thus he told a London audience at a meeting 

in November, 19331 that it was "our business, our wisdom to detach 

our country as much as possible from the vehement conflicts which 

are gathering on the continent of Europe". 1 
Britain could not do 

this if she encouraged Germany's neighbours to disarm and failed 

to put her own defences in order. Growing relatively weaker must 

inevitably involve Britain more closely on the Continent and 

therefore, he argued, a measure of detachment could only be 

regained by a vigorous and timely rearmament. Deficiencies in 

the national defences should be made good, and in particular the 

Government should accept the "principle of having an Air Force 

at least as strong as that of any other Power that can get at us". 
2 

Although Churchill's warnings of German rearmament and of 

Britain's inferiority in the air had begun as early as 1933, it 

The Times, 15 November, 1933- 

Article dated 7 February, 1934, Arms and the Covenant, p. 111. 
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war, the following year that they became more frequent. He 

complained in March that Germany, now "arming fast", would within 

a year or eighteen months be strong enough in the air to threaten 

"the heart of the British Empire", while Britain was "the fifth 

Air Power only - if that". 
1 

Small wonder he thought the increased 

expenditure budgeted for in the 1934 estimates - U30,000 - was 

derisory. Replying for the Government, Baldwin dismissed Churchill's 

charges but pledged the administration to maintain parity in the air, 

that is, an air force as large as Germany's. 

Six months later Churchill told the House that not only did 

Germany have a military air force but that within a year it would 

be as strong as Britain's and by 1937 twice as large. That same 

day, November 28, in company with other Government backbenchers, 

including Sir Robert Horne, Leo Amery, Captain FE Guest, Lord 

Winterton and Bob Boothby, he moved an amendment to the Address 

which declared that "the strength of our national forces is no 

longer adequate to secure the peace, safety and freedom of 

Your Majesty's faithful subjects". Baldwin denied this flatly, 

describing their calculations as "considerably exaggerated", but, 

on May 22 of the following year, was forced to eat his words, 

admitting that the German Air Force had already achieved parity. 

The absurd part of the story is that Baldwin was nearer to 

the truth than Churchill. The German air force had to start from 

a very rudimentary basis early in 1934 and was not able to achieve 

much operational strength before 1936. The total German production 

of combat aircraft from the beginning of the new air force up until 

the end of 1935 was only about 2663 machines, while the Royal Air 

1 
House of Commons Debates, 8 March, 1934, Col. 2031. 
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Force had more than that number in service in March 1935- 
1 

Evidently 

the Germans had not achieved parity and the Royal Air Force still had 

a considerable lead, as the unrepentant Air Ministry had then main- 

tained. The only evidence to the contrary came from Hitler himself. 

On 2 May, 1935, he told Sir John Simon that his air force was as 

strong as, if not stronger than, the British. Hitler's assertion was 

at once accepted as true by Baldwin on behalf of the Government, and 

has generally been accepted to the present day. As AJP Taylor has 

commented "It was unprecedented for a statesman to confess to more 

arms than he had. But this was Hitler's way: he hoped to win by 

bluf f. 11.2 

Although Churchill's figures were incorrect, in a further sense 

he was right. This was in his conviction that German rearmament would 

gain momentum and thus leave Britain behind. Seen in this light the 

Government's new programme, which was immediately planned, providing 

for an expansion of front-line strength equivalent to double the 

existing target, was inadequate to "restore" or, more accurately, 

maintain parity. 

Fortified by the Prime Minister's admission, Churchill again and 

again in the period 1935-37 returned to the same theme, trying to 

shake the Ministry out of what he considered its cautious approach. 

His endeavour was to bring the relative strength of British and 

German armaments to a clear-cut issue. In Germany rearmament was 

"proceeding upon a colossal scale, and at a desperate break-neck 

speed ... they have organised the whole industry of the Nation 

1 
U. S. Strategic Bombing Survey, Overall Report 1945, P-11. 

2 
English History, 1914-45, P-385. 
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to war, and a very large part of it is actually working on a war 

basis". 
1 

In Britain, however, Baldwin's Government - unwilling to 

interfere in the normal course of trade and alarm the public with 

a prodigious programme of rearmement - was, in Churchill's opinion, 

unable to decide on measures equal to the emergency. What did trade 

and public disquiet matter when Britain's life was at stake and she 

could be caught defenceless? To this end he witheringly attacked 

the Government for its seeming lack of leadership: 

"Is there no grip, no driving force, no mental energy, 

no power of decision or design? " 

By now Churchill was convinced that the best time to commence 

rearming, and the scale of armaments required, had gone un-noticed, 

and a long interval must now elapse before Britain could once again 

be strong to maintain an independent position. Ever flexible, 

Churchill began to feel his way towards the establishment of a 

collective system to meet the arming German menace. By 1936 he 

was pressing with increasing resolution for a firm League policy 

to ensure that a united stand might be made so that the peaceful 

nations should not be struck down one by one. 

It is necessary to add that as 1937 progressed, and with the 

succession of the more determined Chamberlain, Churchill's 

criticisms of British rearmament plans lessened in their intensity 

I 
as he became conscious of the new Government's efforts to improve 

national defences: 

1 
House of Commons Debates, 21 April, 1936, C01.15o6. 

2 
Ibid, Col-15o8. 
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"At present the Government is making a great effort 

for rearmament ... It is our duty to support His 

Majesty's Government in its policies of defence and 

world peace by every means in our power. Party unity 

is indispensable. " 
1 

Perhaps Churchill also hoped that by muting his attacks Chamberlain 

would find it possible to bring him back into office. Apparently 

Churchill told Leslie Hore-Belisha of his desire to get into the 

Cabinet and the Secretary for War discussed the matter with the 

Prime Minister. But Chamberlain was firm in his refusal: 

"If I take him into the Cabinet ... he will 

dominate it. He won't give others a chance of even 

talkingti. 

When Hore-Belisha brought up the subject again the Prime Minister 

replied: "I won't have anyone who will rock the boat". 
2 

Nevertheless, 

soon after Eden's resignation, by when it was apparent to Churchill 

that he had no more chance of obtaining office than he had had in 

Baldwin's day, conflict over rearmament was to reach a new pitch. 

It has since come to light - as in the case of air parity in 

May 1935 - that Churchill's estimates of German strength were 

exaggerated. In 1936, according to Churchill, Germany was rearming 

at an annual rate of 12,000 million marks. The actual rate was 

5,000 million. Hitler himself boasted that he had spent 90,000 

million marks on rearmament. His actual expenditure in the six 

years up to March, 1939, was 40,000 million. In a sense then, 

1 
Burton Klein, Germany's Economic Preparations For War, PP-17-20. 

2RJ 
Minney, The Private Papers of Hore-Belisha, P-130- 
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Churchill, whose estimates of German spending on armaments before 

the war were consistently almost twice what was actually being spent, 

had an exaggerated fear of Hitler. In retrospect, it could well be 

argued that if exaggerated precautions, on the lines advocated by 

Churchill, had been taken against Germany it might well have proved 

beneficial for this country and Europe. As it was the Government, 

somewhat in advance of an unpeturbed public - at least till 1938 - 

rearmed, albeit slowly, and on a scale insufficient to meet the 

coming catastrophe. 

However much the impression is conveyed in The Gathering Storm, 

Churchill was no lone Cassandra. There were other MPs who realised 

more acutely than most the transformation in the relative war power 

of victors and vanquished that was taking place in Europe. Sir Austen 

Chamberlain, the Member for West Birmingham, was perhaps the most 

distinguished of this group. Austen came from the celebrated 

Midlands family, the eldest son of Joseph and half-brother of Neville, 

who was soon to be premier. Entering politics in his late twenties, 

he held various minor offices until his appointment, in 1903, as 

Chancellor of the Exchequer. In 1911, when Balfour resigned the 

leadership of the Unionist Party, Austen was a contender for the 

vacant throne. He stood down, however, as did Walter Long, his rival, 

in favour of Bonar Law, who was to rely heavily upon him. In 1915 

he was made Secretary of State for India, and he entered the War 

Cabinet in 1918.1919 saw him back at the Treasury, and two years 

later he became leader of the Conservative Party on the resignation 

of Bonar Law. His hold on the leadership did not last long. In 

October, 1922, at the Carlton Club meeting dissatisfaction with 

Chamberlain's support of Lloyd George came to a head. The Coalition 
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and Chamberlain's leadership drew abruptly to an end. He 

returned to office in 1924 when Baldwin made him Foreign Secretary, 

a post which he held until the Government's defeat in 1929. His 

foreign policy, highlighted by the Locarno Pact, revealed a deep 

love of France, which was unpopular in many quarters. 1931 saw 

Chamberlain First Lord of the Admiralty in the National Government. 

His tenure of office only lasted a few months, for in October, 1931, 

he declined further office to make room for younger men. It was 

a decision he later regretted. 

Until his death in 1937, Austen Chamberlain is held to have 

exercised his greatest influence as elder statesman. Keith Feiling, 

in his biography of Neville, referred to Austen winning as "a 

private member an influence he had never held as a Minister". 

Doubtless he was a much respected figure on the backbenches but 

the fact remains he was a declining political figure. His 

speeches on the German menace and the need for rearmament were 

listened to with the respect appropriate to an elder statesman, 

but there is little evidence that they made much impact. This is 

well illustrated by the diaries of Henry Channon, MP for Southend, 

who went so far as to describe Austen as "the doyen of the House 

of Commons donkeys" after he made "a really stupid speech in which 

he attacked Germany with unreasoning violence". 
2 

Nevertheless, for those restive about the Government's conduct 

of affairs the respectable Chamberlain, and not the tainted Churchill, 

appeared as a natural leader and mentor. It was to him that critics 

tended to turn, as Ronald Cartland implied in a letter to his sister. 

1 
Feiling, Life of Neville Chamberlain, P-277. 

2 
Diary entry, July 27,1936, The Diaries of Sir Henry Channon, P-73- 
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"He is the Elder Statesman", he wrote, "the backbenches have given 

him what the Front Bench never did - disciples". 
1 

In February, 1935, 

even Churchill's son-in-law, Duncan Sandys, felt pressed to write 

that he "in common with many other younger members", was heartened 

by a great speech Chamberlain had made on defence. "It will make 

all the difference", he went on, "if we can continue to look forward 

to a strong and independent lead from you in the very difficult and 

decisive times that lie ahead". 
2 

They were to be disappointed. 

There were family reasons why Austen could not take his dissent too 

far, as he outlined in letters to his sister Hilda: "I have to be 

double careful lest I should injure Neville"; "I believe I should 

attack him (Baldwin) but for the fact that by so doing I should 

damage Neville's chances". 
3 

Furthermore Chamberlain, like another 

occupant of the Foreign Office, Anthony Eden, was not a rebel by 

nature, and although he was frequently dissatisfied with aspects 

of the Government's defence and foreign policies, he was effectively 

loyal to the end. 

Sir Robert Horne, Conservative Member for Hillhead, Glasgow, was 

another malcontent. Entering politics in 1918 he immediately obtained 

a minor post in Lloyd George's Government. His promotion was 

equally rapid: Minister of Labour, 1919-20; President of the Board 

of Trade, 1920-21; Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1921-22. Like 

Austen Chamberlain, Horne lost office when the great Coalition was 

IB 
Cartland, Ronald Cartland, P-70. 

2 
Duncan Sandys to Austen Chamberlain, February 15,1935, 
Austen Chamberlain Papers. 

Letters dated respectively 10 October, 1936, and 4 july, 1936. 
Austen Chamberlain Papers. 
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overturned. Unlike Austen he was never again to sit on a government 

front bench, although this can be traced to Baldwin's hostility towards 

him. Apparently the latter regarded his habit of haunting night 

clubs with distaste, and was moved to describe Horne as "that rare 

thing -a Scots cad". 
1 

The dissident grouping included Sir Edward Grigg, Sir Henry 

Page Croft, Viscount Wolmer and Earl Winterton. After a service 

career from which he retired in 1921, Grigg served as Lloyd George's 

private secretary, a post which brought him a seat in the House of 

Commons. From 1922-25 he sat as National Liberal Member for Oldham 

but was then appointed Governor General of Kenya, only returning to 

England in 1931. Within two years he re-entered the Commons as a 

Conservative sitting for the Altrincham Division of Cheshire. His 

views at this time were set out in a letter written by Tom Jones, 

following a meeting between the two men in February, 1936: 

"Grigg talked most of the time with a vigorous, 

monotonous dogmatism. Baldwin must go. The Cabinet is 

useless. Defences have been shockingly neglected. We 

are impotent in the air. By July we shall be in the 

soup. Musso will be on top and we shall have to choose 

between War and Humiliation. " 
2 

Grigg's colleague, Page Croft, had a "purer" Tory background, and 

first sat in the House as Member for Christ Church, 1910-18, during 

which time he served in the Great War. He severed his connections 

with the Army in 1924, when he was made an Honorary Brigadier General. 

Blake, The Conservative Party from Peel to Churchill, p. 226. 
Evidently Baldwin offered Horne the Ministry of Labour in 1924, 
knowing he was bound to decline. 

2 
Letter dated February 25,1936, A Diary With Letters, P-176. 
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From 1918 until 1940 he represented Bournemouth, when Churchill 

elevated him to the Peerage and appointed him Under Secretary of 

State for War. He was very much to the Right of his party, as his 

stand over India and, to a lesser extent, Abyssinia was to reveal. 

Viscount Wolmer also entered the House in 1910, sitting for 

South West Lancashire and subsequently Aldershot, which he continued 

to represent to 1940. 
l 

He was Assistant Director of War Trade, 

1916-18; Parliamentary Secretary to the Board of Trade, 1922-24; 

Assistant Postmaster General, 1924-29. In 1942 he was appointed 

Minister of Economic Warfare. Wolmer's constituency of Aldershot 

contained a service training ground, and it is therefore likely 

that he would have had strong local support in his views on the 

inadequacy of Britain's defences. 

Earl Winterton, an Irish Peer, entered the House at the tender 

age of 21, in 1904. He was to represent Horsham, Sussex for 47 

years. His political career encompassed several offices of State: 

Under Secretary of State for India, 1922-24 and 1924-29; Chancellor 

of the Duchy of Lancaster, 1937-39; Deputy to the Secretary of 

State for Air and Vice President of the Air Council, March-May, 1938; 

Assistant to the Home Secretary, June 1938 to January 1939; 

Postmaster General, January 1939, relinquishing the post in November. 

Thompson has it that Winterton, in accepting the Chancellorship of 

the Duchy of Lancaster in 1937, was "bought off" by Chamberlain, 

and this is quite possible for, as we shall see, he had proved 

himself to be an effective opponent of Baldwin's administration. 
2 

Wolmer was heir to the Farl of Selborne, a title to which he 
succeeded in 1940. 

The Anti-Appeasers, p. 14. 
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Loss of office in 1939, however, marked the return of Winterton to 

the dissidents, for in May, 1940, he voted against the Chamberlain 

Government. 

Bob Boothby, Brenden Bracken and Duncan Sandys were the youngest 

of this group of MPs. Boothby had entered the House as Member for 

East Aberdeenshire in 1924 at the age of 23- 
1 

Although he had 

strongly criticised the return to the Gold Standard in 1925, 

Boothby had served as Churchill's Parliamentary Private Secretary 

at the Treasury 1926-29. He had not taken part in Churchill's 

India campaign but consistently supported him on defence and foreign 

affairs. He was one of the first Members of Parliament, during 

the 19301s, to advocate compulsory military service. 

Bracken, in contrast to the open Boothby, was something of a 

mysterious character, as he still remains. 
2 

Born in Ireland, he 

left for Australia at an early age, returning to Britain in his 

twenties. He entered the world of journalism and banking, becoming 

Chairman and Managing Director of the Financial News and the 

Investor's Chronicle, while continuing - still in his twenties - 

to edit The Banker. He won Paddington North in the 1929 election 

for the Conservatives, against the national swing, and from then on 

was Churchill's man totally, being friend, informant, critic and 

counsellor. His contacts in the City and other high places provided 

Churchill with much valuable information which he might otherwise 

have missed. Unlike Boothby, he was very definitely right of centre. 

1 
Boothby was briefly Parliamentary Secretary to the Ministry of 
Food, in 1940, but was then forced to resign over an enquiry into 
his finances, over which he felt bitter at Churchill for not 
supporting him. 

2 
MP North Paddington, 1929-45- "He was a man of mystery to the end", 
wrote Robert Rhodes James. "He died of cancer in August, 1958, 
after years of ill-health, and left explicit instructions that his 
papers were to be destroyed". Churchill, A Study in Failure, 
1900-39, p. 294. And he remains a mystery. Andrew Boyle's Poor, 
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Duncan Sandys was elected to the House in 1935, after resigning 

from the Foreign Office to go into politics. 
1 

His association with 

Churchill can be linked with his marriage to Diana Churchill in 1935 

after meeting her during the Norwood by-election. It was his father- 

in-law that set him on what was to be a long and distinguished 

ministerial career, which began in 1941 with his appointment as 

Financial Secretary to the War Office. 

By any standard, both at the time and in retrospect, this was 

a notable group of distinguished Parliamentarians. Churchill wrote 

of them: 

"The Ministers eyed this significant but not unfriendly 

body of their own supporters and former colleagues or seniors 

with respect. We could at any time command the attention 

of Parliament and stage a full dress debate. " 
2 

This was not arrogance on Churchill's part. Tom Jones commented 

that the "hostile critics in the House are a formidable group: 

Austen, Winston, Horne and Winterton". 
3 

It is important to note that the handful of Conservative and 

Unionist Members so far mentioned were not the sum total of those 

alarmed over the state of the country's defences. The call for 

increased rearmament - over and above that which the Government 

intended - attracted, as it always has done, considerable support 

2 contd. 

Dear Brendan - because of the chronic lack of information on his 
activities, opinions etc - goes nowhere near unravelling the true 
Bracken. 

1 
For more information on Sandys see P. 212-13- 

2 
The Gathering Storm, P-70- 

3 
Letter dated May 23,1936, A Diary With Letters, p. 209. 
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on the Conservative benches. Yet the others, some of whom will be 

mentioned later, were not part of the Churchill-Chamberlain circle, 

which met regularly, pooled information, and acted as a pressure group 

in the House. 

According to Sir Henry Page Croft the group met very frequently 

at dinner and each of them in turn invited the other, either to a 

room at some well-known restaurant or to their private houses. 
1 

In 

Sir Austen Chamberlain's appointment diary for 1936 twelve such dinners 

are recorded, and these were mostly held at the Savoy or Claridges. 
2 

It is not clear whether the whole group was present on each occasion, 

as the diary for the most part merely alludes to single dinner 

companions. However it is possible that they were all gathered 

together and that Chamberlain's reference to dining with a certain 

member of the group indicates which one was to act as host on that 

occasion. 

As to meetings at private houses, Chamberlain's diary and 

letters reveal that he attended at least two in 1936, the notorious 

May gathering at Shillinglee Park, and the other held at Churchill's 

home at Chartwell in February. In a letter to Ida, dated February 23, 

Austen confessed that he was staying with Churchill for the we; kend. 

"It is a man's party", he wrote, and Robert Horne, Edward Grigg, 

Page Croft, Bob Boothby and the Professor, otherwise Professor 

Lindeman of Oxford, were the guests. "We were a merry party", 

he continued, "and the talk was good. There were almost as many 

opinions as men, but on one thing we were all agreed - that 

1 
My Life of Strife, 

'p. 
285. 

2 
Appointment Diaries, Austen Chamberlain Papers. 
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Germany was a danger, the one danger that might be fatal to us, and 

that that danger had been too long neglected. 111 Such sentiments were 

reiterated by Sir Henry Page Croft: 

"All of us were obsessed with the German peril and the 

nakedness of our country to meet it, and Winston was 

galvanic in collecting the latest information to place 

before us ... We had convincing evidence that he was 

right or very nearly right in every particular. " 
2 

The May weekend was held at Earl Winterton's home, Shillinglee 

Park, on the 22-23 of that month. Members of the party included 

the Austen Chamberlains, the Winston Churchills, the Edward Griggs, 

Page Croft, Robert Horne, and of course the host. It was designed 

as another informal occasion when those present might get down to 

jointly considering matters that troubled them, and this is what 

appeared to have happened. A week later Austen Chamberlain wrote 

to Ida saying that "we discussed some serious questions of defence 

3 
and foreign policy and laughed and amused ourselves a good deal" . 

What made the occasion notable was that an enterprising reporter 

managed to enter the grounds and published a correct list of those 

present. With such a group of malcontents it was not surprising 

that sensational articles were written in the popular press that 

they had constituted themselves a cabal and a "shadow cabinet" and 

were plotting to bring down the Government. Such was the substance 

of The Daily Express and Daily Herald stories, while the News 

Chronicle gave the feature three columns on the front page. 

Letter from Austen to his sister Ida, February 23,1936. 
Austen Chamberlain Papers. 

My Life of Strife, p. 285. 

3 
Austen Chamberlain to Ida, 29 May, 1936. Austen Chamberlain 
Papers. 
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Inevitably this gave the group bad publicity and for a while 

threw them in a somewhat sinister light. 
1 

Yet had they hoped to 

bring the Government down? One faithful Government supporter 

certainly thought they were concocting "dark schemes to torpedo the 

government". 
2 

This seems unlikely, although it is only fair to add 

that some, if not most, of the membership would have liked to see a 

change of leadership. Chamberlain, writing to his sister in February, 

had asked the question was the group a "cave". Answering his own 

query he commented that "some would like to make it so, but I am not 

3 
a cave-man". In any case dislodging Baldwin or other national 

leaders was not part of the group's avowed purpose. As Page Croft 

related "We were engaged in no form of intrigue against the Baldwin 

Government, our whole purpose being to force the administration to 

face the facts by stating the truth in Parliament'le 
4 

It is probable that members of the group circulated information 

to each other, but the evidence for this is scanty. In the Chamberlain 

Papers there is a memorandum from Sir Edward Grigg setting out his 

views on defence, and it is reasonable to assume that each member of 

the group received a copy. In it Grigg argued that there were a 

series of questions that required immediate answer which were "being 

neglected or deferred by the Government". Such, for instance, was 

the question whether the minimum production necessary to bring 

1 
It was this episode that provoked Baldwin's remark about it 
being the time of year when midges came out of dirty ditches. 

2 
Diary entry, 26 May, 1936, The Diaries of Sir Henry Channon, p. 61. 
Chips also recorded that the group was now known as the "House 
Party". 

3 
Austen to Ida Chamberlain, 23 February, 1936. Austen Chamberlain 
Papers. 

4 
My Life of Strife,, p. 285- 
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Britain's defences up to security level could be undertaken by 

industry without disturbance of its commercial programme, or whether 

emergency measures should be imposed to speed up production, which 

would inevitably result in commercial sacrifice. The industrial 

aspect of the defence probleAi was "undoubtedly the most serious" but 

Grigg did not see how a decision could be taken upon it until "a 

general Defence Plan comprising all the three Services" was worked 

out. Such a plan would have to take into account certain factors: 

ground and air defence of England against air attack; the protection 

of ports and sea-borne trade; the provision of a Field Force for 

action on the Continent; the co-ordination of Army and Air Force 

expansion; and, the scale and range of the air forces required for 

attack on enemy supply and nerve centres. Only in this way would 

it be possible to get a clear outline of the equipment necessary 

for Britain's security, in order that a well-grounded decision on 

production could be taken. In the war, Grigg recalled, the "problem 

was easier to solve because commerce went by the board and every effort 

was bent to secure the maximum output by the earliest date. That 

is what Germany is doing today. But England cannot be turned into 

a vast munitions factory in time of peace to the sacrifice of 

everything else. The Government must therefore plan its minimum 

requirements in order to decide whether or not special measures are 

indispensable and, if so, what. " 

Grigg went on to argue that somebody should be commissioned 

with the duty of working out an "organic and articulated Defence 

Plan" at once. "Frankly I believe", he wrote, "that some authority 

should be set up to produce a Defence Plan within a maximum period 

of two months. " Similarly a Ministry of Munitions should be 
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established through w6ich all orders to industry could pass in 

the order of priority laid down by the authority responsible for 

the Defence Plan as a whole. 
1 

At one of their informal meetings the idea was conceived that 

leading Unionists in both Houses should act together, bringing 

pressure to bear on the Government to accelerate the pace of 

rearmament. What they had in mind was either a secret session 

of Parliament or a deputation to Baldwin and senior ministers. 

During the Defence Debate on July 20, Churchill put forward the 

alternatives. Scrupulously refraining, so he told the Commons, 

from saying anything which was not obviously known in foreign 

countries, he and his associates had a number of questions to ask 

which were not for public consumption. 

"They are questions to which full answers could not 

be given in public. We have statements to make which we 

should like to have answered, but not here before all the 

world. The times have waxed too dangerous for that.,, 
3 

Either a deputation or a secret session would meet the need for 

secrecy. 

In fact both alternatives had already been mooted by Austen 

Chamberlain with his brother Neville. Austen had informed the 

Chancellor, early in July, how concerned he was with the situation 

of this country and of Europe. "For the first time since the 

late Marquess of Salisbury's Government he noticed that the House 

Memorandum from Grigg on Defence, 11 May, 1936. Austen 
Chamberlain Papers. 

2A 
secret session is an occasion when it is felt proper to exclude 

strangers. It is done by Standing Order. Strangers are excluded 
by a motion carried without amendment or debate, reserving to the 
Speaker or Chairman the power to order the withdrawal of strangers 
from any part of the House. 

House of Commons Debates, 20 July, 1936, Col-839- 
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of Commons was divided on foreign policy. " To remedy this he suggested 

a secret session, at which the Government could give information, which 

could not be given in ordinary debate, with a view to "bringing the 

various parties together and securing a united front". If this 

proved impossible the Government should receive certain influential 

members of the House including the leader of the Labour Opposition. 
1 

Neville raised Austen's proposals at the Cabinet meeting on 

6 July. The ministers were unanimous in rejecting the secret session 

idea, Ramsay MacDonald arguing that there was "no precedent except 

in time of war". As to a deputation the Chancellor was afraid lest 

"it would lead to a series of conferences at each of which 

Mr Winston Churchill would probably adopt an increasingly aggressive 

line. Very likely he and Mr Lloyd George would work together and 

would accuse the Government of not taking Defence sufficiently 

seriously and eventually they might insist on telling the country, 

or at any rate Parliament, what they thought about it. " The Lord 
I 

President of the Council, Ramsay MacDonald, expressed similar fears 

concerning Churchill. He asked whether the Cabinet "would welcome 

the prospect of having to face his criticisms in Parliament ... The 

more he thought about it the less he liked the idea of a meeting 

attended by Churchill, whether Attlee accepted or not. " 

Whatever may be said about the accuracy of Churchill's 

warnings it is clear that in his self-appointed role as defence 

watchdog he was much feared by his own Government. Baldwin had 

excluded Churchill because of his disturbing and forceful nature: 

Cabinet Minutes, July 6,1936. Both the Labour and Liberal 
Parties were to decline to be represented in the deputation. 
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"Winston is a blister and I came to the conclusion 

that it is more comfortable to have a blister outside 

than inside. " 
1 

Yet here was Churchill proving he could be almost as great a thorn 

outside the Cabinet as inside. 

After considerable discussion the Cabinet agreed that they could 

not refuse the request. Lord Swinton, the Secretary of State for 

Air, expressed the hope that the deputation might turn out to the 

Government's advantage. Under the scrutiny of Churchill and his 

friends the administration seemed uncertain. On their chosen subject 

of rearmament it was most difficult to give a wholly frank and 

convincing answer in Parliament, as it was necessary, for security, 

that the country remained ignorant of what went on behind the 

scenes. Yet at such a deputation, Swinton argued, "things might be 

said which could not be spoken of outside but which would convince 

any unprejudiced mind". By giving the critics, in particular 

Churchill, precise information as to the real state of affairs 

their criticism might be stilled. 
2 

On 28 July, the deputation was received by Baldwin, Lord Halifax 

and Sir Thomas Inskip at the Prime Minister's room in the House of 

Commons. The deputation from the Commons consisted of Camberlain, 

3 Churchill, Horne, Amery, Sir John Gilmour, Captain FE Guest, 

Quoted in Sir Percy Harris's Forty Years in and out of Parliament, 
P-131- 

2 
It is interesting to note that Churchill recorded that as a result 
of his confidential contacts at home and abroad, he was as "well 
instructed as many Ministers of the Crown", The Gathering Storm, 
P-70- Middlemass and Barnes, in their biography of Baldwin, 
contest this claim, p. 945- 

3 
Gilmour: MP East Renfrew, 1910-18, Pollok, 1918-4o; Secretary of 
State for Scotland, 1924-29; Minister of Agriculture, 1931; 
Home Secretary, 1932-35; Minister of Shipping, 1939-40. 
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Sir Roger Keyes, Winterton, Page Croft, Grigg, Wolmer, JTC Moore- 

Brabazon 
1 

and Sir Hugh O'Neill. 
2 

That of the Lords included 

Salisbury, Viscount Fitz Alan, Viscount Trenchard, Lord Milne and 

Lord Lloyd. Churchill noted that this was "a great occasion. I 

cannot recall anything like it in what I have seen of British public 

life. The group of eminent men, with no thought of personal advantage, 

but whose lives had been centred upon public affairs, represented 

a weight of Conservative opinion which could not be easily 

disregarded". 
3 

The proceedings, which were confidential, occupied three to four 

hours on two successive days. As Chamberlain was the Senior Privy 

Councillor there, he introduced the deputation: 

"We are profoundly anxious about the European conditions, 

which to us are extremely menacing, and about our own 

position faced with these conditions .. I do not think 

there is much dispute about the enormous preparations 

which Germany has made and is making, for what purpose 

we may guess, but the information that reaches us as 

Brabazon was the first English pilot, holding the Number 1 
Certificate granted by the Royal Aero Club for Pilots. He 
served in the 1914-18 war, and was made responsible for the 
Photographic Section of the Royal Flying Corp. Entering 
the House in 1918 he was twice Parliamentary Secretary, 
Ministry of Transport. Brabazon was, however, plagued with 
financial troubles which hindered his Parliamentary career, 
although he was later to be Minister of Transport, albeit 
briefly, in the Coalition Government (1940-41). 

2 
O'Neill: Ulster Unionist MP, 1915-52; Chairman, Conservative 
Private Members Committee, 1935-39 (1922 Committee); Under 
Secretary of State for India and Burma, 1939-4o. 

3 
The Gathering Storm, p. 201. 
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to the progress of our own programme and the adequacy of 

our programme does leave us with grave anxieties and 

doubts. We wish to put that information before you. 

If you can remove our doubts and fears, no one will 

be more pleased than we. " 
1 

Churchill, however, was the chief spokesman and put the greater 

part of their case against the Government. He led of f with a 

statement on the dangers of the situation in which Britain found 

herself, and the inability of the government's efforts to overcome 

it. He touched on munitions, and then dwelt on the danger from 

the air, emphasising the problems of supply. Stating firmly that 

the Government's programme of 120 squadrons and 1500 first line 

aircraft for Home Defence would in no wise meet the deadline of 

1 April, 1937, he doubted whether even 30 squadrons would be ready 

on time. It was imperative, he said, that the Government should 

act at once to ensure that industry carried out their plans. 

Once Churchill had concluded the rest of the delegation made 

their various contributions: Keyes 
2 

reviewed the position of the 

Navy, while Grigg concentrated on the Army; Guest, 83 chosen field 

1 Cabinet Papers, Memorandum on the July 28-29 Deputation, 1936. 

2 
Keyes: Director of Plans, Admiralty, October, 1917-January, 1918; 
implemented audacious operation of storming the German batteries 
and sinking of blockships at Zeebrugge, April, 1918; Deputy Chief 
of the Naval Staff, 1921-25; Commander-in-Chief Mediterranean, 
1925-28, and of Portsmouth, 1929; Admiral of the Fleet, 1930; 
1934 stood for Parliament in the naval constituency of Portsmouth 
North, and during the by-election was supported by Churchill and 
the India Defence League; represented Portsmouth until 1943, and 
throughout was recognised as an outspoken champion of the Navy. 

3 
Guest: Private Secretary to his cousin, Winston Churchill, 1907-10; 
Liberal MP, 1910-29; Joint Patronage Secretary to the Treasury, 
1917-21; Secretary of State for Air, 1921-? -2. In 1929 he lost his 
seat in North Bristol and when he returned to the Commons, two years 
later, he represented Drake, Plymouth as a Conservative. He died 
in 1937- 
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war, the Royal Air Force, and Amery, as he recorded, mainly confined 

himself to the question of anti-aircraft defence. 
I 

At the end of 

the two days the whole gamut of Britain's defences had been 

covered by the deputation. In reply Baldwin and Inskip assured 

the delegation that the various aspects of the defence problem 

which had been brought to their notice would receive attention and 

promised a more complete statement in the autumn. 

This was given on November 23 when all those involved in the 

deputation were invited by the Prime Minister to receive a 

comprehensive statement on the whole position. Inskip gave them 

a frank account of what he considered to be the situation, saying 

that he felt the estimates given him by the deputation were too 

pessimistic; that everything possible was being done, short of 

emergency measures which would only upset industry, cause wide- 

spread alarm and advertise the existing deficiencies. 

In detail, Inskip informed Churchill that his figures for 

the front line strength of the German Air Force were, according 

to the Air Staff, too high: Churchill disputed this, although as 

has since become apparent, his figures were exaggerated. As to 

the suggestion that in numbers of aircraft the programme would 

not be completed by the appointed date, Inskip admitted that there 

would be a delay of approximately three months in the completion 

of the 1937 programme. The principal reason for this was the 

failure of the aircraft industry to keep to the delivery programme. 

An added factor was the Air Ministry policy of going for the 

newest types with a view to their bulk production. In effect this 

1 The Unforgiving Years, P-197- 
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was a telling criticism of Churchill's views. It would have been 

quite easy to order a large number of older types - as in fact 

Churchill was requesting - instead of the later machines, the 

production of which would not begin before the end of the year. 

Their prototypes were first seen by the public in 1936: the 

Wellington, Blenheim and Hampden bombers, the Spitfire and 

Hurricane fighters, on which Britain's survival in 1940 largely 

rested. Even so Churchill's statement that only 25% of the air- 

craft promised (120 squadrons) by March 1937 would be available 

by then was denied. The Air Staff's figure was as high as 80%. 

As to the deficiencies in Army Equipment, a subject raised by 

Grigg, the War Office had prepared a memorandum for Inskip's use 

with the deputation. Grigg had suggested that machine-guns, anti- 

tank rifles and stokes mortars hardly existed. In fact there were 

ample machine-guns, but not enough mortars or rifles. Elsewhere 

a sorry picture was painted: field artillery was short; mechanised 

transport lacking; tanks not up to strength. The War Office 

memorandum concluded with the suggestion that the deficiencies 

could be remedied sooner if the Government were prepared to interfere 

with normal trade. This of course was what the critics were 

suggesting, that in the emergency the Government should impinge to 

a certain extent on the ordinary industries of the country -a half- 

way house between peace and war industry. The Government, regarding 

such a step as "a gigantic stride" that would damage trade and do 

harm to Britain's international interests, remained unconvinced. Thus 

it was not until 22 March, 1938 that the Services were freed from 

the restriction not to interfere with normal trade. 
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Inskip's reply then ranged over several fields: the low 

recruiting figures for the Services, shipping, the Fleet Air Arm 

and air raid precautions. In effect it was a comprehensive state- 

ment, but it failed to relieve the anxieties of the majority present. 

Churchill made this clear: 

"I think you have given a very full and interesting 

answer to the points which have been raised but I do not 

feel you have made us a party to the grave situation which 

you have before you except in regard to one or two 

particular points where you have not contradicted the 

assertions which were made. " 

In a similar vein Amery recorded that "we all went away with long 

faces". 
1 

Clearly Swinton's hopes that the Deputation would 

redound to the Government's advantage were mislaid. Although 

"things were said which could not be spoken outside", Churchill 

and his associates were not, as had been hoped, convinced. 

Dissatisfied with the Government's answer to their criticisms, 

the critics continued their efforts to force the pace of rearmament. 

Feiling's Life of Neville Chamberlain recorded how persistent they 

were and how "the Government was daily under critical scrutiny by 

powerful elements -.. Austen, Churchill, Amery, Londonderry, 

Winterton and Lloyd, ex-ministers or would-be ministers, whose 

chosen ground was a subject of which several of them were masters, 

and concerning which the country was fully perturbed, the need of 

defence". 
2 

In fact Page Croft commented that "we had such a galaxy 

of talent in Parliament that I was not called on to intervene but I 

The Unforgiving Years, D. 197. Amery was the MP for Sparkbrook, 
Birmingham, 191175--, Unher Secretary of State for the Colonies, 
1919-21; Parliamentary and Financial Secretary to the Admiralty, 
1921-22; First Lord, 1922-4; Secretary or State for Colonies, 
1924-29; not included in the National Government because of his 
strong and unpopular imperial views, which on one occasion provoked 
a row with Neville Chamberlain. 
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delivered a series of warning speeches in the country". 
1 

Sir Thomas Inskip had doubted whether the deputation would 

quieten the fears of the Government's critics, and had predicted 

further attacks. When Parliament reassembled, he wrote "we must 

anticipate a continuance of the attacks made on the Defence 

Programme before the Recess, mostly by supporters of the 

Government". 
2 

Sure enough, the group raised the matter in the 

debate over the Address. Churchill made what was to be one of 

his greatest and most memorable - if somewhat unjust - speeches: 

"The Government simply cannot make up their minds, 

or they cannot get the Prime Minister to make up his 

mind. So they go on in strange paradox, decided only 

to be undecided, resolved to be irresolute. adamant 

for drift, solid for fluidity, all-powerful to be 

impotent. So we go on preparing more months and 

years - precious, perhaps vital, to the greatness of 

Britain for the locusts to eat.,, 
3 

Churchill was followed by Winterton who took the opportunity to 

challenge the Government for its "soothing syrup" of Ministerial 

generalities: 

"Are you doing all you might do, or only what 

it is comparatively easy to do without upsetting 

2 (from previous page) 

The Unforgiving Years, p. 285. 

1 
My Life of Strife, p. 286. 

2 
Cabinet Memorandum entitled The Defence Programme, 30 October, 1936. 

3 
House of Commons Debates, 10 November, 1936, Col-925. 
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anybody's feelings or causing political difficulty 

among a population that is notoriously adverse to drastic 

measures in peacetime? ". 
1 

Such persistency in critical scrutiny can be gauged by the 

frequency of their interventions in the House. In the two year period 

from November, 1935, to November, 1937, fifteen members on the 

Government benches, excluding Ministers, spoke three or more times 

on defence matters. Seven of the fifteen were Amery, Brabazon, 

Churchill, Grigg, Keyes, Sandys and Winterton, who respectively 

spoke on six, four, ten, five, nine, four and three occasions. 

In fact both Churchill and Keyes intervened on more occasions than 

any Defence Minister. The other eight were WJ Anstruther-Gray, 

23 
Viscountess Astor, Captain HH Balfour, Wing Commander James, 

45 
0 Simmonds, Major Sir RD Ross, Rear Admiral Sir Murray Sueter 

and Vice Admiral EA Taylor. 
6 

They were also anxious to force the 

1 House of Commons Debates, 10 November, 1936, Col. 934. 

2 
Astor: wife of Viscount Astor; the first woman to take her 

seat in the House of Commons; MP for SuttonPlymouth, 1919-45. 

3 
Balfour: attached to the Royal Air Force, 1918-23; MP Isle of 
Thanet, 1929-45; Under Secretary of State for Air, 1938-44. 

4 
Simmonds: aeronautical engineer; MP Duddleston, 1931-45; 
Chairman of the Air Raid Precautions Committee of the National 
Government supporters. 

5 
Ross: MP Londonderry, 1929-45; Parliamentary Private Secretary 
to First Lord of the Admiralty, 1931-35- 

6 
Taylor: MP South Paddington, 1930-59. 
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Government's hand over rearmament but did not associate themselves 

with Churchill. 

Another platform for the dissidents was the Annual Conference 

of the National Union of Conservatives, at which they were extremely 

active in using as a goad and stimulant to Government policy. Indeed 

the principal preoccupation of Conferences during the 1930's could 

be said to be the problem of defence. Beginning with 1933 the 

Conference, "amid scenes of great enthusiasm", passed a resolution 

stating "that this Conference desires to record its grave anxiety in 

regard to the inadequacy of the provisions made for Imperial Defence". 

In 1934 the Conference underlined its anxiety by passing a resolution 

identical in wording to that of the previous year, while Churchill, 

in 1935, secured the passage of a resolution requiring the Government: 

11(l) To repair the serious deficiencies in the defence 

forces of the Crown, and in particular, first, to organise 

our industry for speedy conversion to defence purposes, 

if need be. 

(2) To make a renewed effort to establish equality in the 

air with the strongest foreign air force within striking 

distance of our shores. 

(3) To rebuild the British Fleet and strengthen the 

Royal Navy, so as to safeguard our food and livelihood 

and preserve the coherence of the British Empire. " 
2 

IAter Conferences, 1937 in particular, spoke with an equally clear 

voice urging the Government to substantially increase its armaments 

3 
programme. 

IR 
MacKenzie, British Political Parties, p. 228. 

2 
The Gathering Storm, p. 156. 

3JP 
MacKintosh, British Cabinet, P-581. 
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The pressure on the Government at Conference, in Parliament 

and the Press, as well as the many warning speeches delivered 

throughout the country, were not the only symptoms of concern over 

the state of Britain's defences. In the autumn of 1936 there was 

established an Army League Committee, a private organisation of men 

who were anxious about the decline of the Army. It included several 

members of Parliament including Amery, who was Chairman of the 

Committee, WJ Anstruther-Gray, 
1 

Grigg, Horne, William Mabane, 

JRJ Macnamara, 
3 

O'Neill, and Sandys. 

The Committee felt that public attention had been focused 

almost exclusively upon the serious state of Britain's air defences, 

and, to a lesser degree upon the Navy. "The nation", so a 

manifesto claimed, "is prepared to vote whatever sums are needed 

to bring both the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force up to the 

strength required to cope with any probable contingency. The work 

of re-equipment and expansion in both of these vital services is 

well in hand. " 
4 

But what of the Army, the remaining link in the 

chain of security? The no less serious problem of land defences, 

both as regards the small regular army and the calls that might be 

made upon it, and also as regards the reserves of expansion behind 

the Regulars, remained neglected, alike by Cabinet and by public 

opinion. This had resulted in Britain's foreign policy being 

1 
Anstruther-Gray: Member for North Lanark, 1931-45- 

2 
Mabane: National Liberal Member for Huddersfield, 1931-45- 

3 
Macnamara: elected Member for Chelmsford, Essex in 1935, a 
division he represented until his death in action in 1944; 
he was associated with Eden's 'glamour boys', 1938-39; he 
voted against Chamberlain in May, 1940. 

4 
Rising Strength, 1 March, 1938. 
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"weakened during the past few by the known inferiority of our 

military position, which has caused certain militaristic powers 

to question the continued vitality of our people". 
1 

More serious, 

as Amery later warned, "in any crisis we should find our present 

Army and its reserves woefully inadequate". 
2 

After considerable discussion the Committee presented to the 

Government, in July, 1937, a report suggesting the re-organisation 

of the Army. 

The report contained a careful analysis of the whole military 

position, both from the strategical and recruiting aspects, and 

put forward a number of proposals. 
3 

It urged that the whole 

structure of the Army be changed from the sixty-year-old Cardwell 

system, with its scheme of linked battalions, which bore no 

relation to Britain's needs in war; that the pay, general conditions 

and terms of service should be improved in order to secure the 

type of men required; 
4 

the reconditioning of both wings of the Army 

simultaneously, and not the Government's proposed gradual renovation 

of the Territorial Army so that it did not interfere with the 

Regular's programme. 

In the report the Committee visualised the further step of 

forming an Army League, the object of which would be "to explain 

1 
Beddinton Behrens, 'How the League Started', Rising Strength, 
March, 1938. 

2 
Amery, speech to Army League luncheon at Leeds, 17 June, 1938. 
Recorded in The Times, 18 June, 1938. 

3 
Rising Strength, January, 1939 issue. Article by Behrens. 

4 
Amery had long advocated this in the House. See his speech 
on the Army Estimates, 12 March, 1936. 
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to the public the necessity for maintaining an Army, for assisting 

its recruitment, and for raising its status in the eyes of the 

people". 
1 

The idea was not original. The League was to do for the 

Army very much what the Navy League had done for the Navy. To 

achieve its aims, the League sought to obtain a national membership 

of men and women, and to establish branches throughout the country. 

It organised demonstrations, indoor and open air meetings, invited 

social and political organisations to arrange for League speakers 

to address them. It assisted local authorities in instructing the 

public on air raid precautions. Study groups were formed and an 

attractive monthly magazine called Rising Strength was published. 
2 

"We are not concerned to criticize the Government", announced 

Amery. "They are doing the best in accordance with what they 

believe to be the support that public opinion will give them. Our 

business is to create the public opinion which will enable the 

Government, or any other Government, whatever its complexion, to do 

those things which we believe to be essential to the very existence 

of our country. 
0 

Despite these assurances the League, by ignoring 

the deliberate Government policy of neglecting one service in favour 

of the other two, and drawing attention to the army's weaknesses, was 

flying in the face of the Administration. Small wonder one of the 

participants later recorded that t1official circles frowned on our 

1 
Rising Strength, January, 1939. 

2 
Rising Strength featured articles like 'Berlin's Air Raid 
Precautions' by Dr Haden Guest (Labour MP for North Islington), 
'War in the Air' by Duncan Sandys, and 'Women in War' by 
Winston Churchill. 

3 From a record of Ameryis speech to the annual meeting of the 
League, Rising Strength, February, 1939- 
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agitation for improved defence, on the general grounds that a 

breath of criticism weakens the Government". 
1 

Such a clash, however, 

had been foreseen by the Army League's founders who, in Amery's 

words, wanted at all costs to "strengthen the hands of the Secretary 

of State for War". In fact Leslie Hore-Belisha was very "receptive" 

to their proposals, and was soon to put underway a fundamental re- 

organisation of the army's structure. 
2 

Rising Strength was able to 

boast, in January, 1939, that the League's proposals "have very 

largely been carried out or known to be under consideration". But 

before the Army League seriously got underway, the whole situation 

was transformed by the Munich Crisis of 1938, with its drastic 

warning of the perils of unpreparedness, and of the need of prepara- 

tion for instant readiness on a scale, both in numbers and in 

adequacy of training, far exceeding anything contemplated in 1937- 

Amery noted that "the situation revealed by Munich gave a new 

direction to our activities". 
3 

As we have already noted a Navy League was in existence, having 

been established some years before. This had the dual purpose of 

interpreting to civilians the fighting forces at sea, and keeping 

the needs of maritime defence before the political eyes of the people. 

Several Conservative MPs were associated with it, including several 

of the aforementioned: Horne, Keyes, Sandys, Amery, Guest and Grigg. 

Lord Lloyd was its President throughout this period, while Churchill 

I 
Behrens, 'The League, Citizen Service, June, 1939- 

2 
The Unforgiving Years, p. 200. 

3 
Ibid, p. 200. For the new direction see PP-565-6. 
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was a frequent guest and speaker at League functions. Consistently 

the League bewailed the fact that the fleet had been "allowed to 

fall into decline" and pressed for the construction of adequate 

naval forces so vital to the "one Power which was absolutely 

dependent on the sea for its existence". 
1 

Although it welcomed 

the Government's awakening on the naval issue a certain jealousy 

of the priority given the air force was apparent in League circles. 

It was admitted that there was a need for a strong air force "but 

to suggest that the arm by which we alone really lived, and without 

which nothing could fly in the air for lack of fuel, did not need 

further strength and vigilance, was very dangerous folly indeed". 
2 

Another aspect of the defence question, in which the Government's 

critics were to have some success, was in the appointment of a 

Minister for the Co-ordination of Defence. Early in 1936 a campaign 

had been launched for a Ministry of Defence, backed by The Times 

and instigated in the Commons by the Member for Wellingborough, 

Wing Commander AWH James. 
3 

It was not simply a question of 

spending more on existing forces as they stood, so James and the 

other critics argued; what was needed was a plan to relate those 

forces, both in total strength and in relation to each other, to 

the dangers Britain might have to meet. The situation required a 

Minister of Defence to co-ordinate the scale and the tasks of the 

three Services in the light of a coherent plan and commend this plan 

to the Cabinet. Such a Minister, the critics felt, should have a 

jellicoe addressing the Trafalgar Day Dinner, The Times, October 18, 
1935- 

2 
Lord Lloyd addressing the Navy League, The Times, 16 May, 1935. 

3 
James: MP, 1931-45; formerly instructor RAF College, Cranwell. 
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staff of his own, to work continuously on the central problem of 

defence, in conjunction with the three Service Ministers, and so 

get better value for the large sums of money devoted to Imperial 

Defence. 

Re-organisation was urged in a Private Member's Bill on 

14 February, the Ministry of Defence Creation Bill. This called 

for an end to the "three tremendous vested interests" which did 

not give way an inch to one another, especially in the financial 

allocations each year; the introduction of one Service, the 

amalgamation of the three, was proposed. The Bill was presented 

by Sir Murray Sueter 
1 

and supported by George Lambert. 
2 

Amery 

took the opportunity to associate himself wholeheartedly with the 

concept of a Minister of Defence. He proceeded: 

"What is needed is a Minister who shall be free 

from administrative preoccupations of a great Department 

and who can give his whole time to the problem of 

co-ordination and supply. " 

It was necessary, he suggested, to make sure that too much money did 

not go to any one Service. Rather money should be related to 

strategic needs, and this task was work for a co-ordinator: 

"There must be someone with a co-ordinative conception 

of our strategical needs to stand between the Chancellor 

and the Departments when the main issue of the allocation 

of money is being considered. 

Sueter: a Rear-Admiral; Conservative MP for Hertford, 1921-45. 

By all accounts he had a very fertile mind and was in part responsible 
for the introduction of submarines in the British Navy (1902-03) 

and the creation of the Royal Naval Air Service, the first Anti- 
Aircraft Corps for London, and the Armoured Car Force. He made a 
contribution to the evolution of the tank, helped develop the 
Empire airmail services and invented the torpedo carrying air- 
craft. 

2 
Lambert: Liberal MP for South Molton, 1891-1924 and 1929-31; 
Liberal National, 1931-45; Civil Lord of the Admiralty, 1905-15. 
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Another speaker in support of the bill was the elder statesman, 

Sir Austen Chamberlain, who intervened with damaging effect. Quoting 

from a letter by Lord Trenchard to The Times, he alleged that the 

Chiefs of Staff Committee deliberately shelved important decisions 

if they could not reach agreement and did not refer them to the 

Committee of Imperial Defence or the Cabinet. 
1 

However, what 

"caused a mild sensation" was Chamberlain's attack on the Prime 

Minister. 
2 

Baldwin's biographers put this down to "a desire to show 

the true feeling in the party and his opinion that Churchill 

should have the job (the new ministry),,. 
3 

However, Chamberlain's 

colleague Earl Winterton, wrote "that it meant no more than he was 

seriously alarmed, like the rest of us, at the turn of events and 

at a certain mental inertia on Stanley Baldwin's part. 
4 

That 

Winterton was closer to the truth can be gauged from a letter sent 

by Austen to his sister Hilda: 

"It did rather flutter the journalistic dovecotes 

and I think rather surprised S. B. To tell the truth I 

thought that the time was overdue for trying to shake 

him out of his self-complacency. of course it is true 

that no man can do all the work which in these days the 

(from previous page) 

House of Commons Debates, 14 February, 1936. Cola-301-635. 

1 
Lord Trenchard, the former Chief of the Air Staff. 

2 
Jones, Letter dated 17 February, 1936, A Diary With Letters, 
p. 174. 

3 
Middlemass and Barnes, Baldwin, p. 908. 

Winterton, Orders of the Day, p. 214. Another member of the July 
deputation, Moore-Brabazon, shared this view: "I became more and 
more irritated with Mr Baldwin, who seemed to be drifting rather 
than doing anything constructive on many questions of policy. " 
The Brabazon Story, p. 161. 
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Prime Minister is supposed to do, but what angers me 

is that the present P. M. does none of it and this, 

mastering all my self-restraint, I refrained from 

saying. 
1 

But S. B. had better show himself more alive 

to his duties or he will get into serious trouble, 

for discontent is spreading and becoming more serious. 

It is discontent bred of anxiety as to the results of 

his slackness and having done much to save him in 

December when an adverse vote would have been a direct 

vote of censure and necessitated his resignation, I 

decided to use this non-party debate when no vote 

would be taken to tell him what not only the older 

but many of the younger members are privately saying. " 
2 

Altogether a total of 20 members spoke during the course of the 

debate: 6 Labour, 1 Liberal, 1 Communist and 12 supporters of the 

Government. Only 3 were opposed to a measure of reorganisation: 

Lord Eustace Percy, the Government spokesman; George Hardie, the 

Chamberlain would have been less than human if he had not felt 
bitter to Baldwin following the December days. Acting upon the 
hint that once the Hoare-Laval crisis was over Baldwin would 
"Want to talk" to him about the Foreign Office he had rallied 
support for the Government only to be then bypassed in favour 

of Eden. His feelings were well expressed in a letter to his 

sister Ida: "I should like to write about the real Baldwin 

whom we know does not fit in at any point with the picture 
which the public have made of him for themselves ... we 
know him as self-centred and idle; yet one of the shrewdist 
not to say slyest of politicians but without a constructuve idea 
in his head and with an amazing ignorance of Indian and foreign 
affairs and of the real values of political life. 'Sly, sir 
devilish sly' would be my chapter heading, and egotism and 
idleness the principal characteristics that I should assign 
him. " Letter to Ida, 28 December, 1935, Austen Chamberlain 
Papers. 

2 
Letter to Hilda, 15 February, 1936. Austen Chamberlain Papers. 
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pacifist member for Springburn; Willie Gallacher, the lone 

Communist, representing West Fife. 
1 

The general tone of the 

debate therefore was that the system was inadequate, especially 

at a time when a reconditioning of the defence forces was an 

admitted necessity. 

That same day Sir Maurice Hankey, Secretary to the Cabinet, 

wrote to Sir Warren Fisher, the Permanent Secretary to the Treasury 

and Head of the Civil Service: 

"After today's debate I am afraid we have got to 

make some concession for a Minister of Defence. " 

Hankey therefore recommended a compromise to Baldwin in order "to 

meet the widespread desires in Parliament and elsewhere for a 

Minister concentrating on the central problems of defence". 
2 

Three 

days later the Cabinet appointed a Ministerial Committee under the 

Chairmanship of the Prime Minister, with the following terms of 

reference: 

"To consider the question of co-ordination of defence 

in the light of the Debate in Parliament on Friday, 14th 

February, 1936, and the Cabinet discussion, and report 

their conclusions.,, 
3 

The report by the so-called Committee on the Co-ordination of Defence 

was ready by 20 February and, almost inevitably, concluded that 

a new Minister should be appointed. A White Paper on these lines 

was issued within a few days. 

The Government reply to the debate, made by Percy, was somewhat 
ineffective. His speech was described by Tom Jones as but a 
"thick cloud of words". Letter dated 17 February, 1936, A Diary 
With Letters, P-174. 

Cabinet Papers, Memorandum on Defence Co-ordination, 14 February, 
19T. - 

3 
Committee on the Co-ordination of Defence Report, 20 February, 1936. 
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The Government's moves offer a splendid illustration of the 

way in which the House of Commons is able to influence the conduct 

of the Nation's affairs. Criticism in the House, and complaint in 

the lobbies, combined of course with agitation outside, forced the 

Government to amend its policy. 
1 Although the new departure was 

limited in scope and in some ways a sop to Parliament, it showed 

that Baldwin's government, despite its large majority, was not 

impervious to criticism. 

Austen Chamberlain welcomed the new arrangement, writing to 

his sister Hilda that he was "very well satisfied with the Government 

reorganisation of the Defence duties". 
2 

Some of the other critics, 

however, were far from satisfied with the new post. Amery dismissed 

it as a "concession" to the "general demand for such an appointment", 

reflecting Baldwin's desire not to "upset the even tenor of the 

Government's life by creating a new office with formidable powers". 
3 

Churchill, too, considered the constitution of the new office and 

its powers unsatisfactory. 
4 

Both were of the opinion that no Minister 

entrusted with the work of co-ordination would achieve it without some 

It does appear that Baldwin had begun to realise that the co- 
ordination of the new programme and the mobilisation of industry 

would require full-time attention. Prior to the February Debate 
he was already feeling his way to the creation of a Minister 

responsible for Defence, answerable to Parliament. Doubtless the 
Debate gave a new direction to his activities, both forcing immediate 

action and aiding him to steer the proposal through a hostile 
Cabinet. Middlemas and Barnes, pp. 908-10. 

2 
Letter to Hilda, 29 February, 1936. Austen Chamberlain Papers. 

3 
The Unforgiving Years, p. 196. 

4 
The Gathering Storm, P-175. This criticism proved most perceptive; 
because of the circumscribed nature of the post "no living man - 
not even Winston Churchill - could have made a success of the 
appointment. " Ismay, The Memoirs of General Lord Ismay, P-75- 
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greater share of executive authority than the White Paper of 

3 March gave him. It would be only too easy for that Minister to 

offer advice which none of the heads of the three Service Departments 

would take. There was also the danger that co-ordination of the 

Defence plans and the question of the industrial side of arming 

would become intermingled with the result that the task would be 

beyond the capabilities of any one man. And even Austen Chamberlain 

admitted that the "new man will have a terrific task and I do not 

believe that anyone now in the Government is fit for it except 

Neville, who I am glad to know has definitely refused it, and I am 

dreadfully afraid that Baldwin will appoint some incompetent". 
1 

To prevent the new minister being bogged down with the industrial 

side of arming Churchill, and others closely associated with him, 

began to advocate the need for a separate Minister, who would set up 

something in the nature of a Ministry of Supply. Such a Ministry, 

by co-ordinating the demands of the three Services, would go a long 

way towards the re-equipment of Britain's expanding forces and 

adapting industry to war production, should the emergency arise. 
2 

Despite their pleas no action was taken until the spring of 1939- 

Churchill's views at this time were clearly set out in a 

Cabinet note circulated by Sir Maurice Hankey. He happened to live 

close to the ex-Minister, and attended a dinner at Chartwell on the 

19 April. Xhurchill used the occasion to have a full and penetrating 

discussion on Britain's defences. Points arose which gave an 

1 
Letter to Hilda, 29 February, 1936. AU8ten Chamberlain Paper8. 

As urged by Grigg and Horne in the Defence Debate of 
29 May, 1936. 
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indication of the line that Churchill was likely to take in the 

forthcoming debates in Parliament and Hankey considered the 

conversation important enough to warrant informing Baldwin and 

Inskip of its content. He wrote: 

"My impression is that he intends to be rather 

aggressive on Imperial Defence during the remainder 

of the present session. The point on which he was 

strongest was the desirability of setting up a Ministry 

of Supply. " 1 

Churchill's main criticism as to the duties of the Minister 

of Defence Co-ordination was his assumption of the chair at the 

Principal Supply Officers Sub-Committee. Inskip's role, he said, 

should be confined to questions of general policy, such as bombs 

versus battleships, the value of Russia as an ally, and so forth. 

To chair the Supply Officers Sub-Committee should be the role of a 

Minister of Supply or Munitions. Churchill, according to Hankey, 

"went out of his way to explain that he did not want the job for 

himself. He had already held the post in war and would not touch 

it again% 
2 

What intrigued Parliament, however, was not the duties or 

limitations of the new post, but the identity of the new Minister. 

Austen Chamberlain backed Churchill and openly stated that it was 

an "immense mistake" to exclude him. 3 "There is only one man", he 

1 Cabinet Note, 21 April, 1936. 

2 
Ibid. Apparently Hankey suspected Churchill of advocating 
the new Ministry as a means of getting back to power. 

3C 
Petrie, Austen Chamberlain, Vol. 2, p. 413- 
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wrote, "who by his studies and his special abilities and aptitudes 

is marked out for it, and that man is Winston Churchill. I don't 

suppose that Baldwin will offer it to him and I don't think that 

Neville would wish to have him back, but they are both wrong. He 

is the right man for the post, and in such dangerous times that 

consideration ought to be decisive. " 
1 

The Defence White Paper 

Debate in March also witnessed the recommendation of "the Right 

Honourable Member for Epping" by Winterton and Keyes. Even though 

this chorus came from his friends, there is no doubt that Churchill 

was expecting the appointment, as his subsequent disappointment 

revealed: "to me this definite and as it seemed final exclusion 

from all share in our preparations for defence was a heavy blow". 
2 

According to his biographers Baldwin went through "agonising 

difficulties" in selecting the new Minister and considered several 

individuals for the post, including Hoare, Neville Chamberlain, 

Churchill and Inskip. "The Chief Whip pressed for Inskip as the 

safest man, and Chamberlain (Neville) advised Baldwin to accept him. 

The events of the weekend (the violation of the Rhineland) afforded 

a good reason for discarding both Churchill and Hoare since they had 

European reputations which might be held to be provocative, and Inskip, 

while exciting no enthusiasm, would involve the Government in no 

fresh complexities. 1,3 

1 
Letter to Hilda, 15 February, 1936. Austen Chamberlain Papers. 

2 
The Gathering Storm, p. 176. 

3 
Middlemas and Barnes, p. 916- Apparently Hoesch, the German 
Ambassador in London, was later to write that if Churchill had 
been Minister of Defence and Austen Chamberlain at the Foreign 
Office, there would have been war. Ibid, p. 917. 
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It has become very fashionable to condemn the choice. Churchill's 

unkind description of the appointment as the most remarkable since 

Caligula had made his horse Consul is often referred to by writers 

on the period. 
1 

Inskip, of course, had no knowledge of service 

administration at the highest level, and although already over sixty, 

he had not served in the Cabinet before. With such a background it 

was likely that there would be difficulties in him establishing any 

effective control over the policies and the plans of the three 

Services. Nevertheless, what should be remembered in Inskip's favour 

is that Lord Chatfield, who subsequently succeeded him as Minister, 

heartily approved of his appointment, and that the crucial decision 

to give increased priority to the fighter element of the Royal Air 

Force, which helped to win the Battle of Britain, was due to Inskip. 
2 

The fact remains, however, that Inskip, for the most part, made 

himself useful in minor ways, lacking the authority to co-ordinate 

effectively the three Services. He was increasingly absorbed - as 

the critics predicted - in what should have been the task of quite 

a different office, namely that of a Minister of Supply. 

In 1938 the critics of the Government's rearmament programme 

possibly had a further, if somewhat limited, success when the 

Secretary of State for Air was forced to resign. Between the beginning 

of 1936 and the outbreak of war the main progress made in rearmament 

was in the enlargement and re-equipment of the Royal Air Force. This, 

Amery recorded that at the time Churchill "only asked me whether 
there was any prospect of his being offered the vacant Solicitor- 
Generalship. 111. The Unforgiving Years, p. 196. 

2 
Chatfield was then First Sea Lord. 
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however, was not enough to save the Government from severe 

criticism at the hands of some of its supporters, let alone the 

Opposition Parties. According to Winterton, the Chancellor of the 

Duchy of Lancaster, who had been appointed in March 1938 to be 

Lord Swinton's deputy in the Commons, the critics were impatient 

at "the inevitable delays in producing new types of aircraft off 

the drawing board, and in having to build and equip new factories". 

Most of this impatience, he wrote, was "unjustified". The great 

progress made in offensive and defensive methods and weapons for 

the air "could not be disclosed in detail to Parliament for security 

reasons; the invention of radar was a case in point". In any case, 

neither he nor Swinton had "a free hand to spend as much money as 

they would have wished in re-equipping, enlarging and modernising 

the Royal Air Force". 
1 

Naturally these facts could not be used in 

the Air Ministry's defence should a debate arise, so that the 

position always appeared worse than it really was. 

The anxiety about air defences continued to grow. In April, 

1938, Dalton recorded a conversation he had had with a young 

Conservative Member, Ronald Cartland. The latter apparently was 

greatly concerned at the failure of the Air Ministry and of Inskip 

to speed up the production of military aeroplanes. "The shadow 

factory business was, up to date, a flop ... We were steadily 

falling behind the Germans in air strength. Swinton as Air 

Minister was deeply responsible for the state of things. He did 

not know why he kept in favour with Chamberlain, as previously with 

Baldwin. 12 

1 
Orders of the Day, p. 233. 

2 
Diary entry, 7 April, 1938, Dalton Papers. 
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This growing disquiet reached its climax on 11 May when there 

occurred a debate, most damaging to the Government. With the 

Secretary of State for Air in the Lords he was not able to defend 

himself or his department in the House of Commons, but was forced 

to rely on Winterton, formerly one of Churchill's associates, to 

state the Air Ministry's case. Reactions to his speech were uniform. 

"The spokesman, " recorded Churchill, "who was chosen from the 

Government Front Bench was utterly unable to stem the rising tide 

of alarm and dissatisfaction. " 
1 

Dalton was more forthright: 

"His speech was a fiasco. " 
2 

Even Winterton admitted that he 

"underestimated the extent of the feeling against the Ministry in 

the Commons" so that his presentation of the case had "a very bad 

reception". Nevertheless, the critics, he maintained in his 

memoirs "were wrong in their facts. I was right. 
0 

All this caused a great Parliamentary stir. On the following 

day three separate motions were placed on the Order Paper, demanding 

an inquiry into Britain's air defences; two were on the behalf of the 

Opposition Parties, while the third was initiated by Churchill and 

backed by over 20 Government supporters. It read simply that "this 

House would welcome the appointment of an independent committee of 

inquiry into the state of our air defences". Excluding Churchill the 

signatories were: Nicolson, Spears, Oliver Simmonds, Walter Perkins, 

William Craven-Ellis, Samuel Storey, Cartland, Boothby, Alan Graham, 

1 
The Gathering Storm, p. 203. 

2 
The Fateful Years, p. 165- 

3 
Orders of the Day, p. 235. 
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Macmillan, John McKie, Adams, Emrys-Evans, J Sandeman Allen, 

Sandys, Mavis Tate, Keyes, Leonard Plugge, Dudley Joel, Ian Hannah, 

Sir Sidney Herbert, Charles Emmott, Alan Dower and Frederick MacQuisten. 

Naturally a critical motion, however mildly phrased, called for a 

reply and sure enough loyal Government supporters signed an 

amendment assuring the Government of the House's "whole-hearted 

support in their efforts and determination to bring our air defences 

to the highest pitch of efficiency, but deprecates the suggestion 

of an inquiry into those defences as calculated to interfere with 

and hamper the speed and success which the House desires to secure 

from both the Air Ministry and the industry itself. " 

The damage, however, had already been done and it became 

obvious to the Prime Minister that the Air Minister should be in the 

House of Commons. Chamberlain thereupon dismissed Swinton and 

installed in the Air Ministry Sir Kingsley Wood. This 'official 

explanation' has of late been challenged. JP Mackintosh writes: 

"There is an element of mystery about this episode. 

The official explanation was that there had been trouble 

in the House of Commons and Swinton was asked to resign 

so that a Secretary of State could be found who was able 

to defend the Air Ministry in that House. Yet the 

Government's very large majority was absolutely secure 

and nothing could be more out of character than the 

suggestion that Neville Chamberlain would abandon a 

man he wanted to keep, and who was doing good work, just 

because of a single row in the Commons. There is 

evidence that Swinton had crossed some powerful 

industrialists by being tough in his handling of 
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aircraft contracts and that those men, who had close 

connections with the Conservative Party, approached 

the Prime Minister directly and asked for the removal 

of Swinton. " 
1 

This view, in fact, partly refutes itself. If nothing could be 

more out of character than Chamberlain dismissing Swinton after a 

row in the Commons, then the same argument could be applied to a 

behind-the-scenes approach of industrialists. That is not to say 

that the latter might not have influenced Chamberlain's mind, but 

it would not explain the removal of Muirhead, the Under Secretary 

for Air, to the India Office, and the subsequent announcement that 

Winterton, though he remained Chancellor of the Duchy of lancaster, 

would never speak for the Air Ministry again. Clearly such a clean 

sweep reflected deep dissatisfaction with Air Ministry personnel, 

particularly when one considers that the new Under Secretary, 

Harold Balfour, was noted for his interest in the Royal Air Force, 

in which he had served for 8 years. No, the most likely reason is 

the 'official' one, however tempered this may have been by the 

approach of certain industrialists. Chamberlain may also have 

been influenced, if not annoyed, by reports of Swinton's 

indiscretion at a dinner party in February. 
2 

Whatever the reason for it, the Ministerial earthquake gave 

some Tories, who had signed Churchill's motion, an excuse to with- 

draw, on the grounds that there was now a fresh man at the top of 

the department. Churchill apparently only "assented grumpily" to 

1 
The British Cabinet, p. 438- 

2 
See P. 441. 
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the motion's withdrawal. 
1 

Both Opposition Parties, however, stuck 

to theirs necessitating a further debate on air defence, which took 

place on 25 May. At the close of the day's proceedings, a handful 

of Tories, including Churchill, chose to abstain rather than vote 

with the Government. 

A Conservative participant in the events of the 1930's has 

recorded that it was "the England of the extreme Right" where the 

most acute awareness of the weakness of Britain's defences existed. 

An analysis of those Tories who met regularly, pooling their 

information on defence matters, and those involved in the July 

Deputation revealed several who could be described as belonging to 

the extreme Right. Taking the Government of India Act as a yard- 

stick, Churchill, Keyes, Wolmer, Croft and Bracken, by their 

opposition, warrant inclusion amongst the diehards. Amery too can 

be described as belonging to the extreme Right, as the stand he 

took over Mussolini's invasion of Abyssinia and his opposition to 

sanctions revealed. Similarly Moore-Brabazon, representing the 

strongly armed Britain tradition within the Tory ranks, was drawn 

from the Right of the party. Writing of the 1920's Brabazon recalled 

that he had been "very keen on the growth of air power in relation 

to the older Services, and yet there we were, in a critical situation 

1 Letter dated 17 May, 1938, Diaries and Letters 1930-39, P-341. 

2 
Quintin Hogg, the victor of'the famous Oxford by-election. 
Elsewhere he described 'a great armed strength' as a Conservative 
principle: "In so far as the Conservative Party was to blame 
(for Britain's slow rearmament) it was not their principles 
which were wrong; it was that they did not adhere sufficiently 
strongly to their principles. " The Left Were Not Right, 
pp-55,86. 
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I thought in the world, with very little air power and the Secretary 

of State for Air not even in the Cabinet". 
1 

In effect, Brabazon had 

been pressing the Government to increase the size of the Royal Air 

Force in the quiet years of Baldwin's Second Ministry! 

The presence of such extremists, even if we exclude Amery and 

Brabazon, throws doubt on Neville Thompson's claim that "with the 

passage of the Government of India Act the bond between Churchill 

and the die-hards was finally severed and they went their separate 

ways". 
2 

The rearmament issue, like that of India's future, was near 

to the heart of many a right-wing Tory MP, and its growing signifi- 

cance politically made possible continued links between Churchill and 

the die-hards, although it is apparent that they were not so closely 

associated as before. Churchill was now, of course, attempting to 

undo the extremist image he had constructed over India, but the bond 

with the Right was never "finally severed", as the Munich vote later 

revealed. Equally in need of modification is Thompson's further 

claim that the die-hards went on to "support" the Administrationb 

foreign policy. 
3 

Most of them did, but some dissented, a group 

not allowed for in such a blanket generalisation. 

Not all of the Members of Parliament anxious to spur the Government 

out of what they considered its tentative steps in rearming can be 

categorized as Tory extremists. Churchill, in fact, later recorded 

that an "the German danger I found myself working in Parliament with 

a group of friends. It was composed differently from the India 

1 
Brabazon, The Brabazon Story, p. 161. 

The Anti-Appeasers, p. 24. 

Ibid, p. 24. 
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Defence League. Sir Austen Chamberlaint Sir Robert Horne, Sir Edward 

Grigg, Lord Winterton, Mr Bracken, Sir Henry Croft and several others 

formed our circle. " 
1 

Amongst the dissidentst therefore, there were 

those who were moderate, middle of the road Conservatives, and others 

who were 'liberal' or progressive in outlook. Moderates included 

Horne, O'Neill and Gilmour while Boothby and Sandys could be termed 

progressive Conservatives. 
2 

Austen Chamberlain, throughout his 

long and distinguished career, never referred to himself as a 

Conservative but rather as a 'Unionist' after the example of his 

Liberal Unionist father. Both Grigg and Guest had also been 

influenced by some form of Liberalism and, in contrast to Churchill, 

did not move to the Right of the Unionist Party during their later 

careers. 

Belonging to the extreme Right, therefore, was not an essential 

prerequisite for the rearmament critics associated with Churchill. 

Yet did they differ in any respect from their fellow members? Their 

average age was 53 years 2 months, almost four years above the party 

average, while in education a higher percentage had attended public 

school and university. In occupation they were almost equally drawn 

from the professions, the armed forces and official services, and 

the great landowning families. It is noticeable that the business 

community was hardly represented at all within their ranks, even 

1 
The Gathering Storm, p. 70. 

Both Boothby and Sandys belonged to the Conservative Special 
Areas Committee formed in 1936 "to press for vigorous action 
in gloomy areas". The difficulties of classifying British 
politicians as right or left is amply illustrated by reference 
to the same committee: its leader was Wolmer and Churchill 
was the first MP to enlist. B Cartland, Ronald Cartland, 
p. 82. 
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though this made up the largest section of the parliamentary party. 

Apart from this characteristic, it is in the constituencies where 

the most interesting pattern emerges: O'Neill was unopposed, while 

a further 9 had majorities exceeding 10,000. Of the remaining six, 

two had majorities of 9,000, two majorities of 7,000, one of 6,000, 

and the last, Boothby, 3,000 in East Aberdeen, a seat which did not 

change hands in 1945. Another feature of note is the large 

proportion of members who had seen long service in the House: 

12 were first returned before or at the General Election of 1922; 

8 had been members at the time of the outbreak of the Great War. 

It cannot have been entirely accidental that the majority of the 

dissidents represented safe seats and were not young in terms of 

Parliamentary service. Doubtless the large majorities and their 

long-standing as Mps meant that they had relatively little to fear 

from the wrath of party whips and Central Office as a result of their 

intransigence. 

It is further apparent that as a group they had a wealth of 

experience in the field of defence which enabled them to speak with 

no little authority in the Commons. Churchill, Amery and Chamberlain 

were ex-First Lords of the Admiralty, to which Horne had once been 

attached as a junior minister. Guest had been Secretary of State 

for Air, a post Churchill had once held, combined with the War Office. 

Of the others, although no longer on active service, Keyes, was an 

Admiral of the Fleet; Moore-Brabazon, the pioneer aviator, had held 

high office in the Royal Flying Corp; Croft was a Brigadier-General 

in the Territorial Army; Grigg was a Colonel in the Grenadier Guards 

Amery, Chamberlain, Churchill, Croft, Gilmour, Guest, Winterton 
and Wolmer. 
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and Gilmour a Colonel in the Fife Yeomanry. Winterton, Wolmer and 

O'Neill had also served in the Army, experiencing action in the 

Great War. The expert technical knowledge gained as a result of 

these various fields of activity equipped them, in the words of 

Neville Chamberlain's biographer, to be 'masters' of their 'chosen 

ground' of defence. 
1 

Three of the dissidents, Churchill, Horne and Gilmour, were to 

be described by Stanley Baldwin as "flotsam and jetsam of political 

life thrown up on the beach". 
2 

In fact several of the group are 

reminiscent of a former age: the Lloyd George Coalition Government, 

overturned in 1922. Not only had Churchill, Horne and Gilmour served 

under Lloyd George but also Austen Chamberlain, Guest and Amery, 

while Grigg had been the Prime Minister's personal secretary. Naturally 

such names imparted a 'has been' air both to the deputation and the 

group, and it is not surprising, with such a background, that 

contemporaries suspected their motives, implying what was afoot was 

a drive to recover power rather than a real concern for the state 

of Britain's defences. 

The other critics, not associated with the group or the July 

Deputation were similarly drawn from all sections of the party, not 

3 
exclusively from the extreme Right. They differed in various aspects, 

both from the party and their fellow rearmament dissidents: their 

average age was 41 years 1 month, considerably lower than the Unionist 

Party's; they were drawn, by and large, from the professions and the 

The Life of Neville Chamberlain, p. 285- It is interesting to note 
that a considerable number of those involved in the group or 
deputation were later to hold ministerial office: Churchill's case 
speaks for itself; Winterton, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster; 
Gilmour, Minister of Shipping; O'Neill, Under Secretary of State 
for India and Burma; Croft, Under Secretary of State for War; 
Bracken, Minister of Information; Brabazon, Minister of Transport; 
Amery, Secretary of State for India; Wolmer, Minister of Economic 
Warfare; Grigg, Financial Secretary to the War Office; Boothby, 
Parliamentary Secretary at the Ministry of Food; Sandys, Financial 
Secretary to the War Office. 
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armed forces and official services; 
1 

no definite pattern emerged 

from the constituencies. 
2 

Again, several of them had expert technical 

knowledge or experience of aspects of Britain's defences: Rear 

Admiral Sir Murray-Sueter, Vice-Admiral EA Taylor, Brigadier- 

General EL Spears, Wing-Commander AH James, Oliver Simmonds, the 

Chairman of the Parliamentary Air Raid Precautions Committee are 

examples worthy of note. 

It was soon to become apparent that the unity of the Government's 

critics, including those that grouped together and the wider number 

of backbenchers that expressed alarm at the slow progress of rearma- 

ment, lay essentially in the necessity for improving Britain's 

defences. There was no unanimity amongst them on the far more vital 

necessity of how to defend Britain's strategical position. When 

the issue was joined, in 1938, the result was division. The majority, 

including Croft, Grigg, Brabazon and Gilmour followed the Government 

into the orthodix policy of appeasement. Others, such as Churchill, 

Amery, Wolmer and Keyes remained in 'opposition', urging the 

Government to construct an alliance of peace-loving nations to 

thwart Nazi designs. 

One further question remains to be answered - the effectiveness 

or otherwise of the dissidents in their self-appointed role of goading 

and stimulating the Government towards what they considered adequate 

2 (from previous page) 

Jones, diary entry, March 15,1937, A Dairy with Letters, P-324. 

3 (from previous page) 

In addition to the 16 already analysed a further 31 MPs have been 
referred to: . 28 Unionists, 2 Liberal NationalB, 1 National Labour. 

1 
Their occupations broke down as follows: 12, Armed Forces and 
Official Services; 7, Professions; 1, Land; 5, Business (excluding 
Mavis Tate and Lady Astor). 

2 
Three were unopposed; 8 had majorities in excess of 10,000; 
1,9,000; 2,6,000; the rest, 5,000 and less. 
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rearmament. Straightway one thing is apparent, and this is that 

despite their persistent pleas the Government did not commence 

rearmament until 1934, and not seriously until 1936. Even so the 

dissidents - with their exaggerated fear of Hitler's preparations - 

were to be far from satisfied with the extent of the Government's 

programme of rearmament and the subsequent progress made towards 

its completion. Vociferous in their criticisms though they were, 

it is unlikely that they had more than marginal influence on the 

programme and its timing, at least until the spring of 1938, when 

their alarm was more generally shared. Similarly as regards a 

Ministry of Supply, not set up until 1939, they were singularly 

unsuccessful, although by contrast they played a significant role 

in the establishment of a Ministry for the Co-ordination of Defence, 

structurally unsound as it was, and the dismissal of Lord Swinton, 

unjust as that may now seem. When all is said and done, however, 

even if we assume a marginal influence for the dissidents, and 

something fruitful must have come from such a persistent critical 

scrutiny of Ministers and Departments, that could well have made 

considerable difference once hostilities commenced. 

The Labour Party 

Issues of defence sharply divided the Labour Party in the 

thirties, as they to today. The movement was, and remains, an 

alliance of men with widely differing views, not a disciplined 

army, and this added considerably to its contradictions over 

rearmament. According to Ralph Miliband and Samuel Davis there 

were four currents of thought existing over such issues: "The 

first ... was the straightforward pacifist view; the second ... 

was a waning, but still powerful, belief in Labour's traditional 
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programme of disarmament by international agreement coupled with an 

increasingly inconsistent acceptance of the obligation of collective 

action in defence of Labour's principles, and support for the League 

of Nations ... A third view, rapidly gaining in strength ... was 

that Labour had no alternative but to support British rearmament. 

The fourth view was that of the Labour Left, the most 'ideological' 

of the four, which entailed both an ardent demand for resistance 

to Fascist aggression, and a no less ardent refusal of support for 

the Government's programme". 
I 

These four currents of thought, which are very convenient for 

classification purposes, have been adopted here. However, it is 

well to remember that the party was at a watershed, and its policies 

and ideology were confused, so much so that it is not strictly 

accurate to add Labour MPs up and divide by four. Many there were, 

in fact, that could be fitted into more than one category and others 

it is difficult to distinguish at all. 

What follows is a brief analysis of the basic outlook of each 

of the party's main groups, for within certain broad units the 

approach of each was surprisingly individualistic. Labour's policy 

on rearmament depended on the interplay of the outlook of these 

groups. 

(a) The Pacifists 

The tradition of pacifism and anti-militarism was deeply rooted 

in the Labour movement. Francis Williams wrote of it as "an 

expression of its (Labour's) idealism, of its belief in human 

brotherhood and international socialism, its suspicion of imperialism 

Miliband, Parliamentary Socialism, pp. 246-7. See also the 
introduction to Davis, British Labour and British Foreign 
Policy 1933-9, Ph. D Thesis, University of London, 1950- 
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and the economic exploitation of man by man. It represented much 

that was best and most inspiring in early socialism. 111 Pacifism 

ran deep in Labour's parliamentary ranks, touching several of the 

party's leaders as well as the membership generally. The party, 

in fact, had badly split on this issue in 1914; its new leaders 

after 1931 had then been divided. Clement Attlee, Albert Alexander 

and Hugh Dalton had joined the Army immediately, fighting with 

distinction, while George Lansbury, Herbert Morrison, Tom Johnston, 

Pethick-Lawrence, Morgan Jones, Noel-Baker and Lees-Smith had been 

pacifists. 

By the middle thirties except for a few, Lansbury chief among 

them, the idealist pacifism of Labour's early years had been abandoned, 

and had been replaced by a faith in the League of Nations. Thus it 

is true that there was still a small minority in the Labour Party who 

took up the pacifist point of view; they did not believe that war 

was right, and they were prepared to disband the whole of Britain's 

defence forces. Their attitude was respected but they were not in 

any sense representative of the Labour Party as a whole. "As a 

party", said Attlee in May 1935, "we do not stand for unilateral 

disarmament. There are members of our party for whom we have the 

greatest respect, and whose entire sincerity we recognise, who do 

take that line, but as a party we do not stand for unilateral 

disarmament". 
?- 

Seen in this light, the view of WR Rock, that 

"at the beginning of 1938 in the Labour Party, there was a 

multitude who had not decided in their own minds whether they were 

1 
Williams, Ernest Bevin, p. 189. 

2 
House of Commons Debates, 22 May, 1935, Col-375- 



120. 

first and foremost champions of the League of Nations and collective 

security or first and foremost pacifists", is difficult to substantiate. 
' 

Of the parliamentary party elected in November, 1935, Lansbury, 

Salter, Sorensen, Wilson, Barr, McLaren and Davies were associated 

together in an "ethical-religious" pacifism. 
2 

Lansbury was a member 

of the 'cloth cap' brigade, being educated at elementary school, 

with a career consisting of manual and office work. 
3 

Although 

elected MP for Bow and Bromley in 1910 he did not consistently 

sit for that division until 1922. Seven years later MacDonald 

appointed him First Commissioner of Works in the Second Labour 

Ministry. The landslide of 1931, which deprived the parliamentary 

party of its senior members, resulted in Lansbury's elevation to 

the vacant leadership. He retained the post for four years until 

his resignation, following the Brighton Conference of 1935. 

Throughout his remaining years in the House he was still held in 

great regard by his fellow MPs: 

"George Lansbury personified the Socialism which had 

won our minds and stirred our bearts. His life of dedicated 

service had made him the best loved leader of our movement 

He represented the religious idealism and compassion which 

made our movement a cause. " 
4 

Throughout his life he was to remain a staunch member of the 

Church of ]England, and it was from the Christian faith that he 

derived his pacifism. 

1 
Appeasement On Trial, P-13- 

2RW 
Sorensen, Letter to the author, 2 April, 1969. 

3 
MP, Bow and Bromley, 1910-12 and 1922-40. 

4 
James Griffiths, MP for Llanelly, 1936-66. Pages From Memory, 

pp-59-60. 
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"I'm a Pacifist and Socialist because the principles 

embodied in the life and teaching of the founder of 

Christianity appeal to me as those which form the 

standard of life and conduct which, if followed by even 

one nation, would ultimately save the world from war 

and give peace and security at home and abroad. " 
1 

Alfred Salter was the Member for West Bermondsey. 
2 

Behind him 

lay a very distinguished medical career, which began with a Triple 

First Class Honours at London University. An eminent physician he 

nevertheless devoted much of his working life to tending the sick 

in the poorer, industrial areas of London. It was such an area he 

had represented since 1922. A Quaker, from which he derived his 

pacifism, he informed his constituents in 1935: 

"I stand for Peace, for Disarmament and for refusal 

to go to war under any circumstances. " 

Another Friend was Cecil Wilson, MP for Attercliffe, Sheffield 

from 1922-31 and from 1935-45. Educated at various denominational 

schools and Manchester University, he had for 37 years been a 

Director of the Sheffield Smelting Company. The November 1935 edition 

of the Congregationalist Christian World described him as "an 

honorary deacon of the Zion Congregational Church, Attercliffe". 

In fact Wilson had joined the Friends and was an active member of 

the Westminster meeting. During the 1935 Parliament he held the 

posts of Chairman of the Executive of the National Anti-Gambling 

League and Convenor of the Political Pacifist Group. 

1 
Why Pacifists Should be Socialists, p. 12. 

2 
1922-45, except for a brief interlude 1923-24. 
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Reginald William Sorensen, MP for West Leyton, 1929-31 and 

from 1935-64, was educated at elementary school. After working in 

factory, office and shop he studied for four years in a Unitarian 

Religious Community and became the Minister of the Free Christian 

Church, Walthamstow. From there he turned to active politics, 

anxious to apply his religious views in public life. Another 

pacifist minister was James Barr, MP for Motherwell, 1924-31 and 

Coatbridge, Lanark from 1935-45. Educated at Glasgow University he 

had undergone theological training at Glasgow Free Church College. 

For over 30 years Barr had been a Presbyterian minister and author 

of religious books until the time he had entered Parliament. At 

the General Election he wrote in his manifesto: 

"As to the colossal increases to be proposed for Army, 

Navy and Air Force, I will resist these to the very utmost 

of my power. Let your increases be for the social services, 

and not for the armed forces of the land; and remember that 

but for the mad expenditure on War and Armaments "This country 

might have been a garden, every dwelling might have been 

of marble, and every person who treads its woil might have 

been sufficiently educated". " 

Andrew McLaren, aged 52 at the General Election, represented 

the Buslem Division of Stoke-on-Trent for almost 20 years. 
1 

Educated at elementary school he later attended a Glasgow school 

of art. By trade he was an engineer although he occasionally 

dabbled in journalism. He is best remembered for the remark "Thank 

God for the Prime Minister" after Chamberlain's return from Munich 

in 1938. 

1 
MP 1922-23,1924-31,1935-45. 
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The last of the religious-motivated pacifists was Rhys John 

Davies, MP for Westhoughton, Lancashire. 
1 

Davies had been educated 

at elementary school and went through a variety of occupations: farm 

servant, coal miner, and official of the Distributive Workers, Union. 

Within three years of entering the House in 1921, he held his only 

ministerial post, that of Under Secretary of State for the Home 

Department. Outside Parliament Davies led a very full Church life 

with the Congregationalists, being a Sunday School teacher, choirmaster 

and local preacher. During the late 120s and early '30s he had been 

an advocate of the League of Nations until, at the time of the 1935 

election, he wrote a letter to his constituency party saying that he 

would go no further than economic sanctions against Italy. 
2 

His 

League conception had come into conflict with his Christian faith's 

teaching on war: 

"It is obvious that these are difficult times in the 

history of the Churches. What would be the Saviour's 

answer to the present challenge? If I am not mistaken, 

He would declare himself a conscientious objector.,, 
3 

These ? MPs, then, can be associated together in the belief 

that Christianity taught that it was wrong to hate and kill fellow 

human beings. In his election address, November 1935, Lansbury set 

out their faith: 

1 MP, 1921-51. 

2 
Barr had included words to that effect in his manifesto: ''A 
consistent supporter of pacifist principles, and an un- 
compromising opponent of all war, I have always actively 
supported the League of Nations, with the reservation only, 
that it should stand ever for the maintenance of peace, and 
never for the promotion or perpetuation of war. " 

3 
The Christian and War, p. 10. 
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"I am a Pacifist because I accept as literally true 

the words "those who take the sword perish by the sword". 

It is impossible to cast out war by war, or to establish 

peace by brute force, whether the war is a collective or 

national war. I cannot support war under any conditions. 

Give up reliance on brute force, accept and 

act on the teaching "do to others as you would be done 

by", and you will live. This promise of our Lord's is 

true. once we go to the world in His spirit, once we 

offer to co-operate and to share our gifts and our resources 

with other nations we shall become the strongest, most 

powerful people in the world. Our armour will not be 

poison gas, or machine guns, but the armour of righteousness, 

peace and love. " 
1 

Other Labour MPs were pacifists, not on religious but practical 

grounds. Frederick Messer, Henry McGhee and William Leach believed 

that the employment of force was worthless because it involved too 

much destruction. Instead of settling anything war created untold 

misery and more problems than it could possibly solve. The first 

of this group, Messer entered the House in 1929 as Member for South 

Tottenham. 
2 

Throughout his life he displayed a passionate interest 

in hospital work, a vocation in which the highest premium is placed 

upon the preservation of life. Such were the sentiments with which 

he approached the question of war, and consequently he renouced the 

use of any form of violence upon his fellow human beings. During the 

1 
Lansbury Papers, November 3,1935. 

MP, 1929-31 and 1935-59- 
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inter-war period Messer was a executive member of the No More War 

Movement and a member of the editorial board of the pacifist paper 

Peace. In 1937-38, together with Lansbury, he negotiated with 

Hore-Belisha, the Secretary of State for War, to get appellate 

tribunals established to deal with conscientious objectors' appeals. 

Leach, educated at Bradford Grammar School, was a retired 

worsted manufacturer, who represented Central Bradford somewhat 

intermittently in the period between the wars. 
2 

Somewhat 

surprisingly MacDonald, in 1924, appointed him Under Secretary of 

State for Air, and Leach, in bringing in the air estimates that 

year, went out of his way to make the Sermon on the Mount a feature 

of his address. The last of the three, McGhee, was the Member for 

Penistone, Yorkshire. He had been a practising dentist prior to 

his elevation to the Commons. 
3 

A further three, George Hardie, brother of the famous Keir, his 

wife Agnes, and Ellen Wilkinson can be termed ideological pacifists. 

All three believed that war was the product of imperialist rivalries, 

which enriched the armament makers but debased the position of the 

working-class still further. Workers, they argued, should resist 

war, if necessary by industrial action, rather than. take up weapons 

against fellow workers. George Hardie, a foundation member of the 

Independent Labour Party, represented Springburn, Glasgow from 1922-31 

and 1935-37- 
4 

In February, 1936, during the debate over the Ministry 

1 
Letter, Sir Frederick Messer to the author, 17 April, 1969. 

2 
MP, 1922-24,1929-31 and 1935-45; a member of the Union of 
Democratic Control. 

3 
MP, 1935-59- 

4 
Hardie began his working life as a miner at the age of 12. 
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of Defence Creation Bill, Hardie openly disagreed with his leader, 

whom he claimed, by supporting the Bill, was not speaking for the 

Party, and went on to declare his total opposition to a move designed 

to make Britain 'strong for war and not for peace'. 
1 

On his death 

in July, 1937, Agnes Hardie was elected in his stead, standing for 

much the same policies as her late husband. 

Wilkinson, MP for Middlesborough 1924-31 and Jarrow 1935-47, 

was a University of Manchester graduate. In 1915, at the age of 24, 

she became National Organiser for the National Union of Distributive 

and Allied Workers. At this time her political leanings were to the 

extreme Left for in 1920 she joined the newly-formed Communist Party. 

Although her independent spirit soon resulted in her breaking with 

that organisation, she remained 'Left' in outlook, which explains the 

nickname 'Red Ellen'. The early thirties saw her involvement with 

the cause of the unemployed and participation in the hunger marches. 

As part of that agitation she contributed the highly successful work, 

The Town That Was Murdered to the Left Book Club publications. 

In her 1935 election manifesto she was to write: 

"War has never settled anything. It creates more 

misery and problems. In any war the workers always lose 

the bankers and the armaments shareholders of all countries 

always profit. $' 

The following summer, the very eve of the Spanish Civil War, witnessed 

her taking the peace pledge. 
2 

Events, however, particularly the 

1 House of Commons Debates, February 14,1936, cols. 1362-63- 

2 
Founded in October 1934 by Canon Dick Sheppard. He appealed to 
men and women to pledge against war by sending him a postcard 
saying that they bound themselves by the pledge: "I renounce war 
and never again will I support or sanction another, and I will 
do all in my power to persuade others to do the same. " Sheppard 
died in October, 1937, and was succeeded as President by 
Lansbury. 
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Spanish conflict, with which she was to deeply embroil herself, soon 

resulted in the abandonment of her pacifist beliefs- 

Pacifists, Christian or otherwise, were wholly united in the 

belief that another war would bring down the curtains on civilisa- 

tion. Salter informed his constituents that in the event of a war 

"Bermondsey will be bombed to smithereens". 
1 

Similarly T-ansbury, 

in a speech to the House, argued that another war would "bring a 

catastrophic ending to the period in which we are living". 
2 

So great was their loathing of war that the pacifists displayed 

no concern for the problem of confronting agression. Following the 

German seizure of Austria in 1938, Salter remarked, "I denounce 

Hitler's brutal methods as much as anyone but there is no cause 

on earth that is worth the sacrifice of the blood and lives of 

millions upon millions of innocent and helpless men, women and 

children". 
3 

Similarly Lansbury considered that the Abyssinians had 

been wrong to resist the Italians. 
4 

Far better if nations abolished 

their defence preparations: 

"Somewhere, in some land, there will arise, and I 

pray it may be here, a people who will say to the world: 

'Throw down your arms'. We have thrown ours away never to 

take them up again. We have renounced imperialism, 

cast away all thoughts of domination and fear, and are 

now determined to live with all the world as friends 

and partners in a true commonwealth of peoples working 

and sharing life and all it has to give one another. 1,5 

1 
Election Address, November 1935- 

2 
House of Commons Debates, June 23,1936, Col. 1661. 

3 
Fenner Brockway, Bermondsey Story, p. 208. 

4R 
Postgate, George Lansbury, P-311- 

-5 Lansbury, Why Pacifists Should Be Socialists, p.? 4. 



128. 

Yet Labour's pacifists had something more positive to offer than 

refusal to fight or disbandment of the armed forces. In fact they 

had developed a coherent peace policy. The British Government, they 

argued, should call all the nations to Geneva and say, "Let us give 

up this tomfoolery about guns and poison gas. Let us get rid of all 

the questions about armaments and disarmaments and get down to the 

bedrock. " 1 
'Bedrock' was leading the world away from war by paying 

some attention to its cause: developing and growing nations with 

insufficient land, home-grown food supplies and resources, while 

other countries had more than they needed. Their answer then, was 

a voluntary economic reorganisation of the world, the only alterna- 

tive to a war which would destroy Empire, homeland and civilisation. 

Early in the new Parliament the pacifists had an opportunity 

to state their case. Lansbury won the ballot for private members' 

motions and in February 1936 introduced a resolution calling for a 

world conference to give all countries access to raw materials. 

The resolution read: 

"That this House affirms its profound belief in the 

futility of war, views with grave concern the world-wide 

preparations for war, and is of the opinion that, through 

the League of Nations, His Majesty's Government should 

make an immediate effort for the summoning of a new 

international conference to deal with the economic factors 

which are now responsible, such as the necessity for 

access to raw materials and to markets and for the 

migration of people, with a view to arriving at an 

1 
Lansbury, House of Commons Debates, FebruarY 5,1936, Col. 212. 
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international agreement which will remove from the nations 

the incentive to pile up armaments and establish the peace 

of the world as a sure foundation. " 
1 

The motion was supported by David Lloyd George and received in support 

some 1.50 votes, the vast majority of which were Labour. 

The plan was by no means visionary in itself. Two years later 

the Belgian Liberal ex-Premier, Van Zeeland, at the request of the 

British and French Governments, produced a detailed plan based on 

similar principles which was recognised as practicable. Lansbury, 

Salter and Labour's other pacifists adopted it and included it in 

their propaganda. 
2 

In 1936 Iansbury and Salter decided to carry their peace campaign 

to America. Lansbury had a 45 minute interview with President Roosevelt 

and urged him to call a world conference of the leaders of various 

nations. Roosevelt showed interest but doubted whether other 

important powers would. He was willing to participate if only 

Lansbury could line up enough support elsewhere. 
3 

Upon his return 

to Europe, Lansbury undertook, under the auspices of the 

International Fellowship of Reconciliation, to sound out rulers of 

other states as to their views regarding his project. In the late 

1 
House of Commons Debates, 5 February, 1936. Col. 213- 

2 
Postgate, P-311- 

Two years later Roosevelt proposed such a conference. The British 
Foreign Office received a tPlegram from Washington on 12 January, 
1938, in which Roosevelt, troubled by the deterioration of the 
international situation, proposed a conference in Washington of 
representatives of certain governments to consider the underlying 
causes of tension, with the hope of agreement on essential 
principles to be observed in the conduct of international 
relations. Camberlain rebuffed the offer, see P. 418. 
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summer of 1936 he went to the Continent and obtained interviews with 

the Prime Ministers of France, Belgium, Denmark, Norway and Sweden. 

Their leaders agreed with his proposals but either, as in the case 

of France, would not take the initiative or considered that there 

was no chance for a tiny power successfully to call such a 

conference. 

Although his 1936 trips aroused interest it was Lansbury's 

visit to Hitler the following spring that caused the greatest stir. 

From the talks, Lansbury received a favourable impression of the 

German leader. "Hitler treated the interview very seriously", he 

was to write, "I think he really wants peace. " 
1 

Nevertheless, the 

Fuhrer declared that he could not take the initiative in calling 

such a conference: nobody trusted him and if he attempted to take 

the lead it would spoil the prospects of any proposed international 

gathering. Lansbury went away well-pleased, writing the following 

month to Lord Allen that Hitler would not go to war "unless pushed 

into it by others". 
2 

Elsewhere he wrote that history would record 

Hitler as "one of the great men of our time,,. 3 

The visits were then extended to Mussolini, President Benes of 

Czechoslovakia, Prime Minister Smigly-Ridz of Poland, and Schuschnigg, 

Chancellor of Austria. From all these heads of state and more he 

received an assurance that if a world conference was called they 

would attend. His tours now complete, he was able to announce, 

somewhat naively, that he was "gratified to discover that every 

Note by Lansbury, Lansbury Papers, April, 1937. According to 
Herbert Morrison the reverse was true. Hitler regarded Lansbury 
as a "simple fool" and went on reading official papers while 
Lansbury tried to dissuade him from his policies. Morrison, 
An Autobiography, p. 162. 

2 
Letter, Lansbury Papers, 11 May, 1937- 

3 
My Quest for Peace, p. 141. 


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































