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A POLITICAL PROBLEM - LOCAL LIBERAL CANDIDATES AT THE
GENERAL ELECTION OF JANUARY 1910

By John Howe

Politics in Edwardian England was a lively and
exiting business. Major new issues were
emerging, a new political party appeared and
elections involved a complex balance of personal
factors, local and national issues and party
organisation. There was widespread popular
interest shown by the extensive coverage of local
and national politics in the local press which gave
lengthy news reports supported by much
comment and gossip on all political issues. The
main political meetings attracted packed
audiences filling the largest public halls and
excitement reached a climax at general elections
when the numbers who voted show that virtually
every registered elector who was physically able
to do so actually voted.

Nationally, the Conservatives had won the 1900
general election during the Boer War but
thereafter their fortunes declined. Evidence of
incompetence during the war and its mounting
cost, Nonconformist anger at the terms of the
1902 Education Act and Joseph Chamberlain’s
attack on Free Trade in 1903 galvanised Liberals
into activity culminating in a landslide Liberal
victory in the general election of January 1906. At
the same time a growing awareness of social
problems—poor housing, ill-health, unemployment
and widespread poverty — was leading many
Liberals to demand social reform financed by
higher taxation. In some respects the new Liberal
government proved a disappointment for despite
its huge majority in the House of Commons it was
unable to get several major policies through the
House of Lords which had an overwhelming
Conservative majority. However old-age pensions
introduced in 1908 were widely welcomed and in
1909 Lloyd George produced a radical budget, the
People's budget, to finance pensions and other
social reforms. This produced revived Liberal
enthusiasm but Conservatives were enraged and
in the summer and autumn of 1909 there was
much speculation that the House of Lords might
reject the budget and thus force a general
election.!

The 1906 election had also brought a small group
of independent Labour MPs to the House of
Commons. They had much in common with the
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Liberals — concern about poor social conditions
and willingness to use State action to achieve
social reform — although some commentators on
the right feared the growth of extremist Socialism
and the Labour party itself insisted on its
complete independence. Many on the political left
indeed saw Liberals and Labour as two parts of
the progressive forces and feared that if they
competed they would split the progressive vote
and let the Conservatives in.

Locally, we are concerned with two constituencies,
the borough of Cheltenham and the surrounding
county division known as North Gloucestershire or
Tewkesbury but extending from Berkeley in the
southwest to Chipping Campden in the northeast.
Political activity in each seat depended on the local
party organisation which by the early 20th century
was modelled on that developed by Chamberlain
and Schnadhorst in Birmingham in the 1870s.
Annual ward meetings of all Liberals elected a
constituency council which in turn chose an
executive to run the party on a day-to-day basis. Its
key duty was to find a parliamentary candidate and
in practice the presence of a candidate was vital.
For example in Cheltenham there was minimal
Liberal activity and declining income following the
failure to find a candidate for the 1900 general
election. An effective local party needed a full-time
professional agent who would organise meetings
and propaganda, build up a team of volunteers to
work at elections and supervise the vital work of
getting voters onto the election register (not until
1918 was there an effective official system of
registration). All this cost money, some £400 a year
and with an annual income of just over £80 in
1900, falling to £51-10s-0d in 1902,2 the
Cheltenham Liberals were clearly in a weak
position. Then in October 1903, a prospective
candidate was found. In December a full-time
professional agent was appointed, Mr. C.H. Jones,
who proved extremely able and effective.? Regular
ward meetings were addressed by the candidate
and extensively reported in the local press and
there were several major rallies as well as social
activities. Mr. Jones worked hard at the registration
and in March 1905 the Cheltenham Women’s
Liberal Association was set up, being the first local












the election campaign officially opened in
December.

The outcome of these events was a predictable
setback for the Liberals. In Tewkesbury, the three-
cornered fight encouraged the Conservatives and
depressed the progressives. Despite his hard work
Mr. Fox polled only 236 votes while the
Conservative increased his majority to nearly
1000. In Cheltenham the Liberal majority of 401
in 1906 was replaced by a Conservative majority
of 138. The small size of the majority strongly
suggests that, had the Liberals been able to field a
well known man instead of an unknown outsider,
they would have had a good chance of retaining
the seat in January, a conclusion supported by the
fact that Mr. Mathias, once he was better known
in the town, was himself able to win the seat back
for the Liberals at the next election in December
1910.
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2Wfio was defeated at tfie Cheltenfiam Election,
January 171, 1910.
{g was o famous victory proclaimed to all around—
How the Tories beat the Liberals on the Cheltenham Ground,
. Though Free Traders tried their very best, to everyone
' ‘twas plain,
But the Tories proved too good for them, and they were
numbered with the slain. R.LP.
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In summary, Mr. Lister’s decision to fight
Tewkesbury rather than Cheltenham damaged his
party in three ways. He increased the
Conservative majority in Tewkesbury by splitting
the progressive vote. He worsened the Liberal
performance in Cheltenham and possibly caused
the loss of the seat. He damaged relations
between Liberals and Labour making future co-
operation more difficult.’® What can explain Mr.
Lister’s quixotic gesture? His own declaration of
loyalty to his Tewkesbury supporters is all very
well, but it had not been much in evidence in the
previous three years, as Mr. Fox tartly observed,
and he simultaneously let down his Cheltenham
supporters and went back on what was virtually a
commitment to Mr. Fox. He moved from a
winnable seat to a hopeless one. The Liberal press
gave no convincing  explanation. The
Conservative Cheltenham Looker On said he had
received 'peremptory orders from the powers that
be in London to step into the breach and prevent
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the absorption of the Liberal party by the
Socialists'.!” This is not credible. The party in
London was not in a position to order local
candidates about this way and it would certainly
not want to deprive Liberal-held Cheltenham of
its candidate. Moreover party headquarters was
generally sympathetic to reasonable Labour
claims; a free run for Labour in Tewkesbury was
a small price to pay to cement Labour support for
Liberal candidates elsewhere in the county.

In the end, then, the reasons for Mr. Lister’s
decision remain a mystery.
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