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Introduction                

 

Ever since March 2008, London’s National Liberal Club, the spiritual home of British 

Liberalism which is dotted with busts and paintings of four-times prime minister William 

Gladstone among other prominent Liberal politicians, has played host to the Orpington 

Dinner. The purpose of the annual event is two-fold: to celebrate one of the modern 

party’s greatest by-election victories in 1962 – ‘the biggest by-election upset since the 

war’ according to the historian Peter Clarke1 – and to raise money to fight future by-

elections. After the annual dinner, which is held in the club’s David Lloyd George room, 

a recent by-election winner will say a few words to the assembled diners before the 

night’s keynote speaker – who have included the former Liberal leader David Steel, 

former Liberal Democrat2 leaders Sir Menzies Campbell, Charles Kennedy, Tim Farron 

and Jo Swinson, as well as former Deputy Prime Minister and Liberal Democrat leader 

Nick Clegg – will round off the evening with a rousing speech on how a strong Liberal 

Democrat party is still needed to carry the torch of Liberalism into the future.  

 

The dinner circle was set up by the Reverend Paul Hunt, a long-time Liberal, when he 

became chairman of the National Liberal Club in 2007, for two reasons. First, he saw it 

as a way of reconnecting the club, which had always had political and non-political 

members, with the Liberal/Liberal Democrat movement. Second, he wanted to extend a 

financial lifeline to the party’s by-election candidates, not least because by-election wins 

had played such an important part in the Liberal, and subsequently Liberal Democrat, 

revival during the second half of the 20th century. When it came to choosing a name for 

the intended dinner circle, he looked to what is generally considered the Liberals’ most 

famous postwar by-election victory for inspiration. ‘I named it after Orpington because 

the by-election had such an impact on the party and national politics,’ said Hunt. ‘When I 

joined the Liberals in 1974 the words “Orpington” and “by-election” were almost 

																																																								
1 Clarke, Hope, 280. 
2	The Liberals’ successor party, the Liberal Democrats, was created out of a merger with the new Social 
Democratic Party (SDP) in 1988.    
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synonymous. And it still has an important place in the Liberal psyche because it 

represents the peak of postwar optimism in the party's revival.’3  

 

In 1962, the Liberal Party won a highly symbolic by-election in Orpington, located at the 

south-eastern fringe of Greater London, turning a near 15,000 vote Tory majority into a 

near 8,000 Liberal majority.4 Orpington’s winning candidate Eric Lubbock would later 

become a regular speaker at the annual dinner5 set up in honour of his by-election victory 

until his death in February 2016 aged 87. This is just one example of how Orpington has 

been romanticised and mythologised, unconsciously or not, by Liberals and Liberal 

Democrats in subsequent decades, who today commemorate the election as a post-war 

Liberal moment of glory that seems to provide a modern addendum to the triumphs of the 

Liberal Party’s more distant past. Orpington has been firmly inscribed into British 

popular memory as a moment that represented the opportunity of changing the 

established two-party political system and breaking up the enduring dominance of the 

Labour and Conservative parties in British politics.   

 

A key moment in the Liberal Party’s postwar revival, Orpington was the first of its big 

post-1945 wins. And the Liberals, and latterly the Liberal Democrats, went on to win 

more than 20 further by-elections between 1962 and 2000,6 from which the party 

collectively gained new hope, strength and support. But Orpington resonates far beyond 

Liberal circles. Any roll call of famous by-elections in British political history invariably 

makes mention of Orpington, as a BBC News website article about historic by-elections 

did in 2017.7 And as recently as March 2020 a party activist too young to have 

campaigned in the 1962 by-election, looked back sentimentally to this ‘important 

milestone’ in the party’s history in an article on Liberal Democrat Voice, the UK’s 

leading independent Lib Dem-supporting website.8  

 
																																																								
3 Mr Paul Hunt (interview), 16 October 2018. 
4	Craig, British Parliamentary (1950-70), 422. 
5	The annual dinners have raised approaching £50,000 for the Orpington Circle by-election fund. 
6 Cook, A Short History, 332. 
7 ‘Famous by-elections: 11 memorable moments from years gone by’, BBC News, 24 February 2017. 
8 Warren, ‘After Orpington’, Liberal Democrat Voice, 1 March 2020, https://www.libdemvoice.org/after-
orpington-63598.html. (Last accessed 8 July 2020.) 
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The enduring fascination with Orpington stems from it being both the party’s first big 

postwar victory, its contemporary impact, and its significance for the wider history of 

British politics since the 1960s. The by-election took place after a decade of Tory 

government in a Britain on the cusp of profound socio-economic change: change 

reflected in the identity of two of the key players in the by-election, one British-Jewish 

and one British-Indian, and the way in which the by-election was fought and covered by 

the media. The result gave the Conservatives a serious jolt, helped pave the way for a  

major government reshuffle, and to speculation in the press that the Liberals might even 

replace Labour, which had lost three general elections in a row, as Britain’s main centre-

left party. This Liberal moment of political triumph also helped provide the Liberals, a 

party with such an illustrious pre-1914 past, with a means to burnish its own post-1945 

story.9  

 

For observers directly after the 1962 by-election, Orpington could therefore have looked 

like a turning point in the UK’s political landscape. In the end though, it was not. The 

Liberals ultimately failed to alter the established party-political balance of power and 

capitalise on their by-election success in subsequent national elections. Many histories of 

postwar British politics have therefore paid comparatively little attention to Orpington or 

have largely looked at it with regard to its impact on the Conservative Party, but not so 

much the Liberals.  

 

This thesis challenges the widespread tendency amongst scholars to dismiss the 

Orpington election as a curious, but largely irrelevant moment in British postwar political 

history. Conversely, it seeks to explain the role of Orpington in the postwar Liberal 

revival, and to explore the reasons why Orpington – for all the headlines in the next day’s 

papers – did not turn out to be a game-changer by-election, as initially seemed possible. 

For that purpose, this thesis analyses in great empirical depth both the causes and the 

consequences of this ‘shock to the system’, while also looking in greater detail at aspects 

of the by-election that have moved to the centre of historiographical attention in recent 

years but have hitherto been largely ignored in work on the Liberal party during the 

																																																								
9	Lord Howard (interview), 30 November 2018. 
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postwar period. This includes most notably an emphasis on the role of gender and race in 

the British political culture of the era, as well as an assessment of the impact of changing 

media practices to the outcome. In exploring these themes, however, this thesis seeks to 

go beyond merely adding more details to our understanding of the Liberal Party. Rather, 

it aims to contribute to the broader historiographical project – as reflected in studies like 

 David Edgerton’s The Rise and Fall of the British Nation and Dominic Sandbrook’s 

Never Had it So Good – exploring processes of continuity and change in British postwar 

political history by using the Orpington by-election as a means to illustrate deeper 

political, social, and cultural dynamics affecting the British political landscape.    
 

The State of the Art 

An exploration of the Orpington by-election provides a useful lens for engaging with a 

range of major scholarly debates in British twentieth-century political history. Foremost 

amongst those is the history of the decline of the Liberal Party after 1918, a topic which 

has long been the subject of intense academic debate. J.A. Thompson, writing in 1990, 

noted how ‘in the past twenty years it has become one of their [academics’] major 

preoccupations’ and ‘every history of modern Britain now has a discussion on the causes 

and the course of the Liberal collapse’.10 The debate began with the publication of 

George Dangerfield’s famous 1935 book The Strange Death of Liberal England which 

argued that ‘by the end of 1913 Liberal England was reduced to ashes’11 even before the 

seismic political and socio-economic convulsions caused by the Great War. His thesis 

was that ‘Liberal England’ had no effective answer to issues such as the Irish question, 

where the Liberals were powerless to prevent violence and revolt in the run-up to 1914; 

the rise of the labour movement; and the expansion of the franchise to include women.  

	

However, Trevor Wilson took a very different view of the Liberal Party’s decline in his 

equally provocative and influential The Downfall of the Liberal Party, first published in 

1966, which argued that the unprecedented demands of pursuing total warfare against 

Germany from 1914-18 led to fissures in the party (chiefly, the split between H. H. 

																																																								
10 Thompson, J.A., ‘The Historians’, Albion 2, 65. 
11 Dangerfield, The Strange, viii. 
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Asquith and David Lloyd George) from which it never fully recovered – indeed he 

memorably compared the Liberals to an individual ‘who was involved in an encounter 

with a rampant omnibus (the First World War) which mounted the paper and ran him 

over. After lingering painfully, he expired’.12 The drive for victory in the so-called war to 

end wars impacted on the Liberal government in other ways too, for instance forcing it to 

shelve plans for further social reform. As the Liberal minister Herbert Samuel told a 

conference in 1915: ‘These are not days in which any minister can sketch out an 

ambitious legislative programme.’13 

 

Much of the subsequent historical debate about the decline of the Liberal Party post-

WWI has fallen between three stools: historians who, on the one hand, broadly subscribe 

to a modified Dangerfield thesis; those like Henry Pelling who see broader social trends 

at work in the rise of Labour (and the decline of the Liberals); and a third group of 

historians like G.R. Searle who lean towards the Wilson thesis and have pointed to the 

dangers of exaggerating the Edwardian ‘crisis of Liberalism’ hypothesis.14 Searle among 

others has argued that other factors such as the impact of the first-past-the-post electoral 

system – a winner-takes-all electoral system which gravely handicaps a third party – on 

the fortunes of the Liberals in the 1920s also need to be considered, along with the 

personal animosity between Asquith and Lloyd George and their followers.15 Nonetheless 

it is worth remembering that the Liberal Party remained a major player in British politics 

throughout the 1920s, attracting almost a quarter of the vote as late as 1929,16 prompting 

David Dutton to observe: ‘Whatever the war [WWI] did to the Liberal Party, it is difficult 

to suggest that it killed it outright.’ 

 

In contrast, the question of what lay behind the Liberal Party’s gradual post-1945 

recovery culminating in Orpington, and its failure to capitalise on that success, has 

received less attention and is a comparatively under-researched area of modern British 

political history that warrants further study. This historiographical neglect can in part be 
																																																								
12 Wilson, Downfall, 20. 
13 Cited in Ingham & Brack [Ed], Peace, 173. 
14 Searle, Liberal, 166. 
15 Dutton, ‘Personality Politics’, in Ingham & Brack, 174. 
16 Butler & Butler, British Political, 215. 
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explained by the fact that the post-1945 Liberal Party was very much Britain’s third party 

– after the Conservatives and Labour – and consequently played a much less important 

role in shaping events than the pre-war party of Lloyd George, Asquith and Gladstone. 

The Liberal vote continued to decline after the Second World War and with just a handful 

of seats the party was reduced to a political bit-player which appeared to be about to give 

up the ghost. It is therefore unsurprising that the fortunes of the postwar Liberal Party 

have been of less interest to historians of British politics, and of Liberalism itself.  

 

Occasionally though a by-election, like Orpington, has occurred which truly made its 

mark on British politics. By-elections have long been held in Britain to replace a Member 

of Parliament (MP) who has died or resigned for one reason or another. Modern by-

elections, dating back to the extension of the franchise and the coming of the popular 

press in the late 19th century, had come to be regarded as valuable ‘political barometers’ 

or a form of ‘political meteorology’, prompting politicians of the day to reflect on their 

significance in their private diaries, Daniel Ziblatt has noted.17 This was particularly true 

in the pre-opinion poll age, and in the immediate postwar years when opinion polls were 

still in their infancy, and newspaper opinion poll predictions could be way out, raising 

questions as to their accuracy. 

 

By-elections have also provided a number of subsidiary functions in the British political 

system: an opportunity to try out new campaigning methods; training grounds for both 

candidates and party agents; the platform for the occasional speech that might otherwise 

have gone unnoticed;18 and last, a quick route into parliament for a prominent individual. 

Some by-elections have attracted particular media interest due to their timing among 

other factors, leading the psephologist David Butler to suggest that the way they are 

sometimes treated was almost akin to ‘sporting events’.19 Indeed, bookmakers have even 

given odds on the outcome of some by-elections. So by-elections do matter. Similarly, 

winning Orpington – one of the supposedly safest, reliably Tory of parliamentary seats in 

																																																								
17 Ziblatt, Conservative Parties, 173-4. 
18	Butler, ‘By-elections’, in Cook & Ramsden [Ed], By-elections, 5. 
19 Butler, By-elections, 1. 
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the land – in 1962 was a defining moment for Britain’s postwar Liberal Party, and a 

political upset of the first order which made front page news across the country.  

  

While the contemporary symbolism of Orpington has often been noted, however, 

historians have generally been reluctant to assess its real significance. Just about every 

leading modern history of Britain, be it Peter Clarke’s Hope and Glory, first published in 

1997, or Kenneth O. Morgan’s Britain Since 1945,20 first published in 1989, as well as 

other more recent histories of the era, such as Dominic Sandbrook’s Never Had It So 

Good (2005) – looking at the late 1950s and early 1960s – and Peter Hennessy’s Winds of 

Change: Britain in the early Sixties (2019) have made passing reference to the Orpington 

by-election and the gradual decline of the two-party political system in the United 

Kingdom from the 1960s. But the by-election is usually mentioned in the context of the 

decline in Tory fortunes towards the end of its 13-year tenure in government from 1951-

64. Modern histories of the Liberal Party such as Chris Cook’s A Short History of the 

Liberal Party, first published in 1989, David Dutton’s A History of the Liberal Party in 

the Twentieth Century (2004) and Tudor Jones’s The Revival of British Liberalism 

(2011), and more specialist studies such as Peter Sloman’s The Liberal Party and the 

Economy (2015), have naturally looked at Orpington in more detail since it is widely 

accepted as a landmark moment in the party’s postwar story. However, while noting the 

importance of Orpington they have mostly seen it as part of a wider, albeit stuttering – 

two-steps forward, one step back – Liberal revival in the late twentieth century, but have 

provided no detailed analysis of Orpington, in terms of origins, process and causes. This 

thesis also explores the anti-Semitism which occurred at the by-election in the context of 

recent scholarship on the history of Jews in Britain, as exemplified in the work of David 

Feldman, who has cast doubt on ‘the conventional narrative of [British] Jewish history’,21 

and Todd Endelman. This work has questioned what the latter called the Whiggish view, 

‘emphasising the harmony between Jewishness and Englishness’, and instead focused on 

‘disharmonies in the historical record’ and ‘tensions between Jews and non-Jews’.22 

																																																								
20 Popular modern political and social histories of Britain, such as those written by Peter Clarke and 
Kenneth O. Morgan volumes, have been updated several times since publication. 
21 Feldman, Englishmen and Jews, 3. 
22 Endelman, The Jews of Britain, 5-11. 
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The most important academic study of the Orpington by-election until now has been Ken 

Young’s chapter on ‘Orpington and the Liberal Revival’ in a 1997 study of British by-

elections,23 which looked at a number of key such elections over the course of the 20th 

century, including those at Newport and Fulham East. His chapter itself drew heavily on, 

and was influenced by an earlier article, ‘The Orpington Story’, by Donald Newby, 

published in the independent Liberal magazine New Outlook on the first anniversary of 

the by-election in March 1963. However, while Young examined the by-election result 

and its role in the Liberal revival of the 1960s in some detail, there is only so much that 

can be said about a by-election in a 21-page chapter.  

 

This thesis digs deeper and drills down into the causes of the by-election upset,  

the processes at work in the election itself and the consequences of the result. New source 

material has also become available since Young published his study, enabling a more 

nuanced interpretation and analysis of the by-election result and its impact. This thesis 

consequently draws on a wider archival source base and explores in more detail the 

backdrop to the by-election. It also looks more closely at the personalities involved in the 

campaign, the changing media landscape, opinion polling and at how tactical voting 

impacted on the result. Furthermore, there has been little or no attempt made to challenge 

three of Young’s main claims. First, that anti-Semitism impacted directly on the by-

election. Second, that the Liberal Party itself played the anti-Semitic card during the 

campaign. And third, that the by-election result can be attributed to what he considered 

Orpington’s ‘exceptionalism’ – that it was somehow different to any other constituency. 

This thesis will question the validity of all three assertions. Furthermore, while most 

historians of the Liberal Party and of modern British politics have simply viewed 

Orpington as a staging post in the story of Liberalism’s gradual postwar revival, I have 

sought to place the by-election in a much wider socio-political context and ask to what 

extent it reflected a society in transition. 

 

																																																								
23 Young, ‘Orpington’, in Cook & Ramsden, 157-179. 
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Last, I have attempted to situate the by-election within a wider historiographical debate 

about by-elections and ask how much significance should be attached to these ‘mini-

elections’. There are two schools of thought in this discussion, as Pippa Norris has noted. 

On the one hand, there is the ‘systematic pattern’ argument: namely, that a by-election is 

very often indicative of current national party strength, and should therefore be treated 

like an opinion poll or a mini-referendum on the government of the day; on the other, the 

‘campaign-specific’ thesis which has argued that a by-election result simply reflects the 

respective strengths and weaknesses of a particular candidate and local party 

organisation.24 As this thesis seeks to demonstrate through an empirical case study, both 

factors need to be considered when studying a by-election, and the ‘systematic pattern’ 

argument may very often need to be modified to take into account ‘campaign-specific’ 

factors in a particular constituency. 

 

Approach 

 

By presenting the first comprehensive history of causes, development, and consequences 

of the Orpington by-election, my research aims to fill an empirical lacuna, juxtaposing 

new archival research into the by-election and the key players with never before recorded 

oral testimony. I have adopted a ‘bottom-up’ approach (paying special attention to local 

actors and factors) to the story wherever possible so as to provide a counterweight to a 

more conventional ‘top-down’ methodology that focuses strongly on national party 

politics. By doing so, this study seeks to challenge the conventional scholarly view of 

Orpington as something of a one-off – albeit one that signalled growing dissatisfaction 

with the decade-long Conservative government – and deepen our understanding of this 

landmark by-election and its place in British history. 

 

The thesis will ask to what extent the result reflected a yearning for change among some 

after a decade of Tory rule in a socially, economically and culturally evolving Britain. In 

January 1961 John F. Kennedy was sworn in as the United States’s youngest president – 

the contrast with the British prime minister, Harold Macmillan, could not have been 

																																																								
24 Norris, Electoral, 1.	
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starker and the PM’s Press Secretary, Harold Evans, recorded in his diary: ‘The PM is 

feeling his age, chiefly in reaction to the Kennedy victory in the American presidential 

election.’25 Six months later, in July 1961, Macmillan announced to ‘cheers and angry 

cries’26 in the House of Commons that Britain would try to join the European Economic 

Community. I will examine to what extent the Liberal Party of the early 1960s tapped 

into this desire for generational change and new policy choices. 

 

Governments in Britain have often experienced bouts of mid-term unpopularity and after 

ten years in power, the same was true for the Tories in 1962. With rising inflation, an 

economy under pressure and a prime minister in Macmillan who seemed happier 

engaging in glamorous international summitry than attempting to solve ‘bread and butter’ 

domestic problems, I will first ask to what extent the by-election result can be seen as a 

referendum on the national government; and second, whether the surge in Liberal 

popularity at Orpington reflected a new social and political fluidity in the country with 

the blurring of class barriers and the advent of the consumer society. Furthermore, I will 

explore the beginnings of the Liberal revival pre-Orpington and ask how much of the 

party’s by-election success can be attributed to its charismatic, media-friendly national 

leader Jo Grimond, and his attempt to give the party a radical new edge – or whether it 

can be explained more by local Liberals building up a strong local council base in the late 

1950s and early 1960s, and using that as a springboard to capture the parliamentary seat 

in 1962. In short, the thesis seeks to assess whether victory was more dependent on ‘top-

down’ or ‘bottom-up’ factors.  

 

For that purpose, I also will explore how important the characters of the two main 

candidates, the Liberal Eric Lubbock and the Conservatives’ Peter Goldman, were to the 

outcome of the by-election, and ask how much of a hindrance Goldman’s ‘outsider’ 

status, personality and Jewish background were to his chances of success. This brings us 

to the heart of one of the most controversial issues subsequently surrounding the 

campaign: the alleged anti-Semitism of both the local electorate and the Liberal 

																																																								
25 Evans, Downing, 127. 
26	Mercer, Chronicle, 858-76.	
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campaign, and to what extent this impacted on the by-election result. I have therefore 

examined the issue in detail and my research has led me to a different conclusion to that 

reached by Young. Furthermore I will explore the background of the Liberals’ election 

agent, Pratap Chitnis, at a time when racism was widespread in British society. 

 

I will go on to examine the importance of tactical voting and opinion polling – a 

comparatively new science at the time, as Robert Worcester has observed27 – in the 

Orpington by-election and its significance to the Liberal win. Tactical voting could only 

become a potent factor in the British electoral system when there was a third political 

force strong enough to mount a realistic challenge to the dominant party in a particular 

constituency or constituencies. Orpington was the first by-election which saw a sufficient 

number of supporters of a rival party lend their votes to the Liberals to really make a 

difference and win a parliamentary seat. But to vote tactically for the party best placed to 

beat the incumbent party in Orpington (the Conservatives), voters had to first know the 

respective strengths of the Tories, Liberals and Labour, hence the importance of the 

opinion polls published in the press before and during the campaign. As Pippa Norris has 

noted, this nexus has been hitherto largely ignored by researchers, so that there is a need 

for studies that relate voting behaviour more emphatically to the influence of political 

communications.28 

 

Another key facet of the by-election in need of more research has been the notion of 

‘Orpington man’ – the semi-mythical figure conjured up by the press at the time to help 

explain this unlikely suburban revolt against a governing party which had long 

considered the constituency on the fringes of London a safe seat. This figure became a 

shorthand in the press and politics for the new, postwar upwardly-mobile meritocratic 

men, and to a lesser extent women (the coining of the term ‘Orpington man’ itself 

reflected the gendered discourse and attitudes of the time), who did not feel the same 

class ties as their parents with either Labour or the Conservatives. The term entered the 

political lexicon of the time, with for instance Macmillan referring to ‘Orpingtonians’ in 

																																																								
27 Worcester, British Public Opinion, 3-22. 
28 Norris, Electoral Change, 215. 
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private correspondence, but the semi-mythical ‘Orpington man’ is a hard figure to pin 

down and the thesis addresses the question of just how important ‘he’ – this media 

construct – really was to the outcome.  

 

Last, I will seek to challenge another important assertion that can be found in the existing 

literature: that the reason there were no more ‘Orpingtons’ – subsequent Liberal by-

election victories – in the more than eighteen months between Lubbock’s victory in 

March 1962 and the general election of October 1964 was down to the constituency’s 

‘distinctiveness’ and ‘exceptionalism’: factors at play in the suburban London 

constituency that did not have the same resonance elsewhere. The main claim here is that 

one needs to look at the area’s social ecology to really understand the Lubbock victory. In 

this reading, Orpington was different to neighbouring ‘established’ residential suburbs 

like Bromley and Beckenham. Unlike them, Young has maintained, it was ‘a new, 

raggedly growing suburb’ containing a mixture of modern industry, pre-war overspill 

estates built by the London County Council as well as large tracts of cheaply-built pre-

war private houses and bungalows.29 It was this peculiar social configuration that, in his 

view, explains the success of the Liberals, while also accounting for the limitations in 

replicating the Liberals’ success elsewhere. This thesis will engage critically with 

Young’s thesis about the exceptional character of Orpington and assess to what extent the 

socio-economic make-up of the town really differed significantly from that of other 

suburban areas.  

 

Moving on to the consequences of Orpington, I will first examine the impact that the 

scale of the Liberal win had on the political landscape – and on the Conservative, Labour 

and Liberal parties – of the time. The Conservatives might have sought to publicly 

downplay the significance of the by-election but ‘Orpington man suddenly stalked the 

Conservative benches in Parliament’, Peter Clarke has observed,30 a post-Orpington 

opinion poll briefly put the Liberals ahead nationally of both the Tories and Labour,31 and 

within a matter of months Macmillan had dramatically axed a third of his cabinet in the 

																																																								
29 Young, in Cook & Ramsden, 175. 
30 Clarke, 280. 
31 Daily Mail, 28 March 1962. 
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so-called ‘Night of the Long Knives’ in July 1962. My thesis will investigate just how 

much of a scare Lubbock’s win really gave Macmillan and the Conservative high 

command, examine the findings of a private report the party commissioned to discover 

the cause of the Orpington debacle, and ask how significant a factor the by-election was 

in Macmillan’s decision to sack so many ministers in his famous reshuffle which cast a 

shadow over the remainder of his premiership. The Labour Party was also left with 

questions to answer after its candidate Alan Jinkinson lost his deposit – after three Labour 

general election defeats in a row. I will explore the reaction of Labour politicians, 

sympathetic commentators and the press to its poor showing, and note the dismay felt by 

influential figures in the party at the readiness of so many of its traditional supporters to 

back the Liberals at Orpington, reflecting weakening class ties which if repeated 

nationally could threaten Labour’s future electoral prospects.  

 

In contrast, the Liberal Party, which in terms of parliamentary representation had by the 

1950s been largely forced back to the Celtic fringes of Britain – rural Wales, Scotland 

and the West Country – received a major boost from the by-election win in terms of 

enhanced credibility and a raised public profile. The headline-grabbing result showed that 

the Liberals could win in the unlikeliest of seats. As Chris Cook has argued, ‘after a 

generation in the wilderness, the promised land seemed at last to have arrived’.32 The 

party briefly topped the national polls, as mentioned, and the post-Orpington bounce 

helped the Liberals win more than 500 seats in May 1962’s local council elections, and 

perform strongly in a series of further by-elections that year. However, I will question 

just how transformational the by-election win and these other elections really were for the 

party in terms of electoral success, and ask why the great post-Orpington breakthrough 

that some Liberal activists anticipated failed to materialise.  

 

My thesis will also consider the all-important role of the media in amplifying the impact 

of Orpington at a time when the media landscape was undergoing profound change, and 

television was playing an increasingly important part in the national debate (the by-

election count was the first to be filmed live on television), as James Curran and Jean 

																																																								
32	Cook, 140.	
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Seaton,33 as well as Dominic Sandbrook34 among others have observed. At the same time, 

I will acknowledge the great power and influence wielded by Fleet Street’s big-selling 

national newspapers, a point made by Roy Greenslade in his history of Britain’s postwar 

press.35 Furthermore, I will ask why the by-election in Orpington, which was adjacent to 

Macmillan’s constituency, was regarded with such significance by the contemporary 

media, a substantial part of which thought it might be the harbinger of major political 

change.  

 

Last, the thesis will examine what went right for Labour, and what went wrong for the 

Conservatives and the Liberals, in the October 1964 general election – the logical end 

point for a study of the Orpington by-election. The Liberals approached the poll with 

hopes of achieving an electoral breakthrough but ultimately ended up with just nine seats. 

It will also assess the various factors that influenced the outcome, whether the result was 

as bad a result for the Liberals as their leader Jo Grimond initially thought, and analyse 

the enduring legacy of the Orpington by-election. 

 

Sources 

 

This thesis is based on extensive archival research and draws on a wide range of papers, 

letters and other documents in public and private archives. I also conducted a number of 

interviews with politicians and political activists as well as with relatives and descendants 

of figures that played a major role during the by-election. 

 

One of the most important archives on which my research is based is the London School 

of Economics’ Liberal Party collection at the LSE Library. This collection includes 

papers relating to postwar by-elections, minutes of relevant National Executive 

Committee meetings and documents about the party finances, all of which are 

fundamental to an understanding of the Orpington by-election. The newspaper cuttings, 

publicity material and internal party documents and reports in this archive were another 

																																																								
33 Curran & Seaton, Power Without Responsibility, 161-172. 
34 Sandbrook, Never, 378-408. 
35 Greenslade, Press Gang, 139-192. 
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invaluable source base for this thesis. The second most important source of archival 

material are the relevant Special Collections in the Bodleian Library’s Weston Library. 

Some of the material held there in relation to postwar by-elections and the Conservative 

Party – in particular, the Chairman’s Office files – cast a fascinating new light on the 

private views of top Conversative politicians at the time of the Orpington debacle. A third 

vital source of archival material is the David Butler archive at Nuffield College, Oxford, 

consisting of the original interviews and accompanying notes conducted by the veteran 

academic during research for the Nuffield election studies he worked on for over half a 

century, resulting in the publication of a series of ‘first draft history’ books about every 

general election since 1945.36 Most of these papers had not been accessed since they were 

used as source material for the relevant election studies, according to Butler.37  

 

The private Lubbock Family Archive in Orpington, built up by Eric Lubbock’s son 

Lyulph, provided another vital building block in helping to deepen my understanding of 

the by-election. It consists of election leaflets, newspaper cuttings, letters and 

photographs from the campaign, as well as correspondence from well-wishers following 

his father’s by-election triumph which provided new insight into the way the campaign 

was fought and financed, and also provided a snapshot into the impact it had at the time. 

The private Bonham Carter Archive in the possession of Mark Bonham Carter’s widow 

Leslie – with its collection of contemporary newspaper clippings, election addresses and 

additional personal material – was equally valuable in terms of researching and writing 

the chapter on the Rochdale and Torrington by-elections. 

 

Several other archives and local study centres helped me gain further insight into the by-

election. The National Archives in Kew hold a number of governmental files on 

Orpington and its MPs, casting valuable new light on the veteran Conservative MP 

Waldron Smithers who represented Orpington for much of the interwar and immediate 

																																																								
36 David Butler contributed an appendix to The British General Election of 1945 (OUP) and went on to 
author or co-author every subsequent Nuffield Studies election guide from 1951 to 2005. See Nuffield 
Election Studies, https://www.nuffield.ox.ac.uk/people/sites/the-david-butler-archive/psephology/nuffield-
election-studies. (Last accessed 8 November 2020.)	
37 Mr David Butler (interview), 17 April 2019. 
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postwar period, and appeared at the time to have turned it into an impregnable, private 

fiefdom. The National Liberal Club library’s private collection of documents, 

biographies, booklets and periodicals from the relevant historical period helped me 

broaden my secondary literature source base. Its most valuable literature were the early 

1960s issues of the independent Liberal periodical New Outlook. One particular issue was 

devoted entirely to the Orpington by-election and this formed a key source base for Ken 

Young’s essay on Orpington. However, the original periodical featured additional 

material not included in Young’s work and consequently provided a new insight into the 

local Liberal party and its activities, struggles and personnel. The Bromley Archive, in 

south-east London, and Rochdale Local Studies Centre, which hold microfiche copies of 

local newspapers going back to the 1950s and 1960s as well as local history books, also 

furthered my understanding of the postwar social and economic changes experienced by 

the Orpington and Rochdale parliamentary constituencies. 

 

To contextualise the by-elections, this thesis has also drawn extensively on additional 

media sources. The British Newspaper Archive and the Times Digital Archive are 

treasure troves of information for a student of postwar British history and enabled me to 

analyse a number of contemporary articles in newspapers such as The Times, Sunday 

Times and Daily Mirror which reflected just how big an impact Orpington made at the 

time.  

 

Finally, I have also conducted open-ended interviews38 with more than 20 individuals 

who added to my understanding of the by-election and provided new insights into the 

campaign and its key participants. My interviewees included former leaders of the 

Conservative, Liberal and Liberal Democrat parties; relatives of the central figures in the 

Orpington story; veteran political activists and politicians who had either campaigned at 

the by-election or lived through it; and academics. While this thesis is largely based on 

archival work, the interviews I conducted provided me with much additional material 

unavailable in the relevant archives. Like all sources, they naturally reflect the 

																																																								
38 I tailored my questions to the interviewee, depending on whether they were a political activist, a relative 
of a key player or had some other connection to Orpington. 
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subjectivities of the interviewees and cannot simply be taken at face-value, meaning that 

a process of contextualisation and triangulation was necessary in order to use such oral-

history sources for my thesis. Nonetheless, the interviews have allowed me to explore a 

range of tangents that would have otherwise remained hidden from view. Taken together, 

this extensive and diverse source base has enabled me to reach a greater understanding of 

the processes at work in the by-election and to arrive at different conclusions to those 

reached by scholars in the past.  

 

Thesis Structure       

 

My introduction is followed by the first chapter which examines the postwar British 

political landscape and provides the historical backdrop to the Orpington story. It asks 

why the 1945 election ended in a Labour victory, the Conservatives lost and the Liberals 

performed so poorly. It goes on to explain how the Conservatives staged a recovery in the 

election of 1950, and returned to power the following year. However, I ask why the 

Liberal Party was increasingly marginalised and appeared in danger of disappearing 

altogether from the political landscape. This chapter also paints a comprehensive picture 

of the state of the British media – newspapers, radio and television – during the 

immediate postwar years. 

 

The second chapter looks at the state of the Liberal Party in the 1950s in more detail. It 

tells of the split between those on the left championing its social welfare tradition, and 

those on the right favouring traditional economic liberalism. I then examine two crucial 

1958 by-elections, Rochdale and Torrington, the respective Liberal candidates Ludovic 

Kennedy and Mark Bonham Carter and their campaigns, and the reasons behind the 

party’s near-miss in the former and win in the latter seat (the first Liberal by-election 

victory since before the Second World War), and ask how important they were in laying 

the groundwork for Orpington four years later. 

 

The third chapter discusses the keynote 1959 general election. All three parties had 

elected new leaders since the 1955 election: Macmillan had succeeded Eden after the 
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Suez debacle, Gaitskell taken over from Attlee, and the Liberals’ Jo Grimond followed 

Clement Davies. I explore (i) how Macmillan and the Tories embraced the new 

consumerism, and with the help of a well-financed party machine and the adoption of 

US-style electioneering, won a famous victory; (ii) how Labour’s ambivalence towards 

the consumer revolution, coupled with its persisting left-right divisions in the party, 

handicapped its campaign; (iii) the reasons why the Liberals increased their vote but 

failed to capitalise on their by-election ‘success’ in seats like Rochdale and Torrington.  

 

In the next three chapters I turn the spotlight on Orpington itself, looking at the local 

political and social backdrop, the key figures in the by-election, and the by-election 

campaign itself. In the first Orpington chapter, ‘The new suburbia: a constituency in 

transition’, I examine how it went from being a semi-rural Kentish backwater in the 

1900s to a London suburb by 1945 when it became a constituency in its own right. I also 

tell how despite being represented by Conservative MPs in parliament, from the mid-

1950s the Liberals enjoyed increasing local success, and in 1961 captured the local 

council from the Conservatives: the perfect springboard for Lubbock’s by-election 

winning campaign the following year. 

 

I then focus on the trio of individuals (all of whom were men, reflecting the gender 

inequality of the time) – the Liberal candidate Eric Lubbock, the Conservative candidate 

Peter Goldman and the Liberal election agent, Pratap Chitnis – who are central to the by-

election story, and use them as a mirror to reflect the changing face of the post-1945 

nation. I compare the contrasting backgrounds of the privileged Lubbock with Goldman, 

who was born Jewish but had converted to Anglicanism, and explore how his Jewish 

background and character impacted on his chances of success. In addition, I investigate 

the family background of Pratap Chitnis, a British-Indian doctor’s son who became one 

of the earliest BAME election agents in British political history, and consider how his 

middle class upbringing enabled him to transcend the racial prejudice of the time. His 

achievements can also be seen as a staging post in Britain’s evolution from an 

overwhelmingly white, Caucasian country in 1945 into the multi-cultural ‘mixing pot’ it 

would become by the end of the 20th century.  
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Next I turn my attention to the by-election itself. I assess the issues that helped decide the 

campaign, examine the candidates’ respective strengths and weaknesses, analyse their 

election addresses and note how the Labour candidate was marginalised in what became 

a straight Conservative versus Liberal fight. Furthermore I note how the by-election 

attracted an unusually high level of media interest. Last, I note how Chitnis exploited a 

key opinion poll’s findings to help Lubbock achieve his sensational victory. 

 

These are followed by the most important chapter in my thesis. This looks at the causes 

and consequences of the by-election of the Liberal victory and analyses its impact on the 

political landscape of the time. This final chapter draws together the main arguments of 

the thesis and highlights the significance of the Orpington by-election to our 

understanding of postwar British political history.  
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1. A New Consensus: the postwar political landscape 

 

The 1945 general election transformed the British political landscape, saw Britain’s 

successful wartime leader Winston Churchill suffer a surprise election defeat and left the 

Liberal Party a much-diminished force. This chapter is divided into two sections. The 

first part sets the story of the Liberal win at Orpington in context following the 1945 

general election, notes the dominance of the Conservative and Labour parties, and asks 

why the Liberal Party performed so poorly at the ballot box and failed to make any sort 

of recovery in the immediate postwar years. The second part provides a brief overview of 

the postwar media landscape. Given the seismic changes in the British political 

landscape, as well as Britain’s place in the world in the immediate postwar years, the 

impact that the Orpington by-election made can only be fully comprehended by an 

understanding of this period in history, hence the need for this opening chapter in the 

thesis. 

 

(i) The Political Landscape 

 

The British Liberal Party was among the most successful small ‘l’ liberal parties in 

Western Europe in the late 19th and early 20th centuries due to the appeal of its modest 

reforming agenda – what Edmund Fawcett called ‘the Liberal trinity of peace, 

retrenchment and reform’;39 its charismatic leadership in the shape of William 

Gladstone;40 and the forging of an alliance embracing upper working class and middle 

class voters on the one hand, and Whigs, radicals and non-conformists on the other.41 

While the Liberal-led government of 1906-14 ‘oversaw Britain’s transformation into a 

pioneer welfare state’.42 But the unprecedented demands of waging the Great War, and 

the behind the scenes manoeuverings which led to the toppling of the Liberal prime 

																																																								
39 Fawcett, Liberalism, 114. 
40 William Gladstone (1809-98) led the Liberal Party in the late 19th century and was elected prime minister 
four times (1868, 1880, 1886 and 1892). 
41 Non-conformists were non-Anglican Protestants such as Methodists and Baptists.	
42 Ziblatt, 157. 

 



Chapter 1

32 
	

minister, Herbert Asquith, and his replacement in December 1916 by a rival Liberal, the 

Minister of Munitions, David Lloyd George, who vowed to prosecute the war more 

vigorously, split the party from top to bottom. Two separate Liberal parties – the Asquith-

led Liberals and the Lloyd George-led Coalition Liberals – emerged from the political 

rubble, and while Lloyd George remained premier until 1922, he only did so at the behest 

of the Conservative Party. The Liberal Party was gravely weakened and despite reuniting 

in 1923 and performing reasonably strongly in the elections of that year and 1929,43 by 

the mid-1920s it had clearly been supplanted by the more class-based Labour Party as 

one of the two main parties of government. The first-past-the-post electoral system – a 

winner-takes-all electoral system which gravely handicaps a third party – further 

weakened the Liberals in the 1920s, a make or break decade for the party. Following the 

establishment of the Conservative-dominated National Government in 1931 to deal with 

the economic crisis, the Liberals fractured into three groupings and in the 1935 general 

election the Liberal Party was reduced to 20 MPs.44 By then, the block of National 

Government-supporting Liberal National MPs had in effect become a mere adjunct of the 

Neville Chamberlain-led Conservative Party. 

 

The outbreak of World War II in 1939 saw the suspension of party politics and both 

Labour and the Liberals agreed to serve under Churchill when he became prime minister 

in 1940 – the Labour leader, Clement Attlee, becoming his de facto deputy, and the 

Liberal leader Archibald Sinclair becoming Secretary of State for Air. However, with 

victory achieved over Nazi Germany and its European allies in May 1945, Attlee 

declined Churchill’s offer to continue the wartime coalition until the Allies had defeated 

Japan. Consequently, Parliament was dissolved, and Churchill resigned as prime minister 

and formed a caretaker government until elections could be held. In the general election 

of July 1945, the first for ten years, the Labour Party, led by Attlee, won a landslide 

victory, securing nearly 12 million votes, around two million more than the 

Conservatives. The new House of Commons was made up of 393 Labour MPs, 213 

																																																								
43 The Liberals won nearly 30 per cent of the vote in 1923, and 23.6 per cent of the vote in 1929.  
44 Butler & Butler, British, 216. 
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Conservative MPs and a mere 12 Liberals,45 and saw Labour make gains in commuter 

suburbs and other unlikely strongholds of socialism. 

 

1945 General Election 

                                   Total votes           MPs elected         Percentage share of vote 

 

Conservative              9,998,306                 213                              39.8  

Labour                       11,995,192                393                              47.8 

Liberal                         2,248,226                  12                                9.0 

 

1950 General Election 

                                   Total votes           MPs elected         Percentage share of vote 

 

Conservative             12,502,567                 298                             43.5  

Labour                       13,266,592                315                              46.1 

Liberal                         2,621,548                    9                                 9.1 

 

1951 General Election 

                                   Total votes           MPs elected         Percentage share of vote 

 

Conservative             13,717,538                 321                             48.0  

Labour                       13,948,605                295                              48.8 

Liberal                            730,556                    6                                2.5 

 

1955 General Election 

                                   Total votes           MPs elected         Percentage share of vote 

 

Conservative             13,286,569                 344                             49.7  

Labour                       12,404,970                 277                             46.4 

Liberal                            722,405                    6                                2.746 

																																																								
45 Butler & Butler, 216. 
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There were a number of reasons for the surprise result, which has been the subject of 

considerable academic research. One reason was what Henry Pelling called the ‘swing of 

the pendulum’ and ‘the accumulation of discontent’ against a government which had 

been in power for so long (there had been a Conservative majority in parliament since 

1931).47 Furthermore, as Angus Calder observed in The People’s War, the Tories ‘could 

not escape the blame for what had happened during its almost uninterrupted tenure of 

power between the wars’:48 mass unemployment and appeasement. 

 

Second, as Tony Judt observed, the war ‘transformed both the role of the modern state 

and the expectations placed upon it’.49 And the Labour Party’s ambitious social welfare 

programme – it had largely embraced the findings of the Liberal economist and social 

reformer William Beveridge’s landmark 1942 Beveridge Report, proposing the creation 

of a ‘cradle to grave’ welfare state – chimed better with the mood of the times. Across 

much of Europe ‘there was a broad consensus that the physical and moral condition of 

the citizenry …was part of the responsibility of the state’50 and Labour consequently 

appeared better placed to oversee Britain’s postwar reconstruction. This in turn helped to 

explain ‘Labour’s increasing proportion of the working-class vote, much of which had 

been Tory’, another key factor in the party’s victory, noted David Edgerton.51  

 

Third, the Conservative campaign relied overly on Churchill’s wartime record – the party 

assumed that the man who had led Britain through its darkest hour would be swept to 

victory, much as Lloyd George had been in the ‘coupon election’ of 1918 – but as Simon 

Schama put it, the ‘pugnaciously over-confident’ war leader confused ‘heartfelt applause 

with votes’.52 Moreover, the war-weary Churchill, who by now was more interested in 

the cut and thrust of international affairs than bread and butter domestic politics, himself 

privately admitted to his doctor that with victory achieved in Europe he had ‘no message 
																																																																																																																																																																					
46 Butler & Butler, 216. 
47 Pelling, 411. 
48 Calder, People’s War, 576. 
49 Judt, Postwar, 73. 
50 Ibid, 72. 
51 Edgerton, The Rise, 217. 
52 Schama, A History, 535. 
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for them [the British people] now.’53 Last, Churchill blundered badly during the 

campaign in arguing that Labour ‘would have to fall back upon some form of Gestapo’54 

to achieve its socialist dreams, an overblown claim that most voters were reluctant to find 

credible. 

 

The Liberals thought Beveridge’s decision to join the party the previous year – he had 

become a Liberal MP in an October 1944 by-election – would add a little stardust to their 

political brand. The party took him up as its political lifebelt ‘with relief bordering on 

hysteria’55 and in its 1945 election manifesto declared it was leading ‘the frontal attack’ 

on poverty and want through ‘the Beveridge schemes for Social Security and Full 

Employment’.56 The war marked a moment of ‘ideological radicalism’ for the party and, 

for a while at least, it ‘shed its reservations about state intervention’, noted Peter 

Sloman.57 Indeed its manifesto stated that ‘where public ownership is more economic, 

Liberals will demand it without hesitation’.58  

 

As the future Liberal leader Jo Grimond later recalled: ‘Planning was much in vogue’.59 

But Liberal hopes that the people of Britain would reject both Conservatism and Labour-

style socialism in the election of 1945, and embrace the reformist Liberal agenda 

energetically espoused by Beveridge (the campaign chairman) on the election trail, 

proved misplaced because for most electors ‘it was a boxing match between two parties 

[Tories and Labour]’60 – the only parties with a realistic chance of forming the next 

government. By 1945 the Liberals, for all their past glories, were electorally a shadow of 

their former selves. In a devastating blow, the party won less than 2.5 million votes and 

saw a trio of high-profile MPs – leader Archibald Sinclair, Chief Whip Percy Harris and 

even Beveridge himself – lose their seats.61 The philosopher Bertrand Russell, ‘while 

																																																								
53 Cited in Calder, 569. 
54 Cited in Childs, Britain, 4.	
55 Calder, 576. 
56 1945 Liberal Election Manifesto [http://www.libdemmanifesto.com/1945/1945-liberal-manifesto.shtml]. 
(Last accessed 18 June.) 
57 Sloman, Liberal Party, 163. 
58 1945 Lib Manifesto. 
59 Grimond, Memoirs, 132.  
60 Calder, 576. 
61 Cook, A Short History, 127. 
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mourning Liberal defeats’, declared that the party was finished62 and many shared his 

gloomy assessment. 
 

With its decisive mandate, Attlee’s government – which boasted the talents of figures 

such as Ernest Bevin, Stafford Cripps and Herbert Morrison who made their mark as 

ministers during the wartime coalition government,63 as well as the Welsh firebrand 

Aneurin Bevan who became Minister of Health – set about implementing Labour’s 

radical reform programme. The country’s financial situation was grim: about a quarter of 

Britain’s wealth had been used up in the war, two-thirds of its merchant fleet had been 

lost and one-third of its housing stock had been damaged or destroyed in enemy action.64 

However, over the next six years Labour would introduce a free, publicly-funded 

National Health Service (NHS) and nationalise the coal, steel, gas, electricity and 

transport industries, while maintaining full employment. The Attlee government would 

also begin dismantling the British Empire, resulting in the granting of independence to 

India in 1947.  

 

Most people initially seemed happy with the Labour government’s direction of travel – 

on 1 January 1947, the day the coal mines were taken into public ownership, ‘there were 

celebrations throughout the mining communities’.65 Similarly, the creation of the 

National Health Service in 1948 was broadly welcomed despite the misgivings of the 

British Medical Association which represented most general practitioners.66 And the 

Labour government’s actions were broadly in line with those of other nascent welfare 

states of western Europe which ‘were socially re-distributive in general intent’.67 

Nonetheless life was still a struggle for many in cash-strapped ‘Austerity Britain’68 – the 

financial cost of the second world world had been twice the cost of the first, saddling the 

country with huge debts – forcing the Attlee government to put a fiscal squeeze on 

																																																								
62 Jones, The Revival, 1. 
63 Bevin was Minister of Labour, Dalton was Lord Privy Seal and Morrison was Home Secretary.  
64 Childs, 8. 
65 Ibid, 14. 
66 Ibid, 16. 
67 Judt, 76. 
68 Kynaston, Austerity. 
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domestic consumption to allow resources to go into boosting exports.69 In 1948 the bacon 

ration went down from 2 ounces a week to 2 ounces a fortnight, and in 1949 the average 

consumption of many items was less than it had been in 1939.70 At the same time, 

defence still accounted for a staggering 18 per cent of GNP in 194771 but there was a 

general political consensus about the need to stand alongside the United States in a post-

war world threatened by Soviet-style communism. 

 

The Conservative Party, ‘the party of the officer class’ and ‘without question the party of 

business’,72 may have received an electoral drubbing in 1945 but the first-past-the-post 

electoral system exaggerated the scale of its defeat – the party had still won the support of 

nearly ten million voters.73 It was the clear non-socialist alternative to Labour – the two 

class-based parties were ‘roughly equally matched’74 – and ‘beaten as they were, the 

Tories soon demonstrated their formidable self-righting capacity’, observed Edmund 

Fawcett.75 The 1945-50 period saw the Conservatives play political ‘catch-up’ and 

broadly accept most of Labour’s welfare reforms – the Tories had always been prepared 

to move with the times when political survival was at stake – although Churchill himself 

took little interest in home affairs. Anthony Eden, Foreign Secretary during WWII, was 

‘in effect, acting leader of the opposition’ during the immediate post-1945 period, 

observed D.R. Thorpe, and ‘worked tirelessly in support of the efforts of the new party 

chairman, Lord Woolton, to modernise the party's finance, philosophy, and 

organisation’.76 And the party’s forward-looking Industrial Charter in 1947, announced 

by Rab Butler, Minister of Education from 1941-45, helped give the party what he later 

called ‘a painless and permanent facelift’ and ‘counter the charge… that full employment 

and the Welfare State were not safe in our hands’.77  
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The fate of the once-mighty Liberal Party paled alongside the challenge of rebuilding a 

war-ravaged Britain. Its new leader, Clement Davies, in 1946 launched a campaign to 

raise a six-figure sum to help solve the party’s dire financial straits. In a letter to the 

editor of the Manchester Guardian the following year he vowed: ‘If we have to go down 

it will be fighting’.78 For all the brave words though, by now the party had been pushed 

back to the Celtic fringes; furthermore it ‘had to contend with the constant taunt that “a 

Liberal vote is a wasted vote”,’ observed Grimond.79 Its voters were being pursued on the 

one hand by a Conservative Party which argued that the only way to beat ‘the socialists’ 

was to support them, and on the other by a Labour Party seeking to portray itself in areas 

of traditional Liberal strength as the natural successor to the party of Gladstone and Lloyd 

George. What purpose did the Liberals serve now that the Labour Party had become the 

main vehicle of progressive reform in British politics? Meanwhile the local council 

elections of November 1945 saw just 92 Liberal candidates triumph compared to 1,372 

Labour and 384 Conservative candidates.80 The Liberal Party appeared in danger of 

disappearing altogether from the political landscape. 

 

But the British welfare state did not come cheap and by 1949 nearly 17 per cent of all 

public expenditure was on social security alone, observed Judt.81 By February 1950, 

when Labour called a general election, much of middle-class Britain bore a sense of 

grievance and threat against the Labour government and looked back nostalgically to the 

pre-war years of creature comforts and readily available private housing, according to 

Kenneth O. Morgan who noted that newspapers were full of the lamentations of the 

middle-class consumer who felt deprived of choice and hemmed in by controls in ‘a 

collectivized, proletarianized world’.82 This sense of grievance would help a well-funded, 

well-organised Conservative Party stage an extraordinary recovery in the 1950s, observed 

Edgerton.83 Furthermore, by 1950 Attlee’s government was coming under constant attack 

from the Conservatives over its failure to meet its housing targets, despite building over a 
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million homes.84 So despite Labour receiving 13,250,000 votes – more votes than ever 

before – it emerged with a parliamentary majority of just six because the Tories saw a 2.5 

million leap in their vote to just over 12,500,000. 

 

Meanwhile the Liberals had drifted to the right under Davies’s leadership. This was 

reflected in the party’s 1950 election manifesto which while reaffirming its belief ‘in full 

employment’ and profit-sharing in industry, thought Britain was living beyond its means 

and taxation was ‘too high’; it demanded that ‘the Government should cut its own 

spending drastically’ and argued that ‘nationalisation for the sake of nationalisation is 

nonsense’.85 By now a political minnow though with limited resources, it struggled to get 

across its message, winning just 2.6 million votes and 9.1 per cent of the vote and seeing 

its parliamentary representation drop from 12 to nine.86 The struggle to maintain the 

Liberal Party’s independence ‘against the Goliath of a seemingly all-powerful two-party 

system’87 took its toll on Davies, according to a journalist at the time, Henry Fairlie, who 

wrote: ‘When he rises to address an audience, there is a great sadness in his face, which if 

it does not prophesy disaster for the nation, at least foretells martyrdom for himself.’88  

 

Twenty months later, in October 1951, Britain went to the polls again – a general election 

sooner rather than later was inevitable given Labour’s wafer-thin 1950 parliamentary 

majority which was gradually whittled down by by-election losses. The NHS had proved 

more expensive than anticipated, and defence spending was also rising – as a result of 

heightened Cold War tensions, Britain sent thousands of troops, at a cost of £50m, in 

support of America’s defence of South Korea following an assault by communist North 

Korea.89 So earlier in 1951 the Labour government had introduced charges for glasses 

and dentures, prompting the resignation of the left-winger Aneurin Bevan. In addition, 

there was still a shortage of ‘between one and two million [homes]’ in 1951. Angus 

Calder has argued that Labour’s inability to build enough housing was ‘the party’s 
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greatest failure’.90 Despite such problems, Labour still polled the most votes in 1951. 

However due to the vagaries of the first-past-the-post system the party ended up with 

fewer MPs than the Conservatives, whose triumphant leader Churchill returned to 10 

Downing Street as prime minister with a majority of 17, ‘still with nothing to say to the 

people’, in the words of Calder caustically.91 

 

By the early 1950s the Liberal Party was split between the Radical Reform Group – 

championing the Lloyd George / Beveridge social welfare liberal tradition – and free 

trade, anti-European integration defenders of traditional economic liberalism like Oliver 

Smedley and Arthur Seldon among others wanting a minimal role for the state, resulting 

in some ‘rowdy Liberal assemblies’.92 Davies ‘was ill-equipped to reconcile the party’s 

right and left wings’,93 while his parliamentary colleagues were ‘a “motley group”, totally 

lacking in cohesion, with no common political philosophy or parliamentary strategy, ever 

ready to dissent, even rebel, some of its members perched on opposite poles of the 

political spectrum,’ noted J. Graham Jones.94  

 

It was, therefore, little surprise that the 1951 election marked a new low in the party’s 

fortunes. As in 1950, ‘morale was low, funds scarce but above all candidates were 

virtually unattainable,’ observed Chris Cook,95 and the Liberals could only fund a little 

over 100 candidates.96 The party’s 1951 election manifesto – which applauded the 

creation of the Council of Europe, ‘a Liberal conception’, but otherwise displayed little 

originality – had by now given up any pretence that a Liberal government was a real 

prospect, instead seeking to assure wavering voters that ‘its influence [in the House of 

Commons] is far and away greater than its numbers suggest’,97 a doubtful claim. The 

party consequently lost three of its nine seats, and 66 of its 109 candidates forfeited their 
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deposits; only future party leader Jo Grimond, in remote Orkney and Shetland, was 

returned to parliament in the face of Conservative opposition. The Liberals, who were 

again hampered by a first-past-the-post system which hammered third parties, were in 

danger of becoming a music hall joke. 

 

On winning, Churchill offered the Liberals’ Clement Davies the job of Minister of 

Education in his cabinet,98 ‘hoping to bring the Liberals into coalition [with the 

Tories]’.99 The offer was ‘presumably one of genuine goodwill’100 since the Tories had a 

workable majority, and also reflected Churchill’s sentimentalism for the Liberalism of his 

youth.101 But after consulting his party, which still believed in the value of the Liberal 

tradition, Davies publicly declined the offer. As David Dutton observed, ‘the depths of 

the party’s roots in history’ proved ‘a major factor in keeping it going when so many 

other factors pointed to its extinction’.102 In preserving the party’s independence by 

refusing Churchill’s offer of a post in his government, the Welshman thus ensured the 

Liberals’ survival ‘when to some it seemed a living corpse’, observed Geoffrey Sell.103  

 

The new Conservative government was keen to avoid being tarred with the brush of pre-

war free-market Toryism. Churchill was ‘profoundly aware of the distrust he still aroused 

in the trade-union movement’.104 So his government adopted a policy of conciliation 

towards the unions and only denationalised the steel and road haulage industries. At the 

same time, spending on the NHS rose steadily under the Tories’ Minister of Health, Iain 

Macleod,105 and Harold Macmillan made his name as the Tories’ Minister of Housing by 

fulfilling a Conservative pledge to build 300,000 houses a year.106 ‘They [the Tories] 

promised not alternatives to welfare capitalism but better-run, less wasteful, and though 
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they did not shout it, less generous welfare capitalism,’ noted Fawcett.107 In July 1954 

post-war rationing also finally ended. ‘If housing gave the Conservatives something to 

crow about, so did the abolition of [rent] controls, and above all, the end of rationing,’ 

noted Clarke.108 In February 1954 The Economist branded the new government’s policy 

‘Butskellism’109 – a merging of the names of two Chancellors of the Exchequer, Labour's 

Hugh Gaitskell (1950–1) and the Conservative R. A. (Rab) Butler (1951–5) ‘who both 

favoured a “mixed economy”, a strong welfare state, and Keynesian demand 

management designed to ensure full employment’.110 The 1950s also saw a continued 

retreat from what Edgerton has called the ‘least important part’ of the British Empire, 

‘the colonial empire’. And by 1957 both Malaya, where a guerrilla war tied up large 

numbers of British troops for several years, and Ghana had been granted independence. 

(A slew of other colonies such as Nigeria, Kenya and Jamaica would go on to attain 

independence in the early 1960s.)111 

 

The Liberals were ‘very depressed in the period after the 1951 election,’ observed Jaime 

Reynolds and Ian Hunter.112 The party contested just eight out of 45 by-elections, saving 

just one deposit, and by 1955 only 1.5 per cent of borough councillors were Liberal; 

moreover the number of affiliated Liberal associations had shrunk to fewer than 300, and 

the party’s financial difficulties remained ‘acute’.113 To add to the party’s woes two high-

profile Liberals, Dingle Foot and Lloyd George’s daughter Megan, defected to Labour in 

1955.114 Everything pointed to a party on its last legs. Davies kept it in business ‘more 

through diligence than inspiration’ in the words of one party activist,115 but was thought 

by many in his own ranks to lack the dynamism, strategy and vision to turn things 

around. Furthermore, his difficulties were ‘made greater by a debilitating struggle with 

alcoholism, which he managed mostly to keep from public view’.116 
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The Tories’ moderate, centrist approach paid dividends when Churchill stepped down as 

prime minister aged 80 in April 1955, and his successor, Anthony Eden, called an 

election the following month. Long regarded as the party’s crown prince, Eden won a 

handsome 60-seat majority with the help of an electioneering eve-of-poll Budget which 

lifted over a million people out of income tax,117 and the support of more conservatively-

inclined female voters – the Tories had a lead ‘of more than 10 per cent’ over Labour 

among women.118 (Although ironically from 1951-62 there was only one Conservative 

woman in the cabinet, Florence Hosbrugh, ‘in what was considered a woman’s job: 

minister for Education’.)119 The result was a further setback for Labour, whose leader 

Attlee had ‘simply run out of ideas, energy and enthusiasm’ and the defeat underlined 

‘the folly of continuing to rely on the formula that had triumphed in 1945’.120 It left the 

party grappling with how best to combat a rejuvenated Conservative Party which had 

won two elections on the trot and banished the ghosts of the past.  

 

Meanwhile the Liberals – whose 1955 manifesto was distinctive only in its pro-European 

tone and enthusiasm for devolution and electoral reform121 – got fewer votes than in 1951 

but a marginally higher share of the vote.122 Eighteen of the 20 seats where the party 

received over 20 per cent of the vote were primarily agricultural, but it was all but 

invisible in much of urban and suburban Britain.123 As Tudor Jones observed: ‘A stable 

pattern of duopoly had been established, with Labour and the Conservatives sharing 96 

per cent of the total vote.’124 However, Eden’s political honeymoon would be brief. No-

one could have predicted that the new Conservative leader would self-destruct following 

his disastrous mishandling of the 1956 Suez crisis – ‘a national humiliation’ which 

marked ‘the end of the possibility of [Britain] being a national player on the world stage’, 
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in Edgerton’s words.125 Within two years of the 1955 election though, all three parties 

would have elected new leaders, two of whom would help transform the fortunes of their 

respective parties, at least in the short term.  

 

(ii) The Postwar Media Landscape 

 

The media – the press, radio and from the mid-1950s onwards television – played an 

important part in helping to shape the postwar political landscape. The war years had 

‘contributed to the development of a radical and less entertainment-orientated press,’ 

observed James Curran and Jean Seaton, and the combined circulation of the left-leaning 

Daily Mirror, Sunday Pictorial, Daily Herald, Reynolds News and Daily Worker was 

around nine million in 1945 although the Conservatives could rely on the support of most 

of the remaining papers – ‘not since the mid-Victorian period had the left been so well-

represented in the press’, added the authors.126 And in its election day issue, the Daily 

Mirror urged its readers to ‘vote for the men who fought and died that their homeland 

and yours might live’ and ‘to march forward to happier times’ – a clarion call to vote 

Labour.127 

 

The postwar decades witnessed the heyday of Britain’s newspaper business, known as 

‘Fleet Street’, the central London district then home to most of the big dailies and 

Sundays. In contrast to the tightly-regulated, state-run BBC, the national newspapers –

most of which were owned by ‘aggressively interventionist proprietors: the second lord 

Rothermere, Beaverbrook [owner of the Daily and Sunday Express], Camrose, Kemsley, 

and after 1948, David Astor’128 – with their big circulations, could speak their mind and  

praise or attack politicians and political parties at the whim of their paymasters. As a 

result, they had the power to influence the political views of a huge number of newspaper 

readers at election time. English reporters, wrote an American journalist in 1965, were 

toughies ‘with provincial accents and newspaper tea-boy educations’, and newspapers 
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were pugnacious, chauvinistic places. However, women were a tiny minority among 

Fleet Street journalists, were excluded from the Press Clubs, estranged by the industry’s 

long hours and hard drinking culture, and ‘ritually humiliated in the rowdy Fleet Street 

bars’. Racist attitudes were also commonplace in newsrooms at the time.129 

 

The combined daily (Monday-Saturday) circulation of Britain’s national newspapers was 

around 18 million in 1962, while Sunday newspapers sold an even more remarkable 25 

million,130 at a time when the UK’s population was around 52.6 million.131 In contrast, 

most newspapers in Western Europe were regional; the only mass circulation European 

newspaper, with a circulation running into the millions, was the tabloid Bild in the 

Federal Republic of Germany, itself modelled on Britain’s Daily Mirror. As Anthony 

Sampson observed in the Anatomy of Britain, the Mirror’s 4.5 million circulation and the 

News of the World’s seven million circulation had ‘no equal in America or Europe’ and 

the UK was ‘so compact and homogenous that the same newspapers can arrive on the 

same morning from Land’s End to John O’Groats’.132 Moreover the Daily Express sold 

4.3 million, its sister paper the Sunday Express nearly 4.5 million and the Daily Mail sold 

2.6 million. The only daily ‘quality’ paper with a similar reach was the 1.25 million-

selling Daily Telegraph; in contrast The Times and The Guardian both sold around 

250,000 while the Financial Times sold 130,000, but all three boasted a high ABC – a 

demographic classification used to classify readers, be it ABC1 (middle class) or C2DE 

(working class) – readership.133  

 

 

Most of the influential or big-selling Fleet Street dailies, such as The Times, Daily 

Telegraph, Daily Mail and Daily Express ‘were Tory papers’, as were ‘most of the very 

high-selling Sunday papers [among them the News of the World and Sunday Express]’, 
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noted Edgerton134 – no great surprise since they were invariably owned by wealthy 

businessmen who wanted to maximise their profits and hold on to their money, and 

consequently supported the party [the Conservatives] most likely to protect their interests. 

The only papers that the Liberal Party could rely upon for support were the 1.2m selling 

News Chronicle, owned by the chocolate-making Cadbury family, and the Manchester 

Guardian although by the post-1945 era they were ‘Liberal Party-leaning if sometimes 

Labour Party supporting’135 – the Liberal Party was thus weakened by developments in 

the postwar media landscape. In contrast, the Labour Party could rely on the loyal, some 

might argue slavish, support of the Daily Mirror which campaigned more vociferously 

than ever for Labour at election time during the early 1950s. 

 

In the 1950 election the Mirror ‘positioned itself directly behind Labour’ and ran a 

centre-page spread contrasting the pre-war dole queues with the postwar full employment 

under Labour, endorsing the party by name – and Bill Hagerty has suggested that ‘the 

paper’s strident voice during the days immediately before polling might just have tipped 

the balance’.136 In the following year’s election campaign the Daily Mirror ran one of the 

most famously partisan – and controversial – front pages in Fleet Street history. ‘Whose 

finger?’ it asked provocatively above a graphic showing a man’s finger on the trigger of a 

gun, alongside photographs of Attlee and Churchill, the suggestion being that Labour 

would be safer custodians of the new atomic bomb than the Conservatives.137 Such crude 

propaganda did not stop the Conservatives emerging triumphant in 1951 though.  

 

The end of newspaper rationing in 1957 and with it the de facto ‘truce’ that had existed 

among the nationals not to increase pagination, led to the biggest-selling papers in their 

respective markets growing stronger and the weaker titles weaker. This, combined with 

meagre profits and the growing commercial television onslaught from the late 1950s, led 

to the closure in 1960 of the nominally Liberal News Chronicle, which the Cadbury 

family sold to the Daily Mail, even though the papers’ politics were chalk and cheese. 
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The move alarmed the Liberal Party, and its future leader Jeremy Thorpe declared that 

‘the necessary money would have been raised’ – a questionable claim – to save a paper 

that he believed was ‘vital’ to the Liberal interest if he and his colleagues had been given 

advance notice of the intended merger.138 But it was too late, and after the paper’s 

takeover by the Mail, Jo Grimond, the Liberal leader, could only say hopefully: ‘I trust 

that the Daily Mail will maintain the high standards and liberal outlook associated for so 

long with the newspaper.’139 It was another nail in the coffin of the once-mighty Liberal 

press; the only national papers sympathetic to the party subsequently left standing were 

the Manchester Guardian and The Observer.   

 
The national radio service provided by the BBC was the most important other form of 

media in the decade after the war (commercial radio did not arrive in Britain until the 

1970s). BBC Radio had come into its own as a communication medium during World 

War II, providing the prime minister, Winston Churchill, with a platform to speak 

directly to millions of people listening to his broadcasts at home on their wireless sets. 

Post-1945 radio listeners could choose between three BBC stations: the Home Service 

(news, plays and lectures); the Light Programme (popular music, comedies and soap 

operas) which was aimed at a mass audience; and the highbrow Third Programme 

(classical music).  

 

The first BBC Director General John Reith’s140 famous directive to the organisation upon 

the establishment of its radio service in 1927 was to ‘inform, educate and entertain’141 – 

and its correspondents consequently sought at all times to give a straightforward, 

impartial, listener-friendly account of news events. Reith was guided by a strong notion 

of public service and a belief that the role of the BBC was ‘to encourage self-

improvement’ but at the same time he ‘sought to counter the influence of mass American 

culture’.142 The BBC also strived for impartiality in its political coverage, although it 
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could not please all the politicians all of the time. The corporation’s desire for objectivity 

was reflected in the way that in the 1945 election Labour and the Conservatives were 

each allotted ten radio broadcasts, and the Liberals four, all of which were listened to by 

around 45 per cent of the adult population143 – a roughly proportionate number of 

broadcasts given the Liberals’ parliamentary representation, although having fewer  

broadcasts than their political rivals inevitably put them at an electoral disadvantage. The 

simple truth was that the Liberals were no longer ‘players’ in Britain’s two-party system, 

and that harsh reality lay behind the postwar decline of newspaper support for the party 

too. Why should a paper continue to nail its colours to the Liberal mast when Liberalism 

as a political force was in freefall and the party clearly stood no chance of forming a 

government? 

 

By the 1950s and 1960s radio had become ‘an integral part of British life’, observed 

Dominic Sandbrook,144 and the murmur of BBC voices on the wireless in the background 

could be heard in many a home as family members went about their daily lives. But 

despite Reith’s desire for listeners to aim for the cultural high ground, the most popular 

service was the largely politics-free Light Programme, and its mix of easy-listening 

shows like Woman’s Hour and comedies like Hancock’s Half Hour attracted around two-

thirds of all radio listeners.145 Radio was therefore first and foremost about entertainment 

for most of the population in the postwar years. Nonetheless BBC radio’s objective news 

coverage ensured that it remained a trusted voice in the postwar decades, and the first 

place that many people turned to for news about big news events, such as a general 

election. 

 

The BBC television service started broadcasting in 1936 but was closed down with the 

outbreak of war in 1939. In 1946 when television broadcasting resumed, ‘the BBC’s 

popularity at home and prestige abroad was even greater than before, largely because of 

the wartime experience’.146 But television was slow to take off, in part because money 
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was tight – in 1950 the BBC’s television budget was only half that allocated to the Home 

Service, the most popular BBC radio network.147 In the immediate post-war years its 

audience consisted of around 25,000 households in London, and as late as 1949 two-

thirds of people had never laid eyes on a TV set. The BBC’s television service – which 

news wise followed the same strict Reithian editorial guidelines as BBC Radio – was 

initially slow to supersede radio in the nation’s affections too. Even in the 1950s, many 

BBC executives saw television as ‘a trivial diversion from the serious business of radio’, 

and the weekly Radio Times listings magazine reflected this by printing the TV listings as 

a four-page supplement after the radio schedules.148   

 

The first big boost to television ownership was provided by Queen Elizabeth II’s 

coronation in 1953, watched on the small screen by over 20 million people, a new 

record.149 But a second, much bigger boost was provided by the arrival of commercial 

television, ITV, in 1955 which expanded piecemeal across Britain over the next few 

years but only became fully national in 1962. The launch of a rival commercial television 

network was ‘brought about not by public pressure, but by a small group within the ruling 

Conservative party’ who intended it as a political counterweight to what it perceived as 

‘the BBC’s “red” bias’, and the ending of the BBC’s television monopoly was opposed 

by bishops, peers trade unions and the Labour party.150  ‘A whole new world has come,’ 

proclaimed the first commercial television Yearbook in 1955.151 And while ITV initially 

struggled to acquire an audience, within a few years it had evolved into a powerful rival 

to the BBC; by the late 1950s and early 1960s even Fleet Street was feeling the 

competition for advertising revenue.  

 

For years broadcasters were forbidden from discussing on air any subject that was to be 

debated in parliament within the next fortnight although this rule became unsupportable 

during the Suez Crisis and was abolished in 1957.152 Politics aside though, ITV 
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undoubtedly forced the BBC to up its game. Outside of vaudeville the BBC ‘produced 

bland, deferential programmes’, Rupert Davenport-Hines has noted, and in the words of 

one television scriptwriter at the time, was stuffy, academic and ‘spoke with an 

Establishment voice’. In contrast, ITV set out to make money, challenged settled notions 

and by the 1960s was developing more of a classless, meritocratic feel.153 The 

commercial broadcaster also helped revolutionise news presentation on the small screen. 

Until its arrival, BBC television news bulletins were read by an unseen newscaster 

accompanied by still photographs. But in an important innovation, ITV let its 

newsgathering arm, ITN, employ journalists as news readers, even allowing them to write 

their own scripts, provoking the BBC into improving its own news service. Nonetheless 

for all the commercial network’s innovations in news presentation, editorially it followed 

a BBC-style approach to news coverage, thus ensuring that the ethic of consensus 

continued to ‘dominate television journalism’.154  

  

Overall, postwar developments in the media were a mixed blessing for the Liberals. On 

the one hand, newspaper support for the party continued to decline, as previously noted – 

the days when it could boast the support of big Fleet Street dailies such as the Daily News 

and Daily Chronicle,155 as in 1900-14, were long gone. Although just how much of a 

difference greater press support would have made in the post-1945 period is debatable 

because the Liberals had already seen such a catastrophic decline in their support. On the 

other hand, the public service ‘fair play’ ethos, which permeated both the BBC and ITN 

broadcasting networks at this time, guaranteed that the party would at least be allotted 

airtime – party election broadcasts – roughly proportionate to its strength. That provided 

a media lifeline for Britain’s third party in a postwar world dominated by a new Tory-

Labour duopoly, and would help keep the flickering flame of Liberalism alive. 

 

The decade following the war had not been kind to the Liberal Party, as we have seen. 

And Britain’s first past the post electoral system, which concentrated power in the hands 

of the two main parties, made any electoral recovery that much more of an uphill battle. 
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Few political commentators at the time would have been surprised if the Liberal Party 

had withered away over the next few years, but despite the challenges it faced, it was not 

prepared to roll over and play dead. 
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2. The Road to Orpington: the Rochdale and Torrington by-elections 
 

British politics was enlivened in early 1958 by the decision of the television newscaster 

Ludovic Kennedy to stand as the Liberal candidate in Rochdale. The Press was just as 

excited by the fact that his glamorous ballerina turned film star wife would be supporting 

him in his bid to become MP. ‘Rochdale Liberals choose Mr Ludovic Kennedy,’ reported 

The Manchester Guardian, adding: ‘Moira Shearer to help husband’s campaign.’156 The 

celebrity couple added a welcome sprinkling of stardust to the typical by-election 

campaign, and Michael Meadowcroft, a then Young Liberal who took part in Kennedy’s 

by-election campaign, observed wryly: ‘She was probably Ludo’s greatest canvassing 

asset.’157 

 

The by-elections of the late 1950s, in particular those in Rochdale and Torrington, are 

worthy of examination in their own right for several of the results show the Liberal Party 

in better health than the decade’s general elections, particularly those of 1951 and 1955. 

They also hint at the possibility of an Orpington-style election breakthrough. The Liberal 

pitch in Rochdale and Torrington – just as it would be at Orpington four years later – was 

that of the classless, centrist, common-sense party which could see both sides of the 

argument. 

 

The decade was an electoral nadir for the Liberal Party in terms of the national vote share 

it received in 1951 and 1955, as previously noted. Indeed, the Liberals almost folded as a 

national party. The results would have been even worse but for an electoral arrangement 

with the Conservatives in Bolton West and Huddersfield West, whereby the party 

allowed the Liberals a free run, in return for the Liberals not putting up candidates in 

Bolton East and Huddersfield East. The result was that Liberal MPs were elected in the 

former two seats, and Tories elected in the latter two seats.158 On the plus side, the splits 

in the party between social welfare liberals in the Lloyd George tradition and free trade, 

anti-European integration defenders of traditional economic liberalism like Oliver 
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Smedley and Arthur Seldon had largely resolved themselves by 1956 with the departure 

of those on the right of the party to found the Institute of Economic Affairs.159   

 

But the picture was rosier when seen through the prism of the era’s by-election results, 

complicating the conventional narrative of decline. The four-year Conservative period of 

office from 1955-59, which witnessed the Suez debacle, saw the Liberals perform 

surprisingly strongly in a string of parliamentary by-elections. On 15 December 1955 a 

Liberal candidate took 23.8 per cent of the vote in Torquay, Devon, despite having 

secured just 14.2 per cent of the vote in the general election seven months earlier. The 

party went on to win 36.4 per cent of the vote in Hereford on 14 February 1956, the same 

day taking 21.6 per cent at Gainsborough. The Liberals also made considerable progress 

in a handful of 1957 by-election results – notably Edinburgh South (where they took over 

20 per cent), Gloucester (36.1 per cent) and Ipswich (21.4 per cent). As Pippa Norris 

noted, they showed an increasingly strong performance in the late 1950s, contesting more 

seats and winning about one in four by-election votes.160 The surge in by-election support 

for the Liberals was in large part the result of disaffected Conservative voters casting a 

protest vote against the rising standard of living. As Jo Grimond said in a speech made in 

support of the Liberal candidate Peter Bessell at Torquay by-election in December 1955: 

‘A by-election gives the people an opportunity to express its dissatisfaction with the 

current behaviour of the Government… a wonderful opportunity of saying to them in 

unmistakeable language that if they want to retain the confidence of the people they must 

honour their pledges and bring some new thought on our vital problems.’161 

 

Recognising that by-elections offered a valuable opportunity to punch above their weight 

electorally, the party decided to put more effort into fighting by-elections and set up a 

new campaign team to channel resources to local associations. The new Liberal strategy 

soon paid dividends and 1958 began with three consecutive Conservative by-election 

losses: Rochdale (where the Liberals achieved a strong second place); Glasgow 

Kelvingrove (won by Labour); and Torrington (won by the Liberals). ‘Of these contests, 
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perhaps Rochdale was the most extraordinary,’ argued Chris Cook162. For despite not 

winning, without the Liberals’ strong showing in Rochdale, which appeared to confirm 

that the party was back in business, it is unlikely they would have won in Torrington. As 

the Daily Mail commented: ‘Ludovic Kennedy’s success was the spur to fight hard at 

Torrington.’163 Furthermore, the odds of a Liberal victory in Orpington in 1962 would 

have been that much less without the life-affirming shot in the arm – the psychological 

boost – provided by the Liberals’ success in the Rochdale and Torrington by-elections 

which showed that they could not only give the Conservatives and Labour a run for their 

money in two very different constituencies, they could even on occasion win a by-

election. 

 

The Rochdale by-election 

 

The Rochdale by-election – which was triggered by death of the town’s Conservative 

MP, Colonel W. Schofield164 in December 1957 – was, as noted, arguably the most 

significant post-war by-election for the Liberal Party, with the exception of Torrington in 

1958, until Orpington, and saw the biggest Liberal by-election vote since 1935. It was 

also the first parliamentary by-election to be televised – ‘much of that due to the presence 

of the Liberal candidate, Ludovic Kennedy, an investigative TV journalist with a 

ballerina wife,’ according to The Manchester Evening News.165 It was a very different by-

election in a very different constituency with a very different demographic to Orpington. 

The Liberals’ prospective parliamentary candidate [PPC] in Rochdale, Ludovic Kennedy, 

was also unusual in being that rare creature at the time: a ‘celebrity’ candidate. The very 

differences between Orpington and Rochdale make the latter particularly worthy of 

examination: first, for what it tells us about the Liberal Party’s approach to fighting by-

elections during the era; second, for what it tells us about the different dynamic at work 

in British by-elections in the late 1950s; and third, for the sense of momentum it helped 

to create which pushed the party across the finishing line at Torrington, and arguably lay 
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the groundwork for the Orpington triumph four years later. 

 

In a straight Tory-Labour fight in the Lancashire mill town of Rochdale in the 1955 

general election, the Conservative candidate, Colonel W. Schofield, had polled 51.5 per 

cent of the vote (26,518 votes) to Labour’s 48.5 per cent (24,928 votes).166 Tellingly, the 

Liberals had not even bothered putting up a candidate, although in 1950 the historian 

Roger Fulford had polled 10,000 votes. Three years later though, on 12 February 1958 

the victorious Labour Party candidate Jack McCann won 44.7 per cent (22,133 votes), the 

Liberals’ Ludovic Kennedy 35.5 per cent (18,949) and the Conservatives’ John Parkinson 

– ‘a congenial flogger and hanger’, in Kennedy’s words 167 – just 19.8 per cent (9,827) of 

the vote.168 Why were the Liberals able to do so much better in the 1958 by-election than 

three years earlier?  

 

Winning in Rochdale, an archetypal Lancashire mill town, was always going to be 

difficult for the Liberals in the immediate post-war decades when a person’s class still 

generally defined how they would vote. Rochdale had grown prosperous in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries on the back of Lancashire’s thriving cotton industry. In 1912, 

more than 600,000 people were employed in the North West’s cotton industry, but by the 

mid-1960s this had fallen to ‘about 120,000’, according to a Lancashire and Merseyside 

Industrial Development Association report. This decline was mirrored in Rochdale. In 

1951, nearly 31,000 people in Rochdale were employed in textiles – half the area’s entire 

labour force – but by 1965 the figure was 22,700 people.169 So by the late 1950s 

Rochdale was anything but a boom town. 

 

In contrast to much of England, there was even a degree of population decline – despite 

the arrival after World War II of displaced Polish, Latvian, and Lithuanian refugees, and 

later on Indian and Pakistani immigrants, who found employment in Rochdale’s textile 

industry. In 1954, Rochdale’s Medical Officer of Health, Dr J. Innes, estimated the 
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town’s population as being 86,770. ‘These are not happy figures for a town which had a 

population of 95,270 in 1933,’ he observed. ‘In the last ten years there have been in total 

1,000 more births than deaths in the town, so that the decrease in population lies at the 

door of emigration from the town.’170 

 

To a certain extent, there were two Britains, as had been apparent since the Depression of 

the 1930s when those parts of the country most reliant on heavy industry, coal and 

shipbuilding such as the North, South Wales and Scotland had suffered most 

unemployment. If one drew an imaginary line between the Severn estuary and The Wash, 

the Britain to the north would, in general, be less prosperous than the Britain to its south. 

This continued to be the case, although Harold Macmillan could rightly declare in 1957 

that most people in Britain had ‘never had it so good’.171 Indeed, the growing post-war 

prosperity touched all parts of the country. For instance, average weekly earnings for 

manual workers aged 21 and over went up from £6.9 in 1948 to £12.8 in in 1958.172 

Moreover by the late 1950s, ten million families had television sets, even if they were 

often bought on higher purchase.173 In addition, the introduction of affordable small 

family cars in the 1950s like the hugely popular Morris Minor174 helped put car 

ownership within reach for the first time of millions of ordinary working people.175  

 

But like most of the parliamentary seats where the Liberals were able to punch above 

their weight from the late 1950s onwards, be it in a by-election or a general election, 

Rochdale boasted a strong if somewhat faded tradition of voting Liberal – a significant 

factor in the party’s 1958 by-election success. It had had a Liberal MP as recently as 

1923, when the party’s candidate, Ramsay Muir, recaptured it from Labour which first 

took the seat in the 1922 general election. Four years earlier, in the 1918 ‘Coupon 
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Election’ following the First World War, it was won by a Unionist (Conservative) 

candidate. But prior to 1918, Rochdale had by and large voted Liberal. In the period up to 

1918, a Liberal or Reformer (Liberal) was returned in 18 out of 22 Parliamentary 

elections – including 1885, 1892, 1906 and the two general elections of 1910 – compared 

to six wins out of a possible 20 in the period 1918-84.176 The seat had only gone Unionist 

/ Conservative in 1895 and in the ‘Khaki Election’ of 1900, historically bad years for the 

Liberal Party nationally which ended in electoral defeats.177  

 

Liberalism was therefore deeply rooted in the area – and the Liberals only really lost their 

political grip on the town, as they did in many of their other areas of traditional strength 

up and down the country, following the emergence of the damaging schism between the 

Asquith and Lloyd George wings of the party during World War I. The split was sparked 

by Lloyd George’s elevation to the premiership in 1916, when the outcome of the conflict 

was still very much in the balance. The fissure in Liberal ranks, together with the 

extension of the franchise, Representation of the People Act (1918)178 gave Labour the 

chance to make inroads, and capture many industrial, working-class seats in towns and 

cities.  

 

Politics in the immediate post-WWI years was in a state of flux with Labour and the 

Liberals fighting for the right to be regarded as Britain’s main centre-left progressive 

political party. But in 1924 the Liberals lost the seat ‘for good’179, albeit by the narrowest 

of margins, 117 votes.180 Nevertheless the picture was rather different locally and the 

Liberals controlled the town council until 1945, and shared power until 1963.181 A key 

factor in the Liberals’ ‘success’ – or at the very least, great leap forward – in Rochdale in 

1958 was the party’s ‘celebrity candidate’ himself: Ludovic Kennedy, a clean-cut, 
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photogenic Scottish-born television broadcaster from a privileged background.  

 

Kennedy, however, owed his fame first and foremost to television; he was a celebrity 

product of the new media age which was dawning. By the late 1950s ‘almost everywhere, 

whether in Dagenham or County Durham, the shared daily reference points were shifting 

from sound to vision’,182 observed David Kynaston. Television arrived earlier in Britain 

than in most other parts of Western Europe, as previously noted. The crowning of Queen 

Elizabeth II spurred the growth in sales of TV sets, and the first mass television audience 

in Britain was for the Coronation in 1953.183 By 1958 the British were already forsaking 

radio and the cinema for the shiny new world of ‘the goggle box’. The evening TV news 

bulletins on the BBC and ITV were being watched by millions. Kennedy had become a 

television newsreader for the new commercial news provider ITN in 1955 and was soon a 

familiar face in millions of television-owning households.  

 

He also had a further claim to fame: he was married to the glamorous film star and 

ballerina Moira Shearer, who starred in the hit Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger-

produced film The Red Shoes (1948). His wife’s star quality ‘was all the more 

appreciated in the birthplace of Gracie Fields’,184 observed John Grigg 185 – Fields was a 

hugely popular Rochdale-born singer, actress and comedienne in the 1930s and early 

1940s. In other words, Kennedy was not your run-of-the-mill prospective parliamentary 

candidate (PPC). 

                              

Nonetheless in some respects, Eton-educated Kennedy was a slightly strange choice of 

candidate in such an industrial, working-class constituency, as the former Liberal leader 

David Steel’s sympathetic 2009 obituary of Kennedy in The Guardian186 noted, 

describing him as ‘an establishment figure … born with, if not a silver spoon, then at 

least a silver-plated spoon in his mouth, being a scion on his father's side of the Kennedy 

earldom which used to own Culzean Castle in Scotland, and on his mother's side of a 
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Scottish baronetcy.’ Moreover, while at Eton, he even ‘hired an aircraft to fly him and 

four friends to Le Touquet for the day’.187 In early adulthood, Kennedy was also ‘a 

dancing partner of the Princesses Elizabeth and [her sister] Margaret’, observed Steel.188 

In other words, Kennedy’s social background and life experience were a world away 

from that of the constituency’s largely blue collar workforce, most of whom had never 

even flown on a civilian aeroplane let alone hired one to cross the channel with their 

school friends for a day out. The most that many of the town’s millworkers could have 

hoped for holiday-wise at that time would have been to spend a week - or two if they 

were lucky – at a Lancashire seaside resort like Blackpool during ‘Wakes week’.189 

 

Kennedy’s father had actually been a Conservative agent and his cousin was a Tory MP – 

and as a young man, Kennedy was a small ‘l’ liberal Tory, according to Steel.190 Kennedy 

himself claimed in his memoirs that he had not been ‘much interested’ in party politics 

until the mid-1950s. Two things changed that. First, the election of Jo Grimond as Liberal 

leader in November 1956. ‘There was a quality about Jo which I found instantly 

appealing, for not only did he reflect and forcefully articulate the views and values which 

I realised I held, but he did so with a lightness of touch that was lacking in any other 

leader. He was a mast I knew I could nail my colours to, and I was so excited by the 

prospect of what his leadership might achieve that I wrote at once to congratulate him, 

adding that I was now minded to change from being a liberal to a Liberal. This resulted in 

an invitation to lunch and for me the beginning of a lifelong commitment to 

Liberalism.’191 Grimond ‘was bound to appeal to Ludo as the two had so much in 

common, both being young, good-looking, charming, Old Etonian and Scottish,’ 

according to Richard Ingrams, while ‘from Grimond’s point of view, Ludo was ideal 

parliamentary material, having a well-known face (thanks to TV), not to mention a 

famously beautiful film star as a wife’.192   
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Grimond therefore cut a rather dashing figure on the political stage, and had a 

transformative effect on the Liberal Party’s public image and fortunes. The octogenarian 

Winston Churchill had only reluctantly stepped down as prime minister and handed over 

the reins of government to Eden, who was in office for less than two years before having 

to quit as prime minister following the Suez fiasco. His successor Harold Macmillan 

might have had a reassuring patrician air, but in some respects he appeared a throwback 

to the Edwardian era, which in a way he was since he was born in 1894. While Labour’s 

Clement Attlee had only stepped down as party leader in 1955, aged 72, after losing a 

second election to the Conservatives, and his successor Hugh Gaitskell had yet to really 

make his mark as leader. 193 

 

At 43, Grimond was also nearly 20 years younger than his predecessor Clement Davies. 

And despite becoming leader when the party was at a historically low ebb – it was 

reduced to just five MPs after losing the Carmarthen by-election in early 1957 – he soon 

rallied his troops. On being elected leader, he came out strongly against Eden’s Suez 

policy despite the Liberals having initially backed the Eden’s government response to 

Nasser.194 He was also the first British political leader to come out in favour of British 

membership of the new European Economic Community and championed causes such as 

industrial co-partnership and electoral reform (a more proportional electoral system 

would of course have benefited the Liberals). His relative youth, telegenic good looks 

and fresh-faced radicalism helped win over the young and ‘an impressive coterie of 

intellectuals’, making him ‘the most attractive and popular leader of the Liberals since 

Lloyd George’.195  

 

Furthermore, the publication of Liberal ‘thinktank’ pamphlets helped put Liberal ideas 

and policy ‘in sharper focus,’ noted Tudor Jones, reflecting ‘one of the innovations of 

Grimond’s leadership… his emphasis on the clearer dissemination of [Liberal] ideas and 
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policy.’196 This helped underpin the party’s growing appeal, according to the Liberal 

Democrat peer Lord Wallace of Saltaire who was a young Liberal activist at the time. 

‘The combination of a youthful leader [and] a set of policies which emphasised the 

transformation … of economy, society and foreign policy… contributed to a distinctive 

and appealing image.’197  

 

Indeed, another young new TV media celebrity, Robin Day, also joined the Liberals 

around the same time – and stood as a Liberal PPC in the 1959 general election – for 

similar reasons to Kennedy. ‘The Liberal Party was led by Jo Grimond, who was one of 

the most attractive political personalities of his time,’ wrote Day in his memoirs. ‘He 

articulated brilliantly and eloquently the case for non-Socialist reform. He had a first-

class mind [and]… long before anyone else, expressed the case for that realignment of 

British politics which was to be attempted a generation later with the founding of the 

SDP and the formation of the ill-fated Alliance.’ 198 This was an electoral pact signed in 

1981 between the Liberal Party and the SDP, set up by liberal, revisionist Europhile 

Labour politicians such as Shirley Williams and Roy Jenkins,199 a Francophile and long-

term advocate of British EEC membership200 who went on to become the president of the 

European Commission from 1977-81.  

 

The second thing which turned Kennedy into a big ‘L’ Liberal was the Suez fiasco, 

‘Anthony Eden’s pathetic attempt to get his own back on the fledgling Egyptian 

president, Colonel Nasser, for having nationalised the Suez Canal’, as he put it.201 Two-

thirds of Europe’s oil was imported via the canal but the Anglo-French military 

intervention in November 1956 sparked international uproar, and ‘within a matter of days 

Britain was at war with itself’, recalled the veteran Labour, SDP and Liberal Democrat 

politician Shirley Williams.202 At first, majority opinion in Britain favoured tough action. 
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In August 1956 the Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell compared Nasser to Hitler and 

Mussolini, and even admitted that there might be circumstances in which Britain might 

have to use force.203 But the US president, Eisenhower, was ‘furious at being kept in the 

dark about the invasion plot,’ observed Ian Kershaw, ‘currency reserved mounted to 

dangerous levels’ and ‘the British bowed to necessity and agreed to a ceasefire without 

even consulting the French [who had joined Britain and Israel in the Suez operation]… 

the debacle was complete.’204  

 

After the Liberals’ initial vacillation, it was apparent that Grimond had made the right 

judgement call in opposing Eden’s actions, and the Suez Crisis acted as a catalyst forcing 

progressive-thinking individuals such as Kennedy to reassess where their political 

sympathies ought to lay. ‘It seemed to me one of the most crassly stupid political acts of 

modern times, an example of the kind of gunboat mentality which we should have long 

since outgrown,’ he later wrote.205 As Martin Pugh observed: ‘The deep disillusionment it 

[Suez] caused among many educated people gave momentum to the Liberal revival under 

Jo Grimond in the late 1950s.’206   

 

Kennedy had long demonstrated a campaigning zeal for righting wrongs, for instance 

writing a play in 1953 about the Derek Bentley case – a celebrated miscarriage of justice 

which saw the 18-year-old hanged for a murder committed in London in 1952 by his 16-

year-old accomplice, Christopher Craig. In the early 1950s (1950-54), 14 to 20 people a 

year were still being executed. A death sentence was mandatory following a conviction 

for murder – judges had no discretion. But the highlighting of this case, and similar cases 

by campaigners like Kennedy – his most influential book was Ten Rillington Place207 

which told how illiterate Welshman Timothy Evans was wrongly hanged in 1950 for the 

murder of his baby daughter on the evidence of his landlord, John Reginald Christie, later 

exposed as a serial murderer – ‘fuelled a campaign which helped end capital punishment 
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in the United Kingdom’.208 And in 1957, the year The Homicide Act was passed creating 

separate categories of murder, just three people were executed.209 In the words of the QC 

Michael Mansfield, ‘he [Kennedy] blazed a trail that demonstrated that verdicts in the 

criminal system were not written on tablets of stone’.210 

 

On the news of Schofield’s death, Kennedy decided to throw his hat into the ring. ‘In the 

post-Suez climate I felt it was a seat the Liberals could win,’ he later said. ‘I realised that 

this was a moment I had been subconsciously waiting for, that I nurtured an imperative to 

fight Rochdale for the Liberals.’ He told Grimond of his willingness to stand and after his 

office contacted the Rochdale Reform Association (as the local Liberal Party was called) 

Kennedy was summoned to appear before their selection committee at Manchester’s 

Reform Club. ‘By this time I had boned up on detailed points of Liberal policy and had 

little difficulty in coping with the questions put to me.’ A week later he received an 

official invitation to stand.211  

 

Being able to field as plausible and attractive a candidate as Kennedy who incidentally, 

had ‘had a good war’, serving as a lieutenant on destroyers in the Royal Navy, was 

certainly something of a coup for the Liberals. He also boasted instant name recognition 

with many voters after two years at ITN. He helped give the party added credibility in the 

eyes of the electorate and many opinion-makers in the media. If respected public figures 

like Kennedy and Robin Day were joining the Liberals, in large part as a result of 

Grimond’s success in helping to redefine it as a relevant, non-socialist alternative to 

Labour, it could only make the party more attractive in voters’ eyes. That said, Kennedy 

also had his detractors in Fleet Street, the right-wing press labelling him a ‘gimmick’ 

candidate.212     
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The campaign: the Liberals fight to win 

  

While the United Kingdom was still a major industrial power during the 1950s, with its 

coal, steel, motor manufacturing, shipbuilding and cotton sectors all employing tens of 

thousands of people, British economic growth was already lagging behind its European 

neighbours. The Pound’s value against other currencies was gradually slipping. And there 

was an ‘increasing national focus on the unions and labour relations, with the spring of 

1957 seeing a palpable ratcheting-up [of industrial action],’ noted Kynaston.213 While 

Rochdale itself, with its overreliance on the cotton industry, was already experiencing 

relative economic decline and population loss. 

 

During the six-week campaign Kennedy visited factories and old people’s homes by day, 

and spoke at two or three meetings a night – speaking at public meetings was still central 

to election campaigns at this time. While the presence of Kennedy’s wife Moira, who 

accompanied him everywhere, guaranteed an unusual amount of press coverage for a 

Liberal candidate. In general, his campaign literature echoed the national Liberal 

message, namely that ‘the two great parties, Socialist and Conservative’ were ‘engaged in 

a kind of civil “cold war” – class against class, Capital against Labour, employer against 

union.’ It was a simplistic if persuasive narrative, with more than a grain of truth to it. 

Kennedy went on to say: ‘You know the result. Strikes, monopolies, restrictive practices. 

Low productivity. Gross overspending. Crippling taxes. A fall in the value of the pound 

from 20/- in 1945 to 11/- now.’ Finally Kennedy asked with a rhetorical flourish: ‘How 

long are we going to have to put up with the futility of nationalisation, denationalisation, 

renationalisation?’214 

 

Inflation, although modest by the standards of the 1970s, was an important issue. The 

prices of everyday goods and foodstuffs had been going up and Kennedy placed the 

rising cost of living at the forefront of his by-election campaign. His election leaflet 
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featured a graph215 showing the steady fall in the value of the pound under both Labour 

and Conservative governments in the 13 years since the end of World War II – although 

whether a Liberal government would have been any more successful in halting the 

decline is debatable, since it reflected the shifting tectonic geopolitical and economic 

plates. To make his point more forcefully on the campaign trail Kennedy wrote to the 

Liberal Party Organisation in London in search of a foodstuff that he could display at 

public meetings to demonstrate the effect of rising prices on the consumer. ‘I am sorry 

about the sausages,’ he wrote to a staffer in the party’s Information Department. ‘Could 

you think of any other similar commodity with a 1945 price which I could hold up on the 

Platform to show how much say one or two pounds would have bought in 1945 and how 

much it would buy now? Sausages are obviously the most dramatic but you may be able 

to think of something else.’216 In the end, Kennedy played safe and used ‘a large graph 

illustrating how the value of the £ had dropped from 20s. (shillings) in 1945 to its present 

purchasing power of 11s. 2d. (shillings and pence)’ to show at campaign meetings how 

the ‘cost of living had soared enormously [since the war],’ reported The Rochdale 

Observer.217  

 

The Liberal pitch in Rochdale, as it would be at Orpington in 1962, was very much that 

of the classless, centrist, common-sense party which could see both sides of the 

argument. Part of the party’s ‘sell’ was that it refused to pander to special interests, and 

would pursue policies beneficial to the country at large, not just a certain class. At the 

time, the Conservative and Labour parties were very much aligned respectively with big 

business and the trade unions – and while the Liberals themselves had at one time 

boasted strong business connections, with the party’s decline big businesses had mostly 

thrown its support behind the Tories. In his keynote election address, Kennedy urged 

voters to make history arguing that the ‘momentous’ by-election was ‘possibly the last 

opportunity for some time’ for the electorate to register their disapproval of ‘both of the 

other parties’ and ‘to welcome a new, dynamic force into our political life’. Interestingly, 

there was no mention of great Liberal leaders of the past such as Gladstone, Asquith and 
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David Lloyd George. Similarly, Free Trade – once the great rallying cry of the Liberals, 

as Frank Trentmann observed218 – was now relegated to the back page of his election 

address.219 The issue may have helped propel the Liberals to victory in 1906 after the 

Conservative Party had embraced tariff reform – protectionism – but as Duncan Brack, 

observed, by the 1950s ‘free trade [as an issue] was a relic of a bygone age’, and ‘all the 

parties were in favour of free trade’.220 The voters of Rochdale were instead being asked 

to vote for the modern, new-look Liberal Party of Grimond: a progressive, centre-left but 

non-socialist alternative to Labour which embraced internationalism, welcomed closer 

European ties, and did not view politics through the same class prism as the two main 

parties. And both Grimond and Kennedy, with their telegenic good looks, helped convey 

this ‘modern’ image. 

On the last Saturday of the campaign Lancashire and Cheshire Liberals organised a 

motorcade of 60 cars covered in posters which went honking its way through Rochdale, 

ending up at the Town Hall square where a big rally was held. In the closing stages of the 

campaign big-name opposition politicians like Clement Attlee (the former Labour prime 

minister) and James Callaghan (the future Labour prime minister) were also sent up from 

London ‘to spike my guns’, according to Kennedy. And there was a final Town Hall 

meeting with Grimond as the star attraction and a capacity audience overflowing into 

another room. ‘There was a feeling of expectancy and euphoria in the air,’ according to 

the Liberal candidate.221 As noted, the by-election was also the first in Britain to be 

covered by television. The two programmes took place in Rochdale Town Hall, the first 

consisting of four-minute statements to the camera by all three candidates; the second, on 

the eve of poll, of a press conference with three journalists. ‘Neither was exactly a show-

stopper,’ recalled Kennedy,222 and it is debatable how much such rudimentary TV 

coverage influenced the electoral outcome. As the News Chronicle observed at the time: 
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‘Television is a new and unknown force in the rough and tumble of electioneering. 

Rochdale produced no hard and fast conclusions about its impact.’223 

On polling day Kennedy, along with the other candidates, visited polling stations and 

thanked the party’s tellers and others for their support. ‘They were optimistic we would 

win, but no-one else was: all the press commentators put me bottom of the poll, and none 

predicted that I would get more than 15,000 votes.’ Granada’s television cameras came to 

the poll (another first) and watched the candidates watching the clerks counting the votes. 

A pattern soon emerged: Labour in the lead, the Liberals not far behind and the Tories 

way in the rear, and that was how it stayed. At 1am, the Mayor went on to the balcony to 

announce the result to a crowd of several hundred: a Labour win with a majority of over 

4,000. The Liberals came second and the Conservatives a surprise third. ‘If it was not as 

good as we had hoped, it was good enough,’ Kennedy later reflected.224  

 

Rochdale by-election (1958) 

 

                                                  Labour                     22,133 

                                                  Liberal                     17,603 

                                                  Conservative             9,827225 

 

The shock result, which saw the Liberals push the Conservatives into third place, 

inevitably attracted considerable comment in the press, much of it focusing on the 

unexpected Liberal advance. In an editorial, the progressive, centre-left News Chronicle, 

which was sympathetic to both Labour and the Liberals,226 described it as ‘the most 

sensational by-election for many years’. It further noted: ‘The Tory and Liberal 

candidates were generally running neck and neck for second place. In fact, the Liberals 

polled nearly twice as many votes as the Conservatives.’227 
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Writing in the Daily Telegraph, the academic and election expert David Butler hailed it 

as ‘the most sensational result for a generation’.228 He went to argue: ‘Not since East 

Fulham in October, 1933, when a Conservative majority of 14,000 was turned into a 

Labour majority of 5,000 has there been such an upset.’ Turning his gaze on all 32 by-

elections that had taken place since the 1955 Parliament was elected, he observed: 

‘Whenever they have intervened the Liberals have improved upon their previous position 

(except for Carmarthen).’ He noted that the Liberal vote at Rochdale had gone up from 

17.5 per cent in the 1950 general election – when they had last fought the constituency – 

to 33.5 per cent. ‘In 1955 there were only three seats [Orkney, North Cornwall and 

Inverness] where they [the Liberals] secured 35 per cent of the vote in a three-way 

contest.’229 All three seats – Orkney, North Cornwall and Inverness - were largely rural 

seats on the ‘Celtic fringe’ – that is, far from London. But the Liberals had not achieved 

such a poll rating against the Conservatives in an urban seat since the 1930s.  

  

Commentators in the press also acknowledged the role of the charismatic Kennedy in the 

party’s great leap forward in the by-election. ‘The charm of the Liberal candidate and his 

wife had much to do with the extent of the Liberal progress,’ noted the News Chronicle. 

But it went on to argue that ‘the floating voter and a growing proportion of those voting 

for the first time’ had attached themselves to the Liberals.’ Voters liked Kennedy, and 

Butler argued that: ‘If the Liberals can secure candidates who lend themselves as readily 

to publicity as did Mr Kennedy, they may fare almost as well in other by-elections.’230 

The News Chronicle was even more upbeat, declaring: ‘Rochdale has gone further than 

any by-election to break the stranglehold of the party machines on British politics… for 

Mr Grimond and his followers it is a stimulant to further efforts; efforts which in time 

will bring still better results.’ While its suggestion that this one by-election would help 

break the two main parties’ dominance of British politics was overly optimistic, its 

forecast that Rochdale would be a ‘stimulant’ to better results would be borne out at 

Torrington, Orpington and a host of future by-elections, and general elections. It was 
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proof that the Liberals could contest the dominance of the two main parties, at least in the 

context of a by-election.  

 

However for all the excitement generated by the Liberals’ strong second place at 

Rochdale, Butler presciently asked: ‘Does that imply that the Liberals are going to have a 

great impact on the outcome of the next general election?’231 He went on to rather pour 

cold water on the notion, pointing out in the same Daily Telegraph article that even if the 

Liberals were to double their 1955 share of the vote, ‘they would barely add a dozen to 

their present five seats’. Furthermore, Butler pointed out that the most recent polling data 

on how people would vote if there was a general election tomorrow, the Liberal share of 

the vote had ‘risen only from seven to 12 per cent over the last two years’. He concluded, 

reasonably enough, that there ‘was a danger of reading too much into the Rochdale result. 

It certainly doesn’t reveal the outcome of the next general election.’ More debatably, he 

argued: ‘By-election results are probably more important on the thinking and morale of 

partisans than as pointers to the way the vote will go in a national contest.’ Such an 

interpretation of recent events, of course, contained an element of truth. But the Liberals’ 

strong showing at Rochdale also served to demonstrate that the party was alive and 

kicking, and could challenge the two bigger parties in the right circumstances. 

 

The Financial Times saw things differently. In an editorial232 observing that by-election 

results had been increasingly unfavourable to the [Conservative] government since early 

1956, it noted that ‘when a Liberal or attractive independent has stood a substantial 

number of voters have supported him.’ The reason, it claimed, was that the electorate was 

‘bored and disillusioned with both [main] parties’. It argued that Labour was still seen as 

‘the party of controls and nationalisation’, and it attributed the government’s unpopularity 

to a number of reasons, among which was the ‘boredom’ felt for ‘a Government which 

has been in power for a long term’ – by then, seven years233 – ‘the lack of any notable 

success in foreign policy’ and thirdly, ‘bitterness over the Suez episode’.234  
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Whatever factors lay behind Kennedy’s ‘triumph’ – which it was in a way, despite his 

second-place – the result saw the biggest Liberal vote at any election in over two decades, 

crucially put the party back on the map and generated priceless media coverage. It 

showed that the Liberals were not a party of the past, destined to end up with the wooden 

spoon and long faces on election night. Furthermore, it showed that given the right 

candidate, the right conditions and the right campaign the party could be contenders. 

Lastly, it ensured that the Liberal Party would live to fight another day. 

 

The Torrington by-election 

 

The Torrington by-election was the Liberals’ first parliamentary by-election gain for 

nearly 30 years, and a vital stepping stone to Orpington. It therefore merits study for that 

reason alone. For all its importance though, it has never had quite the same resonance in 

Liberal collective memory as Orpington for several reasons. First, because special factors 

were at play in the seat which had a confusing electoral history. Second, it was on the 

Celtic fringe an area of traditional Liberal strength. Third, it did not stay Liberal for long. 

The Liberals won at Torrington – the party’s first by-election gain since Holland with 

Boston, Lincolnshire in 1929 – just six weeks after their strong showing at Rochdale. The 

sense of momentum created by the Liberals’ second-place finish at Rochdale with a 

‘celebrity’ PPC helped power the party to victory in the small Devon market town, even 

if the two seats were poles apart geographically, culturally and socially.  

The succession of George Lambert, the Conservative and National Liberal MP for 

Torrington since the constituency’s creation in 1950,235 to the peerage following the 

death of his 91-year-old father, Viscount Lambert, gave the Liberals the chance to ‘flex 

their muscles’ and throw all their, comparatively meagre, resources into the consequent 

by-election battle to be held on 27 March 1958. Father and son had represented the 200 

square mile constituency of 44,000 electors for 69 years. Torrington was traditionally a 

Liberal constituency but there had not been a Liberal member since the late Viscount 
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Lambert – who started out as a Liberal – switched to the National Liberals in 1931. The 

by-election was legally necessary to find a new member of parliament to represent the 

constituency, but it gave the Liberals the chance to once again make headlines.  

On paper Torrington might not have looked the most promising prospect. In the 1955 

general election, Lambert had won nearly two-thirds of the vote – 65.1 per cent to be 

precise – and had a majority of over 9,000 over the Labour candidate.236 Indeed, Lambert 

secured nearly twice as many votes as Labour in a two-way fight. 237 But so weak and 

strapped for cash were the Liberals hat they did not even bother putting up a candidate. 

While in the 1951 general election, Lambert had won 66 per cent of the vote to Labour’s 

33 per cent of the vote. Again, the Liberals had not put up a candidate.238 The small 

Conservative and National Liberal grouping was a legacy of the Liberal split of 1931, 

when the Simon Liberals [led by Sir John Simon] broke away from the mainstream 

Liberal Party following that year’s economic crisis. At the subsequent general election of 

October, 1931, 35 Liberal Nationals – mostly unopposed by the Tories – were elected to 

Parliament, and Simon became first Foreign Secretary and then Home Secretary in the 

Tory-dominated National Government of Ramsay MacDonald. The Liberal Nationals 

were gradually absorbed into the mainstream Conservative Party and a 1947 agreement 

between the two parties encouraged the setting up of joint Conservative and National 

Liberal [from 1948 National Liberal] constituency associations.239 However, this party 

within a party, which is what it had become, was only finally wound up in 1968. (The 

National Liberals are now all but forgotten in British politics.) 

 

However, Torrington was in the West Country, one of the few parts of Britain where 

Liberalism still boasted considerable residual strength. When the Liberals had last fielded 

a candidate, in 1950, he had polled a respectable 25 per cent of the vote, pushing Labour 

into third place.240 Following the Liberals’ near-triumph at Rochdale, the party set its 

sights on making a further splash at Torrington. The existing Liberal candidate, local 
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farmer Ambrose Fulford, conveniently stepped aside to let Mark Bonham Carter fight the 

by-election, and Edward Wheeler, Kennedy’s agent at Rochdale, was put in control of the 

campaign by Party HQ in the hope that he could achieve similar ‘success’ in the West 

Country.   

 

There were two names before the local Liberal party executive at the Okehampton 

meeting called to adopt a candidate to fight the by-election: John Foot, younger brother 

of the famous Foots, Michael – the Labour left-winger who would go on to become party 

leader in the 1980s – and Dingle Foot,241 as well as Bonham-Carter. But the latter was 

chosen as the constituency’s PPC despite being absent from the meeting.242 In choosing 

Bonham Carter to stand as its candidate in the 1958 by-election, the local Liberal 

association selected an individual who, again, was something of a celebrity candidate, his 

surname known throughout the Liberal Party and beyond. Bonham Carter was the elder 

son and third of four children of Sir Maurice Bonham Carter (1880–1960), private 

secretary to the Liberal prime minister Herbert Asquith243 from 1910 to 1916, and his 

wife, Violet Bonham Carter, Asquith’s only daughter. Violet was herself a formidable 

character. She was the first woman president of the Liberal Party from 1945-47, twice 

stood unsuccessfully for Parliament as a Liberal and was a lifelong friend of Winston 

Churchill.244 

But did Fulford jump or was he pushed? The Daily Mail suggested that ‘Ludovic 

Kennedy’s success [at Rochdale] … had jabbed Fulford off the winning horse’. Although 

in an official statement Fulford declared: ‘I have decided without coercion from any 

quarter, especially from Liberal headquarters, to resign as prospective candidate for the 

Torrington division because I consider this is a vital by-election for the Liberal Party.’ 

The Tory candidate, the thirty-one-year old Anthony Royle welcomed the news of 
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Bonham Carter’s selection, saying: ‘I am delighted. The choice of Mr Bonham Carter 

may make my task easier.’245 This optimism would prove to be misplaced. 

A former Grenadier guardsman, Bonham Carter was something of a war hero. In 1943, 

he took part in a ‘particularly murderous battle in Tunisia’. His battalion lost 14 officers 

killed, five wounded, and five taken prisoner (with the casualties among other ranks 

255).246 Taken prisoner, he was transported to a POW camp in the north of Italy, from 

where he escaped six months later. He and another officer made a series of night marches 

over 30 days, covering 400 miles before they reached British lines.247 After the war, 

Bonham Carter sought to enter politics as quickly as possible. Given his pedigree and the 

fact that his grandfather had been a Liberal prime minister, he was the nearest thing to 

Liberal Party royalty. So securing the Liberal candidature for the Barnstaple division of 

Devon at the 1945 general election, aged 23, was a mere formality. Although he did not 

win, he performed respectably, coming a strong second. Bonham Carter, who went on to 

pursue a career in publishing, might have moved in the highest social circles – ‘he was a 

regular visitor to Balmoral, the Queen’s Scottish home, in the postwar years and a 

member of the ‘Princess Margaret set’248 – but he still nursed political ambitions. So 

when he was invited to stand in another West Country seat, Torrington in 1958, in part as 

a result of his connections with the region, he jumped at the chance.249   

The election was fought on a range of issues, foremost amongst which were wide-

spread worries amongst voters about the cost of living, according to the liberal daily 

News Chronicle.250 Unemployment was another big issue, as in Rochdale. One in 17 

were out of work among the 8,000-working population of Bideford and Torrington 

district, according to The Manchester Guardian.251 The third big issue in his largely 

rural constituency concerned agriculture. Farmers nationally were set to lose £19 
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million in government subsidies,252 and in January the Devon branch of the NFU 

[National Farmers Union] tabled a resolution of no confidence in government policy.  
 

Despite his limited political experience, Bonham Carter fought a spirited, energetic 

campaign, and drove around the constituency with his wife Leslie in a Rover car adorned 

with a Liberal poster declaring: ‘Change for the better: Vote Bonham Carter.’253 

Although the participation of his strident, some might say overbearing mother, Lady 

Violet Bonham Carter, in the campaign was a mixed blessing. ‘She was said to lose the 

Liberals votes every time she referred in public to her son as “my boy”,’ observed 

Michael Bloch wryly.254 Capitalising on widespread unhappiness with the Conservative 

government’s agricultural policy, Bonham Carter told one meeting that the small farmer 

had been ‘left out in the cold’.255 He told another meeting the Liberals would cut 

expenditure by reducing the spending on hydrogen bombs.256 And in an echo of 

Kennedy’s Rochdale campaign, he advocated Liberalism as an alternative to the 

‘continuing see-saw between two extremes [the Conservative and Labour parties]’,257 

although in reality the two main parties were closer politically at this time than they 

would be later in the 20th century.                   

‘Party workers from all over Devon and Cornwall converged on Torrington and their 

sheer numbers provided a strong, makeshift organisation,’ recalled Peter Bessell, who 

went on to be the Liberal MP for Bodmin from 1964-70, in his self-published memoir.258 

‘Nothing would do as much for our [Liberal] prospects as a high Liberal vote, although 

we hardly dared to hope that the Liberal Party, which had not won a by-election for 29 

years, could carry the constituency,’ he added.259  

In the run up to the by-election, the Tories were accused of seeking to confuse electors as 

to which candidate represented which party. ‘The Tories are concentrating on calling 
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themselves National Liberals and referring to the Liberals as Independent Liberals’, 

reported the Daily Express.260 And the pressure was certainly on the Tories, with the polls 

pointing to a tight race. The Western Morning News had a story headlined: ‘Royle seems 

to be back in the lead’. While the News Chronicle ran a story headlined ‘Bonham Carter 

well ahead’. On the 24 March the Daily Mail ran a story headlined: ‘Liberals leaping 

ahead’ and gave them a 15-point lead. And on the day before the poll, Winston 

Churchill’s son Randolph – the self-styled ‘political observer with his ear closest to the 

ground’ – wrote in the London Evening Standard: ‘I’m sticking my neck out – but my 

money is on the Tory’.  

How to explain such discrepancy in the polls and predictions? First, opinion polls were 

still a comparatively recent innovation and less scientifically accurate than in the late 

20th and early 21st centuries. For instance, while Gallup correctly predicted a reduced 

Labour majority in the 1950 general election, both the Daily Express poll, making its first 

appearance, along with a poll in the Daily Mail, predicted the ‘wrong’ winner.261 Second, 

perhaps a degree of partisanship – the Liberal-sympathising News Chronicle, for 

example, was naturally keen to bang the drum for Bonham Carter, while Tory 

cheerleader Randolph Churchill wanted to do the same for his man Royle. 

Television was a new and somewhat unknown quantity in the election process, but 

despite the closeness of the race the Tories’ Antony Royle – in a sign of the times – 

refused to travel to Bristol to take part in a BBC programme about the key by-election. 

‘Voters can’t question a TV set, and I cannot spare a day to go to Bristol’, Royle told the 

News Chronicle, revealing that he had scheduled 68 evening indoor meetings and 80 

more in daylight.  

For once Liberal optimism was justified and Bonham Carter polled 13,408 votes (38 per 

cent of the votes cast), beating the National Liberal and Conservative candidate by 219 

votes and pushing the Labour candidate into third place.262 At last, the party had achieved 
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‘a real victory’, however narrow.263 Being the first Liberal by-election victory in nearly 

three decades the Torrington result was naturally something of ‘a watershed for Liberal 

activists’, observed Robert Ingham,264 – and the Liberals’ national poll rating 

immediately shot up from 12 per cent in January 1958 to a peak of 19 per cent in May.265  

 

Torrington by-election (1958) 

 

                                                  Liberal …              13,408 

                                                  Conservative…      13,189 

                                                  Labour…                  8,697266 

 

The surprise result made headlines in the national press – and the party was still headline 

news when Bonham Carter took his seat in the House of Commons two weeks later. The 

Sphere,267 an illustrated newspaper, carried a picture story with two photographs, the first 

showing him arriving at Westminster to take his seat; the second, headlined ‘Celebrating 

the Great Liberal Victory’ about the lunch held in Bonham Carter’s honour at London’s 

National Liberal Club. The victor of Torrington was pictured alongside the former 

Liberal leader Lord [Herbert] Samuel, ‘one of the two survivors today of the famous 

Asquith cabinets of the years before the First World War… the other is Sir Winston 

Churchill,’ observed the newspaper.268                               

 

The West Country Conservative Party naturally sought to play down the by-election’s 

significance. At a meeting of the Taunton Divisional Conservative Association, its 

president Lord Colyton, a former MP, acknowledged that Torrington provided ‘food for 

thought’ but highlighted the fact that ‘the Labour vote dropped from 11,000 to 8,000.’269 

While Edward du Cann,270 the Conservative MP who years later went on to become 
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chairman of the Conservative Party and the influential 1922 Committee, sought to make 

light of the result, joking:  

 
One thing I know about Devon people is that they are jolly good at pulling anybody’s leg. So I 

would not take the result too seriously.   

The Government does not, nor should it, court easy popularity. We must continue to do what we 

believe is right for the long-term interests of our country, and I am perfectly certain at the next 

General Election our policies will be recognised to have been wise and sound.271      

 

He had a point, and Chris Cook observed that ‘the by-election was not quite the dawn of 

the promised land than many Liberals imagined’. He argued that much of the traditional 

Liberal vote in the constituency had clearly abstained or found ‘a temporary home’ in the 

Conservative Party in the general elections of 1951 and 1955,272 and simply returned to 

the Liberal fold in 1958.  

 

Nonetheless, the Liberals were still understandably ‘cock a hoop’ about winning 

Torrington and their opinion poll rating subsequently briefly touched a [post-war] record 

of 19 per cent in May 1958 even if it thereafter drifted downwards273 – demonstrating just 

how big a boost by-elections could give the party. Indeed, Ingham argued that Torrington 

‘was the highlight of what could later be seen as the first, brief, Liberal revival of the 

post-war years.’274 What were the causes behind the sudden revival in Liberal fortunes? 

The Conservatives had no doubt that the Liberals ‘were benefiting from dissatisfaction 

among their supporters with the relatively high level of inflation and the government’s 

difficulties in dealing with the trade unions’, according to Ingham.275 The set of causes 

was, however, more complex: a growing unhappiness among many with the Conservative 

government’s record over Suez and other issues; a desire for change after seven years of 

Tory rule; and a strong candidate in Bonham Carter himself.  
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Post-Torrington by-elections (1958-59) 

 

The Liberals hoped to build upon the momentum of the Rochdale and Torrington in 

1958-59, but the right by-election in the right constituency did not come along. All the 

Liberals needed was for a by-election to take place in another winnable seat to help build 

momentum in the run-up to the general election due by 1960. However, the opportunities 

were few and far between. In June, the Liberals came second, albeit it a distant second, in 

Argyll, polling 27.5 per cent of the vote to the Tories’ 46.8 per cent, although they did 

beat Labour into third place. On the same day, they came third behind Labour in Weston-

super-Mare, Somerset, with a still respectable 24.5 per cent of the vote. And in November 

1958 they had another third-place finish (winning 24.3 per cent of the vote) in 

Aberdeenshire East.276  

 

The new year began in similar fashion. In January 1959 the Liberals finished second 

behind the Conservatives in the Southend West by-election, with 24.2 per cent of the 

vote. And in April, 1959, they came second in Galloway [Scotland] with 25.7 of the vote, 

again pushing Labour into third place.277 Indeed, in areas of traditional Liberal strength 

‘the Liberal impetus was maintained in the run-up to the 1959 election’ with around a 

quarter of the vote’, observed Norris.278 While there were to be no further headline-

grabbing Rochdales or Torringtons during that parliament in the run-up to the general 

election of 8 October 1959, the results assured the party’s survival. As the Liberal 

Executive told the annual assembly in September: ‘This year marked, it not the revival of 

the Liberal Party, the period in which the revival has become apparent to the general 

public and attracted the attention … of the press’.279 That was succour for a party which 

just a few years earlier seemed to be about to gasp its last breath. Last but not least, 

Torrington, and some of the other near by-election misses such as Rochdale, hinted at the 

possibility of a future Orpington-style breakthrough. 
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                                         3. The ‘Never Had it So Good’ Election 

 

The Britain of 1959 may have been modernising – the first section of the M1 motorway 

opened that year and office blocks were shooting up in cities across the land – but 

paradoxically it had a prime minister, Harold Macmillan, who appeared a throwback to 

the Edwardian era in some respects. Moreover despite the loss of national face associated 

with the Suez Crisis the country as a whole was embracing the new consumer society 

which promised to revolutionise their lives. The big question was whether the 

Conservatives could make it three election wins in a row – would the voters stick with the 

Tories and their patrician leader or opt for a change of direction?  

 

Buoyed by its success in the Rochdale and Torrington by-elections and the encouraging 

results in other by-election contests such as Edinburgh South, Gloucester and Ipswich (it 

received more than 20 per cent of the vote in all three contests)280 the Grimond-led 

Liberal Party went into the 1959 general election – its biggest electoral test yet – hopeful 

of gaining both votes and seats. After eight years of Conservative government, the 

country appeared ready for a change, as reflected in Labour and Liberal by-election wins 

in seats like, respectively, Glasgow Kelvingrove and the afore-mentioned Torrington. But 

for all the ‘success’ the Liberals had had contesting individual by-elections in the 

previous few years they quickly discovered that fighting a national election was a very 

different proposition. That said, the modest progress the party made in the election would 

help make victory possible in Orpington two-and-a-half years later.  

 

All three parties – Conservative, Labour and Liberal – had elected new leaders since the 

1955 general election: respectively Harold Macmillan, Hugh Gaitskell and Jo Grimond. 

The patrician Conservative leader prime minister, Harold Macmillan, was a popular 

figure despite – or perhaps, in part, because – he appeared an Edwardian-style politician, 
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or ‘Whig’, in Enoch Powell’s opinion.281 The Labour Party might have lost the elections 

of 1951 and 1955 but it had enjoyed a healthy opinion poll lead over the Tories 

throughout 1957 and for much of 1958,282 and its new leader, Hugh Gaitskell, a 

moderniser albeit a Eurosceptic, had high hopes of winning the general election. Grimond 

was simply hoping to win more votes and seats. Although an opinion poll at the start of 

the campaign gave the Liberals 4 per cent nationally, and 7 to 9 per cent in the seats 

where they had a standard-bearer.283 

 

Social change had been slowly weakening traditional working-class political loyalties 

during the last decade, and this was thought to have benefited the Conservatives. The 

average industrial worker’s pay had gone up by more than 20 per cent between 1951 and 

1959. Higher wages were matched by higher spending. And by 1959 big business was 

producing consumer goods for the working class as well as the middle class, and this was 

helping to lessen class distinctions. By 1958, 29 per cent of British families had a 

washing machine compared to just 3.6 per cent ten years earlier in 1948.284 And the 

following year, 1959, saw the launch of a number of stylish new British cars targeting 

pockets large and small: modest two-door saloons like the Triumph Herald and the Ford 

Anglia 105E aimed at those lower down the social scale, reflecting the increased 

purchasing power of all the classes.285   

 

Much the same thing was happening across Western Europe and while car makers were 

encouraging men to dig deep and become a member of the motor-owing class, domestic 

appliance makers were ‘hitting the housewife’. For instance, one German advert of the 

era aimed at women beseeched them: ‘You can’t do any longer without electricity, 

espresso and Cola. But you can do without the cooking! All these wonders [domestic 

appliances] are now yours, dear housewife!’286 Meanwhile, the number of US ad agencies 
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establishing subsidiaries across the pond, seeking to create further demand for their 

corporate clients, ballooned. As Mark Mazower noted, in 1937 only four American 

advertising agencies had branches outside the USA but by 1960 there were thirty-six, 

with over 280 offices.287 

 

Paradoxically, Labour was unsure how to respond to affluence as reflected in hire 

purchase, commercial television, advertising and the new youth culture which was 

springing up alongside the growth in consumerism. ‘Many socialists interpreted all this as 

evidence of penetration of Americanism in British society and as proof that big business 

was manipulation of working people,’ observed Martin Pugh.288 And some left-wingers, 

like Richard Crossman, argued that Labour ‘should refuse in any way to come to terms 

with the affluent society’.289  

 

Meanwhile the struggle of the young Betty Boothroyd – a future Speaker of the House of 

Commons – to become a Labour MP demonstrates the difficulties that women at that 

time faced in becoming a member of Parliament. In 1959 she won her party’s nomination 

on the second ballot against six men to fight the largely rural Peterborough and  

Northants seat, which had been held by Labour from 1945-50. But Boothroyd was one of 

just 79 women among the 1,536 candidates standing for election in 1959 – 13 less than 

the 92 female candidates who stood in the 1955 election – a stark demonstration of how 

far women had yet to go to equality in the world of politics and beyond.290 Wearing 

‘sensible shoes and a tweed skirt’ – in a bid to reassure countryside voters that she was 

not a fiery radical – Boothroyd ‘visited 60 villages in a car cavalcade to show I meant 

business. I really believed I could win by impressing voters with my high-octane mixture 

of enthusiasm and total conviction.’291 She simultaneously proved that she was more than 

a match for any male candidate. But it was to no avail – the Tories won their fourth 
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successive victory – and Boothroyd would have to wait until 1973 when she was finally 

elected to Parliament as a Labour MP at her fifth attempt. 

 

The Liberal by-election victory at Torrington had shown that the party could still win 

seats, and threaten the two main parties’ near electoral hegemony. And the Liberal 

leadership hoped to be able to demonstrate in the general election that it was back in 

business and could make its mark nationally as it had done in recent by-elections; it 

hoped to make real electoral progress and perhaps even win seats. As Douglas Haig, the 

political correspondent of The Birmingham Post, observed during the election campaign: 

‘The question which is being studied with a certain anxiety at Liberal Party headquarters, 

and with interest in rival operations rooms, and which is vital to the whole attempt of 

Liberals to fight on a broader front, is whether the revival in their support in most of the 

19 by-elections since 1955 will be broadly maintained – possibly even increased in some 

areas such as the West Country.’292 

 

Money played a bigger part in the run-up to the 1959 election than ever before. The well-

heeled Tories, who enjoyed the financial backing of big business, spent nearly half a 

million pounds, an unprecedented amount, on advertising in the 27 months before the 

election.293 As usual, the Liberals were much the weaker party financially since they 

could not count on the support of either big business or the trade unions for support, 

unlike the Tory and Labour parties respectively. The income of the Liberal Party 

nationally at this time was about £20,000 a year, out of which had to be found rent, rates 

and staff pay. About £14,000 was raised at a London rally to open the election campaign 

but Robert Harris, the national director at Liberal Party HQ, thought he would ‘probably 

be fortunate’ to raise £20,000 to sustain twice the number of candidates the party had 

fielded in 1951 and 1955.294 On the plus side, the party was able for the first time in many 

years to employ a full-time agent, ‘Mr Chitnis… an ex-public schoolboy of Indian 
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extraction and appearance’295 – the whiz kid party strategist who would go on to make 

political history at Orpington two-and-a-half years later. 

 

The Tories were not afraid to turn to the new breed of advertising men (and they were 

mostly men at this time) and public relations executives if it could give them the edge in 

the battle ahead. The party hired an advertising agency ‘to help them perform better in 

front of the cameras’, noted Bogdanor.296 It also employed the services of professional 

admen to help produce catchy US-style posters such as the one which read: ‘You’re 

having it good. Have it better. Vote Conservative.’ Labour was less keen on advertising 

and consequently paid the price. ‘The whole thing is somehow false,’ Gaitskell 

commented, reflecting a widespread view in the party that it was wrong to ‘sell’ a 

political party to the public in the same way one sold soap suds. Advertising was not 

really an option for the perennially cash-strapped Liberals, with their half-dozen MPs 

who – so the joke went – could just about squeeze into the back of a black London cab. 

And besides, as Michael Meadowcroft, then a young Liberal activist, observed: 

‘Campaigning at the constituency level was still all about leaflets, canvassing, stump 

speeches and knocking up [getting out the vote] on polling day.’297 

 

After eight years of Conservative government, the question for the electorate in 1959 was 

neatly summed up in the Tory manifesto The Next Five Years: ‘Do you want to go ahead 

on the lines which have brought prosperity at home? Do you want your present leader to 

represent you abroad?’ In short, did the electorate want to stick with Macmillan’s ‘never 

had it so good’ brand of moderate Conservatism which had seen the growth of 

consumerism. Or did it want to risk that success by letting in Labour? Actually, the play-

it-safe Labour party manifesto, Britain Belongs to You – which promised the expansion 

of hospital building and subsidies for recreation and the arts among other things – got a 

cautious thumbs up from The Times, which applauded its ‘coherent programme of minor 

social reform’.298 
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However, the Liberals’ People Count was arguably the most interesting of the three party 

manifestos for recognising that voters were now increasingly consumers, first and 

foremost, rather than members of a particular class. In the first paragraph of the 

Foreword, party leader Jo Grimond wrote: ‘People Count. . . and because more and more 

people are realising that Liberals believe that People count there has been the recent 

remarkable increase in public support for the Liberal Party.’299 Although evidence of this 

‘remarkable interest in support’ for the party was patchy. Grimond continued in an 

equally optimistic fashion: ‘At this Election we hope to consolidate and improve that 

position as a first stage to the eventual formation of a Liberal Government which will be 

able to create a Liberal society in this country. That is our ultimate aim and we appeal to 

all progressively minded people to start by working and voting for Liberal candidates at 

this vital Election.’300 

The idea that voters were in effect ‘consumers’, and viewed political parties in much the 

same way they viewed brands of soap suds, was gaining traction and Grimond went on to 

say: ‘There are all the consumers, small business owners, professional men and 

technicians, craftsmen and farmers, fishermen, shopkeepers and pensioners who have no 

interest in the Capital v Labour struggle and are greatly harmed by it. Now is their chance 

to make themselves felt in the New Liberal Party.’ Note the attempt at rebranding the 

Liberal Party as the ‘New Liberal Party’ – a forward-looking progressive party that had 

moved on from the great Liberal issues of the past such as Free Trade.  

The manifesto went on to argue that Britain should set up a land bank to provide cheap 

credit for farmers; ‘do away with the colour bar’;301 ‘stop the manufacture and testing of 

nuclear weapons’ and ‘offer to contribute to a general Western Nuclear Programme’. In 

the late 1950s defence spending still accounted for 7-10 per cent of Britain’s GNP, a 
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higher proportion than anywhere else except the USA and USSR.302 Britain could not 

afford such a sum and in April 1957, Macmillan’s Minister of Defence, Duncan Sandys, 

announced a drastic reduction in the size of the army, a reduction of British forces in 

West Germany from 77,000 to 64,000 and the abolition of National Service (from 1960) 

among other measures.303 Instead the emphasis was to be placed upon the deterrent power 

of nuclear weapons304 – indeed Britain had exploded its first H-bomb on Christmas Island 

in 1957. But the country’s attempts to remain an independent nuclear power were also 

hugely expensive. So the Liberal Party’s more internationalist stance, which called for 

Britain’s ‘ultimate deterrent’ to be developed ‘through the partnership of the Western 

Alliance [read NATO]’, was attractive to some voters, as was its call for the H-bomb ‘to 

be held in trust for all the free peoples’.305 The sentiment was admirable although just 

how this would work in practice was not really spelt out.  

 

But was Britain and its people ready to accept the idea of Britain becoming a non-nuclear 

power so soon after emerging victorious in the Second World War when possessing 

nuclear weapons was so linked to great power status in the post-war world? Public 

opinion backed a British deterrent, with 58 per cent of people backing the Conservative 

government’s decision to build an H-bomb in 1955,306 though a significant minority 

opposed the idea, resulting in the formation of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 

(CND) in 1958. The fact was that Britain still thought of itself a great power, even if the 

idea had taken a knock during the Suez Crisis – ‘a desperate and risky act by a Prime 

Minister driven to distraction by an Egyptian leader, Colonel Nasser, and the sapping of 

British power in the world,’ observed Peter Hennessy.307 Tellingly, in his first broadcast 

as Prime Minister in 1957 Harold Macmillan declared ‘We are a great power and intend 

to remain so’.308 And Britain was still a major player on the world stage, even if it was 

not in the superpower league. 
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One of the most eye-catching aspects of the Liberal manifesto was Jo Grimond’s message 

that: ‘The vote does not belong to the Conservative and Labour parties. It belongs to 

you.’ And the manifesto’s argument for the need of a ‘Progressive alternative party’ that 

was free of trade union influence seems to have struck a chord with voters. That said, the 

manifesto’s final paragraph – calling for an ‘end [to] hospital queues’, the slashing of 

‘taxes on goods in the family shopping basket’, the freeing of ‘the Police to do their 

proper job’ and the encouragement of ‘the Fine Arts’ among other things – laid the 

Liberal Party open to the charge of trying to be all things to all people, and of being ready 

to splash the cash in the knowledge that they would never have to carry out their 

manifesto commitments, since their odds of getting into government were so small.309 

Curiously though, for a party which would become known for being the most pro-

European party in British politics, there was no mention anywhere in the Liberal 

manifesto of the need for Britain to join the European Economic Community. 

 

The question of Europe, and the European Economic Community (EEC) which had been 

established two years earlier, received scant attention in the campaign. Europe could have 

been on the other side of the world, for all the attention it received. But perhaps we 

should not be so surprised for the Commonwealth was more important to Britain in terms 

of international trade than the EEC at this time. From 1952-54, the Commonwealth 

accounted for nearly half of British imports (47 per cent) and exports (48 per cent), 

compared to the Six which accounted for 12.6 per cent and 19.6 per cent respectively, 

according to Robert Saunders. As late as 1960, two-thirds of British exports and around 

90 per cent of capital investment went outside Europe.310  

 

Socially and culturally, Europe seemed a long way away too. Most people holidayed in 

Britain; the age of cheap European package holidays still lay in the future. ‘Domestic 

seaside holidays [were] still much sought-after by British, Dutch and Germans in 

particular,’ said Tony Judt, who observed how Billy Butlin, a Canadian fairground 
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worker with an eye for the main chance, ‘went on in the Fifties to make a fortune selling 

“cheap and cheerful”, all-in family vacations strategically set along the seashore of 

industrial England’.311 Moreover tens of thousands of Brits were still emigrating every 

year to Canada, Australia – this was the era of the ‘ten-pound Poms’312 – New Zealand 

and South Africa in search of a better life, further strengthening the already-strong ties 

that bound Britain with such Commonwealth countries.  

 

The Liberal campaign got off to a lacklustre start when Grimond spoke at a poorly-

attended rally in London on 15 September, appealing for a sizeable Liberal vote to put the 

brakes on any Conservative or Labour government. All six Liberal MPs, Grimond 

included, were tied down to an extent in contesting their seats. They sometimes appeared 

as ‘a federation of independently operating candidates… and in consequence the Liberals 

could not mount anything like a full-scale national campaign’, observed Butler and 

Rose.313 However the 1959 pre-election edition of the Liberal Candidates’ and Speakers’ 

Handbook, price ten shillings, sought to dispel the notion that the parliamentary Liberal 

party was a ragbag of mavericks and show that the parliamentary party punched above its 

weight. 

 

It recorded how the six strong contingent of Liberal MPs had during the 1955-59 

parliament ‘asked 645 questions, took part in 480 debates, tabled 28 Liberal Motions, 

signed 38 all-party Motions and put down over 60 amendments’.314 It quoted from a 

number of newspaper op-eds to reinforce the point that despite its small size, the Liberal 

Party made a difference at Westminster. It noted that The Manchester Guardian declared 

on 22 September,1958: ‘For its numbers the Party has much talent. In Parliament, Mr 

Grimond, Mr Holt,315 Mr Bonham-Carter and Mr Wade are worth a dozen of those 

humdrum Labour and Conservative men who wait for the bidding of Whips and for their 
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ultimate ambition of a knighthood.’316 It also noted how the November 1958 edition of 

The Economist said: ‘It was left to Mr Grimond to pose those searching queries about 

foreign policy and Defence that one would expect from an Opposition.’ Finally it 

recorded The Manchester Guardian as saying in December 1958: ‘The six Liberal 

members are expected to be present in full strength on all occasions… In proportion to 

their strength the Liberals have a much better record than either of the larger parties.’317 

 

One of Macmillan’s great advantages over Gaitskell in the 1959 election campaign was 

that ‘he understood, earlier than many, that in an age when radio and television were 

becoming important political tools, image can be more important than substance’, 

observed John Charmley.318 He also ‘displayed a taste for sound bites’.319 Like 

Macmillan, Grimond had a touch of the showman about him. On 3 October Grimond 

delivered an ‘appealing solo performance on television’, and in other speeches, stood 

amicably outside the main battle – between the Labour and Conservative parties – and 

stressed the need for ‘building up a new progressive radical party’. He also displayed a 

flair for publicity and undertook a one-day helicopter tour of the most hopeful Liberal 

seats from North Cornwall to Rochdale. It might have been a bit gimmicky but it helped 

get the party noticed and allowed the Liberal Party to emphasise its modern outlook.  

 

However, in truth the Liberal Party remained an electoral side show despite Grimond 

revising his original forecast that the Liberals would win 12-18 seats and bravely 

predicting ‘a sweeping tide of Liberalism.’320 The Press was more sanguine. The 

Birmingham Post predicted that of the 215 Liberal candidates standing, ‘160 will be 

charging into the cannon’s mouth without much gain to the party, or significant influence 

on the result, unless to reap votes to add to the Liberals’ total.’321 And while most 

national newspapers backed the Conservatives, the Liberals could at least count on the 

support, of sorts, of The Manchester Guardian, as it was then still known, which declared 
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on the eve of the election: ‘We should like to see Labour in office and Liberals 

strengthened. The country needs a change of Government.’322  

 

Despite initially feeling ‘reasonably hopeful’ as he settled down in his flat with his wife 

Ruth to watch the election result unfold, Labour’s Hugh Dalton recorded in his diary that 

‘from the start, the results went wrong. Billericay, containing the New Town of 

Basildon… Surely a Labour gain. But no, held by Tories with a 4,000 majority. True we 

held the two Salford seats but then came a stream of disappointments. Battersea South 

and Watford, both held by Tories, and a Tory gain from Labour at Acton. And so on and 

on.’323 Thanks in part to Macmillan’s charisma, and what The Manchester Guardian 

called Gaitskell’s ‘unexciting leadership’,324 on 9 October, election day, the 

Conservatives polled an impressive 13,749,830 votes compared to Labour’s 12,215,538 

votes and the Liberals’ 1,638,571 votes. (The other parties, Communist, Plaid Cymru and 

Scottish Nationalists polled just 130,203 votes between them, the worst performing of the 

trio being the SNP which secured a paltry 21,378 votes, or 0.1 per cent of the vote.) The 

number of MPs duly elected were as follows: Conservative, 365; Labour, 258, and 

Liberal, six. The Conservatives duly emerged with an impressive 100-seat parliamentary 

majority.  

 

It was a remarkable triumph for Macmillan – ‘perhaps the most underrated of the UK’s 

post-war prime ministers,’ according to the Financial Times’s Martin Wolf325 – 

personally and his brand of moderate, ‘never had it so good’ Conservatism. Indeed it was 

an historic achievement, as Vernon Bogdanor observed: ‘The government of the day had 

been re-elected for a third time, the first time such a thing had happened since the time of 

Napoleon.’ Moreover, he added: ‘The result was particularly surprising because it 

occurred just three years after the Suez expedition’.326 Although Charmley argued that 

‘the combination of a weak opposition, economic prosperity and a confident Prime 
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Minister made the outcome of the 1959 election predictable.’ He went on to note that the 

slogan ‘Conservative prosperity works, don’t let Labour ruin it!’ was ‘a difficult one to 

match’.327 

 

Macmillan’s success also reflected the fact that, hyperbole aside, ‘Supermac’ – as he had 

been dubbed – was probably right in telling a heckler, and by extension the electorate as a 

whole, that ‘you’ve never had it so good’. The post-war welfare state created by Labour, 

building on the foundations laid by the 1906-14 Liberal government, helped pave the way 

for the creation of Macmillan’s 1950s-era ‘never had it so good’ society with a National 

Health Service and provisions for security, income maintenance and employment. 

Crucially, the Conservative governments of Churchill, Eden and Macmillan in the 1950s 

had broadly followed the three big policies that the post-war Labour government had 

championed: full employment, the National Health Service and the welfare state. Indeed 

the Conservatives ‘improved the Health Service’, and the period 1951-64 saw ‘a 30 per 

cent increase in hospital doctors’, according to Bogdanor, who concluded that the 

Conservatives ‘did not do much different [in the 1950s] from what Labour would have 

done if it had been elected’.328 It was the Conservatives’ acceptance of such changes that 

helped power Macmillan to victory.329 

 

Barely an hour after the booths had closed the first result was announced, from the Essex 

constituency of Billericay – ‘always one of the most nimble, where the Conservatives 

held the seat with an increased majority of 616’ – in a contest which this time included a 

Liberal candidate, reported the Illustrated London News in a post-election feature. The 

slight swing to the Tories was repeated elsewhere ‘so in a very short time—even before 

11 p.m. —it was possible to predict with reasonable confidence that the Conservatives 

would not only be returned to power, but with an increased majority’. Around 1 a.m. the 

Labour leader, Hugh Gaitskell, conceded the election to the Tories, the magazine 

continued, adding: ‘All over the country people were sitting with their eyes fixed on their 
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television screens, watching the BBC’s excellent coverage of the whole election scene, 

which continued until the last night result came through shortly before 4 a.m.’330 

 

In all 28,859,241 people voted, and at 78.8 per cent, turnout was slightly up on the 1955 

general election [76.7%]. The Conservative share of the vote was down just a whisker at 

49.4 per cent [1955: 49.7%]. However, with the exception of the 1924 Election, the 

Tories won more seats than they had ever won standing alone; they had won more seats 

in 1918 and 1931, but on both occasions under a Coalition banner.331 In contrast, 

Labour’s share of the vote was down from 46.4 to 43.8 per cent. The Liberals were the 

only party to see their vote share grow, albeit from a very low base, from 2.7% in 1955 to 

5.9% in 1959 – suggesting that some Labour / anti-Conservative voters had transferred 

their allegiance to the Liberals. Electorally at least, ‘the increase in the Liberal vote … 

was probably the most striking feature about the 1959 election,’ noted Michael 

Kinnear.332 But there was little sign of Grimond’s predicted ‘sweeping tide of 

Liberalism.’ 

 

1959 General Election 

                                   Total votes           MPs elected         Percentage share of vote 

 

Conservative             13,749,830                 365                             49.4  

Labour                       12,215,538                 258                             43.8 

Liberal                          1,638,571                    6                               5.9333 

                           

The total number of votes cast for the Liberals was more than double the 722,405 it 

received in the 1955 general election. Moreover the 5.9% figure was achieved by fielding 

just 216 candidates compared to the Tories’ 625 and Labour’s 621 candidates. In 

contrast, the Liberals fielded just 110 candidates in the 1955 election, although 

Conservatives and Labour fielded a similar number of candidates, respectively 623 and 
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620. In theory at least, the Liberal Party could therefore have polled around 17.7 per cent 

of the national vote if it had fielded candidates in all 600-plus seats. That said, one needs 

to remember that the Liberal Party fielded candidates in those seats it deemed most 

winnable; it may not have enjoyed anywhere near as much support in those seats where it 

posed less of a challenge.334  

 

So while the overall result was something of a disappointment, from the Liberals’ point 

of view, there were positives. Only 56 of the Liberal candidates forfeited their deposits, 

while the average Liberal vote in contested seats rose from 15.1 per cent in 1955 to 16.9 

per cent in 1959.335 There were several reasons for the increased Liberal vote. Grimond 

cut an attractive and youthful figure – at the time of the 1959 election, he was aged 46. In 

contrast, Gaitskell was aged 53 and Macmillan was aged 65. The Liberal Party was still 

very much a minnow but it was taking small steps forward. It came across as a more 

modern, progressive force than in 1955, and there was also a moral dimension to the 

Liberal Party – just as there had been in Gladstone’s day – that attracted the young and 

idealistic, as reflected in its opposition to Suez.336 At the same time, Labour’s faltering 

campaign breathed life into the Liberal campaign. 

 

Furthermore, while the Liberals ended up with just six seats, as in 1955, that disguised 

some movement seat-wise. On the plus side, Jeremy Thorpe – a future Liberal leader –  

won North Devon. But on the down side, Mark Bonham Carter lost Torrington by 2,265 

votes to the charismatic Tory racing personality Percy Browne. The Conservative 

candidate [Browne] polled 17,283 votes [45.6% of the votes], Bonham Carter 15,018 

votes [39.6%] and the Labour candidate R.F.H Dobson, 5,633 votes [14.8%].337 The 

turnout was up on the 1958 by-election: 86.2 per cent as opposed to 80.6 per cent. The 

ecstatic Conservatives – Tories attending a fashionable election night party in London 

‘jeered and cheered when Bonham Carter lost his seat’338 – clearly got their vote out in 

Torrington. The Labour share of the vote in Torrington dropped roughly ten points to 
																																																								
334 Butler & Butler, 216. 
335 Cook, 138.	
336 Bloch, 127. 
337 Craig, British Parliamentary (1950-70), 364. 
338	Wheatcroft, The Strange, 46. 



The ‘Never Had It So Good’ election

95 
	

14.8% from 24.6% in the previous by-election. The Labour vote was evidently being 

squeezed but the drop in the Liberal vote suggests that while some Labour supporters 

transferred their vote to Bonham Carter, since he was the leading anti-Conservative 

candidate, some of those who had voted Liberal in 1958 as a protest against the 

government now returned to the Tory fold. ‘This was a heavy and unexpected blow to 

me,’ Liberal leader Jo Grimond later wrote [of the Torrington result in 1959]. ‘But 

Torrington had long been a safe Tory seat and Mark was unlucky in coming up against a 

Conservative exceptionally well-suited to the constituency.’339  

 

Meanwhile, the Liberals’ Ludovic Kennedy failed to make much headway in Rochdale. 

Having won an impressive 35.5 per cent of vote in Rochdale in the previous year’s by-

election, Kennedy was one of few Liberal candidates standing in 1959 who really did 

have a chance of winning. In a news-feature carrying a final appeal by the three main 

candidates in the twice-weekly Rochdale Observer, Kennedy appeared to believe that he 

might pull off a famous victory. He wrote: ‘Independent canvass returns that have come 

in during the last ten days show that the contest has been narrowed down to a neck-and-

neck struggle between the Liberal and Labour candidates. Leading Conservatives in the 

town have admitted to me that, despite their propaganda posters to the contrary, their own 

candidate has no chance of winning.’340 

 

Whether or not this was altogether true we shall never know but it certainly gave voters 

further incentive to vote Liberal, as Kennedy pointed out: ‘The issue then, is a very 

simple one; whether the electors of Rochdale wish to support a Socialist party of further 

nationalisation, municipilisation of houses, reckless government spending and an 

inevitable rise in the cost of living, or whether to support a candidate who is not only 

against all these things but who believes in co-partnership and profit-sharing at home, and 

internationalism rather than nationalism abroad.’ It sounded suspiciously like an appeal to 

usually Conservative-voting electors to jump ship and lend him their votes. In a final 

clarion call to the readers of the Rochdale Observer, Kennedy predicted that the 1959 
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election in Rochdale was ‘in some ways’ going to be even more momentous than the by-

election of 20 months earlier, ‘for if the electors of Rochdale and several other 

constituencies return Liberal Members they will be creating the nucleus of a political 

force which may one day supplant the Labour Party as the truly progressive and 

humanitarian party of this country.’341 

 

As it happened, Kennedy was only able to improve upon his earlier vote by 0.7 per cent, 

pushing his vote up by a sliver to 36.2 % of the vote, although when the count began on 

election night at Rochdale’s magnificent Victorian gothic town hall, it really did look for 

a while as if Kennedy just might pull off a spectacular win. A Rochdale Observer 

election special reported that ‘as the count continued, it soon proved, as Mr Kennedy had 

predicted, that it was going to be neck and neck between him and Alderman McCann [the 

Labour candidate]. The stacks of votes on the table were in favour of one and then the 

other until, just after midnight as the count was drawing to a close, it was clear that 

Alderman McCann had drawn in front, and further bundles of hundreds increased a lead 

which held to the end.’342 Labour’s by-election victor Jack McCann saw his share of the 

vote fall to 41.5% [ 44.7% in 1958], but still won comfortably. The Conservative 

candidate, T. Normanton, also increased his party’s vote share - from 19.8% to 22.3% - 

but was still a distant third.  

 

After Rochdale’s Mayor had read out the result, and the winning Labour candidate had 

spoken, Kennedy stepped forward and said a few words. ‘I did think there was a real 

chance to get back a Liberal in Rochdale for the first time in 35 years,’ he lamented. But 

accentuating the positive, he observed that ‘the Liberal vote is up on the by-election.’ In a 

similar upbeat vein he continued: ‘I am absolutely convinced in my own mind that the 

Liberal revival is not a myth, as people have tried to make out. I think we shall see in the 

coming years a return to Liberalism in this country as a great dynamic force.’ And 

furthermore, he predicted that Labour would in time split over issues such as 

nationalisation, declaring: ‘We may see the Labour Party breaking up altogether, and the 
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Liberal Party taking their place as the true Opposition and as the Government of this 

country. That is what I truly and firmly believe.’ The widely-held belief, erroneous 

though it turned out to be, that the Liberals would one day reclaim their ‘rightful’ place as 

one of Britain’s two big parties helped sustain the enthusiasm of many of the party 

faithful in the post-war decades. 

 

On the one hand, Kennedy’s slight advance suggested that the result in the Rochdale by-

election of 1958 was not a mere flash in the pan. It also showed that the Liberals could 

hold onto many of the votes it polled in a by-election a general election. With a swing 

from Labour to Liberal of another three per cent, Kennedy would have won Rochdale, 

and with his media skills could have gone on to become leader of the party. But it was 

not to be. It was harder for the Liberals to make their voice heard in constituencies during 

a general election when voters were faced with a stark choice between Conservative and 

Labour. So after losing in Rochdale a second time Kennedy decided to take ‘a breather’ 

for a year from politics, and his decision to join the BBC Panorama programme as a 

journalist in February the following year [1960] 343 was tantamount to admitting that he 

was putting his political ambitions on hold. It was the end of his and the party’s dream. 

  

In another disappointing result, the Liberals failed to win back Carmarthen, in 

Carmarthenshire, which they had lost following the death of the incumbent Liberal MP, 

Sir R.H. Morris, in 1957. Labour had won the seat at a 1957 by-election, and to add insult 

to injury, the winning Labour candidate was Lady Megan Lloyd George, daughter of 

David Lloyd George, the former Liberal leader and prime minister. She comfortably 

retained the seat in 1959, with an increased majority over her Liberal challenger. 

Meanwhile in Orpington the Conservative MP, W.D.M. Sumner, won 56.6% of the vote, 

and was rewarded with a thumping 14,760 majority. Labour’s N.J. Hart was second, with 

22.2% of the vote, and hot on his heels was the Liberals’ third-placed Jack Galloway with 

21.2%. It was a near nine-per cent improvement on the Liberal performance in the 1955 

general election. However, Orpington was still true blue Tory, and looked like it would 

remain so long into the future. 
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Orpington Parliamentary Election (1959) 

 

                                                  Conservatives.         24,303 

                                                  Labour.                      9,543 

                                                  Liberal                       9,092344 

 

On initial analysis, the Tories’ strong showing in the general election suggested that the 

party’s earlier by-election setbacks in Rochdale and Torrington were typical mid-term 

anti-government protest votes that could be reversed when it came to crunch time: the 

electing of a new national government. But the Macmillan-led Conservative Party was 

also a beneficiary of the Long Boom in Europe, like other governing West European 

governing parties of the time, such as the CDU in West Germany. And Macmillan was 

fortunate in holding an election at a time of low unemployment, high wages and 

technological innovation when, as Dominic Sandbrook observed, ‘all the talk was of 

supermarkets, washing machines, record players, televisions, advertisers and airline 

tickets’,345 even if by 1958 West Germany’s economy was growing faster than 

Britain’s.346 

 

The 1959 election result triggered a crisis of confidence in the Labour Party which had 

now lost votes in four elections on the trot – 1950, 1951, 1955 and 1959 – and been 

defeated in three elections in a row (1951, 1955 and 1959).347 Had Labour’s time come 

and gone? Had socialism had its day? Labour’s third successive defeat was interpreted by 

some as evidence that Labour had become the victim of underlying social and political 

change, which was reflected in a popular book published the following year called Must 

Labour Lose (1960).348 As Betty Boothroyd observed, the problem was partly of 

Labour’s own making ‘in creating the welfare state and full employment in peacetime.’349 
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Martin Pugh has rightly pointed out that ‘the thesis was somewhat exaggerated’ in that 

Labour’s support was only a few percentage points below what it had been in 1945.350 

But he acknowledged that the demographics were going against Labour: there were over 

half a million fewer manual workers by the end as the start of the 1950s, and a 

corresponding growth in the number of white-collar office staff who were considered 

more likely to vote Conservative.351 Whatever the cause of Labour’s setback, the result 

led to a conflict between the party’s left-wingers and right-wing Revisionists who wanted 

to dump Clause Four in the Labour Party constitution which had come to symbolise the 

party’s controversial commitment to wholesale nationalisation. 

  

In an interview with Anthony Sampson in 1962, Gaitskell sought to put Labour’s struggle 

to adapt to social change and the rise of the consumer society in a European context. ‘I 

think the changing social pattern is causing concern to most Labour parties in the 

world… In Germany, I would say they were up against very much the same problem as 

us.’ Although he went on to acknowledge that the SPD had ‘moved right away from 

Marxism to a policy which is well to the right of the Labour Party.’352 A reference to the 

Godesberg Programme of 1959 which saw West Germany’s SPD discard its previous 

doctrinaire, socialist approach to politics, drop the nationalisation of industry in favour of 

gradual reform and abandon crude appeals to class warfare.353 Tony Judt thought that the 

memory of ‘destructive struggles’ and ‘the close proximity of the totalitarian threat’ 

helped ‘focus the attention of the German and Austrian Social Democrats on the virtues 

of compromise’. In contrast, the British Labour Party showed ‘little interest in the 

innovative settlements that had shaped the Scandinavian and German-speaking welfare 

states’.354 So British industrial relations continued to be plagued by the same old class-

based strife. 

The Liberals were the victim, as so often before, of the first-past-the-post electoral 

system – whereby the party that gained a majority of constituency seats gained total 
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control – which did not do small parties any favours. On the other hand, the election 

showed the first tentative signs of a Liberal revival, and saw the party advance for the 

first time post-1945 into suburban, middle-class southern England. Most notably, it 

scored more than 20 per cent of the vote in a dozen middle-class constituencies where it 

had not registered much support four years earlier, noted Michael Kinnear,355 suggesting 

growing disenchantment with the Conservatives and hinting at the prospect of an 

Orpington-style victory in the future. Crucially though, the Liberals were making gains in 

‘the New Britain’ – the white collar suburbs of chiefly, southern England – where people 

‘increasingly saw themselves not as members of the working class but as consumers.’356 

 

Furthermore the election – which historians like Vernon Bogdanor and Peter Hennessy 

have argued was the first modern British general election due to the importance of 

television, multi-media advertising and the impact of consumerism on the British voter’s 

mindset – hinted at the possibility of the erosion of the two-party system, and the 

weakening of traditional party loyalties, which ought to benefit the Liberals in the future. 

While Labour’s reluctance post-1959 to modernise – in contrast to some of its sister 

parties in Europe – should also theoretically work to the advantage of the Liberals who 

were unencumbered by Clause Four style baggage. Despite this modest silver lining, 

Grimond later admitted: ‘I was cast down by the result of the General Election but within 

a couple of years things looked up again.’357 A reference, perhaps, to the forthcoming 

Orpington by-election. 
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4. The New Suburbia: a constituency in transition 

                                                                                                                                                                           

Just when the Orpington story – culminating in Eric Lubbock’s remarkable by-election 

win – began has long been a matter of conjecture among those who were active in the 

local Liberal Party at the time of the by-election.358 Some thought it began in 1959 when 

the Liberal PPC (prospective parliamentary candidate) Jack Galloway won over 20 per 

cent of the vote. But Donald Newby, a one-time chairman of the Orpington Liberals, 

suggested that it perhaps began earlier still with the death of Sir Waldron Smithers, the 

reactionary ‘hang and flog ’em’ Conservative MP who represented Orpington from 1924 

until his death in 1954 and had a considerable vote.359 I would contend that it began with 

the decision by local Liberals in the mid-1950s to fight to win in local council wards. But 

the story is a long and winding one that needs to be thoroughly explored. 

 

The death of any MP paves the way for potential electoral change. However I will seek to 

demonstrate in this chapter that there were several key staging posts in the local Liberals’ 

journey over a period of six to seven years from electoral no-hopers to surprise by-

election winners. Furthermore, I will look at how the local Liberal Party’s decision to 

fight local council seats on local issues would change the rules of the game, and how both 

the party and Eric Lubbock learnt valuable lessons in fighting local council seats that they 

were later to adapt in their attempt to wrestle the local parliamentary seat from the Tories. 

 

First, we need to examine the electoral history of the constituency, and its predecessor 

constituency Chislehurst, and the Conservative MP who represented both seats for so 

long, Smithers, if we are to understand the factors, short and long term, contributing 

towards Lubbock’s victory in 1962. Smithers and Lubbock were clearly chalk and cheese 

politically, and the fact that Orpington could elect two such disparate individuals clearly 

says something about the constituency, and about how the area and its constituents 

changed over the course of several decades in the 20th century. 

 

																																																								
358 Denis Loretto (interview), 4 July 2019.	
359 New Outlook (March 1963), 5. 



Chapter 4

102 
	

The interwar years may have been difficult economically for some parts of the country, 

resulting in high unemployment, but the growth of new, lighter industries like car-making 

combined with the movement of people south in search of work, created buoyant 

economic conditions in much of London and the South-East of England. This helped fuel 

the building of around 600,000 new private homes nationally for owner-occupiers, ‘many 

of them on suburban estates [in areas like Orpington] and in the semi-detached style that 

emerged in this period.’360  

The opening of the Orpington Bypass in 1926 resulted in much previously inaccessible 

farmland in the area being developed. But it was the massive postwar programme of 

council house building [social housing] that really transformed the character of the 

constituency. Orpington Council built around 3,000 council houses – many of them on 

the huge Ramsden and Kevington estates – between 1945 and 1962, the year of the 

Orpington by-election. Enemy bombing destroyed four per cent of the national housing 

stock during World War II, and the 15 years after 1945 witnessed an unprecedented 

house building programme the likes of which Britain had never seen. The Labour 

government of 1945-51 built around 1.2 million houses, and the subsequent Conservative 

governments of Churchill, Eden and Macmillan oversaw the building of a further 2.24 

million houses, two-thirds by local authorities.361  

The scale of the building that took place in Orpington from the end of the war to the early 

1960s was equivalent to the creation of a New Town like Stevenage, Crawley, Harlow or 

Basildon, according to local historian Patrick Hellicar.362 Private builders also took 

advantage of the Government’s decision to lift building controls in 1954, erecting 

hundreds of homes for middle class and lower middle class buyers in Orpington over the 

subsequent decade.363 In other words, the Orpington that elected Eric Lubbock in 1962 

was not the same Orpington that had elected Waldron Smithers in 1945, 1950 or 1951, let 

alone in the 1920s and 1930s. 
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Waldron was the eldest son of financier Sir Alfred Smithers, Conservative MP for the 

Kent seat of Chislehurst (which then included Orpington) from 1918-1922. In the 

following two general elections, held in 1922 and 1923, Robert Nesbitt held the seat for 

the Tories. However, the Liberals put up a strong fight in 1923, winning 44.5 per cent of 

the vote and cutting Nesbitt’s majority to 1,919 – the best Liberal showing in the 

constituency until Lubbock captured the new Orpington constituency 39 years later. This 

shows that the seats – Chislehurst and Orpington – did have a tradition, albeit a somewhat 

faded one, of voting Liberal; although it’s debatable just how much of a boost this 

tradition would have given Lubbock nearly 40 years later. Following the collapse of 

Ramsay MacDonald’s first Labour government, which enjoyed the support of the 

Liberals, in 1924 Smithers won a three-way contest for the seat, winning with a majority 

of more than 10,000. Labour’s decision to field a candidate, in contrast to the previous 

three elections, helped split the progressive, anti-Conservative vote in Chislehurst, as it 

did in a string of other seats; Labour pushed the Liberals into third place in the 

constituency. 

 

Sir Waldron Smithers was described by fellow Conservative John Boyd-Carpenter as ‘an 

extreme Tory out of a vanished age’.364 At the height of the Cold War in 1947, he pressed 

for the creation of a House of Commons Select Committee, along the lines of the U.S. 

House Un-American Activities, to conduct anti-Communist investigations in Britain, but 

his plea fell on deaf ears. While in 1952 he wrote to the Conservative prime minister 

Winston Churchill asking for an enquiry into communist influence at the BBC. ‘We have 

traitors in our midst, and although I deplore suppression of free speech they should be 

treated as traitors,’ he said, attaching a list of BBC employees who he alleged were 

communists, or sympathisers. Among them was a ‘Mr Goldberg’ who he described as ‘a 

Jew… who controls the selection of programmes and is a communist’. Again his request, 

with its distasteful overtones of anti-Semitism, was refused.365 
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Smithers had long been concerned about ‘reds under the beds’. On 15 May 1952, in the 

House of Commons, he asked the Education Minister, Florence Horsbrugh, the first 

woman to serve in a Conservative cabinet366 if ‘she had considered the resolution sent her 

by the London Housewives Association protesting at the employment of 2,000 known 

Communist teachers in the schools and what action she has taken or proposes to take’. 

She calmly responded: ‘I should take a serious view of any case where a teacher was 

found to be using his position to propagate his political views in school. Otherwise a 

teacher’s political views are his own concern.’367 One gets the feeling that even ministers 

in the Conservative government regarded Smithers as a minor irritant. 

 

Nonetheless Smithers ‘was held in great affection by everyone [locally],’ Eric Lubbock 

himself later admitted, despite being no great fan of Smithers or his politics. He also 

noted that he ‘used to play the organ at constituents’ weddings, before adding in a more 

partisan vein: ‘even if he was seldom quite sober and kept his mouth shut in the 

House’.368 One of the advantages of the British first past the post electoral system and its 

single member constituencies is that it can strengthen the bond between constituent and 

MP. And an MP like Smithers who assiduously cultivated his constituency, and helped 

many a constituent in need over the years, could build up a strong local following among 

voters who might not ordinarily support his or her party. 

   

Thanks in part to the loyal local following that he built up, Waldron Smithers would go 

on to hold Chislehurst until 1945 (following the outbreak of war with Nazi Germany in 

1939, there was a ten-year gap between general elections) when he opted to stand in the 

newly-created constituency of Orpington – the decision to split it into two reflecting how 

much the area had grown, both in terms of bricks and mortar and population, in the years 

immediately preceding World War II. Shortly before the 1945 election, the 20 most 

populous seats in the country, mostly in the London suburbs or south-east of England, 

were divided to form 25 additional seats, making a total of 45 seats.  

 

																																																								
366 Baxter, Kenneth, ‘Florence Horsbrugh’, Conservative History Journal, 8, 21. 
367 Questions and Answers, House of Commons, 15 May 1952, National Archives, Ed34/170/336. 
368 Lubbock, ‘Fighting Orpington’, Journal of Liberal, 14, 8-9. 



The New Suburbia: a constituency in transition

105 
	

In the 1929 general election, the Liberal candidate James Bateman won 28.8 per cent of 

the vote, cutting Smithers’ majority by nearly 3,000 and pushing Labour back into third 

place. The increased Liberal vote in Chislehurst was largely a result of the more vigorous 

national campaign that the Liberal Party and its ‘new’ leader David Lloyd George369 

waged in that year’s general election. The Liberals won 5,308,510 votes in 1929, nearly 

2,300,000 more votes than in 1924, admittedly partly as a result of fielding 173 more 

prospective parliamentary candidates than five years earlier.370 They gained seats from 

the Conservatives, and made progress in other Tory-held seats like Chislehurst which had 

some tradition of voting Liberal.  

 

Two years later in 1931, following the creation of the National Government to cope with 

Britain’s severe economic problems, and the further fracturing of the Liberal Party, the 

Liberals did not field a candidate; although in the 1935 election, the Liberal candidate, J. 

Alun Williams, still scored nearly ten per cent of the vote even though the Liberals polled 

just 6.4 per cent of the vote nationally.371 In other words, while Chislehurst, and later 

Orpington, were undeniably Conservative in their political affiliation, the constituencies 

boasted considerable residual Liberal support, and post-1918 the party generally won 

more support locally than in the country at large, even if it did not come close to winning 

either seat.  

 

Smithers made the right choice in opting to stand for the new seat of Orpington in 1945 – 

for while Labour won by a narrow 145-vote majority in the usually Conservative-voting 

Chislehurst, the Tories clung on in Orpington. However, his 4,542 majority was 

considerably less than it had been in Chislehurst in the elections of 1929, 1931 and 1935 

(when the last general election took place) when they were respectively 7,884; 26,640; 

and 26,478. The huge majorities of 1931 and 1935 were inflated by Smithers standing as 

a representative of the National Government. Meanwhile the Liberal candidate in 

Orpington in 1945, Edward Goodfellow, limped in third with 12.3 per cent of the vote, a 
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long way behind Labour’s Alan Mais, who secured 37.8 per cent of the vote.372 By this 

time, ‘the Liberal vote was now too thinly spread to be effective in Britain’s first-past-

the-post electoral system,’ as David Dutton observed.373   

 

In the 1950 general election the Liberals crashed and burned despite Frank Byers, Chief 

Liberal Whip, talking just weeks earlier of ‘the amazing resurgence’ of Liberalism over 

the previous few months.374 The party fielded 475 candidates but had wisely insured itself 

with Lloyds for all lost deposits after the first 50 up to 250. It was just as well, for the 

election was ‘an unrelieved debacle’ in the words of Chris Cook who observed that the 

loss of 319 deposits reduced the party to ‘a music-hall joke’. The Liberals admittedly 

increased their vote fractionally over 1945, when they scored 9 per cent of the vote, but 

with 169 more candidates this was not much of an achievement. In only three areas, the 

South West, North East Scotland and rural North Wales did the party receive more than 

20 per cent of the vote, and in only three geographically disparate urban constituencies 

did it get more than a fifth of the vote. By 1950 the party had largely been reduced to the 

agricultural backwaters; although if Britain had had some form of proportional 

representation, it could have still ended up with as many as 60 seats.375 Outside the cities, 

the Liberal Party had always been strongest in the Celtic fringes – in the landslide Liberal 

election of 1906, the party won 33 of the 34 Welsh seats, and 58 of the 70 Scottish seats. 

The figures were not that different in the general elections of 1910: again, both Wales and 

Scotland voted overwhelmingly Liberal.376 The Liberals enjoyed a similar electoral 

dominance in the West Country until the inter-war years. But for all Labour’s gains in the 

industrial towns and cities of the North of England, Wales and Scotland post-1918, it 

never enjoyed quite the same success in rural constituencies in the Celtic fringes, in part 

due to the absence of organised labour and trade unions in such areas.  

 

Following the national Tory resurgence in the 1950s, Smithers saw his majority in 

Orpington shoot up to more than 10,000 in 1950, when he secured 56.7 per cent of the 
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vote, and to more than 11,000 in 1951, when he secured 62.7 per cent of the vote, making 

Orpington one of the safest Tory seats in the country.377 The Liberal PPC in Orpington in 

1950 was Lady Ruth Abrahams, a Jewess married to the lawyer Sidney Abrahams, older 

brother of the celebrated Olympian Harold Abrahams, whose story was immortalised in 

the Oscar-winning film Chariots of Fire (1981). It was still comparatively rare for 

women to stand as parliamentary candidates. Despite Abrahams putting up a gallant fight, 

winning 10.5 per cent of the vote, it was not quite enough to save her deposit. Indeed, 

such was the strength of the Conservatives in Orpington in the early 1950s – they boasted 

a local membership of more than 10,000, there were 28 local branches, eight women’s 

branches and 11 Young Conservative groups378 – that the most a rival political candidate 

could realistically hope for, bar a political earthquake, was to make a dent in the Tory 

majority. Given the scale of the electoral challenge it was therefore understandable why 

the cash-strapped local Liberals did not even put up a candidate in the 1951 election – 

after all, for all intents and purposes it must have seemed a ‘no hope’ seat. 

 

On Waldron Smithers’ death in December 1954, aged 74, the barrister Donald Sumner, 

who had been a member of Orpington District Council since 1950, and was also 

chairman of Orpington’s Conservative Association, was selected as the party’s 

prospective parliamentary candidate (PPC) over an ambitious young woman, Margaret 

Thatcher, who would go on to lead the Tories to three successive election victories in the 

1970s and 1980s. It was still rare at the time to find women MPs in the House of 

Commons, let alone in the cabinet, so Mrs Thatcher’s failure to be adopted should come 

as no great surprise. Furthermore, the tiny number of female MPs in the Conservative 

Party at that time, like Florence Gertrude Horsbrugh, the privately-educated daughter of a 

chartered accountant,379 tended to come from an affluent upper middle or upper class 

background – far removed from Mrs Thatcher’s lower-middle class roots. Sumner later 

recalled going backstage after the 1955 selection meeting and hearing Mrs Thatcher tell 

her husband Denis that she would never stand again380, but she must have simply been 
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letting off steam following the setback and was not to be deflected in her political 

ambitions.  

 

On 5 January 1955 The Times reported that the date of the by-election necessary to elect a 

new MP had been fixed for 20 January – just 15 days away – and added: ‘A straight fight 

is expected, the Liberal Party having announced that they will not contest the by-

election.’381 With money tight and a likely general election just months away, local 

Liberals had decided to sit this contest out. The by-election was not expected to throw up 

any surprises which helps explain why only 55 per cent of the electorate bothered to vote 

on 20 January 1955 – election fatigue may have been another factor in the poor turnout – 

compared to the 85 per cent and 82 per cent who had respectively voted in 1950 and 

1951. But Sumner still won with a comfortable 9,656 majority over Labour’s Vaughan 

Williams who secured 34.2 per cent of the vote.382 As it was, the by-election caused 

‘barely a ripple’, according to Donald Newby who noted that only 30 people bothered to 

attend the count and a mere handful heard the declaration.383 After the declaration 

Vaughan Williams gave Sumner a gift of metal polish, and said: ‘I must warn Mr Sumner 

to keep his armour bright, for Labour will be back to attack this Conservative fortress.’384 

It was sound advice, but it would be the Liberals rather than Labour who would mount 

the real challenge on the Tory citadel when the people next went to the polls. Four 

months later, local activist Alfred Howard was adopted as the prospective Liberal 

candidate to fight the constituency in the May 1955 general election.  

 

In 1955 the population of England, Wales and Scotland was 53 million. Nearly 700,000 

miners were still employed in the coal industry, 1.35m tons of shipping were built in 

British yards and one million cars were produced that year.385 And that year’s general 

election was ‘by universal consent, unprecedentedly quiet,’ observed David Butler386 – a 

view echoed by Vernon Bogdanor who described it as ‘one of the dullest elections of 
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modern times’.387 The domestic achievement in which the Tories took the greatest pride 

in during the election campaign was their house-building record – they had achieved their 

target of building 300,000 houses a year since taking office in 1951 – and the party also 

‘boasted most of their liberation of the housewife from the tyranny of the ration-book 

after 14 long years’ in 1954.388  

 

Consequently ‘the outcome was as unsensational as the campaign’.389 The Tories, led by 

Anthony Eden, fighting his first election as Conservative leader since succeeding 

Churchill as leader, triumphed, winning 49.7 per cent of the vote and 345 seats to 

Labour’s 277. Clement Attlee, now aged 72, resigned as Labour leader, having lost two 

elections in a row. Nationally, it was another tough general election for the Liberals, still 

led by the ageing, uninspiring Clement Davies. More than 96 per cent of British voters 

opted for either the Conservatives or Labour. In contrast, just 2.7 per cent of the nation’s 

voters backed the Liberals, barely more than in 1951, and just six of the 110 candidates 

the party fielded won.390 As in 1950, nationally ‘the Liberal vote was concentrated in 

agricultural seats’ and ‘16 of the 18 seats where the party over 20 per cent of the vote 

were primarily agricultural, while the remaining two (Bolton West and Huddersfield 

West) had no Conservative candidates,’ noted Michael Kinnear.391 (A local deal had been 

done in these two seats to give the Liberal candidates a free run and thus prevent Labour 

winning.) Moreover, added Kinnear, the Liberal vote in 1955 ‘indicated no great strength 

in middle-class suburban seats [like Orpington].’392 So it was little surprise that Sumner 

again won easily, securing more than twice as many votes (22,166) as his main 

challenger, Labour’s Norman Hart (10,230), although his overall share of the vote was 

down, in part because the Liberals’ Alfred Howard polled nearly 12.5 per cent of the vote 

(4,610 votes), losing his deposit by just 15 votes.393   
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Shortly afterwards, local Liberals took the momentous decision, which in time would 

transform their fortunes in the constituency, to form ward committees and fight local 

elections. It is worth looking at this pre-Lubbock period in greater detail for without the 

legwork undertaken by activists in Orpington during the electorally-bleak years for the 

party nationally from the mid-Fifties onwards, he would never have won the seat in 1962. 

 

The decision was announced at a meeting presided over by Mrs H.E.M. Muskett, 

Orpington Liberals’ 70-plus honorary agent and secretary, who had joined the Liberals 

more than 50 years earlier in 1902. It is interesting to note how many elderly Liberals, 

who were born in the late 19th century and could recall the great reforming Liberal 

government of 1906-14, played an active role in the Liberal recovery of the late 1950s 

and early 1960s culminating in the victory at Orpington. But as Mark Egan observed: 

‘Long-standing members were an extremely important components of many LAs [local 

associations]’ –  the minute books of LA executive committees in the postwar years 

‘were littered with references to stalwart members recruited at the turn of the century’ 

with decades of service to the party behind them.394 

 

One of the reasons that lay behind the decision to put more effort into fighting local 

elections was that it allowed the party to take the fight to the enemy, albeit on a 

shoestring budget. Orpington was one of a number of LAs where in the mid-to late 1950s 

activists began placing a new emphasis on local government elections as a means of 

building up Liberal organisation, enhancing the party’s credibility with voters and 

developing the capability to fight parliamentary elections successfully. Very few LAs, 

including Orpington, were sufficiently well-organised or financed to win parliamentary 

elections in the 1945-64 period, and those which were, had to overcome the party’s low 

credibility with the electorate. So it was plain for all to see that the Liberal Party stood 

more chance of winning seats on local authorities than in the House of Commons. ‘Put 

simply, Liberal activists wanted to win something,’ noted Egan.395 
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But with the party strapped for cash at both the national and local level, it was decided to 

fight in just six local election wards in May 1956, as the table below shows. (The local 

election results for the years 1956-61 are grouped together for ease of viewing.)  

However, fielding a mere six candidates seemed over-ambitious to some activists, for 

Orpington Council at that time comprised of 27 Conservatives, four Labour and two 

Independents. 

 

Orpington Urban District Council (OUDC) Elections (1956) 

 

                                            Liberal                2,433 votes (6 cands.) 

                                            Conservative      9,903 votes (13 cands.) 

                                            Labour                5,123 (13 cands.)396 

 

Orpington Urban District Council (OUDC) Elections (1957) 

 

         Liberal                 2,460 votes (4 cands.) 

            Conservative        9,509 votes  (13 cands.) 

   Labour                 6,297  (13 cands.) 

 

Orpington Urban District Council (OUDC) Elections (1958) 

 

                                             Liberal               3,584 votes (6 cands.) 

                                             Conservative     9,763 votes (11 cands.) 

                                             Labour               5,348 (13 cands.) 
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Orpington Urban District Council (OUDC) Elections (1959) 

 

                                               Liberal              6,716 votes (10 cands.) 

                                               Conservative   11,828 votes (10 cands.) 

                                               Labour               5,123 (11 cands.) 

 

Orpington Urban District Council (OUDC) Elections (1960) 

 

                                                 Liberal             8,046 votes (10 cands.) 

                                                 Conservative    8,882 votes (10 cands.) 

                                                 Labour              1,570 (6 cands.) 

 

Orpington Urban District Council (OUDC) Elections (1961) 

 

                                                 Liberal              11,771 votes (12 cands.) 

                                                 Conservative     11,009 votes (12 cands.) 

                                                 Labour                 1,725 (2 cands.)397 

 

Local elections were usually fought on local issues so Orpington’s Liberals had to come 

up with an electorally attractive platform that would appeal to residents. One of the big 

issues at the time was whether Orpington should apply for ‘borough status’. Borough 

status is granted by Royal charter to local government districts in England, Wales 

and Northern Ireland (not Scotland), but the status is purely honorary. The Conservative 

council wanted it, but many local people, Tories and non-Tories alike, were suspicious of 

the idea, fearing it would result in the local rates (taxes) going up. So the Liberal local 

election manifesto produced by Alfred Howard, the failed Liberal PPC in 1955, declared 

itself against the idea.398 
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The manifesto might have been largely negative in tone – not for nothing have the 

Liberals, and later the Liberal Democrats, been dubbed a party of protest by their political 

opponents in the late 20th century and beyond – but it obviously struck a chord with 

voters, for Liberal candidates came second in four of the five Conservative-held seats 

they contested. The best Liberal result was in the Crofton North ward where the Liberal 

candidate R.E. Clough failed to win by a tantalisingly close 58 votes. While the result in 

Goddington South, contested by Stanley Morris, was also encouraging: the Liberals 

pushed Labour into third place. The Conservatives won 912 votes, the Liberals 564 and 

Labour 303.399 The result in the Goddington South ward, which had a large council estate 

comprising around one third of the ward, was of particular note since it would go on to 

become something of a rock solid Liberal ward. It was the ability of candidates like 

Morris, who himself lived on the Goddington South estate, to persuade usually Labour-

supporting voters to lend their support to the Liberals which would help propel the party 

to success in Orpington in 1962. 

 

Committed local Liberals soon realised that they needed to be better funded and to have 

more members if they were to succeed in winning council seats. So they dreamt up a 

series of novel cash-raising ideas that were also designed to secure the party valuable 

local press coverage and raise their profile in the constituency itself. In July 1956 local 

Liberals organised a fete after circulating thousands of leaflets asking ‘Who are the 

Happiest Married Couple in Orpington?’ Around 300 people attended the event in a local 

church hall and the organisers even managed to persuade a pair of newlyweds to give the 

prize to the husband and wife who won the ‘Happiest Couple’ competition.400 Such 

competitions proved popular too. It was a world reflected in the gentle humour of the hit 

British comedy School for Scoundrels (1960), starring Ian Carmichael as the hapless 

Henry Palfrey, a failure in love and life, who enrols at a School of Lifemanship in a bid to 

learn the tricks needed to woo the object of his affections, April Smith (Janette Scott). At 

the same time, there was a new Britain emerging, as seen in Colin MacInnes’ landmark 
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Absolute Beginners (1959), ‘the first novel to capture the new youth culture of coffee 

bars, jazz clubs and record shops centred in and around London’s Soho’.401      

 

The local party also tapped into the growing post-war interest in home-grown celebrities, 

for instance inviting the well-known BBC tenor Llewellyn John to open a winter fair. 

‘We lost no opportunity in getting prominent residents from other fields to become 

associated with our activities,’ observed Donald Newby.402 The local party almost 

seemed to be making it up as it went along, but its readiness to experiment with new 

ways of attracting publicity and members bore fruit. It was very much a bottom-up 

approach to doing things though: it was the energy, dynamism and daring of local party 

members which was driving Orpington Liberals forward. 

 

In March 1957 the local Liberals decided to fight four seats in the Urban District Council 

elections in Orpington – an ambitious but realistic enough aim given that the local party 

still only had around 200 members. The results were encouraging even if there was no 

breakthrough.403 The Liberals polled a similar number of votes to the year before even 

though they fielded two less candidates. The Liberal candidate in Goddington South, 

Donald Newby, lost by just seven votes. Alfred Howard achieved a good second place at 

Biggin Hill – the site of a famous RAF fighter base during World War II – coming only 

35 votes behind the Tory, and R.E.J. Clough failed again in Crofton North, albeit by just 

62 votes. The strategy at this point was to fight on a broad front, but not too broad a front 

as to put a strain on the party’s resources. The battle cry, as in so many a Liberal 

campaign down the years, was ‘Labour can’t win’ – the only way the Liberals could win 

locally in a first-past-the-post-electoral system was by becoming one of the two main 

parties contesting the election and deploying the ‘wasted vote’404 argument so often used 

against them against one of their rivals. 
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The year 1957 was also notable for the appearance on the scene of one of the architects of 

Eric Lubbock’s later by-election success, Christine Parker, daughter of Edward 

Goodfellow, the Liberal candidate in Orpington in the 1945 general election – note again, 

the family connection that was so important in sustaining the Liberals in the post-1945 

years. Most successful by-election campaigns are the result of the hard work and efforts 

of a number of key individuals organising things behind the scenes, be it the putting up of 

posters, the knocking on doors or the delivering of leaflets – and despite women 

generally playing more of a supporting role in Britain’s political parties at this time, 

Christine Parker was something of an exception, and would go on to become a vital 

member of Lubbock’s winning by-election team. Her achievements were all the more 

remarkable since she suffered serious injuries in a bus accident in her 20s, was 

subsequently only able to walk short distances and had to take strong painkillers for the 

rest of her life.405 

 

The growing strength of the Liberals locally helped attract more members to the cause, as 

did Mark Bonham Carter’s victory in the Torrington by-election of March 1958. The 

local party also actively recruited new members through door-knocking campaigns, and 

reply-paid canvass cards. The local party’s relatively modest funds and membership 

nonetheless encouraged it to be inventive and make the most of its resources. For 

instance, it did not have the manpower to ‘knock up’ its supporters on election day – that 

is, get out its vote -  so it organised a car parade on the Saturday before polling to raise its 

profile among the electorate. That year’s local elections were not ‘excessively 

encouraging to the fainthearts,’ noted Donald Newby, but on the positive side, their 

overall vote was steadily increasing, and they came second in four of the five wards they 

contested.406 They were consolidating their position. 

 

In the summer of 1958 Alfred Howard, who had been in indifferent health, decided not to 

stand again as the Liberals’ PPC in Orpington. The Secretary of the Liberal Central 

Association, Tommy Nudds, suggested a possible candidate who might fit the bill: Jack 
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Galloway, a Scottish civil engineer in his early thirties who had travelled extensively and 

whose father had once been a Liberal candidate. He was one of several prominent figures 

in the Orpington story – be it Galloway, Christine Parker or Lubbock himself – with 

family connections to the party stretching back many years. With a general election in the 

offing, Orpington Liberals were keen to have a PPC in place as soon as possible, and 

Galloway was adopted unanimously by the local party executive just six weeks after 

Howard’s resignation.  

 

Meanwhile in the 1959 local elections the Liberals finally began to reap the reward for all 

their hard work.407 Not only did the local party record its highest ever vote in a council 

election, but Alfred Howard won the Biggin Hill ward by a majority of 113 votes, and 

Bob Rayner, a civil servant, captured Goddington South. The cost of fighting ten council 

seats, at around £300, was high for a local party of modest resources, but the system 

devised for council elections, with each ward association responsible for its own election 

expenses, worked well. The system would also help financially underpin Lubbock’s by-

election campaign just a few years later. 

 

In October 1959 Harold Macmillan called the long-awaited general election. The local 

Liberal association had high hopes of Jack Galloway coming second following the local 

election campaigning of recent years. Christine Parker agreed to act as his agent. 

Unfortunately, Galloway, who was ‘an excellent speaker and campaigner,’ according to 

former Liberal MP Michael Meadowcroft, who became the Liberal Party’s Local 

Government Officer in 1962,408 was not in the best of health. He had been having chest 

pains, and was even advised against standing as the Liberal PPC by his doctor, advice he 

chose to ignore. Given such problems, most local Liberals were relieved that Galloway 

polled a respectable 9,092 votes (21 per cent of the votes cast), less than 500 votes behind 

the second-placed Labour candidate. 
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However, Orpington Liberals could take hope from Jeremy Thorpe’s success in winning 

North Devon in the 1959 election. His efforts to build up a political organisation in the 

West Country constituency from the mid-Fifties onwards showed what could be achieved 

by an ambitious, dynamic figure with his eye on the prize – that is, winning. For instance, 

the local Liberal Association in North Devon, which in 1955 consisted of six branches 

with 35 officers, [by 1959] ‘had 38 branches with some seven hundred officers and over 

four thousand members’,409 laying the groundwork for his 1959 win. Could Orpington 

learn from his example? 

 

Nationally the Liberal advance ‘was to depend more on the growing unpopularity of the 

Conservative Government after 1960 than Labour’s factional strife’, observed Tudor 

Jones. But the picture in Orpington was more nuanced, with success dependent on taking 

votes from both the Conservatives and Labour, and crucially, persuading Labour voters 

that their best chance of beating the Tories locally lay in backing – or ‘lending’ their 

votes – to the Liberal Party, but it took time to persuade such voters on big council estates 

like St Mary Cray that the Liberals could be as protective of their interests  as Labour had 

been in the past. However the Liberals’ national programme of economic modernisation, 

allied with a call for a redirection of British foreign policy ‘away from the illusory pursuit 

of world power status … towards wholehearted acceptance of a European role’, also 

helped project the party in a more modern light at the local level – both in Orpington and 

elsewhere. The case for EEC entry had already been advanced in a written statement in 

July 1960 by an all-party group of MPs whose Liberal signatories included Grimond and 

Clement Davies. That same year the Liberals became the first mainstream party to 

support UK membership, and participation in, the European Economic Community, 

reflecting not only its commitment to modernisation but the ‘longstanding Liberal cause 

of internationalism, which since the late 1950s had acquired an increasingly European 

focus.’410 
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The real breakthrough locally though, and the springboard for victory in the 1962 

parliamentary by-election campaign, was to come in the 1960 and 1961 Orpington Urban 

District Council (OUDC) local elections.411 The 1960 local elections saw the Liberals’ 

George Worman, a schoolmaster, triumph in the Labour ward of St. Mary Cray, which 

the Liberals had not fought before. He won 1,010 votes compared to Labour’s 626 and 

the Conservatives’ 294, a majority of 384 over the sitting Labour councillor. In another 

key ward, Goddington South, the Liberal candidate, Reg Brown, increased the Liberal 

vote, boosted his majority over the Tories and squeezed the Labour vote to 91 (it had 

been 165 in 1959). There were other Liberal successes in Biggin Hill and in the 

Chelsfield village ward. Later in 1960, the Liberals won the Cudham ward in a local by-

election, bringing Liberal representation on OUDC to seven.412 Whatever the national 

picture, local Liberals were gaining ground and credibility and had clearly overtaken 

Labour in terms of popular support: their strategic decision to fight from the bottom up – 

that is, take on the Tories ward by ward – was paying dividends.   

 

The advance in Orpington formed part of a wider explosion of Liberal representation in 

the south-east of England, most spectacularly in areas of population expansion, 

particularly towns within commuting distance of London’ such as Potters Bar, Brentwood 

and indeed Orpington too – ‘all areas where the Labour Party was weak and the Liberals 

were able to establish themselves as the principal challengers to the Conservatives’.413  

Although another common factor in those areas where the Liberals advanced locally ‘was 

the emergence of key individuals who were able to drive the party forward’, and they in 

turn ‘recruited new, young, energetic’ activists.414 And it was the recruitment of such 

younger members that helped give the party its early 1960s dynamism and cutting edge.   

 

In the April 1961 Kent county council elections, the Conservatives retained their grip on 

all three Orpington seats though the Liberals achieved a strong second place in Orpington 

North where they polled 3,199 votes to the Conservatives’ 3,417. Labour came third with 
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1,315 votes.415 However, the Liberals finally achieved their long-anticipated local 

breakthrough in the Orpington UDC (urban district council) elections of May 1961.416 

The Liberals secured big majorities in a number of wards, winning 12 seats in all, and 

having achieved victory, worked hard to make to an impact in the council chamber, as 

did the newly-dominant Liberal council groups in other south-eastern towns like 

Maidenhead and Aldershot, which ‘helped restore the credibility of the Liberal Party as 

an electoral force in those areas where they were active’.417 

 

Among the victors was Eric Lubbock, who earlier that year became vice-chairman of the 

local Liberal association. He won in the village of Downe, taking two-thirds of the votes 

cast. The campaign waged in the village of Downe by Lubbock is worth looking at in 

greater detail for some of the lessons learnt there were again put to use by Lubbock and 

his team in the Orpington parliamentary by-election of 1962. Ironically Lubbock had 

only joined the Liberal Party in 1960, after returning to Orpington with his wife and 

young family, and moving to his family’s old house – where his mother was now living – 

in Downe, which lay in the constituency. ‘The constituency party was small, and I very 

soon found myself on the executive, which used to meet at the ‘Oven Door’ in Green 

Street Green [Downe],’ recalled Lubbock. ‘From there it was a small step to fighting the 

council ward of Downe in the Orpington Urban District Council election of 1961. It had 

about 750 voters on the roll and it was not difficult to canvass them almost 100%. We 

had the advantage that my family had lived in Downe for several generations.’418 

 

In a Liberal election leaflet put through the letterboxes of all Downe’s residents, carrying 

the Lubbock family’s address, High Elms Farm, Downe – he sought to emphasise his 

local links at every opportunity – Lubbock portrayed himself as one of them, telling 

electors in the second paragraph of his open letter asking for their vote: ‘My family home 

has been here all my life.’ He went on to express his disappointment that ‘Orpington has 

a Council dominated by a Conservative majority which treats progressive thought as an 

																																																								
415 New Outlook, 17-18. 
416 See page 104. 
417 Egan, 299. 
418 Lubbock, Journal of Liberal, 8. 



Chapter 4

120 
	

irritation’, and attack the Tories for only being interested in certain sections of the 

community’. He said they had ‘neglected’ the more rural parts of the borough, such as 

Downe, accusing the ruling local Tories of knowing ‘so little about Downe that they 

recently had to undertake a special survey in our area’. Note the use of ‘our area’, and his 

clever portrayal of the forthcoming election in Downe as an ‘us and them’ struggle. He 

added: ‘There is no doubt that this sudden activity was due to fear of the Liberals rather 

than genuine concern for the people of Downe.’419 

 

In a mini-biography, Lubbock painted an attractive portrait of himself as a successful 

family man: a 32-year-old engineer married with three children, educated at Oxford 

University where he had obtained ‘a BA and a Blue for Boxing’, and had also ‘boxed for 

the Welsh Guards’. With World War II having only finished 17 years earlier, and 

National Service420 – conscription – still in place although about to be phased out, having 

a military record was an asset in an aspiring politician. Lubbock went on to make the 

point that there were ‘already seven Liberals’ on Orpington Council, but alleged that the 

Tory majority was ‘so blinkered by prejudice’ that the ‘constructive ideas’ put forward by 

Liberal councillors ‘had not been given the consideration’ they deserved. He continued: 

‘Our aim must now be to increase the number of Liberal voices in the Council Chamber 

and get rid of the dead weight of Toryism which has stifled Orpington for too long’. It 

was fighting talk. Note again the use of ‘our aim’ - Lubbock was once again identifying 

his interests with those of the residents of Downe. He closed his ‘open letter’ by pledging 

‘to oppose extravagant spending, to pay special attention to the interests of Downe’ and 

‘to make myself available readily to discuss individual needs and problems’.421 

 

The hopeful young Liberal laid out his stall in a two-page manifesto. Under the heading 

‘Control of Spending’ he noted how the estimated spending of Orpington Council for 

1961-62 on revenue account alone was £377,000, an increase of  £67,000, and echoed the 

words of politicians everywhere in arguing: ‘Spiralling costs must be controlled by 
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improving the efficiency of the services provided’.  He played to the fears of Tory 

electors, worried about Council extravagance, pointing out that ‘Liberals have 

consistently opposed spending money on improvements to the Civic Hall’. He also 

played to local environmental concerns by stressing that ‘the rural character of Downe 

must be preserved’, and calling for ‘a guarantee that the Green Belt would not be 

violated’.422  

 

Thousands of people across Britain, Orpington included, were still living in pre-fabs – 

prefabricated houses put up in the immediate post-war years to meet the chronic housing 

shortage caused by wartime bombing – even though they were ‘only meant to last 10 

years’, observed Lubbock. ‘The plans for rehousing [pre-fab] residents should be 

disclosed, and meanwhile, urgent repairs must be undertaken’. Many council house 

tenants had been persuaded to vote Liberal in Orpington’s recent local council elections, 

and there was electoral capital to be had from the issue, one of the reasons that most 

likely lay behind Lubbock’s strong stance.423 

 

On Education, Lubbock called for money to be set aside ‘as early as possible’ to 

modernise Downe’s ‘old-fashioned’ primary school, and expressed support for the setting 

up of a boys’ grammar school and technical college in Orpington. Some of the points in 

Lubbock’s manifesto addressed traditional parish pump concerns. For instance, he spoke 

of his concerns at recent increases in the charge for cesspool emptying, adding: ‘The 

increased charge is a danger to public health because people who cannot afford to have 

their cesspits emptied may well allow them to overflow.’ He also called for improved 

local bus services and for more lay-bys to be provided on Downe’s narrow roads ‘as a 

safety measure’. Even the village pond did not escape Lubbock’s eagle eye – ‘The pond 

is an eyesore,’ he observed. ‘It could be the most attractive feature of the village with 

proper attention.’ In short, he sought to demonstrate his detailed, in-depth knowledge of 

every possible conceivable local issue.424 
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He duly romped to victory, ‘obtaining two-thirds of the votes cast.’425 Lubbock was so 

excited by the scale of his victory that on 14 May he put pen to paper and wrote to his 

well-heeled mother to tell her the good news. ‘Dear Ma,’ he wrote.  ‘We have had a great 

triumph over the Tories which conclusively proves the dissatisfaction of the people with 

the Council… In Downe they suffered the most crushing defeat, polling fewer than half 

as many votes as we did.’ For the record, he won 361 votes compared to the Conservative 

Tony Foster’s 173 votes. Intriguingly, he went on: ‘Many thanks for your financial help 

which has backed me up.’ Unfortunately, there was no mention of just how much his 

mother contributed to his local election campaign. He continued: ‘Our poll in Downe was 

71 per cent which was the highest of any in the area. You would love to have seen their 

[the local Tories] faces as the result became known! Their intelligence system was very 

bad because they apparently expected the result to be quite close. The Tory agent looked 

as black as thunder all evening and I expect will now be looking for a new job.’426 

Elsewhere Christine Parker and Bob Budgen, another leading local activist, won the 

Green Street Green and Goddington North wards. ‘A particularly nasty Tory suffered a 

heavy defeat at Green St Green from Christine Parker who is one of our best people,’ 

Lubbock wrote to his mother.427 In all, the Liberals now had 12 councillors on Orpington 

UDC.  

 

Speaking at a garden fete held in June 1961 at the house that Galloway had bought in the 

constituency, Liberal leader Jo Grimond’s wife Laura told activists and supporters that 

they had set an example to the whole country.428 Three months later, in September 1961, 

there was further good news for local Liberals when Alfred Howard won a Kent County 

Council by-election in Orpington South, making him the first Liberal Kent county 

councillor. Orpington’s Liberals were on a roll. This success at local election level 

appeared part of a wider trend. As an editorial in the November 1961 edition of the 

independent new Liberal-supporting magazine, New Outlook, observed: ‘The 

commentators this year have been strangely silent about the clear revival in Liberal 
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fortunes – evident in more than 400 Liberal gains at council elections and substantial 

voting increases at by-elections.’429 

 

                                                                  *** 

 

Less than two weeks later, on 1 October 1961, Orpington’s residents learnt that they 

faced the prospect of a by-election since the seat’s current MP, Donald Sumner, had been 

made a County Court Judge, the youngest then appointed; by law he was therefore 

obliged to relinquish his parliamentary seat.430 The appointment was ‘widely thought to 

have been bestowed on him to create a by-election’ that would open the way for Peter 

Goldman, the bright young protégé of Iain Macleod (the Leader of the House of 

Commons and chairman of the Conservative Party) to become an MP, noted Patrick 

Hellicar.431 However, as David Butler observed: ‘The Conservatives assumed it was a 

safe seat – they would not have given a judgeship to him [Donald Sumner] if they hadn’t 

thought it was a safe seat.’432 Galloway and the local Liberals were delighted. He had 

been nursing the constituency for the last three years and was well-known and liked, 

while party workers were in good spirits following their recent local election successes. 

The Tories had yet to pick a candidate. Local Liberals were convinced they could push 

Labour into third place in the by-election, and give the Tories a run for their money. 

 

Then ‘circumstances of a personal nature arose which caused some misgivings at Liberal 

HQ,’ noted Newby, adding: ‘It was doubted whether the situation was one which would 

further Galloway’s chances and Liberal prospects in the constituency.’433 Some years 

before his death, Lubbock recalled: ‘Jack had an attractive girlfriend, whose name I think 

was Faye, and she was seen frequently at Liberal events. They were married in the 

summer of 1961.’434 However, when the local Liberal executive met to plan the campaign 
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following Sumner’s resignation, Lubbock revealed: ‘It was at this point that Jack 

revealed a slight problem. He had not understood the technical terms nisi and absolute, 

and had married Faye before his first marriage had been properly dissolved. The judge 

had contented himself with a reprimand, but the first wife was threatening to attend every 

meeting during the campaign, and denounce Jack as a bigamist. It was agreed, with 

reluctance, that he should be asked to resign.’435 

However, the diplomatic Lubbock was perhaps being somewhat economical with the 

truth as regards Galloway’s private life. In an affectionate obituary of Lubbock in the 

National Liberal Club Magazine following his death, the former Liberal MP Michael 

Meadowcroft observed: ‘The truth was that Galloway had been exposed as a bigamist, an 

immediate and delicate problem. He was known not only as a womaniser but, the 

rumours had it, had contracted a bigamous marriage. The press were on to the story and 

on one occasion two reporters burst into Jack's hotel bedroom to find him in bed with a 

woman and he fled via the window.’ 436  

 

Having seen how the strong Liberal showing in by-elections like Rochdale and 

Torrington had benefited the party, Liberal Party HQ was all too aware of the importance 

of achieving a good result in Orpington, and decided that Galloway posed too big a risk 

as a candidate.437 If the wider world got wind of the fact that Galloway was a bigamist, it 

would have had a field day. Britain was still a morally conservative country in many 

ways. The 1955 Morton Commission on Divorce upheld the belief that divorce ‘was the 

result of a self-indulgent failure to face up to the realities of married life.’438 The same 

year more 2,500 men were arrested for consensual homosexual offences.439  While big-

selling Sunday tabloids like the News of the World and Sunday People, which liked 

nothing better than salacious, ‘bed-hopping’ stories about celebrities, politicians included, 

would have jumped at the chance to expose Galloway’s colourful private life and would 
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have almost certainly scuppered the Liberals’ chances in a white collar constituency such 

as Orpington. It would have been ‘a political disaster’, observed Chris Cook.440  

 

The Liberal Chief Whip in the House of Commons, Donald Wade, MP for Huddersfield 

West from 1950-64,441 pressed Galloway to step down as the party’s PPC in Orpington, 

but he refused. Pressure from others in the Parliamentary Liberal Party, and from leading 

local Liberals only strengthened Galloway’s resolve to fight his ground. Local party 

officers called a meeting and asked members to withdraw their support for Galloway, 

hinting at, but never categorically revealing the exact reason of Galloway’s offence. 

However, the majority of members initially backed Galloway, suggesting that Liberal 

activists were more inclined to support a well-established, likeable high-profile PPC 

thought capable of performing strongly at the ballot box. But after a handful of further 

meetings, Galloway, sensing that the mood among local party members, ‘fed by rumour 

and suspicion’, was turning against him, stood down.  

 

Meanwhile, baffled local Conservatives noted with glee the departure of ‘the idol of the 

local Liberals’.442 Their glee reflected the fact that from the mid-1950s onwards, the 

Liberal advance in parliamentary seats, be it at a by-election or general election, had very 

often depended on the presence of a charismatic, celebrity or big name candidate – such 

as Ludovic Kennedy in Rochdale, Mark Bonham Carter in Torrington or Jeremy Thorpe 

in North Devon – leading the Liberal charge. Galloway seemed to be cut from the same 

cloth so it was only natural for local Conservatives to conclude that his departure would 

damage the Liberal cause locally. 

 

Expecting a writ for the by-election to be called any day, the Liberals moved fast. An 

emergency meeting of local executive officers was called at Christine Parker’s house. 

Parker, Galloway’s agent, phoned up Donald Wade to ask for his advice. Lubbock 

recalled: ‘She asked whether the party could suggest a well-known personality to fight 

the election – Mark Bonham Carter for instance, who had won the Torrington by-
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election,’ recalled Lubbock. But Wade argued that an outsider would have no time to 

establish himself with the voters, and suggested the party ‘pick somebody local – a 

councillor, perhaps.’443   

‘She returned to the living room of the semi-detached house in Glentrammon Road 

[Orpington], and reported the conversation. Her eye travelled round the room until it 

rested on me. “Why don’t you do it, Eric?” she asked. I explained that my employers had 

been fairly tolerant of my council activities, but that I was sure they wouldn’t be pleased 

if I took weeks off for the by-election.’444 Lubbock was persuaded to ask the managing 

director of his employer, the Charterhouse Group, for the time off.  And when he learnt 

of the size of the huge Tory majority, and the electoral mountain that Lubbock would 

have to climb if he were to win, he agreed to give him ‘three weeks off with pay,’ 

according to his son Lyulph.445 

As Harry Cowie, the Liberal Party HQ’s Director of Research from 1959-64, recalled, 

Lubbock ‘originally had no intention of standing’.446 But crucially, he was persuadable 

and when the opportunity arose to help out the local party which found itself in a tight 

spot following Galloway’s sudden resignation, he accepted the challenge. If his 

employers had not been so understanding, and declined to give him the time off, the 

chances are that Lubbock would have turned down the opportunity of being the Liberals’ 

PPC for fear of losing his income. In recent years the Liberal Party had increasingly 

chosen parliamentary election candidates on the basis of who it thought was most likely 

to win – witness the selection of figures like Kennedy, Bonham Carter and Jack 

Galloway in Orpington – and the same considerations were applied to the by-election, 

with the selection of Lubbock who was a novice politician. Indeed he himself later 

admitted: ‘My political experience was very limited, but as the most we could expect was 

a good second, nobody thought it mattered.’447 The Times predicted that Galloway’s 

‘surprise withdrawal for personal reasons’ was ‘unlikely to upset the Liberals’ chances in 
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the Orpington by-election given that he had been replaced by Eric Lubbock, who was 

also well known locally.448 

 

Betting is a widespread phenomenon in British society, and bets are placed on everything 

from horse-racing to by-elections. In November 1961 a London bookmaker quoted odds 

of  ‘7-4 on a Conservative victory, 3-1 against the Liberals… and 100-1 others,’ 

according to New Outlook449 – reflecting the general view that it was a two-horse race but 

the Tories were still likely to win. Nonetheless the Conservatives were cheered by the 

news that Labour was to fight the by-election for it believed that ‘a three-cornered contest 

will favour them,’ reported The Times. However, the newspaper added that ‘even 

Conservatives… concede that the result is less obvious that it has been.450  Meanwhile 

New Outlook optimistically argued: ‘This by-election will be a test of how far a modern 

election can be affected by a really efficient Liberal machine. It will show whether the 

annual electoral exercise at local elections is the Liberal road to Westminster; whether the 

Labour Party is disappearing from the scene in Tory southern England; and whether the 

pundits should start revising their calculations for the next General Election right now.’451  

 

However one newspaper, the Daily Mail, was perceptive enough to spot the potential 

significance of the forthcoming by-election, even at this early stage, asking: ‘Will the 

word Orpington be engraved on the coffin of the Macmillan government? At the moment 

the outer London dormitory constituency is only a very small cloud on the horizon – and 

most politicians have scarcely considered that it could be the name of a famous disaster. 

There is a distinct possibility that Lubbock might beat Goldman – in which case the word 

Orpington would become the beacon to set the Liberals alight all over Britain.’452 It was 

particularly interesting that the Conservative-supporting Daily Mail of all papers was 

making such a prediction, reflecting the general sense of fatigue with the Tories after ten 

years in office. The stage was set for a fascinating by-election contest. 
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5. The Orpington Three: the changing face of postwar Britain 

 

 
Before embarking on the story of the by-election campaign itself, I intend to focus on the 

key individuals in the campaign, look at their background, and try to explain what made 

them the men they were, and how they influenced the campaign. Two of the key 

individuals were candidates themselves: Eric Lubbock, the winning Liberal candidate; 

and Peter Goldman, the Conservative candidate. Alan Jinkinson, the Labour candidate 

was arguably the least important of the trio since the by-election quickly turned into a 

two-horse race between Lubbock and Goldman. Incidentally Jinkinson, a trade unionist 

who worked in the Education Department of the National and Local Government 

Officers’ Association at the time of the by-election453, is the only one of the three 

candidates still alive but declined to be interviewed. However, the third key figure in the 

by-election was not, I would argue, Jinkinson, but Lubbock’s by-election agent Pratap 

Chitnis, the man who masterminded the Liberals’ spectacular by-election victory.  

 

Why include a figure who was not a candidate? There are two main reasons. First, if 

Lubbock was the family-friendly, charming frontman – the photo-friendly salesman who 

‘sold’ the Liberal Party to electors on the doorstep, Chitnis was the brilliant behind-the-

scenes brains of the operation whose military-style campaign was as important a factor in 

the Liberals’ shock victory as the party’s candidate Eric Lubbock himself. Second, it was 

rare at this point in time for someone with a BAME background to play an important role 

in British politics. Despite the growing numbers of non-white immigrants arriving from 

the New Commonwealth (chiefly India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and the West Indies), 

ethnic minorities still comprised a tiny proportion of the population at this time; it’s hard 

to put an exact number on the figure since the 1991 census was the first to ask people to 

categorise themselves by ethnicity.  
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Ethnic minorities comprised an even smaller proportion of the largely male politically 

active class. The first non-white MP, the Indian-raised businessman and academic 

Dadabhoy Naoroji, might have been elected as a Liberal MP in the 1892 general 

election454 but there were no BAME MPs elected in 1959. So for a man of Indian 

extraction, with an Indian name to boot, to mastermind a by-election victory was unusual 

in British politics in the immediate post-war decades. So I plan to look at what took 

Chitnis to the top, how he won Orpington for the Liberals, and ask what his pivotal role 

in the campaign says about wider British society at this time.  

 

The three individuals I’m focusing on are admittedly all men, but it has to be remembered 

that politics was an overwhelmingly male activity at this time. Women candidates were 

generally few and far between, and while there were exceptions to the rule, females 

usually played a supportive or ancillary role in politics. The leading Labour and 

subsequently SDP and Liberal Democrat politician Shirley Williams recalled how ‘the 

press were amused by the pretensions of the “schoolgirl candidate”’ when she first stood 

for election in the 1950s, going on to observe how many, if not most women, at the time 

followed their husbands’ lead when it came to politics. ‘My parents had instilled in me 

the confidence that girls were intellectually and socially the equal of boys,’ recalled 

Williams, whose mother Vera Brittain wrote the celebrated anti-war novel Testament of 

Youth (1933) in which she described the devastating effect on her of the deaths of her 

sweetheart, brother and two other close friends in the Great War. ‘But at door after door 

as I canvassed, the woman who answered my knocking would call into the dark house 

behind her, “Jim [or Joe or Harry], how do we vote?”’455 However, the position of 

women in society was slowly changing, as demonstrated by the significant role played by 

the Liberal activist, Christine Parker – whose husband John was also a keen Liberal – in 

Lubbock’s victory. Women could, and increasingly would, make a difference, and I will 

discuss her role in the campaign at greater length in the following chapter. 
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Eric Lubbock – the Establishment man 

 

Eric Lubbock was born on 29 September 1928 and  educated at Upper Canada College, 

Toronto and Balliol College, Oxford. Liberal politics ran in the blood. His paternal 

grandfather, John Lubbock (1834-1913), had been the Liberal MP for Maidstone, Kent, 

from 1870-80, and then for London University from 1880-1900 – but he broke with the 

Liberal prime minister William Gladstone over Home Rule for Ireland in 1886 and from 

then on sat as a Liberal Unionist. As a Liberal MP, he championed early closing bills in 

the 1870s, but is best known for drafting the Bank Holiday Bill of 1871 which created the 

first secular holiday in British history and was dubbed ‘St Lubbocks Day’ in his 

honour.456 A lifelong advocate of free trade, he was also in favour of voting reform, co-

founding the Proportional Representation Society in 1884. There was also Liberal blood 

on Lubbock’s mother’s side; his maternal grandfather was the Liberal MP for Eddisbury 

from 1906-10 and then Governor of the Australian state of Victoria. 

The Lubbocks were very much part of the Establishment. John Lubbock was born in 

Eaton Place, one of the most exclusive addresses in London, attended Britain’s most 

prestigious public school Eton and his father and grandfather were both partners in the 

London banking firm of Lubbock, Foster & Co. Upon his father’s death John Lubbock 

took over as head of the family bank which in 1914 merged with the top people’s bank, 

Coutts & Co. In 1863 John Lubbock became secretary of the London Bankers' Clearing 

House, and also served as the first president of the London Institute of Bankers upon its 

founding in 1879, and as president of the London chamber of commerce between 1888 

and 1893. He was one of those remarkable, ever-active Victorian men – there were some 

equally remarkable Victorian women, but fewer in number – who so helped to shape the 

British nation, and in a way, the world too.  

On being made a peer in 1900 John Lubbock chose the title Avebury after an ancient 

druidical site which he had long fought to save from being 'destroyed for the profit of a 
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few pounds'.457 The Lubbocks had a connection with Orpington stretching back 150 

years, and John Lubbock lived much of his life at High Elms, near Downe, Kent, the 

family seat where Eric Lubbock was living at the time of the Orpington by-election. 

Eric’s father Maurice served in the secretive Special Operations Executive [SOE] which 

carried out numerous daring behind-the-lines military operations in Nazi-occupied 

Europe during the Second World War.458 Many of the files relating to the SOE’s wartime 

work and operatives have yet to be released and probably never will be, but he was given 

security clearance by MI5459 and listed as serving in the organisation until 1946,460 

although the exact nature of his wartime work remains something of a mystery. Post-

1945 Maurice went on to become vice-chairman of Rolls Royce and a pioneer of business 

efficiency.461 

However, despite the Liberal by-election campaign at every opportunity emphasising 

Lubbock’s local links, in reality Eric’s connection with Orpington was more tenuous than 

his campaign literature suggested. He and his sister were actually brought up in a series  

of apartments in Onslow Square and Cadogan Gardens, in London’s exclusive Chelsea 

and Kensington district, although they often visited their grandparents at their High Elms 

home. Moreover, in 1940, to escape the Blitz, the two children were evacuated to Canada 

– in general, it was the children of better-off parents who were evacuated to British North 

America (Canada) during the 1939-45 conflict. The youngsters left for Canada, along 

with other evacuees, aboard the RMS Scythia in June 1940 although as Lubbock’s son 

Lyulph observed: ‘The journey would not have been without risk.’462 Eric and his sister 

stayed with friends of the family in Toronto and attended Upper Canada College, a 

prestigious fee-paying school, during his time across the Atlantic. 

 

In 1944 Eric and his sister returned to Britain on the escort aircraft carrier HMS Arbiter 

and rejoined their parents; he then enrolled at Harrow, Winston Churchill’s old public 
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school. However, ‘he wasn’t very complimentary about it and I don’t think he enjoyed 

his time there much’, according to Lyulph.463 The following year, Lubbock became a 

student at Balliol College, Oxford – at the time the majority of students at Oxford and 

Cambridge were from well-to-do backgrounds – where he took an engineering degree.  

Engineering was in the blood; besides being a director of Rolls Royce, Eric’s father 

Maurice had his own management consultancy, P-E (Production Engineering). ‘My 

grandfather [Maurice] was one of the founders of management consultancy, particularly 

in its application to engineering,’ according to Eric’s son Lyulph. ‘And if politics had not 

come along… my father [Eric] would have probably joined the family business.’464  

 

Afterwards Eric did his National Service with the Welsh Guards before going to work for 

his father Maurice at his father’s management consultancy business. In 1953 Eric married 

Kina-Maria, 19, the daughter of Count Joseph O’Kelly de Gallagh, part of an upper class 

Irish family from County Tipperary, but she grew up in Ireland and England. One of her 

father’s seven brothers was Count Gerald O’Kelly de Gallagh, who was Ireland’s first 

minister in France from 1929 ‘until his forced resignation in murky circumstances in 

1935’.465  In another intriguing connection to the intelligence world – spent two years 

from 1951-53 working as a clerical officer for MI5, Britain’s internal and counter-

intelligence service, then based in a nondescript building in Curzon Street, London.466 

She got the position through a cousin, Edwina, who worked at MI5 – who you knew, 

rather than what you knew, often counted for more in those days. Lubbock’s son Lyulph 

said that his mother was understandably discreet about the exact nature of her work but 

once described it as ‘assisting staff who vetted people for posts, or who needed 

[information on] people’s backgrounds for security checks’. She had half-jokingly added 

that ‘it would be a perfect job for any would-be blackmailer’.467 Despite Eric’s father’s 

wartime role in the secretive SOE, and his wife’s links to MI5, Lubbock’s son Lyulph 
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insisted that to the best of his knowledge, his father ‘had no association with any of the 

secret services’.468 

 

Thinking it time to gain some (semi-) independent experience away from his father’s 

management consultancy firm, Lubbock then moved to Derby and began working for 

Rolls Royce. Although since his father was a company director, which no doubt helped in 

the securing of a post there, ‘it really wasn’t that independent’, observed Lyulph.469 To 

date, Lubbock had enjoyed a pretty comfortable upper middle class life and only visited 

Orpington to see his grandparents. Then, in 1959, Lubbock’s mother invited him, his wife 

Kina and their growing family – Eric had two young boys by now and his daughter 

Victoria was born that year – to come and live with her at High Elms, near Downe. ‘So 

we all moved to London [ie. Orpington] and Eric started working for Morgan Grampian,’ 

recalled Lyulph. So in actual fact Lubbock had only lived in Orpington for three years 

when the by-election took place.470 However, thanks in part to his family connections, he 

found a warm welcome in the constituency, soon became active in local community life, 

stood as a councillor and, as we shall see in the next chapter, transformed himself into 

‘Mr Orpington’.  

 

Peter Goldman – the Tory outsider 

 

The Conservative standard-bearer Peter Goldman was a more meritocratic figure than 

Lubbock. Born on 4 January 1925, he had a Jewish upbringing in the Golders Green area 

of London – the heart of the British capital’s Jewish community – and studied at Christs 

College, Finchley. He was clearly an academic high-flier at school and besides being a 

prefect, was Senior School Librarian, and President of the Literary and Debating, and 

Dramatic Societies. In 1943, he was awarded an English Exhibition at Pembroke College, 

Cambridge. On his admission form he stated that he wished to read English (with History 

as a subsidiary subject) and ‘hoped to join the civil service or go into teaching after his 
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studies’.471 After a brilliant academic career at Pembroke College, Cambridge, Goldman 

graduated with 1st Class Honours in 1946.472 He also won ‘much distinction as a 

President of the Cambridge Union’,473 one of the world’s oldest debating societies, a role 

which has proved a launchpad for many a political career.474  

 

On graduating in 1946, Goldman joined the Conservative Research Department, and 

helped to craft and finesse new Conservative policy papers, outlining the economic case 

for reversing some of the Labour government’s nationalisation policies, evidence of his 

long behind-the-scenes involvement in Conservative Party politics.475 In a memo dated 16 

September 1949 Rab Butler, a leading Tory who played a key role in reshaping the 

Conservative Party while in opposition from 1945-51, sent Goldman a memo saying that 

a senior Conservative politician was ‘anxious at this stage that you should see the draft of 

the Coal Policy’.476 In another memo, the rising Conservative politician, Reginald 

Maudling – who also took a shine to the bright young Cambridge graduate –  asked 

Goldman ‘to have another critical look at this amended version of the Steel pamphlet.’477  

 

In 1951 Goldman became Head of the Home Affairs Section of the Conservative 

Research Department (CRD) from 1951-55.478 In November of that year the Goldman-

authored ‘Survey of the Situation at the Time the Socialists were Defeated’ was 

published by the CRD. Its purpose in part was to provide the Tories with ammunition to 

attack Labour. It noted ‘that 225,000 houses were destroyed during the war’ but ‘by 

August 1951 only 43,074 houses had been rebuilt’. It also claimed that ‘Socialist 

management of the NHS was singularly inept’ and that most doctors felt ‘their status had 

																																																								
471 Pembroke College, Cambridge, archive. 
472 He took part I of the English Tripos (the examination for an honours degree) in 1945 and was awarded a 
2:1; he took part II of the History Tripos in 1946 and was awarded a first. 
473 Peter Goldman obituary, The Times, 1 October 1987 
474 Subsequent presidents have included a trio of Tory big beasts: Douglas Hurd, a future foreign secretary; 
Kenneth Clarke, a future Chancellor of the Exchequer; and Michael Howard, a future party leader.  
475 Goldman, Peter, Who’s Who, https://doi.org/10.1093/ww/9780199540884.013.U164601. (Last accessed 
25 July 2020.) 
476 Memo from Rab Butler to PG dated 16 September 1948. Conservative Research Department box folder, 
1941-64. Bodleian Library. CRD 2/4/1. 
477 Memo from Reginald Maudling to PG dated 25 November 1948 1948. Conservative Research 
Department box folder, 1941-64. Bodleian Library. CRD 2/4/1. 
478 Who’s Who, 1 December 2007. 



Chapter 5

136 
	

suffered because of Socialist mismanagement of the health service.’479 Such papers 

underlined Goldman’s intellectual credentials and his long-time loyalty to the 

Conservative cause. They also suggested that the Tories still had not fully come to terms 

with the creation of the NHS in 1948. 

 

However, for all his intelligence Goldman could not please his Tory paymasters all the 

time. One senior Conservative wrote him a rather terse memo about a new party 

pamphlet on Scotland which he had helped to write in 1948, saying: ‘I feel strongly that 

we should have seen this document before publication’. He complained that it contained 

‘rather dull quotations’ and that ‘the writing needed a good deal of tightening up.’ 

Furthermore, the Tory, an old-school imperialist by the sound of it, berated Goldman for 

‘not mentioning’ the Scots’ contribution to the building and colonisation of the British 

Empire over the previous centuries: ‘They are the greatest colonising nation in the world 

and a pamphlet on Scotland issued by the Party of Disraeli and Chamberlain which says 

nothing at all about it is a gratuitous insult to 5 million people.’ This reflected a view 

among Tory traditionalists at the time that a greater sense of the imperial achievements of 

the past might help win over Scots to the Conservative cause. However, Goldman no 

doubt grew accustomed to the fact that a policy wonk such as himself was bound to get 

the occasional brickbat hurled his way.480 A close associate of the Conservative party 

chairman Iain Macleod481, Goldman also found time to ghost-write Macleod’s biography 

of Neville Chamberlain, Tory prime minister from 1937-40.  

 

A firmly one nation Tory,482 Goldman was among ‘the brightest and most promising of 

the young men promoted by R.A. [Rab] Butler in the 1950s in his efforts to give the Tory 

party a modern image,’ The Times observed.483 Given his commitment to the 

Conservative cause, it is no surprise that he had political ambitions of his own, and the 

																																																								
479 Who’s Who, 1 December 2007.	
480 Memo to PG dated 16 September 1948. Conservative Research Department box folder, 1941-64. 
Bodleian Library. CRD 2/4/1. 
481 Macleod, the son of a Liberal-supporting GP, was appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer by the 
Conservative prime minister Edward Heath in June 1970 but died suddenly a month later aged 56. He has 
been described as one of the Conservative party’s lost leaders. 
482 Black, Redefining British Politics, 36. 
483 Peter Goldman obituary, The Times, 1 October 1987. 
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prospect of becoming the MP for Orpington seemed to offer him the first step to what 

promised to be a glittering political career. Goldman was chosen from what Ken Young 

describes as ‘a glittering shortlist of aspirant MPs, some of whom would go on to become 

major figures in Conservative politics.’484 The three favourites, all party high-fliers, from 

the 90 applicants were Dennis Walters, a former personal assistant to Lord Hailsham; 

Goldman, the director of the Conservative Political Centre; and the flamboyant Norman 

St. John Stevas, a writer and television commentator who would go on to become Leader 

of the House from 1979-81 in Margaret Thatcher’s first government. 

 

The forward-thinking Goldman ‘was undoubtedly the leadership’s, and Central Office’s, 

candidate’ and was regarded as being of Cabinet calibre, according to Ken Young.485 

Indeed, as Lord Lamont, a Tory Chancellor of the Exchequer from 1990-93, who knew 

Goldman through the Conigsby Club – a long-established Tory dining club which 

provided valuable networking opportunities in an informal setting for rising stars in the 

party – 486 said: ‘He [Goldman] was expecting to get into government pretty quickly if 

he’d won the Orpington by-election.’487 On the back page biography of Goldman’s 

Orpington election address he readily admitted to being one of ‘the back-room boys’ who 

had worked out the policies which helped put the Conservative Party back into office in 

1951. He also proudly revealed that he had sat on the Conservative Party’s Policy 

Committee, had helped prepare each of its election-winning manifestos in 1951, 1955 and 

1959, and furthermore, since 1955 had been the Director of the Conservative Political 

Centre ‘which is the recognised forum for constructive and controversial thinking within 

the Conservative Party’.488  

 

An undoubted intellectual heavyweight, Goldman clearly had what it took to get to the 

top, as his 1956 book, Some Principles of Conservatism,489 served to emphasise – and 

senior Conservatives like Macleod and Butler were eager for him to become an MP at the 
																																																								
484 Cook & Ramsden, 161. 
485 Ibid, 161.  
486 The Conigsby Club is a long-established Tory dining club favoured by rising stars in the party.  
487 Lord Lamont (interview), 10 December 2018. 
488 Conservative by-election bulletin put out in Orpington during the by-election campaign: ‘GREAT 
BRITAIN… not Little England’. Conservative Party Archive, Bodleian Library, PUB 229/1/14. 
489 Who’s Who. 
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earliest opportunity: he was their kind of Tory. However, for all his contribution to 

shaping Conservative party policy in the post-war years, Goldman’s electoral experience 

was limited to having fought West Ham South, an unwinnable seat in London’s East End 

‘of the type on which young hopefuls were expected to cut their teeth’.490  

 

The traditional route for many an aspiring Conservative MP was to gain campaigning 

experience in near hopeless seats – like West Ham South, a Labour stronghold – before 

being selected as a Tory PPC in a traditionally Conservative seat. Among the big-name 

Conservatives taking that route into parliament were Ken Clarke491 – who contested the 

Labour stronghold of Mansfield in the 1964 and 1966 elections before being selected to 

fight a more winnable seat – and Michael Heseltine,492 who contested Gower, with its 

coal-mining communities of the Swansea Valley, for the Conservatives in the 1959 

election. He ended up with 24 per cent of the vote, slightly up on the 1955 result,493 and 

later gave a valuable insight into the reality of standing as a Tory in a rock solid Labour 

seat at the time despite campaigning ‘with all the enthusiasm and energy I possessed’. He 

observed: ‘The only thing missing was a Conservative audience. There were very few 

branches, tiny numbers of volunteers and a Labour voting public wholly indifferent to 

any other message than the one they knew to be their own.494  

 

Goldman, who similarly struggled to get a hearing from loyal Labour voters in London’s 

East End, came second in West Ham South with 5,188 votes – 13.9 per cent of the votes 

cast. The Labour candidate Elwyn Jones, a barrister, won more than 28,000 votes – 75.3 

per cent of the vote. The only silver lining for Goldman was that he beat the Liberal 

candidate, O.P. French, who secured 4,020 votes (10.8 per cent of the votes cast). That 

said, Goldman’s share of the vote was only slightly less than the previous Conservative 

candidates Mrs M.L. de la Motte and E.J. Emden had respectively received in the 1951 

(15 per cent) and 1955 (16.9 per cent) general elections. Nonetheless, Goldman held his 

																																																								
490 Lord Lamont (interview), 10 December 2018. 
491 Ken Clarke, Conservative MP, served as Chancellor of the Exchequer from 1993-97. 
492 Lord Heseltine, a Conservative MP from 1974-2001, held a series of cabinet posts from the 1970s-
1990s. He went on to serve as Deputy Prime Minister from 1995-97.  
493 Craig, British Parliamentary (1950-70), 579. 
494 Heseltine, Life, 55. 
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own in the election and did well enough to be considered as a prospective parliamentary 

candidate in a safe Conservative seat. He had earnt his spurs. 

 

For all Goldman’s qualities, the fact that neither he nor the other favourites to be selected 

Tory candidate – Dennis Walters495 or Norman St. John Stevas – lived in the constituency 

‘caused unrest in some quarters’ of the local Conservative Association and ‘eventually 

two local candidates were added’, according to Newby. However this seems to have been 

a case of the local party merely going through the motions, for the Association’s 

Executive recommended Goldman for adoption. The chairman summed up its attitude 

when he declared that the Tories needed ‘a trained man’496 prevent ‘the lurch to 

Liberalism’. In this age of greater deference, the local party executive could have simply 

been doing the bidding of its Tory masters in choosing Goldman though.  

 

The Conservative Party has always been the most hierarchical and deferential of the three 

main political parties in Britain. Yet even at this early stage – before a by-election writ 

had even been issued – an anonymous letter writer in the Orpington and Kentish Times 

gave a taste of things to come when he complained that local Tory workers would 

consequently be ‘trying to sell a stranger’ (Goldman) to the constituency.497 The term 

‘stranger’ could be interpreted as anti-semitic – a coded reference to his Jewish 

upbringing – but could also be interpreted as a protest at the parachuting in of a candidate 

from outside the area. I will look in greater detail at the role anti-semitism allegedly 

played in the campaign in the next chapter. In short, the decision to choose Goldman (or 

for that matter Walters or St. John Stevas if they had been adopted) was always going to 

pose a degree of electoral risk – since none of them lived locally – in a seat such as 

Orpington where the Liberals had been advancing at the local council level and 

Macmillan’s government was suffering from the mid-term blues. Nonetheless, given 

Orpington’s long history of voting Conservative, it seemed a manageable risk; Tory HQ 

could not have envisaged such a ‘safe’ seat actually turning its back on the party. 

																																																								
495 Sir Dennis Walters (1928-), who is of Anglo-Italian descent, went on to be the Conservative MP for 
Westbury from 1964-92. 
496 New Outlook, March 1963, 32. 
497 Cited in New Outlook, March 1963, 32.	
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Pratap Chitnis – an illustrious ancestry 

 

Pratap Chitnis had the most unconventional background of the three key players in the 

by-election, and perhaps for that reason sometimes exhibited an exaggerated form of 

Englishness – for instance, he was always smartly dressed and ‘his neighbours recalled 

seeing him mowing his lawn in a three-piece suit and tie’.498 An attempt, no doubt, to fit 

into the Britain of the time. Born Pratap Chidamber Chitnis on 1 May 1936 in London, he 

was the son of Chidamber Chitnis (1904–1975), a medical practitioner, and his wife, 

Lucia (1906–1977). The paternal side of his family were Brahmin Maharashtrians from 

the modern state of Karnataka. His father Chidambar Narayan Chitnis, a Gandhi-

supporting activist as a young man, was forced to complete his medical training in Britain 

after being barred from doing so in India due to his political activities. A non-practicing 

Hindu, Chidambar Chitnis would abstain from meat on one day a year, the anniversary of 

Gandhi's assassination. 

If anything, Pratap Chitnis’s mother, Lucia Harabandi Mallik, boasted even grander 

roots, and was descended from a noble Bengali family, according to his nephew 

Christopher Graffius.499 The Malliks went on to own the only dry dock in Calcutta and 

lived in a large house in the city’s exclusive Wellington Square. But they were also 

politically active, funding the early development of the Indian National Congress, as well 

as educational and nationalist publications. So for all their money, there was a streak of 

radicalism on both sides of Chitnis’s family. His maternal grandfather, Manmatha Mallik, 

travelled to England in 1871, studied at Cambridge University, joined the Middle Temple 

and was called to the Bar in 1875. Indian students had been coming to study in Britain 

since the 1840s, and from the 1870s their numbers swelled. Most came to study law or 

medicine or prepare for the Indian Civil Service exams. From 1853-1922 it was only 

possible to sit the examinations for the Indian Civil Service in Britain. Similarly, being an 

advocate in the Indian courts during the Raj required a call to the Bar in Britain. Indian 
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students were also attracted by the prestige associated with degrees or qualifications 

awarded in Britain – as long as Britain ruled India, its universities were considered ‘the 

pinnacle of postgraduate education’.500 

While in Europe Manmatha fell in love with a Frenchwoman, Jeanne-Marie Rey, during 

a visit to Aix les Bains in the 1890s, and the couple settled in London. His semi-

aristocratic background and wealth helped open the doors to British high society and the 

world of politics.501 In 1906, the year that Henry Campbell-Bannerman led the Liberals to 

a landslide election victory, Manmatha Mallik stood for election as the prospective 

Liberal Candidate in St. George, Hanover Square, a traditionally Conservative 

constituency in the heart of London.502 Created in 1885, the constituency (which was 

abolished in 1950) comprised of some of the most exclusive and expensive ‘real estate’ in 

Britain and the empire: Mayfair, the eastern side of Berkeley Square, Piccadilly, 

Knightsbridge, Belgravia, the Royal Albert Hall and even Buckingham Palace. 

To be selected as the Liberal PPC in such a constituency the candidate would have had to 

be a ‘somebody’ – an individual of high social standing who would appeal to such a 

constituency’s electorate. Mallik’s selection reflected the fact that in the days before post-

1945 mass migration from the Caribbean and Indian sub-continent, class was sometimes 

a more potent factor than colour in determining the way that non-white individuals were 

treated in Britain and Western Europe. Given that the constituency lay in one the 

wealthiest parts of the capital, it had somewhat predictably been represented by 

Conservative or Unionist politicians ever since its founding.503  

Mallik’s 1906 election address confirmed that on ‘both on his Father's and Mother's side 

he is connected with the landed interest in India’ and noted that there was ‘not a country 

on the continent of Europe which he has not visited’, another indication of the family’s 

high status.  It also revealed that Mallik had set up a scholarship scheme in the country of 

his birth to enable young Indian students ‘to come to, and study in, Europe’, the subtext 

																																																								
500 The Independent, 19 December 2016. 
501 Graffius (interview). 
502 Vincent & Stenton, Part II, 208. 
503 George Goschen (1831-1907), who was of German descent, enjoyed a long parliamentary career which 
culminated in him becoming Chancellor of the Exchequer in the 1890s.  
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being that for all his money, Mallik wanted to give something back to society. Lastly, 

Mallik stressed that he was an internationalist who ‘has always been an ardent Liberal 

and Free Trader, and in favour of a policy of Peace, Retrenchment and Reform at home, 

and the preponderance of England's influence abroad.’504 He comes across as a good 

Liberal and was undoubtedly an inspiration to the young Pratap. His influence also helps 

to explain why Pratap joined the Liberal Party in the 1950s when many a young man with 

progressive views such as his might have seen the Labour Party as a more suitable 

vehicle for their political ambitions. 

However, despite the Liberals winning 400 seats to the Tories’ 157 in 1906, Mallik failed 

to break the Tory stranglehold on St George, Hanover Square, winning 2,191 votes to the 

Conservative Colonel Hon. Heneage Legge’s 4,264 votes.505 Nonetheless he polled 

respectably, and performed every bit as well if not better than the prospective Liberal 

candidate in the previous general election, W. Everitt, who won 1,278 votes to Legge’s 

3,852 in 1900, an admittedly poor year nationally for the Liberals. Four years later in 

1910, Mallik again stood for the Liberals, this time in Uxbridge, on the outskirts of 

London. But again, he was unsuccessful. This seems to have put paid to his political 

ambitions for he did not stand for parliament again.506  

 

At the time of Pratap Chitnis’s birth his parents lived in Wandsworth, London, but later 

moved to Castle Bromwich, Birmingham, where he grew up. His mother's side of the 

family were devout Roman Catholics, and throughout his life Chitnis, who was educated 

by the Jesuits at the prestigious public school, Stonyhurst, was himself a devoted 

Catholic. He went on to study at the University of Birmingham, where he read English, 

and Kansas University where he took a master’s degree.507 On graduating ‘he thought he 

might have a vocation [for the Church] but was persuaded by a Father Provincial that he 

needed to see something of life first’.508 So in 1958 Chitnis took a job as an 

administrative assistant at the National Coal Board. Despite his family’s upper-class 
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Indian background and wealth, and his own public school education, he was occasionally 

still reminded that he would never be regarded as ‘one of us’ by some people in England 

at that time. On joining the Coal Board, he had decided that he should join a London 

club. However, his application was refused on the grounds that ‘black people were not 

allowed to join the club’, according to his widow Anne, a white English woman who met 

Chitnis in 1963 (they married in 1964) when they were both working at the Liberal 

Party’s HQ in Victoria Street, London.509  

 

Liberalism already ran in the blood, as we have seen, and such experiences must have 

strengthened his resolve to try to change society and rid it of ills such as racism. The 

following year, 1959, he joined the Liberal Party, inspired in part by a speech that its 

leader, Jo Grimond, made at a Royal Albert Hall. ‘That helped reignite his Liberalism,’ 

according to his nephew.510 Following in his grandfather’s footsteps, Chitnis then stood 

for election as a Liberal local council candidate in the leafy five-seat St John’s Wood 

Terrace ward in Marylebone Borough Council, London, in the local elections of 1959 

where the candidates included Lord G. Lucan [Labour] – father of the notorious seventh 

Earl of Lucan, an aristocrat who disappeared in November 1974, never to be seen again, 

following the murder of his nanny.511 Of the 15 candidates – five Conservatives, five 

Labour and five Liberals – standing in the ward Chitnis finished last with a paltry 98 

votes. The five Tory council candidates emerged victorious. While he received only 

slightly fewer votes than his four fellow Liberals who each polled between 114 and 136 

votes, his last place finish suggests that his race and colour may have played a part in his 

poor electoral showing.512 

 

This setback does not seem to have put Chitnis off politics, although his bruising 

electoral experience may have led him to conclude that he stood more chance of pursuing 

a successful political career as a behind the scenes political operator than as a front-line 

politician – for in the general election later that year (1959) he acted as agent for the 
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Liberal PPC fighting the North Kensington constituency, and in 1960 he left the National 

Coal Board and took a job as local government organiser at Liberal Party headquarters.  

The political battle in North Kensington was particularly high-profile because the racist 

Sir Oswald Mosley,513 founder of the British Union of Fascists in 1932, was standing as 

the anti-immigrant Union Movement514 candidate. The contest took place against the 

backdrop of the race riots of 1958 which had been inspired by Mosley’s followers, and 

was fought ‘against a background of violence and sensational media publicity’.515 During 

the campaign both the Liberal candidate, Michael Hydleman, a Cambridge-educated 

Jewish hardware merchant, and Chitnis ‘suffered racist abuse’, according to Michael 

Meadowcroft.516 And while Hydleman might have come a poor third behind Labour and 

the Conservatives, winning just 8.9 per cent of the vote, he and Chitnis at least had the 

satisfaction of pushing Mosley, who polled 8.1 per cent of the vote, into fourth place.517 

 

Chitnis’s grandfather had stood for parliament as a prospective Liberal candidate at a 

time when very few non-white people lived in Britain, and those who did often had an 

upper middle class or semi-aristocratic background.518 By the late 1950s and early 1960s 

the situation was very different. The mass migration of non-white people, which had 

begun with the arrival of the Caribbean migrant ship Empire Windrush in 1948, was 

already causing tension in some traditionally white working class urban areas where the 

new arrivals were settling – witness the 1958 Notting Hill race riots to which I have 

already alluded. And it would not be until the late 1980s that the first post-1945 wave of 

black MPs – Bernie Grant, Paul Boateng and Diane Abbott – were elected to 

Parliament.519  

																																																								
513 Mosley, Oswald (1896-1980). 
514 The Union Movement was founded in 1948 by Mosley is his attempt to re-enter politics. It campaigned 
for the restriction of non-white immigration from the Commonwealth, and greater British participation in 
the burgeoning European Economic Community, but it failed to gain any widespread support. 
515 Liberal / Liberal Democrat candidates in the Greater London Region 1945-2015, Journal of Liberal 
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London.pdf. (Last accessed 3 March 2020.) 
516 Mr Michael Meadowcroft (interview), 20 March 2019. 
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Liverpool and London.  
519 Diane Abbott would become the best known of the trio, and go on to become Labour’s Shadow Home 
Secretary in 2016. 
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To conclude, the three central characters in the Orpington by-election – Lubbock, 

Goldman and Chitnis – all had very different back stories, but some things in common 

too. Their shared gender reflected an era when men dominated politics, and they all came 

from comfortable backgrounds. Lubbock’s upbringing was the most privileged, although 

Chitnis boasted an illustrious Indian ancestry. Paradoxically, Goldman, the Conservative 

candidate, was the most meritocratic of the trio in some respects. What is beyond doubt is 

that both Lubbock and Goldman were exceptional men, as their post-Orpington careers 

testify. Even Jinkinson, despite his poor showing in the by-election, went on to achieve 

prominence as a trade unionist – he was General Secretary of NALGO (National and 

Local Government Officers’ Association) from 1990-93, and General Secretary of 

UNISON (created by the merger of NALGO with two other unions) from 1993-96.  

While Chitnis was a trailblazer for BAME individuals participating in the post-1945 

world of British politics, even if his role as an agent rather than a candidate for the 

Liberals, by now very much the third party in British politics, resulted in him never 

receiving the recognition he deserved. 
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          5. The Campaign: a two-party fight with a difference 

 

The by-election520 campaign proper did not get off to the best of starts for the 

Conservatives. The party holding a seat has traditionally had the right to issue the writ for 

a by-election following the stepping down, retirement or death of an MP. Both the 

Liberals and Labour realised that the by-election might be delayed because the Commons 

was not sitting until 17 October. But when no writ was issued it became clear that the by-

election would most likely not take place until after Christmas – that is, the new year 

(1962). The big question was whether the Tories would wait to let it be fought on the old 

voters’ list or the new one to be published on 16 February 1962. 

 

The Liberals skilfully exploited local resentment at the Government’s delay in moving 

the writ to trigger the by-election. Local activists collected 3,500 signatures – no mean 

feat – on a petition deploring the ‘disenfranchisement’521 of Orpington constituents. And 

in a flourish worthy of the showman that he was, on 19 February 1962 Jeremy Thorpe, 

the Liberal MP for North Devon and future party leader, presented the petition to the 

House of Commons, telling the chamber: ‘The Petition shows that since 1 October 1961 

the electors of Orpington have been unrepresented in your honourable House of 

Commons, that no steps have been taken to cause the election of a new Member to be 

held for the said constituency of Orpington, and that the electors of the said constituency 

have thereby been and are still disfranchised.’522 

 

The next day, 20 February 1962, Marcus Lipton, the maverick Labour MP for Brixton, 

London, who realised that the issue provided a useful stick with which to beat the 

Macmillan government, sought to draw the House of Commons’ attention to what he 

called ‘the dubious behaviour of the Government in connection with the Orpington by-

																																																								
520 A by-election is an election held in a single constituency to fill a vacancy that has arisen during a 
government’s term of office.   
521 Deprived of the right to vote. 
522 Hansard Vol 654 (19 February 1962), https://api.parliament.uk/historic-
hansard/commons/1962/feb/19/new-writ-orpington#S5CV0654P0_19620219_HOC_7. (Last accessed 1 
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election, which, in my submission, represents a denial of democratic rights.’ Lipton, who 

had first tried to win election as a Liberal councillor in Stepney, London, noted that there 

was no statutory requirement to fill a seat vacated between General Elections within a 

certain period. ‘Nevertheless,’ he said, ‘this does not entitle the Government to abuse the 

position.’ He continued: ‘No one objects to a certain degree of political gamesmanship… 

but this flexibility [in the absence of statutory provision] has been grossly abused in the 

case of the Orpington by-election. Here we have a seat which was vacated on 1 October 

last year… [and] almost five months have elapsed, during which the electors of 

Orpington have been denied the right of representation in this House.’523 

 

Lipton, who was elected in the 1945 Labour landslide, suggested that ulterior motives lay 

behind the Macmillan’s government failure to serve the by-election writ more than four 

months after Sumner’s departure. ‘Some of us suspect that the by-election has been 

deliberately delayed because the Government found themselves ... in an unfavourable 

situation,’524 and therefore wanted to delay the by-election for as long as possible for fear 

of an unfavourable outcome. He added bluntly: ‘These political tactics have caused a 

certain amount of indignation in Orpington,525 where the period has been so prolonged 

that even the least intelligent Conservative voter there began to realise that he was not 

represented in this House. Therefore, for the first time for many years … we had the 

spectacle of a Petition being presented to his House by the electors of Orpington, asking 

this House to take the necessary action.’ Furthermore, he said there had been ‘a gross 

abuse of constituents' rights since constituents’ ‘only means of redress is through his [or 

her] elected Member of Parliament’. The rights of constituents had consequently ‘been 

deliberately flouted by the cowardice of the Government to face the test of public 

scrutiny’.526 

 

																																																								
523 Hansard Vol 654 (20 February 1962), https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/1962-02-
20/debates/2c5c26f2-64e0-4b5f-8171-0cb70ca8f071/NewWrit. (Last accessed 10 Feb 2019.) 
524 Ibid. 
525 The only real evidence of indignation among Orpington’s voters was the 3,500 name petition collected 
by the Liberals deploring their disenfranchisement. 
526 Hansard Vol 654.    
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Twisting the knife a little deeper, he suggested that ‘the unwillingness of the Government 

to face the test of public scrutiny’ in Orpington was down to its fear of losing the seat 

which would have been a damaging blow to the Government's prestige.’ That much was 

surely true. He went on: ‘The reason for delay is the abject cowardice of the Government 

and its reluctance to face the electors’, which might have been understandable given the 

circumstances, but should ‘not be so prolonged’ as in this case. He concluded: ‘This 

delay, pushed to the limit of nearly five months, is reprehensible and, in my submission, a 

blatant affront to the public interest.’ Lipton – an inveterate self-publicist and one of 

those MPs who journalists at the time527 often turned to when looking for a quote to stand 

up a story – had a point. Five and a half months – the by-election did not take place until 

14 March 1962 – was unquestionably a long time for the people of a constituency to be 

without parliamentary representation.528  

However, the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, Iain Macleod, mounted a robust 

defence of the Conservative government, telling the House of Commons that there wasn’t 

‘anything unusual’ in the Motion for the Writ being moved at this time. ‘In 1960, two 

vacancies occurred in October, one at Birmingham, Small Heath and one at Worcester. 

The Motion for the Writ for the seat at Small Heath [Labour] was moved on 3 March,’ he 

said. ‘Therefore, the period which elapsed was longer than that which has elapsed in the 

case of Orpington. The Motion for the Writ at Worcester [Conservative] was moved on 

24 February, the same sort of period as we have now.’ He went on to note that three 

parliamentary vacancies had occurred in late 1961—in  Orpington, Lincoln and 

Pontefract. ‘The Writ for Lincoln was moved last Friday, the Writ for Orpington is being 

moved today and the Writ for Pontefract has not been moved so far,’ he said. ‘Nobody 

can [therefore] say from this that there is any great discrepancy of practice between the 

two parties [Conservative and Labour].’529 However the delay looked suspicious, hence 

the Liberals’ ability to collect a 3,500 name petition among local people unhappy at their 

apparent temporary disenfranchisement. It looked as if the Tories were trying to delay 

																																																								
527 Mr Patrick Hellicar (interview), 29August 2018. Hellicar worked as a journalist on London’s Evening 
Standard but became a local historian on his retirement from the newspaper business. 
528 Hansard Vol 654.	
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this mini-referendum on the government’s performance, and perception is everything in 

politics.  

                                                                  *** 

 

Donald Sumner’s sudden decision in October 1961 to step down as Orpington’s 

Conservative MP, as he was obliged to do having been made a county court judge,530 

wrong-footed all three local parties – Conservative, Liberal and Labour – because it was 

so unexpected. Only two years had elapsed since the 1959 general election and none of 

the parties were ready for a by-election. The Liberals were first out of the starting blocks, 

and after dispensing with the services of their existing candidate Jack Galloway for sound 

political reasons, chose the likeable young councillor Eric Lubbock as their PPC, as 

previously outlined. A few days after Lubbock’s selection in November, Labour 

announced their choice: Alan Jinkinson, 27, a Gaitskellite trade unionist who worked in 

the Education Department of National Association of Local Government Offices 

(NALGO). The Tories were undecided as to who should be their candidate – the field 

was strong and the leading contestants all had their strengths – but on 16 November the 

local Conservative Association’s Executive eventually recommended Goldman – the 

stand-out candidate – for adoption. He ‘spoke brilliantly’ at his adoption meeting531 and 

the local chairman summed up its attitude when he declared that the Conservatives 

needed ‘a trained man’ to prevent ‘the lurch to Liberalism’.  

 

But the delay in issuing the writ played into the hands of the Liberals who were the clear 

challengers in this surprise by-election – as a NOP opinion poll in the Daily Mail in late 

January emphasised, giving the Conservatives’ Peter Goldman  a worryingly narrow 1.1 

per cent lead over the Liberals’ Eric Lubbock, with Labour’s Alan Jinkinson trailing a 

poor third. ‘The pending by-election,’ predicted the Mail, ‘could provide the Liberals 

with their most spectacular victory for years. And the Tories with their most damaging 

defeat.’532 It was almost as if the Mail was willing the Liberals to win, despite being a 

																																																								
530 As explained in more detail in Chapter 4. 
531 Cited in Cook & Ramsden, 162. 
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staunchly Tory paper. The poll also helped to frame the Conservatives versus Liberals 

narrative of the forthcoming by-election campaign. Several days later, the Daily Mirror, 

influenced by the opinion poll, noted that ‘Orpington is, according to every report, far 

from the good Tory constituency it was’.533 

 

Meanwhile the delay in issuing the writ gave the Liberals time to put their local party 

organisation on a war footing. In hindsight, the Tories clearly made a tactical error, 

demonstrating the ambivalence with which the national Conservative Party approached 

the by-election in this supposedly safe seat. The delay also gave the Liberals the 

advantage in what Donald Newby calls ‘the psychological warfare’ field,534 leaving both 

electors and political commentators with the impression that the Tories did not relish the 

fight ahead. To further complicate matters, by the late 1950s and early 1960s the typical 

voter was beginning to think of him or herself  ‘as a consumer’, observed Vernon 

Bogdanor535 – a consumer with the right to parliamentary representation. 

 

A short, sharp campaign 

 

So after a phoney war lasting more than four months – that incidentally saw Eric 

Lubbock and Peter Goldman go head to head in an Orpington Debating Society event on 

2 January 1962 – the by-election campaign proper finally began ‘in a blaze of publicity 

on a scale that has not been seen in politics for many years,’ observed Newby.536  The 

first by-election to have been the subject of a television news report may have been 

Rochdale in 1957, but television had grown hugely in popularity in the five years since – 

it had come of age. Even if the politicians themselves were still grappling to come to 

terms with the new medium as Macmillan himself observed: ‘Television has introduced a 

new dimension into politics and most of us don’t know what to make of it.’537 As a result 

of the new medium’s growth, Orpington attracted an altogether different level of media – 

																																																								
533 Daily Mirror, 1 February 1962. 
534 New Outlook, 34. 
535 Bogdanor, 1959 Election, Gresham College lecture, 11 Nov 2014.	
536 New Outlook, 28.   
537 BBC Radio 4 documentary, Archive on 4: Pandora’s Ballot Box, 16 November 2019, 
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newspaper and television – coverage, in part because the constituency was within such 

easy reach of central London and was adjacent to Macmillan’s constituency which gave 

the by-election added news value. 

 

Most commentators initially assumed that the Conservatives possessed the most 

professional of the three local party machines – after all, the local Tories had kept 

Orpington ‘true blue’ ever since the constituency’s founding in 1945. The Conservatives 

appeared to have the Midas touch, and despite the local council turning Liberal, it was 

generally expected that Orpington’s voters could be counted upon to hold their nose and 

vote for the Conservative candidate, whatever private misgivings they might have had 

about the increasingly tired-looking Tory government which had now been in power over 

a decade, or the candidate himself. After all, they had always done so –  why break the 

habit of a lifetime? 

 

Peter Goldman’s campaign got off to a good enough start. In the early stages of the 

campaign, the canvassing efforts of Goldman and his wife Cicely, who both lived in 

London, were praised for their enthusiasm, and the Conservative area agent reported that 

his meetings were ‘first class’ and ‘well received’.538 In his By-Election Bulletin 

Goldman spoke of how he and his wife would be ‘visiting every road in the constituency 

with a view to meeting as many of you as possible and to making many new friends.’ 

Furthermore he promised, as was common for would-be MPs at the time seeking election 

in a constituency where they did not reside: ‘Should you honour me by electing me to 

Parliament, we shall follow Orpington’s tradition and live in the constituency.’ It was 

generally accepted by this time that a MP should have a base in his or her constituency. 

Given Goldman’s lack of local links, he also cleverly stressed the Kent connections of his 

wife Cicely who was quoted as saying that ‘as a Kentish girl, I feel very much at home 

here [Orpington].’539  
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However, the Labour-supporting Daily Mirror soon cast aspersions on his campaigning 

style, its correspondent Gerald Kaufman540 – a leading Labour politician of the future – 

reporting: ‘I saw this brilliant back-room boy from Tory headquarters campaigning 

yesterday. As housewives hurried from their washing machines to greet him, Mr 

Goldman gave the impression that they were privileged to have the chance of voting for 

him.’541 It was a partisan viewpoint – the Mirror could be relied upon to attack the Tories 

whenever the opportunity arose – but Kaufman would not be alone in finding Goldman’s 

manner off-putting. And for all the post-poll suggestions that anti-Semitism – allegations 

which I will examine in the next chapter – may have played a part in Goldman’s defeat, 

this was unlikely to have motivated Kaufman since he himself was Jewish. In contrast, 

The Times told its readers that Goldman was ‘confidently astride a thumping majority 

[and] is planning a first-class ride to Westminster’.542 

 

The Liberal campaign suffered a potentially disastrous setback of its own making early 

on in the campaign when on the morning of Sunday, 25 February, 17 days before polling 

day, a fire broke out at the Liberal Central Committee Rooms. It took five fire engines 

more than an hour to get the blaze under control, allegedly started by one of Chitnis’s 

carelessly discarded cigarette butts. ‘The conventional wisdom is that Pratap was 

responsible,’ said his wife Anne. ‘He smoked 10 to 15 cigarettes a day back then.’543  

But it could have been worse. First, the all-important canvassing cards had already been 

sent out to the various ward committee rooms. Second, a consignment of posters were 

salvaged from a cupboard, unharmed. Third, a temporary new HQ was quickly 

established in local Liberal Bob Budgen’s home near Orpington high street. Last, the fire 

attracted nationwide publicity which in the words of Donald Newby, ‘may have offset the 

inconvenience caused’.544  

 

																																																								
540 Gerald Kaufman (1930-2017), the son of Polish Jews, went on to serve as a Labour MP from 1970-
2017. Journalism has proved a springboard into politics for MPs of all the main parties. Kaufman, who 
unsuccessfully contested neighbouring Bromley for Labour in the 1955 general election, was a government 
minister in the 1970s and held senior shadow cabinet posts in the 1980s.   
541 Daily Mirror, 13 March 1962. 
542 The Times, 23 February 1962. 
543 Anne Chitnis (interview), 18 July 2018. 
544 New Outlook, March 1963, 34.	
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Meanwhile the Labour Party was still licking the wounds inflicted by the Liberals at the 

previous year’s (1961) local elections, when it had finished in a distant third place545   

which suggested that the contest might well be a two-horse race between the 

Conservatives and Liberals. Not that that stopped George Brown, Labour’s colourful 

deputy leader546 – a Londoner who became an MP in 1945, the all-important election 

when so many of Labour’s post-war leading figures such as Harold Wilson, James 

Callaghan and Michael Foot were first elected to Parliament547 – repeatedly talking up 

their candidate Alan Jinkinson’s chances during the campaign. But Brown and Labour – 

and to a degree the Conservatives too – may have drawn the wrong conclusions from 

1959 when the Liberals pushed Labour into third place in that year’s local elections548 but 

Labour still got nearly 500 more votes in the parliamentary election of 1959549 – fuelling 

Labour’s hopes that for all the Liberals’ success at the local level in Orpington, they 

would be unable to repeat that success at the parliamentary forthcoming by-election. 

 

For all of Chitnis’s ability as an agent though – his drafting in from Liberal HQ to run the 

by-election campaign had been initiated by Jack Galloway – he was lucky to be fighting a 

by-election in a constituency with such an active, well-oiled local Liberal association. 

The local Liberal chairman John Parker and his wife Christine, both of whom were local 

councillors, had been keeping his seat warm by acting as de facto full-time agents for the 

last couple of years and nurturing the party machine. So Chitnis did not have to worry 

about assigning routine jobs like organising the addressing of envelopes, canvassing and 

marking registers; much of this had already been done. He was particularly fortunate to 

have Christine Parker at his side. During World War II, she had worked in Civil Defence 

where her responsibilities included organising emergency services and clean-up 

operations in Sevenoaks, Kent, after bombing raids during the Battle of Britain. The 

Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, even wrote her a personal letter of congratulation 

after surviving one such raid on his way home to Westerham. Her commanding officer, a 

																																																								
545 See page 104. 
546 George Brown (1914-85) served as Labour’s Deputy Leader from 1960-1970. 
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548 See page 104. 
549 See page 90. 
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Captain Wilson, subsequently recommended her for promotion to staff officer, explaining 

apologetically that she would be paid a salary of only two-thirds that of a man of 

equivalent rank. But the strong-willed Parker, clearly a woman ahead of her time, insisted 

on pay parity, and Wilson persuaded Sevenoaks council to make up the difference.550 

                                        

One of the key tenets of Liberal propaganda was that having elected 12 councillors to the 

local urban district council, voters should now elect a Liberal MP. The affable Lubbock 

came across well on the doorstep, and was regarded as ‘likeable and sincere’ by 

electors.551 Not only was he a local councillor but his family had a long association with 

the area, he lived locally, and his children were at local schools. Indeed Liberal posters 

constantly emphasised that the party’s candidate was a local man, loudly declaring: 

‘Lively local Liberal Lubbock’.552  

 

The importance attached to an MP  having strong local links was a comparatively recent 

development. Traditionally, candidates were simply placed in seats, usually by a party’s 

Chief Whip, without necessarily having any connection with the seat or area. In the early 

twentieth century, it had been a lot rarer for MPs to visit their constituencies on a regular 

basis, particularly if they were a long way from Westminster, in part due to the less 

sophisticated transport infrastructure – the train was the only real option if one wanted to 

travel long distance comparatively quickly. A March 1907 letter written by Joe Henry, 

the Liberal Home Secretary Herbert Gladstone's constituency chairman in West Leeds, 

provides evidence of this. In it he suggested that it was perhaps time the MP visited 

Leeds again since he had not done so since the February 1906 election, over a year 

earlier.553 But ‘bit by bit, it was perceived that there could be electoral benefits in a PPC 

having a local background, particularly in areas with a particular identity, such as 

Scotland or Cornwall,’ observed Michael Meadowcroft, the Liberal Party’s Local 

																																																								
550 Daily Telegraph, 2 May 2018. 
551 Cook & Ramsden, 167. 
552 Lubbock Family Archive, Orpington by-election box file, election leaflets. 
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Government Officer from 1962-67554 – reflecting the fact that MPs were gradually 

becoming more accountable to their constituents. 

 

The growing Liberal emphasis on putting up a PPC with local links – it was less 

important a factor for the Tories or Labour since they each has so many ‘safe’ and 

relatively ‘safe’ seats – also reflected the party’s increasing success in local elections 

from 1960 onwards which very often ‘catalysed the progression [of an individual] from 

councillor to parliamentary candidate,’ noted Meadowcroft, a one-time councillor who 

was himself subsequently elected an MP. ‘In some cases it happened because the key 

mover and shaker in the constituency had initiated the local victories and therefore he or 

she was the obvious choice.’555 And the postwar – or more accurately post-Orpington – 

Liberal Party realised that having a local connection very often helped give their man or 

woman the edge over a rival candidate.     

 

Lubbock’s engineering background was also seen as an advantage because it chimed with 

the national mood for technological change which the new Labour leader Harold 

Wilson556 would capitalise on the next year (1963) when he spoke of Britain needing to 

harness the ‘white heat of technology’, helping to rebrand Labour and power it to victory 

in the 1964 general election. Nonetheless, Lubbock had his flaws as a candidate. He was 

‘rather shy, was never a charismatic speaker and in 1962 was hesitant rather than 

articulate’, according to Meadowcroft.557 Tory intelligence broadly agreed with this 

assessment, and thought Lubbock’s public meetings unimpressive and his speaking style 

dull.558  

 

One of the big issues at Orpington revolved around the concerns about Britain’s nuclear 

weapons programme, and the moral legitimacy of even using nuclear weapons, since 

everyone knew the devastation they could cause – and this more than anything else came 
																																																								
554 Mr Michael Meadowcroft (interview), 20 March 2019. 
555 Ibid. 
556 Wilson became Labour leader after the sudden unexpected death of Gaitskell in 1963 aged 56. 
557 Journal of Liberal, 30. 
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close to derailing Lubbock’s otherwise model campaign.  A British atomic bomb had 

been developed in secret after the war. The first test explosion took place off the coast of 

Australia in 1952, and weapons testing continued to take place in Australia until 1958, 

with additional tests on Christmas Island in the late 1950s. Britain also successfully tested 

a hydrogen bomb.559 All this took place against the backdrop of the Cold War, and a fear 

that the world was on the brink of a possible nuclear war. 

 

Lubbock had spoken of his horror at the prospect of nuclear war, and Chitnis claimed that 

Goldman was seeking to portray his statement as support for the Campaign of  Nuclear 

Disarmament (CND),560 a ‘typical Tory insinuation’.561 At Chitnis’s urging, Lubbock 

therefore announced that he was not prepared to let Goldman repeat this apparently 

spurious allegation in front of millions of television viewers and was therefore pulling out 

of a planned BBC television debate with Goldman and Jinkinson which was subsequently 

scrapped. There was little point in having the debate if one of the leading candidates was 

not participating – it would have been a bit like having a prime ministerial television 

debate without the Leader of the Opposition.562 

 

It was a rather unconvincing excuse, and ‘many Liberals up and down the country felt 

that Lubbock should have appeared [in the debate] on television,’ observed Newby. 

Lubbock’s refusal to appear suggested a reluctance on his part to engage in a debate 

about the big issues of the day with his political opponents, and argue his case.  But from 

a strictly partisan viewpoint it was probably the right decision, for it reduced the risk of 

the inexperienced Lubbock inadvertently saying something on the small screen that could 

damage him and his campaign. ‘The decision was a calculated one,’ added Newby. ‘This 

was an election fought at white heat, attracting nation-wide publicity. The CND issue was 

a delicate one which could do Lubbock harm. And [Lubbock’s] advisers felt on balance it 

would be better to handle the television situation as they did.’563 It also reflected an 
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progress of the Cold War – campaigned for unilateral British, and in due course, total world disarmament.  
561 Quoted in New Outlook (March 1963), 34. 
562 Cook & Ramsden, 164. 
563 New Outlook, 34.  



Chapter 6

158 
	

attempt to shield the young councillor from being put on the spot in front of millions of 

viewers. As Meadowcroft, who himself campaigned in Orpington, observed: ‘Eric was a 

very new and reticent councillor. We had to present him as a budding parliamentarian 

and therefore to hide his weaknesses from the electors.’564 

 

However, Lubbock’s decision did not go down well with commentators in the media.      

Among those who criticised the decision were the respected academics David Butler and 

Robert McKenzie who, in a joint letter to The Times, urged amendment of the 

Representation of the People Act to prevent a single candidate vetoing broadcast 

discussions, which had resulted in the BBC feeling ‘obliged by the law to cancel the 

programme and to deny the use of television to the other candidates who were willing to 

appear.565 But crucially, what Ken Young calls Lubbock’s ‘tactical evasion’566 did not do 

him any harm – in part, because television was still a relatively new medium, in part 

because it was a mere by-election, and in part because Lubbock had a reason of sorts to 

turn down the invitation. Whether such a course of action would have been acceptable in 

the late 1960s and 1970s, by which time television coverage of elections was more well-

established, is debatable. 

 

One of the chief characteristics of the by-election campaign was the large number of 

activists that the Liberals poured into the constituency who Christine Parker mobilised to 

ensure that the constituency was plastered with green posters urging people to ‘Vote 

Liberal’.567 The success of local Liberals in capturing the council had, along with 

Grimond’s inspirational national leadership, galvanised party members far and wide: the 

sense of momentum appeared to be with the Liberals and they dared to dream the 

impossible dream. The by-election became a sort of political cause célèbre for the party 

and its members: it was felt that if they threw everything into the fight they might just get 

their man elected. The big Liberal push was aided by the fact that national party 
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membership had been steadily climbing for nearly a decade, as Peter Sloman observed. 

After bottoming out at around 76,000 in 1953, it would hit a high of 351,000 in 1963. 568 

 

Among the young activists who were inspired by Grimond and the new-look Liberal 

Party was Tony Greaves, a bright young grammar school boy from Wakefield, Yorkshire, 

who was studying geography at Oxford University. ‘The Oxford University Liberal club 

organised a bus full of students – the coach was packed – to go campaigning, so I learnt 

to knock on doors,’ said Greaves who would go on to play a leading role in the 

development of community politics – also known as ‘pavement politics’ – in the 1970s 

and in due course become a Liberal Democrat peer. The Liberal campaign was already in 

full-swing and there were so many activists on the ground that there was little work for 

Greaves and his friends to do when they turned up. ‘Every door that had to be knocked on 

had already been knocked on,’ he said. ‘So they [the Liberals] set up impromptu soap box 

sites in the high street and every 50 yards you would find a student haranguing the 

masses. The whole thing was quite extraordinary and there was a real sense of 

excitement. I’d never seen anything like it.’569 

 

But pity the young activist of whichever party who failed to spot a party poster when he 

or she was out canvassing for votes. ‘I knocked on one front door in the Biggin Hill ward 

and said I was calling on behalf of Mr Lubbock,’ said Greaves. ‘The fellow looked at me 

and said: “Can I stop you a minute young man - you’re wasting your time, because I’ve 

been spending every minute of my spare time out working for Mr Lubbock. Didn’t you 

see the poster around the back of my house?”’570 This was evidence of just how 

thoroughly the Liberals had been campaigning in the constituency. Going out canvassing 

on a Sunday morning in the early 1960s was also a faux pas that eager young activists of 

all political persuasions could easily make. ‘The Labour Party sent some attractive 

middle-class girls out one Sunday morning who were berated by people who were 

washing their cars or on their way to church,’ added Greaves.  
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The constituency’s proximity to Westminster allowed ‘big hitters’ from the Conservative, 

Labour and Liberal parties to reach Orpington quickly and this ensured that a lot more 

politicians campaigned there than would have usually been the case if the by-election had 

been further afield. High-profile Tories to descend on the constituency included 

Goldman’s mentor Iain Macleod, Leader of the House of Commons and very much 

Goldman’s mentor, and Enoch Powell, the then Minister of Health.571 However, it is 

debatable to what extent their show of support helped Goldman. Just about all the leading 

Liberal personalities of the day – including Jo Grimond; Frank Byers, a former party 

chairman and MP for North Dorset from 1945-50; Jeremy Thorpe, the future party leader 

who won in North Devon in the 1959 general election; and Mark Bonham Carter, MP for 

Torrington from 1958-59 and still a central figure in Liberal party politics – headed to 

Orpington. While Labour’s larger than life deputy leader George Brown, along with the 

feisty, outspoken Labour MP Bessie Braddock, also made the journey to the south-east 

London suburb. 

 

Right to the end, George Brown, ‘a notorious soak’,572 was beating the drum for 

Jinkinson. Although as the campaign progressed, his increasingly desperate attempts to 

cast doubt on the latest opinion poll ratings reflect the importance they played in boosting 

the credibility of the challenger party – the Liberals – and in confirming the two-horse 

[Tory-Liberal] race nature of the by-election. On one occasion during the campaign 

Brown proclaimed: ‘We will definitely increase the number of votes we polled at the last 

election.’ On 27 February, 17 days before voting, he declared: ‘There is no Conservative-

Liberal fight as the public pollsters have suggested. It is between the Tories and us and 

we can win.’ Even on the eve of the vote he was insisting: ‘Public opinion polls have 

been wrong in the past and this one is wrong too. We are still hoping to win.’573 He was 

not alone in his hostility towards opinion polls. The leading Labour left-winger Aneurin 

Bevan574 also disliked polling which he thought ‘took the poetry out of politics’,575 
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although this ambivalence among some senior Labour figures towards opinion polling, in 

part reflected their reluctance to move with the times.  However, Brown’s bluster would 

be to no avail. 

 

The Issues – the ‘pay pause’ to ‘the bomb’ 

 

Local issues played an important part in the by-election campaign, but underlying 

national issues were arguably more significant. As Vernon Bogdanor observed, by the 

early 1960s the image of the Tories was of ‘elderly men [like Macmillan] in tweed 

shooting grouse on the moors’.576 Yet after three general election defeats on the trot 

Labour appeared wanting. So in a way, the Orpington by-election served as a mini-

referendum on the Macmillan government, something that could be said about many a 

by-election, but was particularly the case in March 1962 given the growing 

dissatisfaction with a Tory government that had been in power for so long. 

 

Following the consumer boom of the late 1950s, many of Orpington’s mock Tudor, semi-

detached home owning voters faced growing cost of living worries in the 1960-62 period. 

An alarming gap had opened up between the country’s import and export figures, Enoch 

Powell, the Minister of Health, had increased prescription charges in 1961, and the 

people of Orpington were suffering from higher mortgage rates and rising rail fares, like 

those in other leafy lower middle class / middle class commuter suburbs around London 

and elsewhere in the country. The economy seemed to have stalled, and the Chancellor of 

the Exchequer’s Budget of April 1961 had not stopped the rot. Wages had risen eight per 

cent on the year but industrial output was increasing at less than half that amount.577  

 

Lloyd sought to bring unions, business and politicians to work for the greater good with 

the creation of the National Economic Development Council – nicknamed ‘Neddy’ – but 

to no avail. With inflationary pressures mounting, Lloyd introduced a ‘pay pause’ 

designed to put the brakes on the inflationary cycle. In the run-up to Polling Day the 
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Daily Mirror suggested that ‘dissatisfaction with the pay pause by the thousands of Civil 

Servants and other white-collar workers who live in the constituency [Orpington] will 

probably bring the Tory majority down by 10,000’.578 It was not far off in its prediction. 

 

Another hot campaign topic was ‘the bomb’, as noted. Nuclear weapons were seen by 

many as a way for Britain to maintain its great power status on the cheap, with Harold 

Macmillan for instance in 1955 insisting that ‘we must rely on the power of the nuclear 

deterrent, or we must throw in the sponge’.579 But the progressive parties of the left and 

centre-left, Labour and the Liberals, with their internationalist streak, were more 

susceptible to the anti-nuclear argument put forward by CND. Indeed, its influence 

resulted in the Labour Party supporting unilateral nuclear disarmament at its annual 

conference in the autumn of 1961 much to the chagrin of the Labour leader Hugh 

Gaitskell and Labour right-wingers. (But this position was reversed in late 1962 when, at 

Gaitskell’s urging, the party adopted a policy of multilaterism).580 During the by-election, 

both Goldman and Alan Jinkinson, the right-wing Labour candidate, stated that they 

would be in favour of launching nuclear weapons against an aggressor nation despite 

Labour’s – temporary, as it happened – vote in favour of unilateralism.  

 

In contrast Lubbock, a cousin of Bertrand Russell – a long-time pacifist and co-founder 

of CND,581 who at the age of 89 was briefly imprisoned for his role in an anti-nuclear  

demonstration in 1961582 – said he did not believe that such a situation would arise in 

Britain. He advocated total world disarmament, a world police force and the admission of 

Communist China to the United Nations. (In fact, Communist China was not given 

membership of the UN, and a seat on the Security Council, until October 1971 after the 

USA had signalled its readiness to recognise the People’s Republic; Taiwan was 

simultaneously expelled.)583 
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In truth, nuclear disarmament ‘attracted largely middle class supporters’, noted Gardiner, 

while CND rallies and marches ‘predominantly attracted the young’.584 In 1962 The 

Guardian estimated that only about one in 20 of those on the Aldermaston march were 

over the aged of 20, and many were under 18,585 while many of the duffel-coated, 

bearded protestors were ‘easy game for the press’ – in the memorable words of the 

celebrated historian AJ.P. Taylor, it was ‘a movement of eggheads for eggheads’.586 So it 

was unlikely to ever decide a by-election in a suburban seat like Orpington with its semi-

detached houses and tree-lined streets. The real significance of the unilateralism issue in 

Orpington was the potential it had as a banana skin to embarrass Lubbock and the 

Liberals. However, Chitnis was fully aware of its potential for damage, and in barring 

Lubbock from appearing in the television debate, effectively put the issue to bed. He 

wanted to focus on more black and white issues – some local, some not – that would play 

to the Liberals’ strengths. 	

 

Election Addresses & Campaign Literature 

 

The campaign kicked off with the three main parties delivering thousands of election 

addresses to every home in the constituency in a bid to sell their candidate to the electors, 

in much the same way they had launched other post-war general and by-election 

campaigns. Such addresses were a way for the political parties to directly reach the 

voters, by-passing the partisan filter of the Press, and typically emphasised that the 

party’s candidate was an upstanding member of society, a family man, and post-1945, 

had done his bit for king and country during World War II. 

 

The Conservatives’ glossy four-page newspaper-style By-Election Bulletin,587 was the 

most professional-looking of the three main parties’ addresses – propaganda sheets, in a 

way – which were distributed to voters at the start of the campaign; it was also probably 

the most costly, reflecting the well-funded Tory campaign. The front page of Goldman’s 
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By-Election Bulletin was headlined ‘GREAT BRITAIN… not Little England’. In the 

story below he argued that ‘the most important thing facing us in politics is what part our 

country is going to play in the world’. He continued: ‘I believe that this can and must be a 

great part, and that Britain’s unique position as a Commonwealth, a European and 

Atlantic power specially fits us to play it.’588  

 

He believed in ‘PEACE THROUGH STRENGTH’ and of the need for ‘general and 

genuine disarmament, under the control of the United Nations [as opposed to unilateral 

nuclear disarmament]’. It was a crucial distinction. He also tried to torpedo his political 

opponents’ position on defence, portraying both Labour and the Liberals as being equally 

untrustworthy on this issue. ‘I do not hold with those Socialists and others who would 

have us abandon our defences unilaterally and throw up the sponge. Neither do I agree 

with the Liberal candidate for Orpington who thinks it extravagant to behave “as if 

Britain was still a major power”. Britain still is a major power – and only the policies of 

the two Left-Wing Parties – the Socialists and the Liberals – will stop us being one.’589 

 

At the time, both the Tories and Liberals regularly used the word ‘socialist’ disparagingly 

to attack Labour, despite the fact that the Liberals regarded themselves as progressive a 

party as Labour. However the Liberals, who were unencumbered by the trade union link,  

and more middle class in their make-up, saw themselves as offering ‘a non-socialist’ 

vision of the future. That said, the differences between the two contrasting visions – 

socialist and non-socialist – could appear hazy to foreign eyes. This particular leaflet 

showed a conscious Conservative attempt to taint Liberal as fellow ‘Lefties’ and to put 

blue water between itself and its main political rival in the by-election. But it is debatable 

how successful any attempt to tar the local Liberals with the same brush as Labour was 

likely to be in Orpington: seeking to portray the upper middle class, public school-

educated Eric Lubbock as a de facto socialist was a bit of a stretch. 
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The idea that Britain was still great loomed large in Goldman’s campaign literature and 

he sought to associate his campaign with the empire and great power status, as many 

Tories past and present had done. As John Charmley observed, ‘the three main pillars’ of 

the 20th century Conservative Party were ‘the Establishment, the Union and the Empire’, 

all three foundations of which had been ‘laid in the Disraeli-Salisbury era’.590 Playing the 

patriotic card for all it was worth, Goldman continued: ‘I simply cannot understand the 

inferiority complex that almost always afflicts Left-Wing Parties whenever our Imperial 

record is mentioned. We should be proud of the generations of public servants and 

private men and women who have brought peace, justice … and now self-government to 

a quarter of the human race. It’s our duty to nail the lies about British “colonialism”.’  

 

In 1962 Britain still had a considerable empire. During Macmillan’s premiership the Gold 

Coast (Ghana), Malaya and North Borneo (Malaysia), Cyprus, Nigeria, Somaliland 

(Somalia), Sierra Leone, Jamaica, Tanganyika, Uganda, Kenya and the Gambia were all 

granted independence. Indeed, with the exception of Labour’s Clement Attlee,591 ‘no 

other prime minister was responsible for such a sweeping programme of decolonisation’, 

according to Lawrence James.592 This had made Macmillan, who ‘on matters relating to 

the Empire and Britain’s place in the world’ was ‘a pragmatic realist’593, and Iain 

Macleod – the government’s Colonial Secretary, who in October 1961 told the 

Conservative conference in Brighton: ‘You must be in no doubt that you are watching 

one of the great dramas in history, as so many countries thrust forwards through 

nationalism towards their independence’594 – a target of attacks from some Tory right-

wingers and fringe groups like the League of Empire Loyalists who were unhappy at the 

haste with which the empire was being dismantled.  

 

Conservatives young and old – be it Goldman or Macmillan – were proud of the part that 

Britain had played in world affairs over the centuries, and of the pivotal and often heroic 

role its armed forces had played in the epic military struggles of the 19th and 20th 
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centuries like the Napoleonic Wars, and the two world wars – in which it ended up on the 

winning side. Macmillan himself was wounded three times as a captain in the Grenadier 

Guards in World War I and in later life, it was said, developed a ‘certain contempt’ for 

those who had not served in the armed forces.595 The Britain of the late 1950s and early 

1960s also retained strong links with leading Commonwealth countries such as Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand, and boasted still powerful armed forces with military, naval 

and air bases as far afield as Gibraltar, Cyprus and Singapore. 

 

But the times were changing. By the early 1960s trade with the Commonwealth was 

shrinking fast and the Dominions (Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa) 

were increasingly going their own way and loosening their once close bonds with the 

United Kingdom. Moreover many political and business leaders were increasingly 

coming to recognise that Britain needed to reorientate its interests and to look for future 

prosperity more towards Europe, whose economies were booming. In short, Britain was 

on the way from a global imperialist to becoming little more than a European power.596 

As the former US Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, famously said in late 1962, ‘Britain 

had lost an Empire but has not found a role’,597 a comment which decades later was ‘still 

apposite’.598 

 

On pages 2-3 of his by-election bulletin, Goldman turned to bread and butter issues that 

were more likely to affect voters on a daily basis than Britain’s position on the world 

stage. He noted how ‘over 3 million new houses and flats have been built’599 under the 

Conservative government since 1951. The failure of Labour to end the post-war housing 

shortage had been an important election issue in 1951, and the Conservatives had 

promised to build 300,000 houses a year – as Housing Minister, Macmillan had achieved 

this seemingly impossible pledge albeit at the quality of much of the housing. Goldman 

continued: ‘Everyone can see what this has meant in terms of family happiness and 

comfort.’ At the local level he noted that Orpington Council had ‘a fine record’ in 
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offering mortgage facilities, and was delighted that the Government had ‘given in loan 

sanction for yet a further million pounds for the purpose’. But he did not want to lose the 

votes of NIMBY electors who feared that new housing developments would impact on 

them personally and change the face of Orpington forever. ‘I am against developments 

which spoil the character of existing residential districts and against the haphazard sprawl 

of towns into the countryside,’ he said, promising: ‘You can count on me always as a 

vigilant protector of the Green Belt.’600 

 

The Tory PPC went on to list other reasons why people should vote for the 

Conservatives. He asserted that the standard of living had risen more in the last ten years 

of Conservatism ‘than in all the previous 40 put together’ – a bold claim but of course the 

previous 40 years – 1911–1951 – had witnessed two world wars and the Depression of 

the 1930s. ‘Full employment has been maintained,’ he said. ‘Shops bulging with goods 

have effaced the memory of the ration-book.’ While he defended what he called 

‘measures to check inflation’ – that is, the pay pause – as being a ‘means to an end 

Orpington will approve – steady prices for the housewife, and a fair deal for professional 

middle-class and retired people whose incomes can’t keep pace if the cost of living 

bounds up as it did under Socialism’. Goldman also spoke of his ‘delight’ at the 

Government’s new national hospital programme ‘under which 90 new hospitals’, 

including one in North-West Kent where Orpington lay, would be built, more than 130 

‘completely remodelled’ and more than 350 ‘substantially improved’. He was similarly 

proud of the fact that ‘nearly 5,000 [schools] in all’ had been built since the Tories took 

power in 1951, although he conceded that ‘to fulfil more of the promise of Mr Butler’s 

1944 Education Act601 we must have a boy’s grammar school in Orpington’.  

 

Goldman was right to bang the drum for what the Conservatives for there was much to be 

proud of in the Tory record in the 1950s. The ten years from 1948-58 saw ‘one in six 

families moved into new homes’, and by 1964, ‘50 per cent of people lived in owner-

occupied homes’. What’s more, he noted, it had seen a substantial growth of ‘the white 
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collar sector’.602 That said, by 1961/62 Macmillan’s government ‘was becoming 

vulnerable over its management of the economy, now suffering from a balance of 

payments deficit and poor economic growth,’ according to Martin Pugh.603 

 

On one key local issue that was controversial – whether or not Orpington should merge 

with the larger, neighbouring borough of Bromley to create a new borough within Greater 

London – Goldman bravely declared: ‘I favour the proposal.’ Merging local boroughs has 

always been controversial, in part because the smaller borough is usually subsumed into 

the larger borough with a consequent loss of identity and control. But he defended the 

move, claiming it would mean ‘a reduction in rates’, and bring ‘all the great human 

services of local government – including education – under our own control’. In a general 

election, or run-of-the-mill by-election for that matter, Goldman’s professional-looking 

election address may have helped him cross the finishing line first. It contained nothing 

likely to offend anyone and portrayed him in a positive light. However, this was no 

ordinary by-election.  

 

Lubbock’s main election address604 had a more homespun feel to it. ‘Dear Elector,’ it 

began. ‘The threat of a nuclear war, which would probably destroy the whole of 

civilisation, hangs over the world. But are you satisfied that all possible steps have been 

taken by our Government in the interest of world peace?’ But after this bold attempt to 

claim the moral ground, he quickly turned its fire on the Tory administration’s other 

perceived failings, and spoke of how the country was experiencing ‘the worst economic 

crisis since the war’, rhetorically adding: ‘Small wonder that many people are 

disillusioned with politics!’ At the bottom of the election address’s opening page, 

Lubbock’s ‘signature’ appeared alongside his address - Nine Elms Farm, Down, 

Orpington – immediately emphasising the candidate’s local roots. 

 

The next page carried details of Liberal Party policies. Under the headline ‘Stop Waste 

on Defence’, it called on Britain to stop making the H-bomb and instead ‘build up’ its 
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‘conventional forces under NATO’ and to ‘work for general disarmament’ – policies that 

reflected British Liberalism’s long internationalist streak. The third main policy plank – 

the second was a call to ‘Simplify Taxation’ – was ‘Enter the Common Market’. Two-

and-a-half years earlier at the 1959 general election, Europe had not featured prominently 

in the Liberal manifesto, but Lubbock’s address now said that ‘Britain must enter the 

Common Market’. Moreover it should take ‘immediate steps’ towards ‘a decimal 

currency system and the metric system of weights and measures to help us compete in 

Europe on equal footing’. A call for Britain to turn its back on the centuries-old system of 

imperial weights and measures must have struck many at the time as quite radical. 

 

Elsewhere the address concerned itself with domestic affairs. Lubbock was concerned to 

‘Stop Urban Sprawl’. He called for the ‘new town’ programme to be expanded.605 ‘This 

would enable us to preserve the remaining open spaces in fringe areas such as Orpington, 

and relieve overcrowded trains and buses,’ he said. Like Goldman, Lubbock was 

attempting to assure all those residents concerned at the pace of development that he was 

on their side. He attacked ‘panic manipulation’ of the bank rate and the government’s 

‘failure to plan on a national scale, which any housewife would be ashamed of in her 

domestic budget.’ He also wanted to ‘Keep the cost of living down’ and ‘Help old age 

pensioners’ – what politician doesn’t?  Lubbock also wanted increased spending on the 

aged, housing and education. He proposed that ‘the basic pension should be increased 

and tied to the cost of living index’, there should be ‘an increased housing budget’ as part 

of a five-year plan’, and ‘the school building programme must be expanded and teachers’ 

salaries raised’. Orpington also needed a new boys’ grammar school, he added. Cynics 

could argue, and they did, that it was all very well for the Liberals to promise this and 

promise that, because there was very little chance of them getting into government and 

ever having to deliver on their promises. 

 

The Labour candidate Alan Jinkinson’s election address might have featured some fiery 

rhetoric and taken a pot-shot at millionaire businessmen but reading between the lines, 
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one got the impression that Labour was rather going through the motions and did not 

really believe that it stood much chance in Orpington. Underneath the bland, ad land-

style slogan ‘I believe in people – for people matter most’, the opening paragraph 

provocatively declared: ‘The people of Orpington are always being told they are natural 

Tories – not at all the people the Labour Party stands for. What old-fashioned nonsense!’ 

It went on to claim that ‘under Tory rule the teachers, civil servants, professional workers 

and technicians’ – that is, the sort of white collar workers who lived in Orpington – ‘have 

suffered as much as, and in some cases more, than the industrial workers.’606 

 

Playing the class card, Jinkinson’s election address was primarily aimed at Labour’s 

traditional supporters on Orpington’s council estates like St Mary Cray who had voted for 

the party in the past. It lashed out at the Tory ‘pay pause’, saying that if wages must be 

‘restrained’ there ‘must be equal sacrifices for everyone’ – that is, the rich and the poor. It 

also accused Selwyn Lloyd of running away from the idea of a capital gains tax [on the 

wealthy], and enforceable restraint on profits. ‘Charles Clore607 can go on multiplying his 

fortune. But the railwaymen are told that 7d. [old pence] in the pound is all they can hope 

for at present,’ fumed Jinkinson. Just how successful playing class politics was in leafy, 

lower middle / middle class Orpington is debatable. It might have found favour on the 

council estates but it was unlikely to win over the comfortably-off home owners in their 

bungalows and semi-detached houses, the support of some of whom at least was essential 

to a Labour victory. 

 

Elsewhere Jinkinson’s election address called for the scrapping of the 11-plus 

examination – pupils who passed it went to grammar schools, pupils who failed it went to 

secondary schools – so to call for its scrapping was tantamount to calling for the 

scrapping of grammar schools. It also called for the raising of the school-leaving age, and 

for smaller class sizes – the latter call was often made by opposition politicians come 

election time. Labour’s man also hit out at the Tory government for its treatment of ‘the 

old, the chronically sick and the needy’ although perhaps he was over-doing it a bit when 
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he said: ‘Ten years of Tory rule has left them [the old and the needy] in a sorry plight.’ 

Lastly, he spoke in favour of joining the Common Market, but there was a caveat: ‘I 

support entry only if satisfactory terms are won.’ 

 

So what to make of the three election addresses? In some respects they were all quite 

bland. Peter Goldman’s was much the wordier – not that it did him much good at the 

ballot box – reflecting the fact that he was the intellectual heavyweight of the trio. In 

truth, though, election addresses were only one of the weapons in a candidate’s armoury, 

and it is possible to read too much into them. 

 

The photographs used in the election addresses in what was becoming an increasingly 

visual age media-wise were also revealing for what they said about the candidates and the 

way they were being projected. The front page of Peter Goldman’s By-Election Bulletin  

had a photograph showing him in a three-piece suit enjoying an intimate, if respectful 

conversation with the prime minister Harold Macmillan.  

 

It was captioned ‘The Prime Minister talks with Peter Goldman’, demonstrating the 

respect that the PM had for the Tory PPC.  The message that Conservative campaign 

managers were clearly trying to convey was that he was a well-connected individual who 

mixed in the highest political circles, had the PM’s ear and could therefore get things 

done for the people of Orpington. Inside the bulletin Goldman was pictured talking to a 

shopper outside a supermarket under the headline ‘Housewives’ Choice’ and in a variety 

of other locations: with a homeowner outside a house; talking to factory workers; and 

chatting to a couple of pensioners.608 The back page showed him in a happy domestic 

pose: sitting on the arm of a chair next to his attractive wife Cicely, the two of them 

smiling. In other words, there was an attempt at showing how away from the political 

frontline Goldman was a conventional, loving family man. 

 

The Liberal election address featured four photographs of Lubbock. On the front page he 

was shown standing by a wrought iron fence in his suit and tie, while out canvassing. 
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Below the photograph was a potted biography saying that he was a local councillor, the 

grandson of the MP ‘who introduced Bank Holidays’ and was married with three 

children. Elsewhere he was pictured opening a car door for his wife, standing outside his 

house with her and their three young children, and breakfasting with the trio at home. The 

intention was clearly to portray Lubbock as the local family man that he was, a man who 

could understand the issues facing other parents with young children. The Labour 

election address featured just one photograph of its candidate, Alan Jinkinson, dressed in 

a suit and tie, his dark hair parted to one side.  

 

Nationally Labour was better funded than the Liberals so the lack of photographs of the 

candidate out and about in the constituency – the lack of any attempt to make a visual 

connection between Jinkinson and Orpington’s Labour supporting voters, the majority of 

whom were likely to be found on the constituency’s council estates, again suggest that 

Labour clearly was not putting everything into this by-election battle. 

 

Nonetheless, like George Brown, the Labour-supporting Daily Mirror, then Britain’s 

biggest-selling daily newspaper, was banging the drum for Jinkinson right to the end. On 

13 March, the day before polling day, its reporter Gerald Kaufman predicted that 

Labour’s ‘handsome young candidate’ would be going ‘all out in the last round of a no-

holds barred contest’ with ‘ex-Army lightweight’ Lubbock in the fight to be runner-up to 

the Tories’ Peter Goldman, still the favourite to win given the massive Conservative 

majority in the general election of 1959. The Mirror continued: ‘The cocky Liberals 

claim they have overtaken Labour’ and went on to acknowledge that ‘suave Mr 

Lubbock… thinks he has a good chance of scoring a sensational victory by snatching 

Orpington from the Conservatives’ but added that ‘bright Mr Jinkinson… does not 

agree’. It also – helpfully for Labour – carried photographs of all three candidates out 

campaigning, even though most commentators agreed it was a two-horse race between 

Goldman and Lubbock. However, despite the tabloid’s shameless partisanship – evident 

in the use of such positive adjectives as ‘handsome’ and ‘bright’ in talking about 

Labour’s man and the use of less flattering terms such as ‘cocky’ and ‘suave’ when 

talking about the Liberals and Lubbock – the paper still assumed that the Tories would 
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win and hedged its bets about which party would be the runner-up. ‘Who will come 

second?,’ it asked. ‘If the people of Orpington feel this is the time to make a protest 

against the record of all post-war governments it will be Lubbock. If they decide to give 

Prime Minister Macmillan notice to quit by supporting the one party in a position to 

replace the Tories in power then the runner-up will be Jinkinson.’609 As it happened, 

neither of its predictions was correct. 

 

Decision Day  

 

On polling day Jo Grimond, with his natural flair for publicity, toured the constituency in 

a white Chevrolet with Eric Lubbock, while Grimond’s wife Laura was among the 

hundreds of Liberal workers ‘knocking up’ – knocking on supporters’ front doors to 

make sure they had voted. The Conservatives had around 500 cars and 1,000 party 

workers at their disposal, and Labour around 200, according to Donald Newby.  While 

the Liberals had so many vehicles that Chitnis ‘lost count’ of all the cars people had lent 

the party.610 Despite this, local Tories were in good heart and thought the high turnout 

favoured their man. Indeed the Conservative agent, Brian Wilcox, predicted during the 

day that ‘on anything above a 65 per cent poll we are home and dry’. Furthermore, they 

could take heart from the fact that on the eve of poll one newspaper columnist – J.W.M. 

Thompson on London’s influential Evening Standard – predicted: ‘I still say the Tories 

will win.’611 

 

However over the previous years, while fighting local elections with ever greater success, 

local Liberals had built up a turbo-charged local Polling Day operation focused on 

‘knocking up’ voters. The call for volunteers to help get out the vote on election day had 

gone out far and wide. Indeed one knocking up team on Polling Day consisted of the 

Liberal MPs Donald Wade and Jeremy Thorpe [the future party leader] whose presence 

on the big day indicated how big a push the party was making for victory. Local Liberals 

believed that a heavy poll favoured them - although it clearly could not benefit both 
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Tories and Liberals. Chitnis’s consolidated canvass returns showed that if the 

constituency’s electors voted as they said they would, Lubbock could poll more than 

19,000 votes which would ensure that he emerged triumphant that night.      

 

The Liberals also received a useful last minute fillip when the electors of Blackpool 

North gave their verdict on Macmillan’s Conservative government on 13 March, the day 

before the Orpington poll – a by-election sparked by the elevation of the Tory MP Sir 

Toby Low to the House of Lords as Lord Aldington. In a better than expected result the  

Liberal candidate Harry Hague increased his share of the vote from 20.6 per cent to 35.3 

per cent of the vote, leapfrogging Labour and cutting the Tory majority at the 1959 

general election from nearly 16,000 to  just 973.612 What better start to Polling Day could 

local Liberals in Orpington ask for than this near-miss which was clear evidence of 

momentum moving their way? 

 

On the afternoon of the very same day - 13 March (the eve-of-poll in Orpington) – 

Chitnis got a phone call from the Conservative-supporting Daily Mail informing him that 

the paper would be featuring an opinion poll in the following day’s paper showing the 

Liberals narrowly ahead in the constituency. It was music to his ears and never one to 

miss a trick, he immediately ordered 9,000 copies of next day’s Mail and on the day of 

the poll did two things: first, handed them out free to commuters leaving Orpington 

station to catch a train into London (they were also given out to returning commuters 

later in the day, many of whom had still to vote), and second, delivered copies to usually 

Labour-voting local council estates in a bid to squeeze the Labour vote.613 By 8pm, one 

hour before polling ended, Chitnis was receiving encouraging feedback from the front 

line, and was told that even in the traditionally Tory Knoll ward ‘of the 963 who had 

promised to vote Liberal, 962 had already done so’.614 By the time the polling booth polls 

closed one hour later at 9pm, the Liberals were confident that their man was in, even if 

earlier in the day a cautious Chitnis had opined that while everything he saw and heard 
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told him that the Liberals were heading for victory, ‘my common-sense tells me we 

cannot’.615  

 

The moment of victory was captured live on television, and the one-minute TV clip gives 

a flavour of the excitement at that night’s election count in Orpington’s Civic Hall when 

the result was announced. The returning officer, flanked by a rosette-wearing Lubbock, 

steps up to the microphone. A clearly crestfallen Peter Goldman, and a partly obscured 

Alan Jinkinson, stand behind the returning officer. Just about everyone visible in the 

camera shot – candidates, agents, supporters and the press - are white, male and 

respectably dressed in a suit and tie. Announcing that the votes cast were as follows, the 

returning officer begins by saying that Goldman has secured 14,991 votes (34.7 per cent 

of the vote) – and he then repeats the figure, as if he feels duty bound to do so just in case 

those at the count, and watching at home on television, can’t believe that Goldman has 

polled nearly less 10,000 votes than the Tories had done three years earlier at the 1959 

general election. The returning officer then announces, and repeats, that Labour’s Alan 

Jinkinson has secured 5,350 votes (12.4 per cent).616 However, his voice is all but 

drowned out by cheering Liberal supporters when he announces that Lubbock - whose 

face breaks into a grin upon hearing the result - has secured  22,846 votes (52.9 per cent). 

A second big cheer goes up when the returning officer continues: ‘I declare Eric Reginald 

Lubbock duly elected.'617 The Liberal majority was a whopping 7,885, while Jinkinson 

lost his deposit by 51 votes.618 

 

The television cameras at the BBC studio in London then panned to the Liberal leader Jo 

Grimond who was taking part in the network’s by-election programme. Like Goldman, 

he could hardly believe what but he was hearing, but unlike the defeated Conservative 

candidate, his reaction was one of stunned joy, not sad incomprehension. ‘My God,’ he 

uttered, ‘an incredible result!’  Lubbock, clutching a bottle of champagne, was carried out 

of Orpington’s Civic Hall on the shoulders of his ecstatic supporters who had worked all 
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too hard to achieve the victory and were simultaneously aware that they had just made 

British political history. Meanwhile, Tony Greaves [Lord Greaves], the Oxford student 

who had campaigned in Orpington for Lubbock, celebrated in style after staying up to 

hear the result at university with other Liberal supporting friends. ‘When [news of ] it 

came through about six of us went running around the quadrangle shouting at the top of 

our voice – but that was the effect it had on us.’619 

 

It was a momentous night for Lubbock, the Liberals and British politics – and the media 

played an important part in spreading news of the Liberals’ by-election win at Orpington 

and in amplifying its impact across the land. Why was there such unprecedented media 

interest in the by-election? First, few newspaper reporters or television correspondents 

would have been old enough to remember the last big Liberal by-election win before 

World War II – Mark Bonham Carter’s 1958 victory in distant Torrington620 was much 

narrower and there were special circumstances, as explained earlier in the chapter on the 

Rochdale and Torrington by-elections. The dramatic Liberal win at Orpington was 

altogether more newsworthy, and did not seem like a one-off at the time, because the 

Liberals had been doing well in recent by-elections and local elections. It appeared to fit 

into a pattern of slow but steady electoral advance. Second, the scale of Lubbock’s 

victory juxtaposed alongside the poor Tory and Labour showing in a once true-blue, 

suburban London seat adjacent to the Prime Minister’s own parliamentary seat, made 

commentators sit up and take notice.  This was something out of the ordinary, and its 

occurrence at a time of growing difficulties for the government after a decade of Tory 

rule, hinted at the possibility of a more widespread political shake-up.  

 

The tectonic plates appeared to be shifting and tellingly, tabloid and mid-market papers 

like the Daily Mirror, Daily Mail and Daily Express gave almost as much coverage to the 

Orpington by-election result – reflecting the national interest in the story – as The Times, 

Daily Telegraph, The Guardian and Sunday Times which authoritatively declared that 
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‘Liberalism has arrived as the Third Force [in Britain], menacing both Right and Left’.621 

The Orpington result was also widely reported in the still significant regional press. Some 

big regional papers – such as the morning daily The Birmingham Post, which ran a front 

page lead story headlined ‘LIBERALS WIN AT ORPINGTON’622 – carried great clout 

in their circulation area. But just how momentous was the by-election? And what was its 

true significance? The next chapter will seek to answer these questions. 
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7. The Orpington Moment: causes and consequences    

 

In March 1962, an article in the Sunday Times contended that ‘the heady wine of 

Orpington’ was the Liberals’ ‘most exhilarating beverage since their finest hour of the 

Campbell-Bannerman landslide in 1905.’623 It added: ‘If Jo Grimond does not, even in 

his wildest moments, see himself driving to Buckingham Palace to receive the Queen’s 

commission to form a Liberal administration, at least he can look forward to a future 

beckoning a substantial Parliamentary Party which may exert the balance of power.’624 

These were indeed heady days for the Liberals. Their by-election triumph made headline 

news on both television and in the press. In 1997, the historian Ken Young observed: 

‘The Orpington result was universally regarded as being of quite unprecedented 

significance.’625 In 2010, Chris Cook argued that it was ‘the most sensational by-election 

since East Fulham in October 1933’.626 And nearly 60 years after the by-election, that 

view still held, with Peter Hennessy in 2019 echoing their view that it was ‘the most 

significant by-election of the postwar years thus far’.627 In brief, the by-election has been 

interpreted as demonstrating how the first cracks were appearing in the Labour vs. 

Conservative duopoly that had seemed set in stone since 1945.  

 

This final chapter brings together the various themes analysed in the previous chapters to 

arrive at an overall assessment of the by-election. It will explore whether the result can be 

seen as a referendum on the national government or whether it can be explained by local 

factors. As such, the chapter analyses to what extent the Liberal surge reflected a new 

social and political fluidity or was merely a protest vote. Furthermore, it examines how 

big a role tactical voting and opinion polls played in the outcome, and to what extent the 

media helped shape public perception of the by-election. It is divided into two parts: 

causes and consequences. The first part will attempt to answer why Orpington turned out 

as it did and what the result said about the Britain of the time. The second part will 
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attempt to ask just how great an impact the by-election really had and why it was 

regarded with such significance by the contemporary media and much of the political 

class. Put briefly, the chapter argues that it was the very combination of local and 

national factors that produced such a surprise result, reflecting  a yearning among some 

for change after a decade of Tory rule in a Britain on the cusp of fundamental social 

change. Furthermore, it seeks to show that the significance with which the result was 

treated at the time needs to be seen in context: nothing like Orpington had happened since 

1945. The Liberals’ only postwar by-election win until then had been in the largely rural 

Torrington on Britain’s Celtic fringe, and that had been won with a slim majority. 

Orpington was different and neither the Tories or Labour had a ready answer to a by-

election result that appeared a harbinger of political change. 

 

Part One: A society in transition? Explaining the Orpington ‘earthquake’ 

 

i / A thirst for change and a renewed Liberal challenge 

 

The ‘midterm unpopularity of the party in office’ was clearly an important factor in the 

outcome, as The Guardian628 recognised at the time. After more than ten years in power, 

the Conservatives were particularly vulnerable to such a midterm swing, despite two 

prime ministerial changes – from Churchill to Eden, and then Eden to Macmillan – for 

economic and other reasons. The deficit was £258 million by 1960, and an emergency 

budget was introduced in the summer of 1961 with the bank interest rate rising to seven 

per cent in a bid to support a pound under pressure.629 A controversial ‘pay-pause’ was 

also imposed on state employees in the hope that this would put the brakes on wage 

inflation; it was hoped that the private sector would follow suit.630 But since many private 

companies had inflation-linked automatic pay rises the main brunt was borne by the 

Government’s own employees such as doctors, nurses and teachers.631 At the same time, 

Britain was still spending a large amount on defence despite its growing economic 

																																																								
628 The Guardian, 15 March 1962. 
629 Childs, 100. 
630 Pearce & Stewart, British Political, 482. 
631 Taylor, Harold Macmillan, 403.	
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problems: thousands of British troops were stationed in West Germany, it continued to 

have a Middle East presence and British forces were not withdrawn from East of Suez 

until the early 1970s.632 Overall defence expenditure in 1963 was £1,721m a year, 

‘almost a tenth of the gross national product’.633 Britain was also still ruling colonial 

territories in the West Indies, Caribbean and further afield. In a word, the country was 

militarily over-extended. 

 

For all Macmillan’s qualities as a leader, his administration’s early successes in terms of 

motorway building and the opening of new ‘red brick’ universities,634 and its ‘never had 

it so good’ narrative, the PM had also rather taken his eye off the domestic picture. His 

well-publicised foreign trips – to the African subcontinent,635 as well as to the United 

States and the USSR – had earnt him a reputation as Britain’s ‘most travelled Prime 

Minister’.636 His ‘preoccupation with summitry and the various threats to world peace 

meant there was less time to devote to domestic problems’, observed his official 

biographer Alistair Horne. Consequently by 1961 Macmillan ‘arguably thought more 

about the problems of Berlin than about the parochial problems of his constituents in 

Bromley’,637 added Horne, something the voters in adjacent Orpington perhaps sensed.  

 

After a decade of Conservative government, there was also a more general thirst for 

change, in part as a result of the Tories’ not entirely competent handling of affairs of state 

– although by 1962 the Suez Crisis was old news as far as most of the electorate was 

concerned – and management of the economy. By the early 1960s the Federal Republic 

of Germany was the booming economic powerhouse of Europe, while Britain ‘was an 

underperforming laggard, its growth rate far behind that of the rest of Western 

Europe’.638 Macmillan’s biographer D.R. Thorpe noted: ‘As the seeming promised land 

																																																								
632 In 1968 Prime Minister Harold Wilson announced that British forces would be withdrawn from East of 
Suez in 1971. 
633 Morgan, 218. 
634 Pearce & Stewart, 483. 
635 In Janaury1960 Macmillan embarked on a 6-week Commonwealth African tour, taking in Ghana, 
Nigeria, Rhodesia and South Africa where he made his famous Wind of Change speech. 
636 Horne, Macmillan Vol II, 333. 
637 Ibid, 333. 
638 Judt, 354. 
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of uninterrupted affluence and economic growth was proving more of a chimera than 

anticipated, scapegoats were sought.’639 Indeed, dissatisfaction with the Tories was a key 

factor in motivating some electors to vote Liberal at Orpington, according to the 

scientifically-conducted survey – 403 interviews from 27 March to 28 April 1962 

undertaken by ‘professional, fully trained interviewers who normally work for a market 

research organisation’ – commissioned by the Liberals after the by-election.640 It reported 

that: ‘People were bored and fed up with the Government.’ The most common reasons 

given by respondents for actually voting Liberal at Orpington was either that it was ‘time 

for a change’ or as ‘a protest vote’ against the government. As one respondent 

characteristically explained: ‘I think everyone is fed up with the Conservatives – 

everybody wants a change –something different. The Conservatives have been in 

ages.’641   

 

Ten years is a long time for any democratically-elected government to be in power and 

Lubbock ‘proved to be the ideal lightning conductor for such feelings [of 

dissatisfaction].’642 Nonetheless, the Conservatives could still rely on the support of many 

lower middle class and middle class electors in this traditionally Tory seat: witness the 

near 15,000 votes (around 35 per cent of the total) the party got even at the nadir of its 

electoral fortunes in Orpington in 1962.643 Nationally, the Conservatives also still had the 

backing of most of the business world and the majority of national newspapers, was the 

best-funded of the political parties and boasted a formidable election-fighting machine – 

for instance, unlike Labour and the Liberals, it had full-time agents in the vast majority of 

constituencies644 – which had helped make it among the most successful political parties 

in the western world. However, the Tories did not publish their central accounts until 

1968,645 making it impossible to say with any degree of accuracy what their annual 

income was prior to that date. 

																																																								
639 Thorpe, Supermac, 516. 
640 The Orpington By-Election: a Detailed Report prepared by the Liberal Party’s Political Research Unit, 
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641 The Orpington By-Election, 45. 
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643 Craig, 422.	
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The Liberals, under Jo Grimond’s more dynamic leadership – following the Clement 

Davies era – had already been making progress nationally, particularly at the local 

council level, as noted earlier. The strength of the party varied considerably from 

constituency to constituency, but it was lucky to have a strong, active local Liberal group 

in Orpington which had triumphed in the previous year’s local elections. However, the 

big challenge for the Liberals, as earlier noted, was persuading electors who had voted for 

them locally to also do so at a parliamentary election. Moreover, knowing that Orpington 

– with its socially-mixed electorate, reflected in the swathes of mainly middle-class and 

lower-middle-class semi-detached properties and postwar private housing developments, 

alongside sizeable working class council estates – was a potentially winnable seat, a large 

number of energised, idealistic Liberal activists headed to the constituency. Overall the 

age group of those heading to Orpington ‘was relatively low – mainly 20s and 30s’, 

according to the then-young Liberal activist Denis Loretto.646 The Liberal Party’s  by-

election agent, Pratap Chitnis, therefore had ‘boots on the ground’ and could match the 

Conservatives’ firepower. 

  

Voting Liberal in Orpington’s local council elections also served as a crucial stepping-

stone to voting Liberal for the first time at the parliamentary level: 11,771 people voted 

Liberal in the OUDC elections of 1961 (nearly half of the 24,505 who voted)647 and 

22,846 voted Liberal in the 1962 parliamentary by-election (52.9 per cent of those who 

voted).648 The Liberal Party survey provided further proof of the correlation between 

those who had voted Liberal locally again doing so in the by-election, noting: ‘About a 

quarter of those who switched from Conservative to Liberal, and from Labour to Liberal, 

in their parliamentary voting had already voted Liberal at those [local] elections’.649 

Getting into the habit of voting Liberal locally, and seeing that the party could win 

locally, made it easier for many electors to make the mental leap necessary to voting for 

Lubbock in a parliamentary by-election.  

																																																								
646 Denis Loretto (correspondence), 4 July 2019. 
647 New Outlook (March 1963), 42.	
648 Craig, British (1950-70), 442. 
649 The Orpington By-Election: a Detailed Report, 37. 
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ii/ Upsetting stereotypes: the local Establishment Liberal versus the Tory outsider 

 

The strengths and weaknesses of the respective candidates was also an important 

contributory factor to the result. In Eric Lubbock the Liberals boasted a young, energetic, 

local candidate who was also a family man, as the Liberal campaign literature 

emphasised. This still mattered in the early 1960s, reflecting the small ‘c’ conservatism 

of the era – homosexuality, for instance, was not legalised in England and Wales until 

1967, and Scotland and Northern Ireland until the early 1980s, and the political stigma of 

being gay lingered a lot longer.650 In a post-victory profile of Lubbock the Daily Mail 

admiringly described the father-of-three as ‘the most pugnacious doorstepper of them all, 

calling at far more houses than either of his rivals’, observing that he ‘wore out’ five pairs 

of shoes ‘tramping 350 miles to sell his “local boy” appeal.’651   

 

Coming from a well-known local family also boosted his appeal – ‘he was seen as one of 

us, and able to understand our problems’, noted the Liberal Party survey,652 an admittedly 

partisan source.653 Lubbock’s upper middle-class credentials also endeared him to Tory 

voters, according to the Liberal Party survey’s authors who thought that ‘there may have 

been an air of displaced conservatism in some votes for Lubbock.’654 The idea of 

‘noblesse oblige’ was far from dead in the Britain of 1962 and Lubbock, whose father 

had been the Squire of Orpington,655 was ‘a gent to his fingertips,’ observed  Lady 

Violent Bonham Carter.656 The deferential vote was thus ‘safe for the Liberals’.657 

 

In contrast, while Goldman fought a reasonably ‘energetic and capable campaign’658, he 

was a more cerebral figure and less street smart than his Liberal rival. And unlike 

																																																								
650 Thane, 350. 
651 Daily Mail, 15 March 1962. 
652 The Orpington By-Election: a Detailed Report, 19. 
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Lubbock, he was not a local man. ‘He was seen as ‘an old-fashioned “carpet-bagger”, 

even by local Tories,’ noted D.R. Thorpe.659 The Liberal Democrat peer, Lord (William) 

Wallace, an enthusiastic young Liberal activist at the time of Orpington, observed: ‘Eric 

appeared representative of the ordinary person, and Goldman didn’t – he looked like he’d 

been parachuted into what was regarded as a nice, safe seat’.660 The Liberal Party survey 

found that a number of local people shared this view and felt that Goldman had been 

made the Tory PPC ‘simply so he could get into Parliament.’661 If the by-election had 

been held a few years earlier, before the Liberal fightback at the local council level had 

begun in earnest, he would have probably been a ‘shoe-in’ – but the Tories’ national 

problems, combined with their length of time in office and a resurgent local Liberal 

Party, made his job that much harder. Thus timing was a key factor in Orpington’s 

rejection of Goldman: he was the wrong candidate for the constituency at that moment in 

the political cycle.  

 

iii/ Charges of anti-Semitism: untangling the truth 

  

Among the factors cited by Ken Young as contributing towards Goldman’s defeat at 

Orpington was ‘virulent anti-Semitism’. Goldman, he argued, was ‘to some degree a 

victim of anti-Semitic sentiments’. He also drew attention to ‘Conservative evidence, 

[which] although anecdotal… attributed the anti-Semitic reaction to vicious campaigning 

on the Liberals’ part.’662 Both allegations need to be addressed but all the available 

evidence suggests that his second, potentially most damaging claim, needs to be treated 

with extreme caution. 

 

Before examining the alleged anti-Semitism which took place at Orpington one needs to 

first understand the historical backdrop. The experience of Jews in Britain since the late 

19th century had been highly ambiguous and as such reflected broader political and 

social trends. Britain’s predominantly middle-class Jewish population numbered 60,000 
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in 1880, but as a result of an influx of poor Russian and Polish Jews, had increased to 

around 300,000 by 1914 – an influx that radically altered the occupational and cultural 

profile of Britain’s Jews.663 The concentration of Jews perceived as ‘foreign’ in London’s 

East End became a focus of middle-class concern, and by the late 19th century  a new 

public discourse centred around the presumed ‘threat’ posed by this Jewish presence in 

Britain, led to a rise in racist attitudes towards Jews. Residents of the East End feared that 

once-English districts like Whitechapel were being turned into ‘little Jerusalems’ or 

foreign ‘ghettos’.664 This heightened hostility to Jews – ‘poor Jews met with catcalls in 

streets and markets’ – even if anti-Semitism was never ‘as virulent or explosive as in 

other European states’.665 As a result of pressure from East End Conservative MPs and 

the anti-Semitic British Brothers League (BBL), established in 1901,666 a Unionist 

(Conservative) government introduced the Aliens Act (1905) in an effort to curb such 

immigration from Eastern Europe. By 1914 though Jews were making their mark in 

politics as well as in business and finance, and three Jews held office in Asquith’s 1908-

14 Liberal government. However, an outbreak of Germanophobia in Britain during the 

First World War alarmed middle-class Jews and persuaded many families with German 

origins to anglicise their surnames; moreover, the reluctance of many foreign-born Jews 

to enlist for the military sparked friction and in 1917, for example, an anti-Semitic mob 

looted shops in Leeds’ Jewish quarter.667  

 

A growing number of Jews entered the middle-classes in the interwar years, although 

they continued to encounter discrimination in the form of membership bans at golf and 

tennis clubs, while in medicine they routinely faced obstacles in obtaining positions and 

promotions. However, there was ‘probably less social, occupational and educational 

discrimination than in the United States’.668 In the 1930s, British Jews faced a new threat 

in the shape of Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists (BUF). The BUF’s smashing 

of shop windows and daubing of anti-Semitic graffiti on walls in London’s East End and 
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other big cities instilled fear in Britain’s Jewish community . Nonetheless, in the late 

1930s Britain showed more compassion than many countries in giving sanctuary to 

55,000 Jews fleeing Nazism in Germany and Austria, ‘more refugees, relative to the size 

of its population, than the United States’, Endelman has observed.669 

 

After the Second World War a further 50-60,000 Central European Jews settled in 

Britain, and Britain’s Jewish population reached a postwar zenith of around 400,000.670 

Despite the defeat of Nazism in Europe, in the late 1940s several fringe fascist groups 

were active in Britain, mainly in London, where most British Jews lived – selling papers 

outside tube stations, haranguing passers-by at outdoor meetings and putting up anti-

Semitics posters – seeking to exploit postwar shortages and resentments generated by 

Jewish attacks on British soldiers in Palestine. In response, former Jewish servicemen set 

up the 43 Group (after the 43 people present at the founding meeting in London in March 

1946) and its commandos broke up outdoor meetings, destroyed stock in anti-Semitic 

bookshops and infiltrated fascist groups. But as the number of far-right meetings 

dwindled the group’s tactics became less confrontational, and convinced that it had 

served its purpose, the 43 Group disbanded in early 1950.671 

 

The second half of the 20th century saw British-Jewry grow ever more prosperous: a 

1961 analysis of the community found it was overwhelmingly middle class, with 44 per 

cent belonging to the upper two social ranks (professional and intermediate). 

Furthermore, of the 108 people who made over £1m in property deals between 1945 and 

1965, 70 were Jewish.672 Anti-Semitism still existed in the United Kingdom, as elsewhere 

in Europe, but just how widespread anti-Jewish prejudice was in Orpington, and indeed 

Britain as a whole, in the early 1960s is hard to ascertain since it had become less 

acceptable to voice such views openly. 
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Such anti-Semitism was reflected in the small number of individuals who drew attention 

to Goldman’s Jewish background in the post-election survey of Orpington electors 

carried out by the Liberal Party, and the sly, underhand way in which they expressed their 

prejudice. For instance, one Tory-voting interviewee told the Liberal post-election 

survey: ‘I didn’t think it was a good idea to bring in a Jew. He looked very Jewish – 

rather self-satisfied. I voted Conservative for the party, not the candidate.’673 The Jewish 

Chronicle also quoted an unnamed ‘observer’ as saying: ‘I will say aloud what everyone 

is whispering – that anti-Jewish prejudice may lose him [Goldman] some Tory votes.’674   

 

Once the campaign proper had begun, The Jewish Chronicle reported that despite 

Goldman stating in his election manifesto that his religion was Anglican, the church of 

his wife Cicely who he had married the previous year, his Jewish origins and religious 

affiliations had become an issue, albeit a minor one.675 This was confirmed by one 

respondent to the Liberal Party’s post-election survey who highlighted Goldman’s 

conversion to Christianity, commenting in an anti-Semitic statement: ‘He was a Jew 

despite the fact that he denied it.’676 After the by-election, The Jewish Chronicle677 

reported on a Jewish Board of Deputies – the main representative body of the British 

Jewish community – meeting in which one member suggested that Goldman’s defeat may 

have been due to ‘to anti-Jewish prejudice among the mainly lower middle class 

electorate’ while another thought it possible that Goldman may have ‘lost some votes not 

because of his Jewish origins but rather because he presented himself as an Anglican’.678 

In response to the Board of Deputies’ allegations, one reader, Rudolph Stern, wrote to 

The Jewish Chronicle saying how a non-Jewish friend in Orpington had told him after the 

by-election that ‘many people felt disgusted with Mr Goldman’s painstaking efforts at 

convincing everyone of how good an Anglican he was by apparently going to the length 

of distributing pictures of himself going to church’.679 It was as if Goldman’s attempt to 

showcase his Anglican identity was seen by some as worse than being Jewish – an age-
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old anti-Semitic trope – although many a British Jew had exchanged Judaism for 

Anglicanism down the years.                

 

A complicating factor in the story of Jewish assimilation into British society – and the 

accompanying anti-Semitism that Jews encountered – has been the question of class, as 

historians such as David Feldman and Todd Endelman have observed, leading to inter-

community strains between native Jews and foreign Jews.680 Anglicised middle and upper 

middle class Jews – such as Disraeli (though baptised) or Herbert Samuel who led the 

Liberal Party from 1931-35 – rarely suffered the sort of discrimination experienced by 

poor Jewish immigrants, often from Russia, living in London’s East End in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries; they were often stereotyped in the press and struggled for social 

inclusion. ‘These new Jews were widely perceived to be uneducated and uncivilised,’ 

Feldman has observed, and to carry the mark of ‘the ghettos in which they had been 

raised’.681 Indeed a number of the Jewish refugees who arrived in Britain in the 1930s, 

and as late as the 1940s and 1950s, spoke of the lack of welcome and hostility they 

encountered from within the British Jewish community itself, Angela Davis has 

observed.682 

 

While it is therefore difficult to assess how much anti-Semitism determined the election 

outcome, it seems plausible to assume in light of the available evidence that it was a 

contributory factor, albeit it a minor one, in the defeat of Goldman – who, let us 

remember, was an Anglicised, Cambridge-educated man who had had a senior role in the 

Conservative party for much of the previous decade. 

 

 

And what of the second, potentially more worrying allegation: that the Liberals stirred up 

anti-Semitism with their vicious campaigning? The Liberal Party had long-established 
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links with Britain’s Jewish community,683 and in its Whitechapel heartland, the Jews of 

London’s East End had ‘consistently helped to return Liberal members of parliament’ 

from the mid-1880s until World War I, Feldman has noted.684 But the postwar Liberal 

Party was a different beast to the Liberal Party of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

As explanations were sought for the Conservative defeat in Orpington ‘there were 

mutterings that Goldman being a Jew had not helped’, observed Iain Macleod’s 

biographer Robert Shepherd.685 There were even suggestions by unnamed Conservatives 

that the Liberals had capitalised on anti-Jewish feeling among some of the electorate.  

In March 1963, on the first anniversary of Lubbock’s Orpington victory, Donald Newby 

addressed the anti-Semitic allegations head-on in the independent Liberal magazine, New 

Outlook.  He acknowledged that ‘since the by-election Conservatives have made 

allegations that Liberals put it about that he [Goldman] was of Jewish extraction’ but said 

he had ‘been unable to find any evidence at all that anything of this character was started 

as part of the Liberal campaign’.686 There was certainly nothing in any way anti-Semitic 

in the Liberal campaign literature put out during the by-election, which was examined in 

detail in the previous chapter – and crucially neither the local press, national press or The 

Jewish Chronicle made any such allegations of anti-Semitism against the Liberals at the 

time. Rather, the Liberal campaign literature focused on Lubbock’s local credentials and 

his being a family man, what the Macmillan government had got wrong and what the 

Liberals would instead do nationally if they were in office. There was little or no mention 

of Goldman himself.   

At the same time, it is important not to overestimate the extent of anti-Semitism in 

postwar Britain which was exacerbated in the short term by the bloody Jewish militia 

attacks on British forces in Palestine, culminating in the 1946 bombing of the King David 

Hotel. Twenty-nine Jewish MPs were elected to Parliament in 1945, 39 were elected in 
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1964 and 42 in 1966;687 while the number of votes cast for fascist groups was ‘derisory’, 

with their candidates invariably losing their deposits in elections.688 Post-1945 many 

British Jews moved out of inner-city enclaves to the suburbs, and ‘with social 

embourgeoisement came a greater acceptance and confidence of their place within the 

mainstream of British society,’ observed Liza Filby.689 Furthermore, with the arrival of 

substantial numbers of non-white immigrants in the early 1960s, Jews were no longer 

regarded as the archetypal outsiders because, like the overwhelming majority of the 

population, they were Caucasian. Instead the focus of prejudice shifted from Jews to 

BAME immigrants. Indeed, Anne Chitnis encountered just such racism while searching 

for a London flat to rent with her new husband Pratap in 1963, recalling: ‘There were 

signs saying “No blacks”, some using the “N” word.’690 

That said, it is possible that some Liberal campaigners may have raised the issue of 

Goldman’s Jewish background in a veiled way on the doorstep. As the Jewish Liberal 

Democrat peer Lord Palmer691 discovered when he stood as a Liberal local council and 

then parliamentary candidate in London in the 1960s and beyond, anti-Semitism can take 

varying forms on the campaign trail. ‘Some Labour Party canvassers would knock on 

doors and say they were “calling on behalf of a Christian gentleman” when I first stood 

for election,’ he said. ‘And at hustings meetings, someone in the audience would 

invariably ask the other candidates and I “to give their views on the Christian faith”.’692 

In other words, attempts could be made to identify a candidate’s Jewishness in the hope 

of discrediting them in the eyes of those voters with anti-Semitic inclinations. However, 

since there is no hard evidence of any direct anti-Semitism in the Liberal campaign, 

Young’s claims – which he himself admitted were ‘anecdotal’,693 and are not supported 

by any archival source material – that ‘vicious campaigning on the Liberals’ part’ helped 
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trigger an ‘anti-Semitic reaction’ against Goldman among the electorate, must therefore 

be treated, as stated earlier, with great caution. 

 

However, it should also be noted that the Conservative Party of the immediate post-war 

era had a continuing ‘Jewish problem’. In the interwar period, the party had attracted the 

support of few Jewish and even fewer aspiring Jewish politicians because ‘it represented 

anti-Semitism, anti-Zionism, social privilege and inherited wealth’, Endelman has noted, 

and these factors, ‘especially hostility at the local, or constituency level, continued to 

repel Jews even after the war’.694  

 

It is telling that all but three of the 23 Jewish MPs elected in the 1959 general election 

were Labour – if Goldman had been elected at Orpington in 1962, he would have become 

only the fourth Jewish-born Conservative MP of that parliament – suggesting that the 

Tories were less open than their political opponents to adopting Jewish PPCs in winnable 

seats at this time.695 Indeed in an article just days before the Orpington by-election, the 

Jewish Chronicle drew readers’ attention to an item in the Sunday Express’s 

‘Crossbencher’ political diary in August 1960 which reported that despite Goldman being 

‘one of the most brilliant young Tories in the whole party’ he ‘cannot get off the 

launching pad to a parliamentary career because of anti-Jewish bias among Conservative 

associations in the constituencies’.696 Goldman declined to comment in 1960 when 

approached by the Express, and when quizzed by The Jewish Chronicle again two years 

later insisted that he had not been subjected to any prejudice on the grounds of his origin 

‘among my own Conservative people nor in the constituency generally’.697 But it is 

unlikely he would have admitted to having suffered such prejudice, for to do so could 

have harmed his chances of being selected as a Tory PPC, and the ranks of Jewish 

Conservative MPs ‘remained thin in the extreme until 1970’.698 

 

																																																								
694 Endelman, 241. 
695 Janner & Taylor, Jewish, 210-14. 
696 Cited in The Jewish Chroncicle, 9 March 1962. 
697 The Jewish Chronicle, 9 March 1962. 
698 Ibid, 114. 



The Orpington Moment: causes and consequences

193 
	

To conclude: yes, there were anti-Semitic voters in Orpington – just as there were in 

every other constituency in Britain (and Western Europe) at this time – as shown by the 

response of some of those questioned in the Liberal Party’s post-poll survey. But it is 

hard to measure the extent of anti-Semitism amongst an electorate. All one can say, on 

the basis of the archival evidence, and a study of the Liberal campaign and campaign 

literature, is that there is no evidence of the Liberals activating anti-Semitic tropes in their 

campaign in a planned and systematic manner. As Macmillan’s official biographer, 

Alistair Horne observed, ‘the sheer size of the swing discounted the notion that the result 

was in any way attributable to latent anti-semitism among the electorate’.699 And even 

Goldman blamed ‘disgruntled true-blues’ rather than any other factor for his defeat, 

although that was perhaps to be expected.700 All of which lends credence to the Liberal 

Party’s post-poll survey argument that anti-Semitism ‘hardly impacted’ on the by-

election,701 a credible conclusion in the author’s view. Nonetheless the use of the word 

‘hardly’ was a tacit recognition that anti-Semitism impacted on the by-election in a minor 

way, albeit insufficiently to affect the outcome.  

 

iv/ The role played by tactical voting and the opinion polls – a game changer? 

 

Tactical voting would become a persistent feature of British by-elections – and to a lesser 

extent, general elections – in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, with a number of 

commentators and politicians often calling upon voters to think tactically when casting 

their vote: for instance urging them to vote for a Liberal candidate if they were better 

placed than a Labour candidate to beat a Conservative political opponent, or better placed 

than a Conservative candidate to beat a Labour candidate. But someone could only vote 

tactically for a third party if that party posed a credible challenge in the seat concerned. 

And for much of the decade and a half after the war the Liberal party was in no fit state to 

pose such a challenge in by-elections, bar the odd exception in seats like Rochdale and 

Torrington, as noted.  
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Things were different in Orpington, where the Liberals were clearly the strongest anti-

Tory force by early 1962, so another key factor in Lubbock’s by-election win was ‘the 

emergence for the first time of tactical voting, with many Labour supporters deserting 

their own candidate to support the better-placed Liberal candidate’, as Macmillan’s 

biographer Alistair Horne observed.702 The Liberals could not have won in Orpington 

without many traditional Labour voters’ readiness to vote tactically for the candidate 

best-placed to defeat the Conservative. This was the first post-war by-election in which 

so many people turned their back on the political party they usually supported, another 

indication of weakening class ties. But the Liberal Party’s post-election survey 

discovered a difference in the way the classes voted: it calculated that 44 per cent of the 

Orpington middle class voted Liberal, while 62 per cent of the working class – nearly 

two-thirds – voted Liberal, suggesting that considerably more Labour than Tory 

supporters had voted tactically.703 The character of Orpington had changed considerably 

in the postwar years as a result of a sizeable council house-building programme, as noted 

earlier: the Liberals’ ability to win over a sizeable proportion of these new working-class 

electors was therefore a significant factor in Lubbock’s victory. Furthermore, many 

respondents to the Liberals’ post-election survey thought the party favoured ‘the middle 

way’ and this helped Lubbock win the votes of both Labour and Tory voters.704  

 

The opinion polls published in the press during the by-election campaign almost certainly 

fuelled the tactical voting that was integral to Lubbock’s win. In general elections Fleet 

Street dailies like the Daily Mirror, Daily Express, Daily Mail, Daily Mirror and Daily 

Telegraph could invariably be relied upon to loyally back the party with which they were 

aligned. The Mirror had long backed Labour while the Express, Mail and Telegraph were 

in the Conservative camp. However, during a by-election a national newspaper’s political 

stance might be nuanced, in part because all that was at stake was the political allegiance 

of one particular constituency.  
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Most Fleet Street papers adopted something of a ‘detached observer’ position during the 

Orpington campaign, as usual during a by-election, in part because many of their readers 

would have had no great interest in a political contest taking place in a suburban London 

constituency – although the Daily Mirror’s partisan coverage was unashamedly pro-

Labour. So it was ironic that the usually Conservative-supporting Daily Mail should carry 

two NOP opinion polls before and during the campaign that gave a boost to Lubbock’s 

candidacy. The first, pre-campaign opinion poll in January, showed that Goldman had a 

lead of just over one per cent over Lubbock, with Labour’s Jinkinson a poor third, 

helping the anti-Tory vote coalesce around the Liberal candidate. While the second 

crucial Daily Mail / NOP poll, published on election day morning, which showed the 

Liberals narrowly ahead of the Conservatives, played right into the hands of Chitnis and 

Lubbock, for it made blindingly clear to anti-Tory voters which candidate had the best 

chance of beating Goldman.  

 

After the election, The Times reported: ‘Among Labour leaders there is to be heard an 

argument that the Daily Mail opinion poll705 may well have had a considerable influence 

on the result (a Liberal victory) that it predicted.’706 It was a valid point. The Daily Mail 

was one of the biggest-selling papers in Britain with a circulation of around 2.6 

million,707 thousands of which would have been sold in Orpington. The opinion poll was 

therefore an invitation to vote tactically and the Liberals’ canny by-election agent, Pratap 

Chitnis, was quick to make political capital out of the poll, buying up thousands of copies 

of that day’s Mail and arranging for them to be handed out to voters in the constituency. 

He must have barely been able to believe his luck.  

 

v/  Orpington Man: myth or reality? 

 

So sensational was the scale of the Liberal victory and the Tory defeat that ‘the 

phenomenon known as Orpington Man was dreamt up as a personification of the revolt 
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against the Conservatives,’ observed Iain Macleod’s biographer Robert Shepherd.708 As 

previously noted, politics was viewed at the time as a largely male activity, hence the 

coining of the term ‘Orpington man’ – post by-election – rather than ‘Orpington person’. 

As the press saw it, the by-election showed that ‘Orpington Man was on the march,’ 

noted Dominic Sandbrook.709 Among those who subscribed to the belief that Orpington 

Man had helped propel the Liberals to victory was Michael Fraser,710 Director of the 

Conservative Research Department, who argued that one factor ‘in the situation… at 

Orpington’ was that as a result of the 1944 Education Act and ‘the growth of technology 

and rising standards of living’, there had grown up ‘a new social class which feels hardly 

any of the bonds of class solidarity that have tied the traditional working class to the 

Labour Party’. He thought ‘this new class’ enjoyed ‘much the same standard of living as 

the middle classes’, and concluded that ‘neither of the main parties’ had ‘yet really 

managed to command its loyalty on a permanent basis and that it is providing some of the 

present Liberal support’.711 He was in effect, attributing part of the blame for the result to 

Orpington man, even if he did not specifically name him.    

 

There was some debate as to the exact identity of Orpington Man, and indeed, whether he 

deserved an upper case or lower case ‘m’. Some favoured the former, others the latter.  

Some saw ‘Orpington man’ as a typical member of the lower middle class, a sort of 

everyman figure.712 Others thought that ‘Orpington Man’ was ‘a symbol of the aspiring, 

professional, suburban middle-class commuter’.713 But the dividing line between the 

lower middle and middle classes was blurry, and an individual who thought of 

themselves as middle class might be viewed by someone else as lower middle class, and 

vice versa. Class classification was not an exact science. 
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The term ‘Orpington Man’ was really shorthand for the new, often grammar school 

educated, white collar middle class that was emerging in the late 1950s and the early 

1960s – office workers, civil servants and technocrats who worked in the booming 

service-orientated, office economy – and while there is something of a mythic quality to 

the figure, the moniker represented an admittedly rather crude attempt to define the more 

educated, technocratic, less-class bound postwar generation that was coming of age. 

However, while ‘Orpington Man’ – the term only gained widespread usage after the by-

election – was undoubtedly an important factor in Lubbock’s by-election win, it could not 

have been achieved without a large number of working-class electors voting tactically, as 

noted in the previous section, and Ken Young felt there was a danger that the Liberals too 

readily accepted ‘the “new men” interpretation of Orpington’.714 In truth, Lubbock’s 

victory was down to a number of factors, among which crucially was the building of a 

broad anti-Tory coalition: Orpington Man was just one of the building blocks, albeit an 

important one, in the building of the successful anti-Tory coalition in the  constituency. 

 

The way the term ‘Orpington Man’ (and a spin-off term, the more gender-neutral 

‘Orpingtonian’) ‘enjoyed currency in the 1960s following the victory of the Liberal 

candidate [in the 1962 by-election]’715 and became a private, and sometimes public, point 

of reference among politicians of the day is also of note. In the immediate aftermath of 

the by-election Macmillan wrote in his diaries rather  patronisingly, and with evident 

frustration, of ‘these white collar “little men” – clerks, civil servants etc who have voted 

Conservative “to keep Labour out”. Now (especially at by-elections) they are voting 

Liberal to “give the Govt a smack in the eye”…’716 His description pretty much summed 

up many people’s idea of Orpington man. And in a Cabinet meeting on  28 May 1962 he 

spoke of the need to increase public spending ‘on the things we know are necessary – 

housing, the slums and the universities’ – so as to win over the ‘Orpingtonians’(middle 

classes) and ‘the working classes, as we are apt in this room to call them’ if the Tories 

were to continue their winning electoral ways at the national level.717 Furthermore, when 
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Macmillan stepped down as premier in the autumn of 1963, he was keen to ensure that 

the candidate who replaced him ‘would appeal to those voters he called “the 

Orpingtonians” [young, aspirational professionals].’718 It is therefore evident that 

whatever the real electoral relevance of ‘Orpington Man’, the main parties were taking 

the phenomenon seriously and adapting their policies as a result so as to win him over.  

 

It is therefore unsurprising that Iain Macleod was still making references to Orpington 

man in the summer of 1964, by which time the Liberal threat had receded and Labour 

was reviving under a new leader, Harold Wilson. Writing about the need for the party to 

continue to reach out to those Tory / Liberal swing voters in Middle England for fear of 

another Liberal bandwagon developing, Macleod restated his belief that ‘politics are 

about the Centre’ and ‘envisaged the switchers as people in white coats, “Orpington 

man”, the man buying his own home.’719 In 1966 The Spectator magazine sought to 

consign Orpington man to the grave. In an article provocatively headlined ‘The Burial of 

Orpington Man’, author George Kiloh suggested that ‘the fear of chasing Orpington man 

back into his Conservative cave’ –  that is, alienating white collar office workers by 

pursuing too radical a political agenda – had been ‘a major inhibiting factor in Liberal 

thought’ and led to ‘a clouding of Liberal policies in the interests of capturing 

suburbia’.720 And by the time of the next upsurge in Liberal fortunes in the early 1970s 

Orpington was, politically speaking, ancient history. However, as noted, the term 

continues to be referred to in contemporary political histories of postwar Britain. 

 

vi/ Sweet suburbia – not so exceptional a constituency? 

 

One of the quandaries facing historians in analysing Orpington is that despite its promise 

to shake up British politics, there were no more Orpingtons between 1962 and 1964 when 

Labour returned to power, thus ending the Liberal dream of a political realignment of the 

Left for a generation. Ken Young therefore concluded that social change must have been 

the main driver of the by-election result, and in part attributed the strength of the Liberal 
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Party in the area to Orpington’s ‘exceptionalism’. There are, however, serious 

shortcomings with this interpretation. 

 

He thought that very little of Orpington matched the rather clichéd description of the area 

by the Daily Mirror as ‘the home of the well-to-do stockbroker, the higher grade civil 

servant, the comfortable businessman’.721 In contrast, he believed that Orpington’s 

‘distinctiveness’ was a result of its continuing rate of suburban ‘colonisation’. As already 

noted, Orpington was among the most rapidly growing parts of suburban Kent, along 

with Chislehurst-Sidcup, from 1931-51. Furthermore its population jumped from around 

63,000 to 80,000 in the decade from 1951-61.722   

 

His thesis was that Orpington’s politics in the early 1960s was therefore largely driven by 

the forces of ‘the established versus the newcomer’ and he argued that the Conservatives 

were ‘the local establishment’ and the Liberals, with their demands for better shopping 

facilities among other things, echoed the views of newcomers. He consequently saw the 

Orpington by-election result as symptomatic of ‘a classic case of a local regime conflict’. 

However, as Orpington ‘matured’, roads were paved and facilities improved, he thought 

‘the newcomers put down roots’ and in time ‘grew into their destined place as solid 

Conservative burghers’.723 As a result, he concluded, when Orpington UDC was 

swallowed up by the new London borough of Bromley in 1965 and the Liberals were 

deprived of their local power base, Orpington’s local party activist base dwindled to ‘a 

band of enthusiasts’ and the Tories won back the seat from the Liberals in 1970.     

 

But Young’s argument conveniently ignores four things. First, the national dimension to 

the Orpington story: the economy was in another minor mess and the PM’s ‘Supermac’ 

image was fading fast. In short, national factors played as big a part as local issues in 

determining the way some people voted, as explained earlier. Macmillan certainly 

thought that the by-election result had to be put in a national context, in one diary entry 

attributing the Tory defeat to ‘the revolt of the middle classes or lower middle classes, 
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who resent the vastly improved condition of the working classes, and are envious of the 

apparent prosperity and luxury of the “rich”’.724 Second, the way that opinion poll-fuelled 

tactical voting helped an anti-Tory coalition coalesce around the figure of  Lubbock. 

Third, the relative strengths and weaknesses of the candidates, and the pivotal role played 

by the Liberal agent,  Pratap Chitnis, whose sure-footedness helped ensure the big Liberal 

win; moreover few would dispute that photogenic, local family man Lubbock was a 

better fit as candidate for Orpington than Goldman; a Conservative candidate with greater 

campaigning experience, and a stronger local connection, may well have made a 

difference. Fourth, as anyone who has visited Orpington knows, its mix of pre-war and 

postwar middle / lower middle class housing, and interspersed social housing estates, can 

be found in much of outer London – even Macmillan wrote in his diaries of Orpington 

being ‘adjacent to and similar to Bromley [his own constituency]’.725 Furthermore, it is 

worth noting that the Liberals won a similar suburban south London constituency from 

the Tories at the Sutton & Cheam by-election in 1972 during another mid-term bout of 

Conservative unpopularity, having first established themselves at the local level very 

much on the Orpington model.726 Yes, it was a decade later, but no-one made the 

‘exceptionalism’ argument this time around. 

 

The fact that there were no more Orpingtons between March 1962 and the October 1964 

general election initially appears to reinforce the Young thesis that Orpington was 

somehow distinctive. But had the Liberals secured fewer than 5,000 more votes in total 

they could have won a further three by-elections in 1962: Derbyshire West which they 

lost by 1,220 votes, Leicester North-East which they lost by 1,948 votes and Chippenham 

which they lost by 1,588 votes.727 The Liberals were within a percentage point of pushing 

the Tories into third place in Macmillan’s old constituency of Stockton-on-Tees on 5 

April 1962 (Labour won 45.2 per cent, the Conservatives 27.8 per cent and the Liberals 

26.9 per cent of the vote).728 And less than a fortnight later, on 17 April 1962, the 

Liberals won 25.4 per cent of the vote at Derby North, which they had not even contested 
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in 1959, pushing the Tories into third place.729 The Liberals repeated the feat at the 

Leicester North-East by-election on 12 July 1962, which they also had not contested in 

1959, again pushing the Conservatives into third place. The result: Labour 41.5 per cent; 

Liberal 34.3 per cent; Conservative 24.2 per cent – that represented a 24 per cent drop in 

the Conservative vote in what had previously been a marginal seat.730 Moreover, Young 

appeared to discount what happened nationally at the local council level post-Orpington.  

To quote Greaves again: ‘Lots of places were classic Orpington territory – lower middle / 

middle class commuter suburbs but not really posh suburbs – where the Liberals went on 

to win lots of local council seats in both the north and south of England.’731 So while 

there were no more Orpington-style by-election victories in the 1962-4 period, it was a 

different story at the local level.   

 

To conclude: there was no single factor behind Lubbock’s decisive victory over 

Goldman. Only a combination of different dynamics help explain the Liberal’s success. 

Some of the issues –  disillusion with the Tory government after more than a decade in 

office, and bread and butter issues like rising prices – which helped drive ‘the rebellion’ 

at Orpington were shared by people everywhere, reflecting a widespread thirst for 

change, and the Liberals came close to winning by-elections in a handful of other 

constituencies, as noted. It was a very ‘time specific’ victory for the Liberals in that sense 

– they captured the mood of the moment.   
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Part Two: Consequences: Assessing the significance of the by-election  

 

i/ From ‘Super Mac’ to ‘Mac the Knife’: the impact on Macmillan’s government and the 

Conservative Party 

 

Publicly, at least, the Tory high command downplayed Orpington’s significance and 

adopted a ‘steady the ship’ strategy to calm frayed nerves.  In a speech to constituency 

workers at the annual meeting of the Conservative Central Council on 15 March 1962, 

Macmillan declared that the party had ‘lost a battle, but not a campaign,’ the London 

Evening Standard reported. He admitted that ‘it would be foolish to pretend that we have 

not met today in a sense of some disappointment and even shock’, but rather 

condescendingly described the Orpington result ‘a polite way of letting off a little steam’.  

He even tried to make light of it by saying that the ‘Liberal Party had performed the 

valuable function of the exhaust pipe in a car’732 – a view that Grimond and his 

lieutenants were unlikely to share. The Conservative Party chairman Ian Macleod took a 

similar line to his boss, saying: ‘These things have happened before at by-elections. We 

shall win the day when it comes to the General Election, just as we did in 1959.’733 And 

he rather bizarrely summoned up the spirit of his Scottish Highland ancestors, telling the 

same conference that Macmillan was attending: ‘I give you the ancient centuries-old 

motto of the Macleod clan – Hold Fast.’734 But such fighting talk concealed a very real 

alarm behind the scenes. 

 

Just before polling day, Macmillan had expressed a private hope that Orpington might be 

won by a small majority, but after the result he spoke of it in his diaries as ‘an 

overwhelming defeat’, commenting that ‘we have been swept off our feet by a Liberal 

revival’.735 In the following day’s diary entry the Prime Minister wrote of his various 

ailments.  He spoke of being ‘in a state of great exhaustion’, noting that ‘I have 

something wrong with my left leg, can scarcely walk’. He had ‘given up alcohol for Lent’ 
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and this was ‘apt to produce an attack of gout’, and his eyes were ‘weaker’, the overall 

result being that he ‘felt bad’. The weather was ‘cold’ and so he ‘sat in the summerhouse, 

well wrapped up, like an old invalid on the deck of the ship’. He added wryly: ‘All these 

ailments are tiresome, but they cannot surely all be due to the revival of Liberalism!’736 

 

The emergence of tactical voting in the by-election – the fact that many Labour voters 

had backed the Liberal candidate because he was better placed to win, as noted – meant 

that ‘scores of traditionally safe Conservative seats might now be at risk’, observed 

Alistair Horne in his biography of Macmillan.737 Orpington served as a warning that the 

party now had to face a potential war on two fronts: against Labour in the cities and the 

Liberals in the suburbs. Macmillan’s very own public relations spokesman Harold 

Evans’s diary entries from the time convey the sense of alarm in Downing Street. On 

Sunday, 18 March he recorded how the PM had phoned him on the morning after the by-

election ‘I think, to make sure I wasn’t feeling upset in the aftermath of Orpington’, 

noting that ‘the great inquest now goes on’, before concluding that ‘this is a good 

moment to review our public relations work at No. 10’.738 

 

Hitherto undisclosed correspondence between top Tories in the days after the Orpington 

by-election also shows the extent to which Goldman’s defeat worried the party’s upper 

echelons. In March 1962 the Conservatives had coincidentally set up a secret body, 

known as the Chairman’s Committee, ‘to do preliminary work on the next General 

Election Manifesto’,739 as it had in the run-up to the previous two general elections in 

1955 and 1959. The committee members included party chairman Iain Macleod, the 

prime minister’s son Maurice Macmillan,740 Keith Joseph,741 William Rees-Mogg and 

Peter Goldman himself, reflecting the respect with which he was regarded in the Tory 

high command. Its secretary was Michael Fraser, Director of the Conservative Research 
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Department.742 The day after the by-election Maurice Macmillan sent Fraser a 

confidential memorandum outlining his thoughts on the result and how the party could 

counteract the rise of the Liberals. He said in the accompanying covering letter that he 

had written the memo ‘immediately after the declaration of the poll at Orpington, partly 

to dissipate my sense of shock’.743 In the memo, the PM’s son wrote: ‘It is clear that 

those who are dissatisfied with the Tory Government are not swinging to the Labour 

Party.’ And he went on to ask: ‘The question is whether they are swinging to support the 

Liberal Party or merely voting Liberal as a method of showing their opposition to 

Conservatism.’ He even suggested that ‘fashion’ might have had something to do with 

the Liberal victory at Orpington, and the rising tide of Liberal support elsewhere. ‘It is 

getting dull to be a young Conservative,’ he concluded soberly. ‘It is not at all smart to go 

Labour. Liberal is not in establishment; has a flavour of ‘something different’.744   

 

The by-election was naturally among the main topics of discussion at the Chairman’s 

Committee meeting held at the Houses of Parliament attended by Macleod, Fraser, 

Joseph and Goldman on 19 March 1962. By chance, the committee also had a guest 

attendee: the Minister of Health, Enoch Powell.745 Opening the discussion on the 

disastrous result at Orpington, the failed candidate, Goldman, said he thought the by-

election had been lost for four reasons. First, ‘the general discontent of supporters with 

the Government’. Second, ‘the substantial change in recent years of the social 

composition of this sort of dormitory town’, noting that ‘there had been a considerable 

influx from the East End of London and from the North’ with no tradition of voting Tory. 

Third, the ‘economic pressures on the middle income group … who were overstretched 

financially’. And fourth, ‘the meanness of the Conservative-controlled local council 

which had skimped local services appallingly’ in a ‘rapidly growing area’.746 The 

committee was broadly satisfied with Goldman’s analysis and, the minutes reveal, 

concluded that at the next general election ‘the right-wing protest voter should be 
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reminded that a vote for the Liberals was likely to result in a Labour government’.747 

However Powell748 – who would later veer to the right and win notoriety with his 1968 

‘rivers of blood’ speech – stoutly defended the government’s income policy for nurses 

among others, which some thought had contributed to the Tory defeat, arguing that 

‘having settled on this line’, the government’s only hope was ‘to stick to it until it is seen 

and proved to be right’.749 

 

Meanwhile, a post-Orpington Daily Mail NOP poll put the Tories third, behind both 

Labour and the Liberals nationally – the Liberals were on 33.7 per cent, Labour 33.5 and 

Conservatives 32.8.750 This was hardly likely to soothe worried Tories, and the ‘state of 

shock’ felt in the Conservative Party was made all too clear to Macleod when he 

appeared before a meeting of its backbenchers’ influential 1922 Committee and faced ‘a 

barrage of hostile complaints’ from anguished MPs who were suddenly fearful for the 

safety of their suburban seats.751 Macleod immediately commissioned a private survey to 

discover the cause of the debacle. In late March the polling agency NOP  reported on its 

findings, and Macleod wrote a ten-page assessment for Macmillan in which he noted that 

contrary to what some thought, ‘nuclear disarmament and colonial policy had nothing 

whatever to do with the result.’ He continued: ‘Incomparably the leading factor was the 

dislike of the pay policy [the ‘pay pause’, as discussed at the start of the chapter] and 

general dislike of the Government.’752 In his memorandum, Macleod noted that the pay 

pause had been ‘particularly hard’ on groups like the nurses, and he felt that the 

government’s emphasis on such pay restraint made it harder to project the image that 

‘Conservatives care’.753 

  

The Orpington by-election, along with the poor Tory showing in a string of subsequent 

by-elections (as noted earlier in the chapter) as well as that year’s local council elections, 

crystallised for Macmillan the growing national disaffection with his premiership. On 25 
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March he wrote in his diary of being ‘perplexed’ by the turn of events, and soberly 

concluded: ‘I fear the truth is that after ten years of unparalleled prosperity, the people are 

bored… in a word, we have made England safe for Liberalism.’754 He returned to the 

subject of the Liberal threat on 14 May, after the Tories had performed poorly in the local 

elections, writing: ‘We knew that the local government elections would be bad for us. 

They have proved disastrous. We have even lost nearly all our seats in Bromley [his 

constituency] – chiefly to the Liberals.755 The Liberal “revival” is now beginning to 

“snowball”. Two days later, on 16 May, he recorded in his diary: ‘Another great Liberal 

triumph (this time in the Montgomeryshire parliamentary by-election).’756 Then came the 

shock of the Leicester North-East by-election July 1962. 

 

The mounting electoral pressure on Macmillan posed by the Liberals at Orpington and in 

subsequent by-elections, as well as the local elections, was one of the key factors – along 

with the country’s sluggish economic performance, a botched post-Orpington budget 

which increased the taxes on soft drinks, sweets and ice cream757 and a newspaper leak 

about an impending autumn reshuffle  – that triggered the cabinet reshuffle known ever 

since as the ‘Night of the Long Knives’. This saw the Prime Minister controversially sack 

seven Cabinet ministers, most notably the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Selwyn Lloyd, a 

Macmillan loyalist.758 He was replaced by Reginald Maudling, one of the younger 

ministers promoted in a bid to give the government a fresher face.759 

 

In his diaries, Macmillan recorded that his interview with Lloyd ‘was a difficult and 

terrible scene’ and the sacked minister refused a compensatory peerage – by the end of  ‘a 

dreadful day’ he had seen ‘20 people – some twice’ but he nevertheless ‘got the list to the 

Queen … by 6.10pm’ and the Press had it ‘in time for 7pm news’.760 The following day’s 

Daily Mirror carried the front page headline: ‘MACMILLAN’S PANIC PURGE’ and an 

																																																								
754 Catterall, 461-62.	
755 In the Bromley Borough Council elections the Tories lost three seats to the Liberals, and held onto a 
fourth seat by a mere 12 votes. 
756 Catterall, 469-71. 
757 Sandbrook, 371. 
758 Ibid, 363. 
759 Childs, 102. 
760 Catterall, 481-2. 



The Orpington Moment: causes and consequences

207 
	

accompanying story noting how it ‘followed a series of staggering by-election defeats’, 

most famously Orpington. In a front page editorial comment piece it dubbed him ‘MAC 

THE KNIFE’.761 Meanwhile, a Gallup opinion poll at the time found that 62 per cent of 

people believed that Macmillan had acted ‘mainly in desperation because of the 

government’s recent by-election defeats.’762 In a 1976 television interview, which 

featured in a later BBC documentary about the cabinet reshuffle, the embittered Lloyd 

said he thought Macmillan had been ‘greatly influenced by the by-elections’.763 

 

The mass sackings were out of character for the usually publicly unflappable Macmillan 

and were clearly intended to deflect criticism away from his leadership over the 

government’s handling of the economy and its recent poor by-election run. But they did 

the opposite – overnight he went from ‘Supermac’ to ‘Mac the Knife’,764 a somewhat less 

flattering nickname.765 His butchery also inspired the Liberal MP and future party leader 

Jeremy Thorpe’s famously barbed comment: ‘Greater love hath no man than this, that he 

lay down his friends for his life’.766 Ironically, by the autumn of 1962 the Liberal bubble 

had begun to deflate anyway which begs the question of whether such ‘butchery’ was 

even necessary. As it happened, the Night of the Long Knives would become one of the 

defining moments of Macmillan’s premiership, marking the moment when he lost his 

sureness of touch. As prime minister, he would never again have quite the same swagger. 

It was not quite the beginning of the end, but it inaugurated the final chapter of the 

Macmillan era. 
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ii/ A grave humiliation: the impact on Labour 

 

The fallout from Orpington was not confined to the Conservatives. Labour was also left 

with questions to answer, as seen in the response of Labour grandees such as Herbert 

Morrison767 to their candidate Alan Jinkinson losing his deposit. Lord Morrison, who 

served as Deputy Prime Minister to Clement Attlee in the 1945-51 Labour government 

and continued as deputy leader in opposition from 1951-55, thought it was a ‘grave 

humiliation’768 for the Labour Party to come third in such a constituency. While the 

maverick Labour MP Woodrow Wyatt told his local constituency party in a speech a few 

days later that ‘a new social group [was] emerging and ‘it does not want the Tories but it 

does not want a cloth cap Labour party either’.769 Labour’s poor showing was particularly 

worrying in the light of its three general election defeats – Labour should have been 

taking the fight to the Tories but it was the Liberals who had given them a black eye at 

Orpington. As the country’s biggest-selling tabloid the Daily Mirror770 – the nearest thing 

to a Labour ‘house’ paper – damningly commented: ‘The people of Britain are fed up 

with the Tories, but they don’t think too much of Labour either.’771 

 

The readiness of so many traditional Labour voters to throw their support behind the 

Liberal candidate at Orpington also provided further evidence of the weakening class ties 

in Britain as a whole at this time, a trend which if repeated nationally could harm 

Labour’s future electoral prospects. And in a May 1962 article in the revisionist journal, 

Socialist Commentary, college lecturer Geoffrey Rhodes warned that ‘the Labour Party 

must take account of this new factor in British politics [the new social group that 

appeared to have handed victory to the Liberals at Orpington] or be ultimately replaced as 

the principal opposition party time will not on the side of a party which plods along as 

though no major social changes have taken place since the 1930s’.772 Indeed the Mirror 

was so fed up with Labour’s losing ways that  after the by-election the paper’s editorial 
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director, Hugh Cudlipp,773 the man above all responsible for the tabloid’s post-war 

success, ‘decided to switch the paper’s allegiance [from Labour] to the Liberals’, 

according to Gerald Kaufman, the future Labour MP who was on the paper’s political 

staff at the time.774 That would have been an extraordinary move given the Mirror’s long 

support for Labour, and could have transformed the Liberals’ electoral chances, though in 

the end it proved a step too far for the paper’s executives.   

 

However, for all the embarrassment caused by its poor showing in the by-election, 

Orpington was never high on Labour’s hit list. It was too suburban, too lower middle / 

middle class and too small ‘c’ conservative a seat. And for all George Brown’s attempts 

to talk up Jinkinson’s chances during the campaign, the by-election was in effect a two-

way fight between Goldman and Lubbock, and Labour knew it. 

 

Besides, within a matter of months things began to look up for Labour. Being the official 

opposition party with over 250 MPs, having the support (financial and otherwise) of the 

country’s then-mighty trade union movement as well as the Daily Mirror with its army or 

readers, not to mention a well-oiled machine, Labour had an inbuilt advantage over the 

Liberals in Britain’s two-party system. Its by-election performances also began to 

improve from late 1962 – Liberal intervention was now helping Labour at the Tories’ 

expense, noted Clarke775 – and it won two seats from the Conservatives in November, 

Glasgow Woodside and South Dorset. The electoral pendulum had begun to swing back 

its way.  

 

Nonetheless Labour did learn lessons from the Orpington by-election. The result 

strengthened Labour’s liberal wing and after the election of Harold Wilson as Labour 

leader following the death of Gaitskell in early 1963, Labour adopted a technocratic, new 
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class image in a bid to win over just such voters. ‘The message [of Orpington], if there 

was one, had been heeded’, observed Ken Young.776   

 

iii/ Winning big: the impact on the Liberals 

 

Victory at Orpington gave the Liberals a massive national fillip in terms of morale, 

money, credibility and electoral success. Winning big temporarily transformed them in 

the eyes of the public from British politics’ perennial losers to winners. All of a sudden, 

the political momentum seemed to be with them and a post-Orpington opinion poll in the 

Daily Mail even put the party ahead of both Labour and the Tories in terms of popular 

support, as previously noted. Eric Lubbock’s success in the London suburbs gave the 

party a valuable by-election  bounce. ‘After a generation in the wilderness, the promised 

land seemed at last to have arrived,’ observed Chris Cook.777   

 

The Liberal Party subsequently announced that it would be fielding a record number of 

candidates in May’s local elections, reflecting the party’s new post-Orpington confidence 

and ambition. The Times predicted that they would ‘be borne along on the wings of by-

election successes to upset completely any simple transformation of Conservative losses 

into Labour gains’.778 These were prophetic words, for in May’s municipal elections the 

Liberals made 567 gains, 400 of them from the Conservatives,779 their best-ever postwar 

local election performance.  Among the Liberal gains, mostly at the expense of  the 

Tories, were – mainly middle-class areas – such as Aldershot, Finchley and Kingston, as 

well as seaside and spa towns like Southend, Blackpool and Harrogate.780 The post-

Orpington bounce even benefited the party in Scotland, according to Lord (David) 

Steel,781 who led the Liberal Party from 1976-88 and played a key role in the creation of 

the Liberal-SDP Alliance in the early 1980s. ‘When I was the PPC for Edinburgh 
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Pentlands [in 1962], we won one of the four council wards on the back of it,’ he said.782 

The Orpington bounce could not have come at a better time for the party nationally.  

 

Some of the letters that Lubbock received in the days immediately following his by-

election win from Liberal associations and supporters around the country give a sense of 

just how important the victory was as a morale-booster. In one letter, the President of the 

Tonbridge Liberal Association, wrote: ‘May I join the many thousands who will want to 

congratulate you … I have been following elections since the two in 1910! Nothing has 

ever happened before to please me so much as our striking and so well-deserved 

victory.783 The Secretary of the neighbouring Bromley Liberal Association assured 

Lubbock that his ‘magnificent victory… will give new heart and encouragement to 

Liberals everywhere.’784 While the chairman of the Devon and Cornwall Liberal 

Federation – it is interesting to note the geographical spread of the letters, reflecting the 

fact that Orpington made headlines nationally – said in his letter: ‘It was a magnificent 

victory and will encourage Liberals everywhere to greater efforts. We have waited so 

long and patiently for the breakthrough and you have made it in no uncertain manner.’785 

As already observed, the Liberal Party looked in danger of disappearing altogether from 

the political landscape in the mid-1950s. Defeat followed defeat, setback followed 

setback and morale hit rock bottom. So Orpington seemed like the dawning of a bright 

new era for many activists. 

 

The by-election also boosted party membership, which went up from 75,000 in 1953 to a 

post-Orpington peak of 350,000 in 1963786 – although figures are not available for the 

exact year-by-year breakdown – putting much-needed money into Liberal coffers and 

giving the party a financial spring in its step. Moreover Orpington spurred the party on to 

be more ambitious in the general election which had to take place by 1964, as the post-

Orpington 1962 edition of Progress, the Liberal Party’s ‘Secretary Bulletin’ for the 

Federations and Constituencies, showed. One passage optimistically declared: ‘Following 
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the Orpington by-election, the Executive unanimously agreed … to field at the General 

Election candidates sufficient in number and ability to provide the nation with the choice 

of an alternative Government.’ As such, ‘the Executive also called upon Liberal 

associations to adopt candidates well in advance of the next General Election’. It went on 

to note that ‘252 prospective Liberal candidates had now been adopted’ and ’49 

adoptions are currently being negotiated.’787 The post-Orpington talk of providing Britain 

with ‘the choice of an alternative government’788 might appear fanciful in hindsight but 

reflects just how much of a boost the by-election gave the party. 

 

At the same time, the Liberals continued to benefit from the momentum and media 

exposure they gained post-Orpington, along with the party’s renewed sense of belief, 

purpose and professionalism. The Sunday Times detected that ‘the air of amateurish 

adolescence’ which had once hung around Liberal Party headquarters in London had 

yielded to ‘a new maturity’ and attributed much of the party’s new-found success to three 

individuals: its charismatic leader Jo Grimond; Mark Bonham-Carter,‘the brains of the 

party, always looking ahead’; and Frank Byers, a businessman and former Liberal MP, 

‘the organising genius’ who brought ‘the tough techniques of Big Business to the 

political machine’. Moreover, the paper added, the trio recognised ‘the urgent necessity’ 

of ‘grabbing this new [post-Orpington] impetus before it puffs away’789 if they were to 

achieve their dream of  getting a sufficient number of Liberal MPs elected to influence a 

future Tory or a Labour government’.   

 

These factors, along with the party’s greater electorability in the eyes of the public – it 

had temporarily banished the idea that a vote for the Liberals was a wasted vote – 

resulted in a series of strong by-election performances. The Liberals came ‘within 

striking distance of the Conservative candidate’790 in Stockton-on-Tees on 5 April 1962, 

noted The Times – the final result was Labour, 45.2%, Conservative 27.8%, Liberals 
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26.9%791 – taking roughly two Tory votes for every Labour vote, resulting in a 18.5% 

drop in the Tory vote.792 They polled 25 per cent of the vote in Derby North, a safe 

Labour seat, on 17 April,793 easily held on to their rural mid-Wales stronghold of 

Montgomeryshire on 15 May 1962 in a by-election triggered by the death of former party 

leader Clement Davies,794 and gave the Tories a fright in West Derbyshire on 6 June 

1962, missing out on victory by 1,220 votes.795  

 

But it was difficult for Britain’s third party to sustain momentum in a two-party, first past 

the post political system dominated by the Conservatives and Labour, and by the autumn 

of 1962 the Liberal bubble had burst. The Liberal success at Orpington had made the 

party headline news for a while, but there were no parliamentary by-elections between 

mid-July and late November,796 and by late 1962 the Liberals had fallen below 20 per 

cent in the national polls.797 The party continued to perform respectably in five by-

elections held on 22 November – gaining between 19.3 per cent of the vote in South 

Northants and 32.5 per cent of the vote in Chippenham, Wiltshire798 – but there were no 

more Orpingtons, depriving the Liberals of the oxygen of publicity that was so important 

if their voice was to be heard above Tory and Labour voices.  

 

iv/ ‘Read all about it! Hear all about it! See it on the small screen!’ – Orpington and the 

changing media landscape 

 

The media played a hugely important part in spreading news of the Liberals’ by- election 

win at Orpington and in amplifying its impact across the land – and the by-election 

occurred at a moment in time when the media landscape in Britain was changing fast. 

Indeed much of the impact of Orpington resulted from the way that newspaper and 

television coverage of the by-election result combined and interacted, one medium 
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feeding off the other, in a way that had not happened before in a by-election to anything 

like the same extent.  

 

By the end of the 1950s the BBC and ITV provided almost 10.5 million (television) 

licence holders ‘with about 16 hours of programming per day’ on the two channels,799 

and by the early 1960s 72 per cent of the population had access to both the BBC and 

ITV800 and Britain was ‘the second biggest TV market in the world [after the USA]’.801 

Furthermore by 1960 ITV was taking an ever-bigger slice of advertising revenue, thanks 

in part to the popularity of television shows like Coronation Street, launched that year, 

which were aimed at a mass audience.802  

 

The first by-election to be the subject of a television news report may have been 

Rochdale in 1957, but television had grown exponentially in popularity in the five years 

since – witness too its increased importance in the 1959 general election. (Although 

ironically Macmillan, who has been dubbed ‘Britain’s first television Prime Minister’ 

because of his apparent ease in front of the camera, only had a television set in the 

servants’ quarters of his country home at Birch Grove, Sussex.803) So Orpington attracted 

an altogether different level of television coverage to previous by-elections, admittedly in 

part due to special factors: a political upset seemed possible at a sensitive time for the 

Macmillan government; the constituency was within easy reach of central London where 

both the BBC and ITN were headquartered; and in part because it was adjacent to the 

prime minister’s constituency. The Orpington by-election count consequently became the 

first to be filmed live on television.   

 

The implications of such rapid growth in television ownership for both the press and the 

country’s national news agenda would be profound. This ‘huge new weapon of education 

and information’ with its ‘indirect, insidious power of projecting images’, as Anthony 

Sampson put it, would help revolutionise life and attitudes in the decade ahead [the 
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1960s]. No institution, Fleet Street included, could afford to ignore it, observed Sampson, 

noting that ‘the keys to this new magical kingdom’ were ‘essential for anyone concerned 

with salesmanship, politics or simply fame’.804 Nonetheless Fleet Street was still 

‘booming’ in the early 1960s,805 with the Daily Mirror hitting a circulation high of five 

million in 1964,806 even if some of the weaker titles, such as the News Chronicle, had 

folded in recent years, and provincial morning and evening papers were losing both 

readers and revenue. Indeed Fleet Street’s continuing significance was emphasised by 

Labour’s decision to launch an advertising campaign in the national press in the spring of 

1963 (in anticipation of a general election later that year).807 

 

Moreover, despite the moving pictures that accompanied the television news reports 

being beamed nightly into most homes by the time of Orpington, big-selling, well-

staffed, profitable Fleet Street newspapers such as the Daily Express, Daily Mail and 

Daily Mirror with their eye-catching headlines, punchy style and opinionated views were 

still holding their own against the staid world of television news. The press was still 

helping to set the national news agenda – sometimes through innovations such as the 

increased use of opinion polls, as seen at Orpington – and the TV news networks kept a 

close eye on them, not least because so many of the journalists now working in television 

had previously worked in Fleet Street. As the veteran journalist Tom Mangold, who 

worked as a reporter on the Daily Express in the early 1960s, observed in a 2020 BBC 

television documentary about the Profumo Affair: ‘Then newspapers had real power.’808 

 

In terms of media coverage, Orpington can therefore lay claim to be the first television 

by-election. However, politicians still worried that giving the television cameras too great 

a degree of access at election time might interfere with the democratic process. So in late 

1962 the Home Secretary, Rab Butler, issued new guidelines to broadcasters after 

complaints that television cameras had shown the votes being counted at Orpington, 

declaring that it was for the returning officer ‘to decide… whether to permit 
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arrangements to be made for the broadcasting of sound and television programmes 

dealing with any part of the proceedings in the hall in which the count takes place.’809 

Such guidelines would be essential as television played an increasingly important role in 

future electoral battles, at both the by-election and national level, in the new media age – 

an age suited to those politicians most comfortable with the new medium such as 

Labour’s Harold Wilson and the Liberals’ Jo Grimond. 

 

v/ The end of an era: Macmillan resigns ahead of the forthcoming election 

 

Few people at the time of the Orpington by-election could have predicted that Macmillan 

would step down as prime minister in a little over 18 months, but he did just that in 

October 1963, officially due to ill health – he was in pain from an inflamed prostate.810 

Besides being old and ill and at the head of a government beset by scandal, Macmillan 

‘had caught the wrong side of a cultural change in which deference to age and authority 

were at a discount,’ observed Edmund Fawcett.811 But he had also fallen victim to what 

he once referred to as ‘events, dear boy, events’. His modernisation strategy – inspired in 

part by the Orpington defeat, as we have seen – which centred on his decision to apply 

for EEC membership, turned to ashes when the French president vetoed Britain’s 

application in January 1963 due to what Peter Hennessy called the ‘granitic resistance to 

the idea of Britain in Europe at De Gaulle’s core’.812 While the Profumo Affair – a spy 

scandal involving the Secretary of State for War, a high-class call girl and a Soviet spy in 

the summer of  1963 – left Macmillan’s government weakened and the Prime Minister’s 

reputation diminished.  

 

By the time that Macmillan’s successor as Conservative prime minister, Alec Douglas-

Home – an aristocrat who in the words of Macleod was ‘a traditionalist, out of touch with 

the modern world, and  incapable of catching up’813 – called a general election for 15 

October 1964 the political landscape had undergone further change. The premature death 
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of the Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell in 1963, aged 56, paved the way for the election of 

the wily, quick-witted Harold Wilson, who came from a lower middle class background. 

Taking on board the lessons of Orpington, which showed the need for Labour to broaden 

its appeal in an era of weakening class ties, he adopted a modernisation strategy and 

spoke in the autumn of 1963 of the need for Labour to embrace ‘the white heat of the 

[scientific] revolution’814 while declaring that his aim was ‘acceptability in the 

suburbs’,815 an oblique reference to Orpington. 

 

The year before the general election of October 1964 saw a ‘polarisation of public 

opinion’816 as Wilson united the Labour Party and the Tories closed ranks behind their 

new leader and prime minister Alec Douglas-Home – although the odd Conservative, 

such as Butler, mouthed the rhetoric of the time and spoke of there being ‘a variety of 

ladders to the top’817 in a bid ‘to win back Mr Orpington’, as David Childs put it.818 

However, as the general election approached, voters returned in increasing numbers to 

their traditional voting allegiances. Meanwhile Liberal opinion poll ratings had been 

falling steadily through 1963 and by the summer of 1964 they were registering just nine 

per cent support in a NOP poll.819 The party’s indifferent results in the four by-elections 

of May 1964, in which they polled between 7.5 and 13.2 per cent,820 were further 

evidence of their declining support. As Lord Wallace observed: ‘In 1963, as the Labour 

Party began to look more credible, we began to fade away.’821 

 

In the general election campaign, the Conservative manifesto, Prosperity with a Purpose, 

stressed the need for an independent nuclear deterrent and promised to build 400,000 

houses a year – a conscious echo of the massive house-building programme that the 

Tories had undertaken in the 1950s which helped cement their decade-long rule. The 

Labour manifesto, New Britain, concentrated on internal policy – promising to set up a 

																																																								
814 Wilson, Harold, Baron Wilson of Rievaulx (1916–1995), ODNB. (Last accessed 18 June 2019.) 
815 Cited in Cook & Ramsden, 174. 
816 Sked & Cook, Post-War, 191. 
817 Cited in Childs, 105. 
818 Childs, 105. 
819 Cook, 141. 
820 Cook & Ramsden, 291. 
821 Lord Wallace (interview), 4 June 2019. 



Chapter 7

218 
	

new ministry for technology, organise education along ‘comprehensive for all’ lines, and 

institute long-term economic planning – rather than foreign affairs. After reading it 

Macmillan perceptively wrote in his diary: ‘It is cleverly directed to a) the young b) the 

moderate vote. There is very little Socialism in it’.822  

 

The Liberal manifesto, Think for Yourself, Vote Liberal, which was largely written by the 

party’s Director of Research, Harry Cowie, offered the electorate ‘a radical, non-Socialist 

alternative’823 to the Tories. Welding together themes of modernisation and 

internationalism, it campaigned on the theme of a federal Britain in a federal Europe and 

argued that ‘the new men and women’824 – a nod in part to ‘Orpington man’ and to 

Lubbock himself ‘who was of course an engineer’, noted Cowie 825 – must be given 

greater opportunities to use their talents  and called for greater state economic planning.  

‘We were trying to forge a new image for the party in the 1964 election manifesto and I 

think we succeeded to an extent,’ said Harry Cowie. ‘A leader column [in a Fleet Street 

broadsheet] said words to the effect that if you [the readers] haven’t decided how you 

want to vote, and you want to base it on policy you couldn’t do better than vote Liberal. 

And that was quite something.’826  

 

The Liberals were aware of the need to remain visibly distinct from both the Tories and 

Labour, in part because its new supporters were drawn in roughly equal measure from 

their rivals even if in reality their fire was directed more at the Tories than Labour.827 But 

there was a degree of crossover in the Liberal and Labour manifestos, although the 

parties also had very real differences over issues such as Europe and nationalisation – the 

Liberals, like the Tories, opposed further nationalisation, the Liberal manifesto instead 

calling for co-ownership in industry ‘as a golden medium between free enterprise and 

state control’.828  

 
																																																								
822 Cited in Winstone, Events, 298. 
823 Jones, 42. 
824 Cited in Jones, 42. 
825 Mr Harry Cowie (interview), 29 August 2019. 
826	Mr Harry Cowie (interview), 29 June 2017. 
827 Butler & King, 104-5. 
828 Ibid, 135. 
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To what extent Orpington influenced Labour’s 1964 election campaign is hard to gauge. 

The Labour Party had for some time been aware of the urgent need to modernise and 

broaden its appeal, especially among young voters, ever since its 1959 defeat (its third 

election loss in succession) – but the Orpington by-election, and the boost it gave Liberal 

fortunes throughout the country, heralded a ‘return to multi-party politics in Britain’ and 

now ‘found itself in competition for floating voters with the Liberal leader, Jo Grimond, 

who attracted Conservatives but was also radical enough to win over activists who might 

otherwise have worked for Labour,’ observed Martin Pugh.829 It thus reinforced the 

message that Labour needed to make itself electorally attractive enough to win over key 

swing voters such as those who had deserted Labour for the Liberals at Orpington.   

 

For the first time since 1950, the Liberals fielded candidates in more than half of Britain’s 

constituencies thanks in part to the boost in membership it had received as a result of its 

success in Orpington and its other strong electoral performances, putting a financial 

spring in the party’s step. But despite benefiting from Grimond’s  inspirational leadership 

– he had what one commentator thought was ‘probably the best television image in the 

country’830 – this time around the Liberals were up against a re-energised, revitalised 

Labour Party led by a dynamic new leader who ‘looked and sounded a Prime Minister 

throughout the electoral battle’.831 And with the stakes so high, Labour desperate to win 

after what it called ‘thirteen years of Tory misrule’832 and the opinion polls showing the 

gap between Labour and the Tories narrowing, it turned into a two-horse race with the 

Liberals becoming victims of a classic electoral squeeze. The 3.5 per cent swing from the 

Conservatives to Labour – the Tory vote had slumped by nearly 1.75 million since 

1959833 – was enough to give the latter victory but the outcome was closer than anyone 

predicted: a working majority of four, the smallest since 1847.  The result was as follows 

(see next page): 

 

 
																																																								
829 Pugh, 323. 
830 Cited in Sked & Cook, 194. 
831	Sked & Cook, 193.	
832 Lee, 310. 
833 Butler & Butler, 217. 
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1964  General Election 

 

                                   Total votes           MPs elected         Percentage share of vote 

 

Conservative             12,001,396                 304                             43.4  

Labour                       12,205,814                317                              44.1 

Liberal                         3,092,878                   9                               11.2834 

 

The high Liberal hopes were dashed and the party ended up with just nine seats to the 

dismay of Grimond who later admitted: ‘The result of the 1964 General Election was a 

blow to me.’835 That said, the Liberals won a seat off the Tories in the West Country and 

did particularly well in the Scottish Highlands – winning Inverness, Caithness and 

Sutherland, and Ross and Cromarty – about as far as it was possible to get from 

Orpington. The party’s success there was driven in part by Grimond’s personal charisma 

and Scottish connections  –  he was born in St Andrews and was the MP for Shetland and 

Orkney – and by the amount of time he spent campaigning in Scotland, and in particular 

the islands that made up his constituency, to ensure that he held on to his seat, according 

to Cowie.836 However, the Liberals also lost two seats, Bolton West and Huddersfield 

West.837 

 

Despite a determined Tory fightback the Liberals also retained Orpington as a result of 

the strong personal following that Lubbock himself had built up in the constituency, the 

well-organised campaign waged by the local Liberal association and the fact that 

suburban Orpington was not really Labour territory, albeit with a reduced majority of 

3,072. The party thus ensured that Orpington would not go down in history as another 

‘here today, gone tomorrow’ by-election win like Torrington. The local Liberal 

association in Orpington had also benefited from ‘an anonymous £1,000 donation’ after 

the by-election which had enabled it to get its own HQ, and employ a new full-time agent 

																																																								
834 Butler & Butler, 217. 
835 Grimond, 218. 
836 Mr Harry Cowie (interview), 29 June 2017. 
837	Cook, 142.	
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and organiser,838 helping the party to hold onto Orpington with relative ease in 1964, as 

the following table shows: 

 

Orpington (1964 election) 

 

                                                          Total votes             Percentage share of vote 

Eric Lubbock (Liberal)                        22,637                      48.4 per cent 

Norris McWhirter (Conservative)        19,565                     41.8 per cent 

Peter Merriton (Labour)                         4,609                        9.8 per cent839 

 

For all Grimond’s disappointment, a closer analysis of the figures showed there were 

some grounds for optimism. The Liberals polled over three million votes, nearly twice as 

many as they had polled in 1959 and they forfeited only 53 deposits. While in terms of 

vote share, it was the best performance by the party since the 1929 general election when 

Lloyd George was party leader and the party won 23.4 per cent of the vote.840 And 

despite the fact that all but one (Orpington) of the seats won lay on the ‘Celtic fringe’, the 

Liberals took around 25 per cent of the vote in a variety of Home Counties seats not 

dissimilar in character to Orpington in the south-east of England, suggesting this part of 

the country could be fertile future territory for the party. They also polled well in 

Manchester commuter suburbs like Cheadle, again similar in character to Orpington.841  

 

It was understandable why so many Liberals felt disgruntled in the immediate aftermath 

of the election.  Nine seats seemed precious little reward for three million votes, and 

given raised Liberal expectations following Orpington, their subsequent by-election near-

misses and extensive local election gains it must have seemed a drubbing. Moreover, the 

narrow Labour victory – the party only polled around 200,000 more votes than the 

Conservatives – ‘effectively destroyed the cherished Liberal hope of replacing Labour as 

																																																								
838 New Outlook (March 1963), 38. 
839 Craig, British Parliamentary (1950-70), 422. 
840 Butler & Butler, 215. 
841 Cook, 142-3. 
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the alternative to the Conservatives’, observed Chris Cook, the result being that after 

1964 the Liberal Party lost ‘both its sense of purpose and its sense of direction’.842    

 

However Britain’s first past the post electoral system was always going to make any kind 

of general election breakthrough that much more of a challenge for the Liberals, and on 

this occasion it proved too great a challenge. The party expected too much in 1964. At the 

same time, Labour strategy was now based in part on appealing to the material self-

interest of the new clerical and technical middle classes, hence the ‘white heat’ rhetoric 

which was ‘carefully designed to strike a chord with Orpington Man, the aspirational 

suburban voter at the heart of the affluent society’, observed Dominic Sandbrook.843 

Looked at from a longer-term perspective though, the Orpington by-election was indeed 

what Harry Cowie called a ‘turning point’844 for the party in a number of ways. It helped 

rebalance it geographically at the parliamentary level, and in the eyes of the nation, as not 

just a party of the Celtic fringes but of suburban England, particularly southern suburban 

England. It showed that given the right circumstances – typically, a socially mixed but 

predominantly lower middle class / middle class constituency with an established local 

council Liberal presence and a weak Labour tradition – the Liberals could win, and the 

party need not be British politics’ perennial underdogs. In short, it helped rebrand them in 

the eyes of the public. Furthermore, it gave new hope to the party and boosted 

membership which in turn put it on a more secure financial footing, creating the 

momentum for the leap forward in the 1962 local elections, and in terms of vote share if 

not seats won, the 1964 general election too. ‘It took us to a new level,’ observed 

Cowie.845  

 

Post-Orpington, sceptics would try to portray the Liberals as nothing but a party of 

protest for disaffected Tory and Labour voters to turn to when those parties were 

unpopular. And while the party undoubtedly served as a receptacle for protest votes, the 

survival of the Liberal Party in the long term suggests this was only part of the story. 
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Increasingly from Orpington onwards the Liberals were seen in some areas of Britain as a 

viable alternative to the Tories, and not just at the local but at the parliamentary level, in 

part as a result of weakening class ties and the electorate’s greater readiness to vote 

tactically. Their success showed that a growing proportion of the electorate was receptive 

to the Liberals’ call for change in places where they could win, but that voters would 

support whichever anti-Tory party was best able to deliver: at Orpington in 1962 it was 

the Liberals, but in the 1964 general election it was Labour. In short, it helped result in 

the Liberal Party once again being taken seriously as a national political institution:846 yet 

another example of how this most fascinating of by-elections would subtly impact on the 

future political landscape. At the same time, the inherent advantage that the first-past-the-

post electoral system gave the two main parties prevented the Liberals from breaking out 

of their ‘third party ghetto’. Consequently the Orpington by-election remains just ‘a 

political moment’ in British history, rather than a precursor of seismic political change. 

 

 

																																																								
846 Young, in Cook & Ramsden, 177. 
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Summary 

In March 1962 the Liberal Party won a highly symbolic by-election in Orpington, on the 

south-eastern fringe of Greater London, turning a near 15,000 vote Tory majority into a 

near 8,000 Liberal majority. Nearly 60 years on, it remains one of the most famous 

postwar British by-elections. 

The enduring fascination with Orpington stems from it being the Liberal party’s first big 

postwar win, its contemporary impact, and its significance for the wider history of British 

politics.  

The by-election took place after a decade of Conservative government in a Britain on the 

cusp of profound socio-economic change: change reflected in the identity of two of the 

key players in the by-election, one British-Jewish (Peter Goldman) and one British-Indian 

(Pratap Chitnis), and the way in which the by-election was fought and covered by the 

media. 

The result gave the Tories a serious jolt, helped pave the way for a government reshuffle 

– the so called ‘Night of the Long Knives’ in July 1962 in which the prime minister,

Harold Macmillan, sacked a third of his cabinet – and briefly, to speculation in the press

that the Liberals might even replace Labour, which had lost three general elections in a

row, as Britain’s main centre-left party.

However, despite tapping into the growing desire for change after the long years of 

Conservatism, the Liberals ultimately failed to alter the established party-political 

balance of power and capitalise on their by-election success in subsequent national 

elections. And many histories of postwar British politics have therefore paid 
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comparatively little attention to Orpington or have largely looked at it with regard to its 

impact on the Conservative Party, and what it said about the Tory government.  

My thesis challenges the widespread tendency amongst scholars to dismiss the Orpington 

election as a curious, but largely irrelevant moment in British postwar political history. 

At the same time, it seeks to explain the role of Orpington in the postwar Liberal revival, 

and explore the reasons why Orpington – for all the headlines in the next day’s papers – 

did not turn out to be a game-changer by-election, as initially seemed possible. 

For that purpose, this thesis analyses in great empirical depth both the causes and the 

consequences of this ‘shock to the system’, while also looking in greater detail at aspects 

of the by-election that have moved to the centre of historiographical stage in recent years 

but have hitherto been largely ignored. This includes an emphasis on the role of race and 

gender in the British political culture of the era, and an assessment of the impact of 

changing media practices to the outcome.  

In examining these themes, however, it aims to contribute to the broader historiographical 

project, exploring processes of continuity and change in British postwar political history 

by using the Orpington by-election as a means to illustrate deeper political, social, and 

cultural dynamics affecting the British political landscape.    

The thesis aims to fill an empirical lacuna, juxtaposing new archival research into the by-

election and the key players with never before recorded oral testimony. It has adopted a 

‘bottom-up’ approach to the story where possible so as to provide a counterweight to a 

more conventional ‘top-down’ methodology that focuses  on national party politics. For 

instance, it investigates how significant a contributory factor local Liberal activism also 

was to the result. 

It explores how important the character of the two main candidates, the Liberal Eric 

Lubbock and the Conservatives’ Peter Goldman, was to the outcome of the by-election, 

and asks how much of a hindrance Goldman’s ‘outsider’ status, personality and Jewish 
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background were to his chances of success. And it goes on to investigate one of the most 

controversial aspects of the by-election: the alleged anti-Semitism of both the local 

electorate and the Liberal campaign, and to what extent this impacted on the by-election 

result.  

The thesis also looks at the role of tactical voting and opinion polls in the political contest 

and their significance to the Liberal win, as well as the way in which the print media and 

television news coverage interacted and fed off the other at Orpington, the first by-

election where the result was covered live on television.  

Furthermore it investigates the phenomenon of ‘Orpington man’ – the semi-mythical 

figure conjured up by the press after the shock by-election result to help explain this 

unlikely suburban revolt against the Tories – who was emblematic of the new, postwar 

upwardly-mobile man, and to a lesser extent woman (the coining of the term ‘Orpington 

man’ itself reflected the gender discourse and attitudes of the time), who did not feel the 

same class ties as his parents with either Labour or the Conservatives. 

Last, it challenges another assertion found in the existing literature: that the reason there 

were no more ‘Orpingtons’ – subsequent Liberal by-election victories – in the more than 

eighteen months between Lubbock’s victory in early 1962 and the general election of 

October 1964 (which resulted in a Labour victory) was down to the constituency’s 

‘distinctiveness’. 

The thesis concludes that for all the contemporary media excitement generated by 

Orpington, factors such as the British electoral system and the entrenched position of 

Labour and the Tories were always going to make a genuine Liberal breakthrough that 

much harder to achieve than seemed possible in the immediate aftermath of this famous 

by-election. 
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Impact Paragraph 

Relevance 

My PhD thesis challenges teleological accounts that focus on the two main parties in 

British postwar political history, the Conservatives and Labour, and examines one of the 

big political moments in the Liberal Party’s postwar history, its Orpington by-election in 

1962. A victory that was seen as a minor political earthquake at the time. 

It also explores the relative openness of the political situation in early 1960s when a tired 

Tory government, beset by growing political difficulties, was clearly running out of 

steam – yet the main opposition party, Labour, which had suffered three successive 

general election defeats, was grappling with internal divisions, was slow to move with the 

times and did not seem to understand the speed, scale and consequences of social change 

in the country. 

At the same time, the Liberal Party was reinventing itself as a modern, non-socialist 

progressive political force in southern England that sought to address contemporary 

issues and local concerns. It wanted to jettison the baggage of the past – when it was 

Britain’s main progressive party and led by political titans such as Gladstone and 

Asquith, and its historic commitment to Free Trade – and was enjoying increasing ‘under 

the radar’ success in local council elections. 

My thesis attempts to get away from a deterministic and narrow understanding of history, 

underlining the role of historical actors – such as the two main candidates in the 

Orpington by-election, Eric Lubbock and Peter Goldman – and moments that reflected 

the possibility of real social change, for better and worse. Britain was on the cusp of a 

new era, characterised by weakening class ties at a time when the country’s place in the 

world was fast changing. Moreover the two main political parties, Conservative and 
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Labour, both had problems of their own, so Orpington did briefly seem as if it might be a 

moment which marked the shifting of the political tectonic plates. 

In doing so, the thesis also addresses categories such as race – the British-Indian Pratap 

Chitnis, who masterminded Lubbock’s winning campaign, was among first BAME 

election agents in British political history; class and gender and how they impacted on the 

by-election; anti-Semitism, asking to what extent the Tory candidate, Peter Goldman, was 

the victim of such prejudice; and the media – newspaper opinion polls helped shape the 

outcome, and the by-election count was the first to be filmed live on television. Moreover 

it looks at the role of such factors in contributing to both the ‘stabilising’ and ‘changing’ 

of the postwar political order. 

By doing all of the above, my thesis aims to provide a better, more nuanced picture of the 

political history of the UK that adds to public understanding of the past – a particularly 

valuable exercise following Brexit, with its narrow, simplistic, non-pluralist images of the 

past. 

Target group 

My thesis looks beyond the academic community, and should be of interest to all those 

keen to find out more about the political history of the UK and European politics during 

the 1960s, particularly the British Liberal Party, which later evolved into the Liberal 

Democrats who formed a coalition government with Britain’s Conservative Party from 

2010-15.  

It sheds new light on the Liberal Party’s past, and on how it rebuilt itself in the 1950s and 

early 1960s. While constellations are different today, there are still lessons to be learnt 

from a study of the party at the time: for instance, on its up-to-date methods of 

campaigning for the time; and the inclusiveness of its political policy choices – 

internationalist and pro-European. 
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It also casts new light on Britain’s two main parties, the Conservatives and Labour. It 

shows how the Conservatives were considerably more alarmed by the loss of Orpington 

than they publicly let on at the time, and explores the continuing ambiguity of the party’s 

relationship with Britain’s Jewish community, reflected in the difficulty that Jewish 

Tories had in being selected as prospective parliamentary candidates. It also shows how 

Orpington taught Labour that it could not rely on the support of once-loyal working class 

supporters if another party had a better chance of beating the Tories in a particular 

constituency.   

My thesis additionally seeks to provide interested parties with a better understanding of 

the British political system and its idiosyncrasies – such as by-elections, the first past the 

post electoral system, the strong MP-constituency link and the importance that 

personality can play in transcending traditional political loyalties – that impacted on the 

Brexit decision and subsequent negotiations. 

It should also be of interest to both pollsters and students of the media for its focus on the 

role that opinion polls, the press and television played in political decisions at the time. 

Opinion  polling had grown in sophistication since 1945 and my thesis considers how 

such polls influenced the by-election result. 

Last, the by-election took place at a time when television was increasingly making its 

mark on the media landscape, and examines how TV and national newspaper coverage 

interacted to create exceptional interest in this south-east London seat that was adjacent 

to the prime minister Harold Macmillan’s constituency. The result appeared to offer a 

‘mini-referendum’ on the government of the day which only served to increase its 

importance in the eyes of the media. 
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Activity 

 

My aim is to find a publisher for my PhD thesis. If successful, its publication will allow 

target groups to become aware of, and draw upon, its research and findings for their own 

academic research. The 60th anniversary of the by-election next year (2022) is likely to 

provide an additional opportunity to make the fruits of my research more widely known, 

and my intention is to place an article based on my findings in an academic journal.  

 

As a journalist, I would also hope to place an article based on my research in a consumer 

title aimed at the public such as BBC History Magazine (300,000 readers) and a national 

British newspaper such as the Sunday Times. I’m a regular contributor to both 

publications. Last but not least, I would be very happy to give a talk to history students at 

Maastricht University, and other seats of learning, as well as to potentially interested 

groups such as the Liberal Democrat History Society, about my research project so as to 

further their understanding of this most fascinating era in postwar British history. 
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