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In recent times intense media attention has served to suggest 
that the outcome of almost every parliamentary by-election 
carries with it enormous political significance. Professional 
pundits are ready to assert that each result represents a decisive 
moment in the fortunes of the government, a turning point in 
the progress of the official opposition or a revival in the 
prospects of a third-party force. In reality, however, very few of 
the several hundred by-elections which have taken place over 
the last sixty years have possessed anything approaching such 
decisive importance. It is surely clear that the behaviour of the 
electorate on occasions other than general elections is often 
erratic, inconsistent and of little lasting significance. Only 
occasionally can the evidence of a by-election, in suggesting the 
withdrawal or return of support to a government, transform the 
political mood. Yet the fascination remains, not least for 
governments themselves.

By early 1935, for example, the Conservative-dominated 
National Government, which had secured a massive overall 
parliamentary majority of 493 seats little over three years 
earlier, had been reduced to a state of near panic by a 
depressing series of by-election results. One veteran 
Conservative observed: 'I never knew our Central Office people 
so rattled as they were in February. They looked on no seat as 
safe'. 2 With hindsight, it is difficult to believe that this degree of 
alarm was at all justified. The government defended forty-eight
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seats during the course of the parliament, of which only nine 
were lost, and there was no extended period during which the 
swing to the Labour party had been sufficiently strong to imply 
a Labour victory at the next general election. 3 The result of the 
1931 election had, after all, been exceptional, with the 
Conservatives and their supporters winning many seats which 
had been traditional Labour strongholds. Indeed, in only two of 
the nine by-elections lost by the government did Labour make 
gains in seats which they had not won in 1929   a year in 
which Labour had done well, though not well enough to secure 
an overall parliamentary majority.

One of these two by-elections has been subjected to intense 
historical scrutiny. 4 The contest at East Fulham in October 
1933 has become an historiographical problem in its own right. 
It has perhaps aroused more controversy than any other by- 
election in the present century, becoming in the process a 
notorious symbol of the so-called 'locust years'. Though some 
of the mythology surrounding East Fulham has now been 
exploded, it was once imbued with immense significance, 
especially in explaining Britain's slow response to the rise of 
Nazism in Germany. 'It was a nightmare', Stanley Baldwin is 
reputed to have said. His official, but scarcely sympathetic, 
biographer added: 'I always felt that the nerve, injured in 
October 1933, the East Fulham nerve, never quite healed'. 5 In 
stark contrast, the second by-election in the Wavertree division 
of Liverpool in February 1935 has been largely overlooked. 
Such neglect is in many ways surprising. There are good 
grounds for suggesting that the Wavertree contest represented 
an important moment in the National Government's fortunes. 
Furthermore, the very fact that the outcome of the contest was 
determined by the late intervention of a twenty-three-year-old 
independent candidate adds an element of drama to the 
proceedings. It is difficult to envisage a similar intervention 
without party support commanding in the 1990s the backing of 
more than 10,000 voters. But the young man in question was 
the son of the most charismatic politician of the age.

Randolph Churchill eventually came to enjoy some 
distinction as a journalist and historian. But it is difficult to 
escape the conclusion that, as a politician, he proved a 
lamentable failure. Despite the great name that he bore, he 
never managed to win a contested election to the House of
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Commons, though he did sit for five years as M.P. for Preston, a 
beneficiary of the electoral truce declared by the major parties 
during the Second World War. Few, however, would have 
predicted so disappointing a career when the younger Churchill 
first set his sights on political advancement   not least 
Randolph himself. Whatever qualities Churchill may have 
lacked, these did not include immodesty or ambition. As early 
as September 1930 he had told an American journalist that he 
looked forward to entering parliament in 1932 when he came 
of age. Sir John Colville later recalled that Randolph had once 
told him:

If anybody had disputed my belief that I should enter the House of 
Commons at twenty-one and hold office by the time I was twenty- 
three, I should not have bothered to argue. For I regarded it as a 
certainty. 6

II

Even now, after more than half a century, most of the 
historiography of the National Government, particularly as 
regards its foreign policy, is dominated by a left-of-centre 
perspective. It is not always easy to remember that the 
government faced one of its more important internal challenges 
from its own right flank. Many Conservatives criticized the 
government for succumbing to the charms of an effete 
liberalism   or more wildly the embrace of a discredited 
socialism   when it was perfectly capable of pursuing a 
straightforward Conservative course. The government which 
had come to power in August 1931 and, more particularly, the 
government which was confirmed in power with its doctor's 
mandate by the election in November of that year, was 
overwhelmingly dominated by the Conservative party. 7 
Moreover the Prime Minister's election manifesto had clearly 
declared that 'the immediate tasks are temporary'. When 
finished they would be followed by 'normal political activities'. 
Yet until June 1935 this same government was led by the former 
Labour Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, while other great 
offices of state, including that of Foreign Secretary, were also 
held by non-Conservatives.
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The architect of this Conservative self-denying ordinance was 
the party leader, Stanley Baldwin, who at any time during these 
years could legitimately have staked his own claims to the 
premiership. Yet being the 'prisoner' of the National Labour 
and Liberal National parties enabled Baldwin to lead the 
Conservatives towards that centre ground of British politics 
which he himself found most congenial. The price to be paid, 
however, was growing unease on the right wing of his own 
backbenches. By the middle of 1933 it was apparent that the 
primary purpose for which the National Government had been 
created   the salvation of the national economy   had been 
secured. The by-election reverses from which the government 
increasingly suffered after that date seemed to confirm that 
continuing participation in the National Government was not 
furthering Conservative party ends. Though considerable 
economic difficulties remained, the perilous chasm opening up 
in the summer and autumn of 1931 had at least been avoided. 
By-elections now presented voters who had supported the 
principle of National Government back in that year with the 
opportunity to express their feelings on specific government 
policies, without worrying too much about the wider political 
consequences of their actions.

Right-wing unease focused above all else on the issue of 
India. This was hardly surprising. India was widely seen as the 
symbol and keystone of British imperial might. For many the 
possibility that India might eventually move to independence, 
even within the British Empire, was a prospect too shocking to 
contemplate. By his celebrated declaration on Dominion Status 
in 1929, however, the Viceroy, Lord Lrwin, had clearly looked 
forward to just such a development. Though the declaration 
was issued under the authority of a Labour government, 
Baldwin had given the backing of the Conservative opposition 
to the new policy, a step which led to Winston Churchill's 
resignation from the shadow cabinet in January 1931 to enable 
him to be free to criticize official party policy. Churchill's 
attitude towards India, Irwin later wrote, was 'not a matter of 
argument but instinct'. 8

For some Tories India itself was of secondary importance. 
The elder Churchill also helped voice the disquiet of those 
Conservatives who saw their party's policy on India as 
indicative of an unnecessarily timid and conciliatory brand of
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Conservatism, itself the product of the contamination of their 
ideological purity by continuing contact with Labour and 
Liberal politicians. Thus the right-wing revolt over India   too 
easily dismissed as the complaints of 'jingoists, superannuated 
majors and red-faced blimps'9   represented something much 
deeper than a single-issue campaign. It was also the vehicle of 
those who wished to return to conventional party politics   or 
at least to a restructured National Government in which 
Conservative influence would be visibly predominant. As one 
Tory with recent experience of India explained to Irwin:

I am afraid that [the disquiet over India] represents the position in our 
party on many things. Many think that Sftanley] Bfaldwin] is weak and 
woolly, and is letting the Party down. . . .'°

In fact it scarcely needed the presence of non-Conservative 
politicians inside the National Government to ensure that the 
enlightened policy towards India enunciated by Irwin would be 
maintained. This was also the direction in which Conservatives 
such as Baldwin, Samuel Hoare, and Irwin himself felt naturally 
attracted. The Government of India Act, which finally reached 
the statute book in the summer of 1935, was designed to extend 
self-government at provincial level and create a franchise of 
thirty million people. Not surprisingly, it proved to be the most 
contentious piece of legislation of the entire parliament. The bill 
occasioned 1,951 parliamentary speeches, a total of 15'/2 million 
words of debate on its 473 clauses, filling more than 4,000 
pages of Hansard. But the opposition of Winston Churchill and 
those who followed him was by no means confined to the 
parliamentary arena. Early in 1933, at a meeting of the 
Conservative National Union General Council, Churchill 
proposed a resolution declaring that Indian independence 
would be injurious to both India and Britain. An acrimonious 
debate ensued, with the resolution defeated by only 189 votes to 
165. Then, at the party's Annual Conference in Bristol in 
October 1934 the India rebels lost the vote by only 543 to 520. 
Bodies such as the Indian Empire Society and the India 
Defence League thus posed a serious challenge to the National 
Government, despite its apparently impregnable parliamentary 
position.

That a by-election in Liverpool should provide a focus for the
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rebellious right was not entirely surprising. Lancashire as a 
whole experienced severe economic distress in the inter-war 
years as a result of the decline of a number of staple industries 
which were located there, including cotton. Winston Churchill 
was among those who found the supposed causal link between 
Lancashire's recession and India's autonomy too tempting to 
resist. The effect on the county would, he argued, be even more 
severe if any further measure of independence were granted to 
the sub-continent." But Liverpool politics and Lancashire 
politics were far from being synonymous. As The Times 
explained:

This port is vitally interested in the importation of cotton and its 
transport to the cotton manufacturing towns of the county and there its 
interest ceases. . . Cotton, to Liverpool people outside those engaged in 
the cotton market, is merely one of the many kinds of merchandise that 
come to the port and are passed on to others. 12

The city's politics were also complicated by deep religious 
divisions which looked back to an earlier age.

Indeed Liverpool was in many ways the least typical city, 
politically speaking, in England. As Michael Bentley has rightly 
argued, the city 'says much that is unrepeatable [and] stands as 
warning to anyone wishing to paint a national picture by 
enlarging local tints'. 13 The enduring importance of religion as 
a political determinant went back to the large Irish migrations 
of earlier decades. In 1881 more than a third of all the Irish- 
born living in England were to be found in Lancashire. As the 
main port of entry and being heavily dependent on unskilled 
labour, Liverpool inevitably had the highest concentration. So 
strong was the Irish Catholic vote that the Scotland division of 
the city returned an Irish Nationalist member at every general 
election between 1885 and 1929. Sectarian divisions 
encouraged the development within the city of a form of 
militant working-class Protestantism of which the Conservative 
party was usually the electoral beneficiary, although 
Protestantism had also emerged as an independent political 
force in its own right. Thus political affiliations closely matched 
the pattern of religious allegiance in the different parishes of the 
city. In January 1910 the Manchester Guardian summed up 
Liverpool's politics in the following terms: 'The divisions are
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religious rather than political, and they take us right back to the 
seventeenth century'. 14

Espousing a highly effective form of Tory Democracy, the 
Conservative party had dominated the politics of the city until 
the First World War, its organizational control reaching a peak 
after Archibald Salvidge became President of the Liverpool 
Working Men's Conservative Association in 1892. In the 
general election of December 1910   the last before the war 
  eight out of nine Liverpool seats remained in Conservative 
hands. Even after 1918 the city was slower than most others to 
move towards a political environment in which class was the 
single most important determining factor in voting behaviour. 
Yet by the general election of 1929 the Conservative grip was 
clearly weakening. Labour now held four seats, while the 
Conservative majority in four of their six looked vulnerable. 15 
Even so, while the trend towards Labour was clearly 
established, the old characteristics of Liverpool politics had far 
from disappeared. As the leader of the local party explained in 
1935:

Whether we like it or no ... there are many thousands of electors in 
Liverpool who will, if the need arises, put Protestantism before their 
politics, and it would be simply madness on my pan if I told the people 
of Kirkdale, Everton or West Toxteth that the Conservative Party has 
ceased to care for religion or for Protestant interests. 16

It was not in fact until 1955 that Labour managed to gain 
control of the city council for the first time. Even as late as the 
Conservative Party Conference of 1971 Barry Porter, who had 
recently and unsuccessfully contested a by-election in the city's 
Scotland division, declared that his experience convinced him 
that the electors could now forget their differences as 
Protestants and Catholics and vote instead for people and 
parties.''

III

The Wavertree constituency had been newly created at the end 
of the First World War. Carved out of a large swathe of suburbs 
in the south-east corner of the city, it appeared to have a natural 
Conservative majority. In only one contest   that of 1923  
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had the party been unsuccessful, conceding the seat on that 
occasion to a Liberal by less than seven hundred votes. But 
there were other factors which made the outcome of the by- 
election which followed the elevation to the peerage of the 
sitting Conservative member, Arthur Ronald Nall-Caine, less 
than certain. Despite considerable improvement in the national 
economic climate, about 22% of Liverpudlians remained 
unemployed. The 61,000 Wavertree voters were double the 
electorate of 1918. Even since the last election the constituency 
had changed very considerably with a large increase in its 
population.

Even the most astute of local electioneers, asserted The Times 
at the outset of the contest, were refraining from forecasting the 
result. Significantly, Sir Thomas White, the leader of the 
Liverpool Conservative party, had warned Baldwin more than 
six months earlier of his alarm at the 'sullenness pervading the 
ranks of our supporters' in the city. This feeling, he stressed, 
existed not only amongst the working classes, but was also 
prevalent within the commercial community. White was clear in 
his own mind both about why such a malaise had arisen and 
what its electoral implications might be:

The principal cause ... is unquestionably the way Liverpool and other 
'distressed areas' are being treated by the government, and particularly 
the unresponsive attitude of the Chancellor of the Exchequer [Neville 
Chamberlain]. In the early part of lastjanuary I wrote very fully to Mr. 
Topping [the party's Principal Agent] upon the position as I saw it in 
Liverpool and I say quite frankly that I should view with great 
trepidation the verdict of the electors of Liverpool should any election 
arise in the constituencies. 18

By the middle of December 1934, with a by-election in 
Wavertree now pending, but before Randolph Churchill had 
announced his candidature, White's mood was scarcely more 
optimistic:

Our opponents, both Liberal and Socialist, are seizing on the 
Government's treatment of Liverpool . . . and really I wonder how we 
are going to defend the Government's action. 19

Thus the potential for an interesting electoral contest, if not 
an actual upset, clearly existed before Randolph Churchill
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decided to throw a cat among the political pigeons. Labour's 
candidate, Joseph Cleary, had been adopted as early as 1932. 
Against him the Liberals fielded a solicitor, Artro Morris. 
Finally the Conservatives nominated James Platt, a local cotton 
merchant with little political experience. Indeed this was the 
only occasion on which he stood for parliament. With all three 
main parties again fielding candidates   the Liberals having 
withdrawn from the National Government in 1932   the scene 
was set for a conventional by-election when, only a fortnight 
before polling day, the youthful Churchill, who had originally 
arrived only to cover the campaign as a journalist, announced 
his intention to stand as an Independent Conservative. 20 It was 
his first attempt to enter parliament, though in June 1933 he 
had been invited by a group of Lancashire businessmen to stand 
against Sir Edward Grigg, the official Conservative candidate in 
Altrincham. On that occasion Churchill had held back in 
return for a promise from Grigg that he would seek safeguards 
for Lancashire in any projected India Bill.

Churchill's decision to contest the Wavertree by-election was 
taken without consulting his distinguished father. Indeed the 
latter took the trouble of announcing to the press that 
Randolph was acting on his own initiative. Privately he 
regarded his son's decision as 'a most rash and unconsidered 
plunge'. To have 'a hurroosh' in the streets and publicity in the 
newspapers and to end up with 'a miserable vote', which might 
nonetheless hand the seat to the Labour candidate, would 'do 
no end of harm'. 21 In fact the potential for considerable 
political embarrassment clearly existed. The elder Churchill's 
own political career was already sufficiently tainted with the 
aura of disloyalty for him not to welcome giving further 
ammunition to his many enemies within the Conservative 
ranks. Opposing the policies of his own party in parliament was 
one thing; campaigning against it at the hustings was quite 
another. Yet he was clearly torn between the prudence of his 
political brain and the warmth of his paternal heart. 'I should 
be less than human,' he confessed, 'if in all the circumstances of 
these critical times I did not wish him success.' 22 In the last 
resort Churchill felt compelled to offer what help he could. No 
stranger to by-election campaigns, he threw himself into the 
contest with vigour and was soon seeking the support of such 
figures as the Duke of Westminster and Edward Carson. 23 The
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latter's residual influence over the 'Orange vote' might still be 
significant in Liverpool's sectarian politics.

At the outset few took Randolph's intervention at all 
seriously. 'People are amused, on the whole,' noted Chips 
Channon, 'by Randolph Churchill's decision to stand as an 
Independent Candidate at Wavertree.' 24 In the circumstances 
this was scarcely surprising. The Conservatives, after all, 
enjoyed a considerable electoral cushion. At the general 
election of 1931 the party had secured a majority of over 
23,000 in a straight fight with Labour. Even the intervention of 
a Liberal this time was hardly likely to have a dramatic impact. 
Randolph's prospects scarcely looked promising. He had no 
ready-made body of supporters waiting for him in the 
constituency, still less a political organization. Nor had he been 
pressed to stand by a group of local notables, dissatisfied with 
the existing Tory candidate. There seemed only to be the family 
ready to offer support. 'Sarah and Diana both gone Liverpool 
help Randolph', Churchill cabled to his wife. 'Thus he has 
already two supporters.' 25 The prevalent feeling, noted The 
Times, was that, if Randolph allowed his candidature to 
proceed, the number of votes he would be able to take from the 
official Conservative candidate would be negligible. 26

Rapidly, however, the situation changed. First to offer its 
support was the Rothermere press. The Evening News made 
Randolph's intervention its front page headline on 19 January. 
The following day the Sunday Dispatch declared in like vein: 
'Young England, A New Force in Politics: Randolph Churchill 
to Fight Wavertree By-Election'. It was claimed that Randolph
  'one of the most brilliant and forceful young men in the 
country'   had 'changed the face of polities' by his 'courageous 
challenge to the Indian surrender'. Financial backing soon 
followed. Lady Houston, an eccentric millionairess keen to see a 
new patriotic party emerge in parliament, offered substantial 
funds. Owner of the right-wing Saturday Review, Lady Houston 
seemed convinced that the Prime Minister, Ramsay 
MacDonald, whose politics no longer merited any definition of 
the word 'socialist', was in fact in the pay of Moscow. 'Bendor'
  the equally individualistic Duke of Westminster   
subscribed £500 to the campaign as well as offering motor cars 
and much needed canvassers, while a Manchester businessman 
added £200. With total expenditure limited by law to £1,200,
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Randolph was at least secure on the financial front. The 
decision of the India Defence League to offer its full support 
ensured that the contest assumed national importance. It was 
not long before Churchill could report that his son could rely 
on the backing of the key members of the die-hard movement
  'all our circus . . . including [Lord] Lloyd, [Lord] Wolmer, 
Roger Keyes, the D[uchess] of A[tholl] and last but not least 
Papa'. 27 By the end of the month the Liverpool Daily Post 
reported that Randolph had the support of nearly two dozen 
Tory M.P.s. 28

The change in the situation was apparent when Randolph 
held his first public meeting at the Wavertree Town Hall on the 
evening of 21 January. He arrived with no-one to chair his 
meeting and uncertain what the size or disposition of his 
audience might be. In fact the event turned into a great success. 
The elder Churchill recorded his son's achievement with 
evident pride:

The Hall was packed and the streets outside crowded. The platform 
was also blocked by enthusiastic people standing there to support him. 
He made a brilliant speech. Then he went to an overflow almost as 
packed as the first, and finally more than a hundred walked a mile and 
a half to the committee rooms to give their names as helpers. 29

The meeting received full coverage in the national press and it 
was clear that Randolph's campaign was truly off the ground. 
The candidate himself'of course is in the seventh heaven'.30

No longer could the Conservative hierarchy look upon 
Randolph's actions with little more than mild irritation. 
'Everyone is wild with Randolph', recorded Chips Channon, 
ready now to surmise upon what had hitherto been unthinkable
  that 'he may easily put the Socialist in by splitting the 
Conservative vote'. Channon claimed never to have known so 
much social and public indignation. 31 Another Tory M.P. noted 
'much agitation' over Randolph's intervention. It was, he 
argued, looked upon with great disfavour by almost every 
Conservative group, including many die-hards who did not 
want to be seen attacking the government so openly. 32 With 
rumours also circulating that Lloyd George   who had just 
announced the results of his economic enquiry, a sort of British 
New Deal   might be about to join the administration, the
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Conservative ranks were clearly rattled. Churchill was now 
ready to predict that, while his son might not actually win the 
seat, his intervention could force the National candidate to the 
bottom of the poll   a development which would provide 'a 
nasty jar for Ramsay and Baldwin'. 33

Mounting governmental disquiet was signalled by the arrival 
in the constituency of a number of ministers to offer their 
support to Platt. Lord Stanley, Anthony Eden, Sir Thomas 
Inskip, R. A. Butler and Ernest Brown all addressed meetings. 
Eden, the Lord Privy Seal, made a pointed reference to the 
elder Churchill over the question of party loyalty and 
confronted Randolph's challenge to the very concept of 
National Government head on. The Conservative party had 
never done a greater service for the nation, Eden insisted, than 
when, under Baldwin's leadership, 'it decided to forgo a certain 
Party victory for the greater good'. The work of the National 
Government was still only half done and those Conservatives 
who sought to disrupt its activities at this stage would bear 'an 
unenviable responsibility'. 34 The Prime Minister echoed Eden's 
sentiments in a personal message to Platt: Ts Wavertree to 
declare against national cooperation and for a return to pure 
party politics?' he enquired rhetorically. 35 Meanwhile the 3,000- 
strong Liverpool Junior Conservative Association was induced 
to declare its support for the government candidate.

Randolph had thus succeeded in focusing 'the attention of 
the world of polities' upon the Wavertree division. 36 Much of 
the credit for his success must be given to the candidate himself. 
He certainly cut an impressive figure. With his sleek blond hair 
brushed back, striking grey eyes and resolute features there was 
something of the matinee idol about his appearance. 37 He 
conducted his whirlwind campaign with both spirit and energy, 
addressing up to half a dozen public meetings a day. As a 
speaker he performed well for a man of his youth, though he 
not surprisingly lacked the platform wit for which his father was 
renowned. 38 But Randolph's campaign also displayed some of 
the excesses and errors of judgement which would always help 
thwart his political ambitions and which were already 
beginning to cloud his relationship with his father, despite the 
latter's underlying devotion. John Simon's succinct description 
  'eloquent, handsome, bumptious and truculent'   aptly 
captured the extraordinary combination of features which
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made up Randolph's personality. 39 Perhaps aware of the 
fundamental flaws in Randolph's character, Professor 
Lindemann, the elder Churchill's scientific adviser, predicted 
that he might get quite a lot of votes, 'provided he is not too 
violent in his denunciations'. 40

In fact it was a central part of Randolph's campaign to 
introduce a vindictive tone into his electioneering. The Prime 
Minister became an object of particular scorn. There was, 
argued Randolph, no one so down and out in Britain today as 
MacDonald   'the most disreputable of politicians, who was 
against his country in the war and betrayed his party in the 
peace'. 4 ' Sir Thomas White was another target. Not 
surprisingly Randolph found himself involved in a libel action 
as soon as his campaign opened. In his weekly column in the 
Sunday Dispatch on 20 January Randolph claimed that the 
socialist Lord Mayor of Liverpool had secured his office in 
return for ensuring that White received the Freedom of the 
City. White sued both Churchill and his newspaper and by the 
summer had succeeded in winning £1,000 in damages plus 
costs. During the campaign itself, however, Randolph lost few 
opportunities to attack the Conservative boss, despite the latter's 
efforts to attract government support for the depressed city of 
Liverpool.

Randolph was understandably concerned to broaden his 
electoral appeal as far as possible. In view of the limited local 
interest in the Indian issue, this was reasonable enough. In any 
case Platt rather cut the ground from under his opponent's feet 
on this issue by declaring that he would reserve the right to vote 
against the government on any specific clause of the India Bill 
on which he did not consider that the interests of the country, 
and in particular the trade of Lancashire, had been adequately 
safeguarded. In view of this statement, at least one Tory M.P. 
previously in the Churchill camp, the future cabinet minister 
Alan Lennox-Boyd, withdrew his support. As The Times 
remarked, Randolph's best chance was to get support from 
'disgruntled Conservatives, who will seize the opportunity of 
seeking to hurt a Government that has, in some direction or 
other, failed to come up to their expectations'. 42 Randolph's 
election address emphasized five points: a square deal for the 
cotton industry and for Merseyside shipping; a strong Air Force; 
a more vigorous programme of slum clearance; a freer use of
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national credit on public works; and a live Conservative party, 
appealing to youth, free from the taint of Socialism and 
independent of what he called local caucus influence.43

In thus extending his campaign Randolph gained obvious 
advantages, but at the expense of incurring additional 
problems. On the one hand many younger Conservatives, 
including some such as Harold Macmillan who found it 
impossible to support Winston Churchill on the question of 
India, strongly believed that the National Government had lost 
all momentum and would be incapable of tackling the problems 
facing the country without drastic reorganization, including the 
dropping of MacDonald and other National ornaments from 
the cabinet. But others, including Randolph's father, were now 
placed in a difficult position. 'Grievous mistake', Churchill 
telegraphed to his son on 2 February, 'to broaden issue about 
India ... by substituting Conservative versus National 
Government'. Churchill himself fully intended to fight the next 
general election   widely anticipated to be held within the 
next twelve months   as a 'Conservative and National' 
candidate, and might therefore feel obliged to abandon 
Randolph to his fate if he moved far from the Indian issue in 
the remainder of the campaign. 44 The danger for Churchill 
became only too apparent when, at the beginning of February, 
the Nazeing branch of the West Essex Unionist Association 
passed a resolution deploring his consistent opposition to the 
National Government in the House of Commons and pointedly 
suggesting that the activities of the India Defence League in the 
Wavertree by-election created a highly dangerous precedent for 
the adoption of an Independent Conservative candidate in 
Churchill's own constituency of Epping. Such a development, it 
warned, would now be welcomed by 'many loyal supporters of 
Mr. Baldwin and the present Government'. 45

In practice Churchill was now too far committed to his 
son's cause to draw back and had little alternative but to 
follow where Randolph led. His own contribution reached its 
peak during the final days of the campaign, while his tone 
became increasingly critical of the National Government. 
Speaking at Bristol on 25 January Churchill gave a clear 
public endorsement of his son's stance, while echoing his 
complaint about the power of the party's caucus. Randolph's 
cause, he said, was the cause of youth. If the only object of the
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Conservative party's managers was to get 'rich, tame, futile 
men into Parliament', they would never be able to retain their 
hold on the new generation which was already 'knocking at 
the door to claim its rights and accept its responsibilities'. The 
party's efforts to block Randolph's path offered 'a pitiful 
spectacle, humiliating to present members of the National 
Government'. More dangerously for himself, Churchill went 
on to claim that there was hardly a Conservative M.P. who 
would not find himself in a stronger position at the next 
general election if freed of all connection with the present 
Prime Minister. 46

Churchill had arranged several months before to make a 
radio broadcast on the question of India on 29 January. It was, 
however, easy for his critics to see this also as part of an 
orchestrated campaign on Randolph's behalf. Finally, in an eve 
of poll speech in Wavertree itself, Churchill seemed, despite his 
earlier misgivings, to have adopted his son's electoral tactics as 
his own. He claimed that the government's India policy had 
been foisted on to it by the socialists. Meanwhile the great 
Conservative party, to which the country would have gladly 
given its confidence in 1931, was now paralysed. With a 
socialist at the head of the government, the Conservative party 
lay 'tame and dumb', while its leaders and managers mouthed 
'slogans and incantations which have no relation to the realities 
of the time'. How anyone could put loyalty to a Government 
or to leaders such as Baldwin and MacDonald before 'a vital 
and overdue reassertion of our will and resolve to remain a 
great Power' passed Churchill's comprehension. By contrast, to 
elect Randolph would be to take part in a 'decisive political 
event'. 47

As polling day approached, government loyalists professed 
growing optimism about Platt's chances. According to the 
available gossip, said Samuel Hoare, Randolph was not doing 
well. 48 Channon confirmed that Randolph's 'tide [was] running 
out', while Thomas White tried to reassure Lord Derby that the 
division was making 'a splendid recovery' from the 'shock 
tactics of the Churchills' and that he was now 'much more 
optimistic' about Platt's election. 49 In fact the declaration of the 
poll was awaited with nervous apprehension. Channon left a 
vivid description of the atmosphere in Conservative circles on 6 
February:
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Towards evening there was great excitement in smart London; people 
looked at their watches and wondered how young Randolph was doing 
at Wavertree . . . We dined at Emerald's . . . There my eye caught old 
VVinston Churchill - he was bowed with anxiety over Randolph . . . 
and his hand shook . . . Conversation was only of Wavertree, and was 
embarrassing because of Winston's presence and very obvious anxiety.

Later in the evening the Channons moved on to the Duke of 
Westminster's ball. There,

people wandered about awaiting the Wavertree result: no one, I think, 
wanted young Randolph to win or even do well . . . About midnight 
someone came in, and announced 'Randolph has got 10,000 votes'. 
The National Candidate . . . polled 13,000 odd whereas the Socialist 
was RETURNED with 15,611 ... the Liberal lagging far behind. It is 
monstrous, and it quite spoilt my evening. I was so enraged that I 
dragged poor Honor home. 30

Though Randolph's 10,000 votes were more than he had 
any rational right to expect, the result was the worst possible 
one from the elder Churchill's point of view. Samuel Hoare 
rightly judged that the fact that Randolph had 'kept our man 
out will undoubtedly do both Winston and him a good deal of 
harm in the party'. 51 Channon noted that London was 
'scathing with indignation' about the result. When Randolph 
tried to make a dramatic entrance at a supper party given by 
Mrs. Somerset Maugham, Channon 'got up without speaking 
to him and walked away'. 52 Wrhile Randolph's achievement left 
fellow political mavericks such as Lloyd George 'delighted', 
those whose fundamental loyalty was to the Conservative party- 
soon reached a different conclusion. 53 Lord Brocket, 
Wavertree's former M.P., explained that 10,000 Conservatives 
had cast their votes knowing that no harm could be done to the 
government by a single by-election. 54 'Of course it does not 
matter if there is another Socialist in the House of Commons', 
asserted another observer. 55 But should the events and outcome 
of Wavertree be repeated across the country, the only effect 
would be the return of a socialist government.

In Churchill's mind the central issue remained   at least for 
the time being   India. The second reading debate on the 
government's bill began as soon as the by-election was over. 
Churchill had expressed confidence that 'what happens at 
Wavertree will make a difference to our division', but it is
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doubtful whether the result at Wavertree added to his 
parliamentary support. 56 Indeed there was a certain illogicality 
in pretending that Randolph's intervention had done anything 
for this particular cause. 'The Tory diehards have, in their 
protest that the India Bill goes too far, put in a Socialist who 
says its does not go far enough!' was John Simon's judgement. 57 
Churchill divided the House on 6 February and secured the 
backing of eighty-four Conservative M.P.s. He continued the 
fight throughout the committee stage of the bill, but his support 
tended to fall away and it was becoming increasingly clear that 
the cause itself was lost. Even the India Defence League saw the 
difficulties which the Wavertree contest had created. Though 
Lord Lloyd now favoured fighting each by-election that arose, 
the majority of the League's executive disagreed. Their decision 
was, Lloyd insisted, 'the turning point in our campaign'. 58 
Unable to defeat the bill in parliament, the League rejected the 
alternative of contesting further by-elections because of the 
opportunity this would create for the Labour party.

The Wavertree result certainly sent shock waves through the 
National Government and particularly through the 
Conservative ranks. The party bosses had been confronting a 
right-wing revolt in the Commons for more than two years, but 
the prospect of a fundamental split in the constituencies was 
altogether more alarming. Samuel Hoare took the by-election 
as evidence that there was a 'great deal of inflammable material 
about' and remained 'nervous of future explosions'. 59 Rumours 
of a cabinet reconstruction followed by an early election 
abounded during the second and third weeks of February. With 
a Labour victory widely predicted, there was considerable 
uncertainty in the City. 60 'Whatever else happens,' asserted 
Beatrice Webb, the government was 'doomed to disappear at 
the next general election.' 61 Lloyd George, also anticipating a 
Labour victory, believed that he had the opportunity to pick up 
support from among left-wing Tories.62 For the Conservative 
elder statesman, Austen Chamberlain, nothing short of a 
sweeping cabinet reconstruction, including an attempt to bring 
in Lloyd George, was likely to stem the adverse tide. 63 David 
Margesson, the party's Chief Whip, tried to quieten right-wing 
discontent, but seemed to have few remedies to offer. 'We know 
that Ramsay is a liability, but what can we do. . .?' 64

Yet nothing concentrates Conservative minds so effectively as
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the prospect of electoral defeat. Addressing a lunch of the 
Primrose League on 7 February, Douglas Hacking, Financial 
Secretary to the War Office, insisted that the disaster which had 
overtaken the party was due entirely to the pique of one young 
man. The essential task now was to heal the breach before 
further damage was done. 63 The obvious lessons of disunity 
were not ignored. The important thing, noted Hoare, was to get 
the India Bill out of the way, reconcile differences within the 
party and reconstruct the government. 66 In the weeks which 
followed, Hoare's hopes were largely fulfilled. Most important 
was the governmental reconstruction in June which visibly 
increased Conservative representation in the cabinet. In 
particular Conservatives rejoiced to see Baldwin replace the 
rapidly ageing MacDonald as Prime Minister, while Hoare 
succeeded the universally condemned Simon at the Foreign 
Office. After this realignment of party forces the overwhelming 
majority of Conservatives were ready to accept that the party 
should go into the next election as part of a National 
Government.

IV

After Wavertree Winston Churchill and his errant son 
increasingly went their separate ways. The Times condemned 
both of them on 8 February. The only outcome of several 
hundred Wavertrees would be a Labour government, with all 
that would mean for the future of Britain's position in India. 
The elder Churchill faced renewed difficulties in his 
constituency, prompting one Conservative M.P. to enquire of 
the Minister of Transport whether there had been 'any double- 
crossings at Epping'. 67 In fact Churchill was in grave danger of 
losing all credibility in Conservative politics. His reputation had 
already been gravely damaged in 1934 by ill-judged allegations 
about the integrity of Hoare and Derby in relation to the 
Indian legislation. It was time now to save his own skin. In an 
open letter to his constituents, published in The Times on 
9 February, Churchill began subtly to distance himself from his 
son's campaign. He was not, he stressed, opposed to the 
principle of a truly National Government, though the present 
cabinet was constructed on too narrow a basis.
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Most importantly, however, Churchill's own priorities began 
rapidly to change. As soon as the India Bill was out of the way 
he sought to make his peace with the government, concerned 
now to use his influence effectively on the question of 
rearmament. 'The greatest point in the Government's favour', 
noted a former Conservative Chief Whip, 'has been Hitler's 
declaration as to German rearmament.'68 With the European 
situation appearing ever more dangerous, Churchill recognized 
the need not to rock the party's boat. 'The great thing [was] to 
let things simmer down.' 69 In a further open letter to his 
constituents on 25 August Churchill urged that the Indian 
question should now be put to one side. All that could have 
been done had been. He was, insisted a colleague, 'anxious to 
"make it up". England requires you all   with guts. The air 
force and navy must be gingered up'. 70 By October relations 
with Derby had been repaired while the latter, in a general 
mood of reconciliation, even sought to bring Randolph and Sir 
Thomas White together. 71 With a general election now 
imminent, Churchill was clearly keen to return to government 
office, possibly with a defence portfolio.

By contrast Randolph pursued a more perilous course. In his 
mind Wavertree was a relative success to be built upon, not an 
error of judgement from which lessons could be learnt. In his 
immediate reaction to the Wavertree result Winston Churchill 
had concluded that 'no harm [was] done'. 72 As regards his son's 
career this was almost certainly not true. In any case Randolph 
showed few signs of wanting to build bridges. With the 
committee stage of the India Bill at its height, he announced his 
intention to put up an independent candidate at the by-election 
in the Norwood division of London. Father and son argued 
violently over this decision, but Randolph could not be 
dissuaded. He was 'quite beyond reason or even parley' and did 
not 'wish to consider any other interests but his own'. 73 Now, 
however, Churchill was not prepared to sacrifice his own career 
on the altar of his son's vanity and ambition. Randolph's 
'programme seems to be to put Socialists in everywhere he can 
in order to smash up MacDonald and Baldwin. I need not 
enlarge upon the fury this will cause and its unfavourable 
reactions upon my affairs'. 74

Deprived now of the support of both the Rothermere press 
and the India Defence League, and with only one Conservative


