VAP episode 16
Today is the 14th December 2018, and on this day in history 100 years ago occurred the following events…
WW had good reason to be envious of British PM DLG. By the time the two men met in person, their hold on power and their mandate to act in the PPC had taken very different paths. On the same day that WW arrived and travelled in triumph through the streets of Paris, DLG was securing his position as the only man capable of bringing Britain the peace she desired. The result would not be known until the end of December, but fortunately for LG, this result would confirm his towering coalition in its prime place atop the British political food chain. This was impressive all by itself, but it also spoke volumes about the broad appeal which LG’s coalition presented – this GE, taking place across the British Isles, drew on the largest franchise ever seen in the Empire’s history. 
All men over 21, regardless of property, and all women over 30 connected to at least £5 worth of property, were liable to vote, a fact which ensured that the electorate grew by an unprecedented two thirds. Any revolutionary shake ups which may have been feared never arrived though; significantly, the closest thing Britain now had to universal suffrage voted for the status quo, the party which had led the country through the war, and which promised now to win the peace, hang the Kaiser, squeeze the Germans for all they were worth, and so much more. This coupon election was so called because all members of LG’s coalition – consisting of Liberal and Conservative MPs – were presented with coupons that acclaimed their membership of the Welshman’s group. Under this vast political umbrella were some of the country’s heaviest political hitters, but on the neighbouring island, genuine change was en route. 
The aftermath of the British reaction to the 1916 rising had created a groundswell of support and identification with the republican nationalist creed of Sinn Fein, the political organisation turned political party erroneously associated with the Rising. This error notwithstanding, this once relatively political neutral organisation took advantage of this opportunity, and surged ahead in the polls, putting up candidates from all walks of life, and even some women for the first time. The ingenuity, freshness and vibrancy of the movement captivated the Irish people, and effectively wiped out the IPP of yore. It was a defeat for political nationalism and HR, and a victory for the extreme end of the nationalist ethos. 
Through the victory of SF and its domination of Irish politics, these new politicians had a great chance to work for change, but instead, as we will see later, they determined to fulfil the promise of the 1916 rising, and set up their own parliament in Dublin, touching off in the process the Irish War of Independence at a profoundly awkward time for the PM, who would have to argue selectively for self-determination abroad while ignoring those demands of the Irish at home. Today though, our focus is less on the Irish experience, and tilted more towards LG’s decision to call for an election, the results which were anticipated, the results which actually came, and the impact this had on Britain’s experience of the PPC. Without any further ado, let’s begin.
The coupon election of December 1918, noted the historian Trevor Wilson, ‘occurred at a time of considerable confusion in British politics, and the coupon itself was a product of this state of confusion.’ Throughout the war, LG had shot to the top by ousting Herbert Asquith, the Liberal Party leader, in late 1916. When that happened, it occasioned a split within that party, with Asquith leading the guts of the old guard, and LG leading the remaining third of its members into a firmer alliance with the Conservatives and Labour Party. Once the war ended, the Labour MPs withdrew from this alliance, and Asquith’s majority of Liberals determined to contest what little sway within the Liberal Party which LG retained. The solution, as LG accepted, was to tie his followers even closer to the Conservatives, many of whom had enjoyed leading positions in government during the war.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  See Trevor Wilson, ‘The Coupon and the British General Election of 1918’, The Journal of Modern History, Vol. 36, No. 1 (Mar., 1964), pp. 28-42; p. 28.] 

In a sense then, one could make a strong case for viewing the coalition Conservative Liberal government which LG led as being dominated by Conservatives, with only the force of LG’s personality enabling him to retain his spot atop the greasy pole. Outside of LG’s coalition though, there loomed new political forces; the Labour Party under Ramsay Macdonald had never been stronger,[footnoteRef:2] and captivated the imagination of Britain’s working classes; the SF party acquired virtually all of Ireland’s electorate, and the rump of the Liberal Party which continued to follow Asquith awaited the opportunity to avenge themselves upon the Welsh turncoat. The divisions which had emerged during the war between the different parties, and thanks to LG’s unseating of Asquith, meant that this was a strange time in British and Irish politics, but this was aggravated further still by the explosion of the franchise which followed the Representation of the People Act in February 1918.  [2:  See Richard W. Lyman, ‘James Ramsay MacDonald and the Leadership of the Labour Party, 1918-22’, Journal of British Studies, Vol. 2, No. 1 (Nov., 1962), pp. 132-160.] 

What did this expansion of the electorate mean, and how could these new voters be expected to behave? The last time an election had been held in late 1910, barely a third of the new number had been eligible. It was immensely difficult, nigh on impossible, to say which way the country would be steered following the election, which begs the question, if he faced into so much uncertainty and so many challenges, why LG decided that the time was right to call for an election in the first place. To explain the man’s reasoning we are drawn to Harold Nicolson’s recollection of a conversation he had with the Welshman later on in life. Nicolson, it is worth mentioning, was not a fan of the result which this GE wrought on Britain: ‘it returned to Westminster the most unintelligent body of public-school boys which even the Mother of Parliaments has known’, he commented acidly. Yet even Nicolson was willing to admit that LG’s reasoning behind this act were fair. The following extract is a bit on the long side, but does the best job in my opinion at clarifying why LG believed a GE on this day 100 years ago was the right call. Nicolson recalled:
He [LG] contends that the coalition government were menaced at the moment by conspiracies from both the left and from the right. The former, headed by that egomaniac Lord Northcliffe, were all for a peace of victors. The latter, backed by a fierce tide of ignorant opinion, were clamouring for immediate demobilisation. Had he proceeded to Paris with both his flanks thus continually exposed, he would have been hampered and uncertain in his every decision. It was essential for him to provide himself with an unassailable mandate…Nor was this all. Mr LG foresaw that if he were adequately to cope with the tortured nationalism of France, with the mystic and arrogant republicanism of America and with the potential disunity of the dominion delegations, he would need to render his own representative quality assured beyond all possible challenge. Even as it was, there were moments when his right to speak for Great Britain was slyly questioned: there were occasions when the statesmen of other countries endeavoured to mobilise against him opposition elements at home, when they flirted both with the Tories, with the Left Liberals, and with the Labour recalcitrant: and throughout the period of the [PP] Conference Lord Northcliffe, incensed at not having himself been appointed a peace delegate, turned upon LG a constant stream of boiling water. It may be questioned whether the PM could have survived such onslaughts had he not been backed by the overwhelming mandate of the British electorate.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Nicolson, Peacemaking 1919, p. 29.] 

LG called an election because the alternative would have paralysed his mandate, and undermined his position just as fatally as WW was later to experience. The difference was that while Wilson felt the consequences of the elections to Congress only once he attempted to get the Treaty of Versailles ratified, so later in the year of 1919, LG believed that if his claim to represent the British people was undermined now, then he would never make it to Paris at all. Nicolson’s repeated mention of Lord Northcliffe, the media baron and socialite, is significant, because throughout the war LG had cooperated with Northcliffe to make the most of the greatest explosion in print media seen since arguably the reformation. LG had always been fascinated by the power of the newspaper, and was far more progressive in his attitude towards the medium than his predecessors – seen most plainly in his acquisition of the Daily Chronicle newspaper five weeks before the GE was held, a profoundly significant event in its own right.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  J. M. McEwen, ‘Lloyd George's Acquisition of the Daily Chronicle in 1918’, Journal of British Studies, Vol. 22, No. 1 (Autumn, 1982), pp. 127-144.] 

Amidst these developments, we must also consider the decline of the Liberal Party which LG’s usurpation of Asquith’s seat had helped to make possible, but which the Welshman did not cause all on his own.[footnoteRef:5] It had always been difficult to hold such a broad and vague ideological grouping together, something which not even the political titan of Gladstone could accomplish – indeed, the Liberals had split before, in the 1880s, over the question of HR for Ireland. The Liberal Unionist Party which that division spat out eventually merged with the Conservatives in 1912, and may have helped to mollify the straightforward Conservative doctrine of the Victorian Era, making the party in turn more palatable for LG and easier to cooperate with during the war. This cooperation was ultimately born out of necessity though, and while the emergency of the war had helped to smooth over the cracks, they could not long be hidden once the armistice was reached.[footnoteRef:6] Even during the war, indeed, differences in opinion over the issue of conscription had exacerbated the divisions not just within the Party, but over the question of what it actually meant to be a Liberal.[footnoteRef:7] Added to this were further divisions explained by the traditional sources – occupation, upbringing, and even the location of one’s home. As the historian AJP Taylor commented, divisions within British Liberalism were coming to the fore, and not even LG could stop them ripping his old Party apart: [5:  Some historians believe that the Liberal Party’s decision to enter into political pacts with potential rivals helped to facilitate its decline, see Alan H. Taylor, ‘The Effect of Electoral Pacts on the Decline of the Liberal Party’, British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 3, No. 2 (Apr., 1973), pp. 243-248.]  [6:  See Edward David, ‘The Liberal Party Divided 1916-1918’, The Historical Journal, Vol. 13, No. 3 (Sep., 1970), pp. 509-532.]  [7:  On this issue of conscription see the debate surrounding the Liberal War Committee, in Matthew Johnson, ‘The Liberal War Committee and the Liberal Advocacy of Conscription in Britain, 1914-1916’, The Historical Journal, Vol. 51, No. 2 (Jun., 2008), pp. 399-420.] 

The Liberal leaders associated with Asquith were men of excessive refinement – almost too fastidious for politics in peacetime, let alone at the turning point of a great war. Lloyd George's supporters were rougher in origin and in temperament: mostly Radical nonconformists, and self-made men in wool or engineering who were doing well out of the war. None was a banker, merchant or financial magnate; none, a Londoner. Theirs was a long-delayed revolt of the provinces against London's political and cultural dominance: a revolt on behalf of the factories and the workshops where the war was being won.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  A. J. P. Taylor, English History 1914-1945 (London, 1965), p. 67.] 

A political battle was thus expected by LG once the war ended, and LG actually worried for some time that even before the conclusion of the war, he might be usurped by vengeful Liberals or outvoted by ambitious Conservatives who held the bulk of cabinet posts and the majority of the coalition’s power.[footnoteRef:9] On the other hand, LG could at least take solace from the fact that he was a popular man; he was the face of Britain’s victory in the GW, and the British people, provided he did not present to partisan a political message or too divisive a manifesto, could be expected to vote for their war hero. It certainly helped that LG made several pledges during the election with regard to the peace conference which would be expected to follow, including infamous pledges, later discovered to be impossible to deliver, on the nature of the reparations Britain could expect from Germany. British power would, with regards to Germany, ‘squeeze the orange until the pips squeaked’, according to LG, but the Welshman did not take long to moderate his tone once this idea was exposed as more dangerous and self-limiting than it was worth.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  See Barry McGill, ‘Lloyd George's Timing of the 1918 Election’, Journal of British Studies, Vol. 14, No. 1 (Nov., 1974), pp. 109-124; especially pp. 109-112.]  [10:  See Nicolson, Peacemaking 1919, pp. 26-27.] 

LG’s responsibilities did not simply extend to parrying his political rivals of course, he had also to prepare himself and the British people for the conference which would follow in the new year. The optimist and realist within him suggested that the GE would confirm rather than destroy his mandate, and even though this result was not guaranteed, LG continued on in mid-November as though he fully intended to represent Britain at whatever conference followed. The task was formidable, largely because expectations were fantastically high regarding what Britain would be able to do – expectations which had certainly been fanned by LG himself. The idea that making peace would be easy, that wages would increase, food would become more readily available, the world would simply move on – these were expectations accompanied by the idea that the prostration of Germany would help pay whatever bills did exist, including Britain’s. LG’s strength was found not just in his personable nature and adept presentation of himself as the quintessential people’s PM; it was also in his ability to change the debate, and make unpalatable truths acceptable and understandable to a wide audience. Even when it emerged that making peace would not be easy, and that Germany’s Kaiser would not be hung nor would her people be made to pay through the nose for peace, LG’s political career did not duly suffer for these climb-downs.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  See MacMillan, Peacemakers, pp. 44-45.] 

While he could not resist looking forward to the peace conference, LG first and foremost had an election to win, and the first step was to determine who were to be the allies of this post-war coalition, and who would be in opposition. Politics of course influenced this process, as the Labour Party, once a partner of the coalition, was now maligned and accused of lacking the stomach to squeeze the Germans, in addition to unflattering comparisons to Bolshevism. The only way to overcome the bitter legacy between himself and Asquith was to cosy up to the Conservatives like never before. Alongside Lord Arthur Balfour, the Conservative leader, LG presented a strong front, and LG was fortunate that much of Balfour’s Conservative colleagues were both eager to partake in the coalition, and boasted admirable records of wartime service which added to their popularity and expertise. Furthermore, the mechanism which granted this special election its nickname, the coupon letter, served as an additional exercise for emphasising this popularity. The coupon was not actually a coupon at all, but a letter, bearing the following simple message:
Dear X
We have much pleasure in recognizing you as the Coalition Candidate for (name of constituency). We have every hope that the Electors will return you as their Representative in Parliament to support the government in the great task which lies before it.
Yours truly,
D. Lloyd George
A. Bonar Law.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  See Roy Douglas, History of the Liberal Party: 1895-1970 (Sidgwick & Jackson, London, 1971), p.121.] 

The moniker of ‘coupon’ was actually devised by Asquith himself, who used it as a means of invoking the image of those coupons which wartime rationing had made necessary. The name stuck, but the negative connotations did not; instead, this letter was worn like something akin to a badge of honour by those that received it. It was a stamp of patriotism, a mark of respect for that statesman’s wartime service. Consequently, those that had not received the blessing of the coupon letter were generally those that were political rivals of LG, such as Asquith Liberals or the Labour Party, or those hardline Conservatives and SF MPs who had made it clear beforehand that they did not wish to be associated with LG’s coalition project. 
LG’s use of the coupon letter had the effect of pushing to the margins all those un-couponed candidates; it was a declaration not only of the coalition’s refusal to accept those other men as partners, it was also a declaration of war on those Liberals who had followed Asquith, and must represent, in many respects, the beginning of the end for the Liberal Party as a united force. The coupon coalition consisted after all of 364 Conservatives and only 159 Liberals; for the 602 constituencies in England, Scotland, and Wales, 541 coupons were issued. The remaining 61 constituencies had no couponed candidates, and no coupons were issued for Irish constituencies.[footnoteRef:13] More than one historian has opined that in the atmosphere of post-war Britain, these coupons served as a statement of one’s patriotism, or as one of DLG’s biographer put it: ‘In the mood of intense popular enthusiasm for Lloyd George which prevailed at the time, the Coupon was an almost certain passport to the House of Commons’.[footnoteRef:14] To put it another way, ‘what chance’, asked one historian of the Labour Party, ‘had [Labour] against the candidates who carried Lloyd George's coupon as evidence of their fidelity to the national interest.’[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Trevor Wilson, ‘The Coupon and the British General Election of 1918’, p. 29.]  [14:  Malcolm Thomson, David Lloyd George (London, n.d.), p. 300.]  [15:  Francis Williams, Fifty years' march (London, 1949), p. 287.] 

The apparently straightforward question of why this coupon was issued at all should also be investigated further, and historians are mostly in disagreement about the answer. Because the coupon had the effect of dividing and eventually destroying the Liberal Party, one could ask the more perceptive question of why DLG wanted to destroy the Liberal Party, rather than why did he want to issue the coupon. A politically savvy man to his core, the PM must have known that the use of the coupon would only divide and weaken his old party even further – did he not care about this effect, and was he more focused simply on retaining the coalition which had served his interests in wartime? The conventional explanation – that LG sent coupons only to those Liberals who supported him, and that he ignored those who had plotted against him – is undermined by the fact that only some 100 or so Liberals ever actively conspired with Asquith to work against LG in spring 1918, while more than 200 Liberals were subsequently excluded from the coalition during the December 1918 GE. The GE could have been the great reapproachment between LG’s Liberals and those he had left behind, yet the PM did not send out the olive branch, instead electing to burn the whole olive tree down. Another explanation, which has the Conservatives effectively pulling the wool over LG’s eyes, and using the coupons to destroy LG’s Liberal base, also suffers under closer examination. 
The notion that a political expert like LG would have been ignorant of the coup which the coupon would have provided for the mostly Conservative members of the coalition is frankly ridiculous. In addition, Conservatives were not given many opportunities to take advantage of the coupon since it was in fact the Liberals within the coalition that mostly decided who would receive the coupon letters.[footnoteRef:16] While we will never be completely sure what went on LG’s mind, the most straightforward explanation is normally the correct one, as the historian Trevor Wilson perceived. It was, according to Wilson, only sensible to reason that LG behaved as he did and dealt out coupons in his selective fashion during the 1918 GE because he had determined to abandon the Liberal Party, and throw his lot in more determinedly with the Conservatives. Wilson wrote: [16:  The debate is examined in Trevor Wilson, ‘The Coupon and the British General Election of 1918’, pp. 32-34.] 

Lloyd George's decision to wage war on all Liberal candidates above this number, whether their attitude to him was friendly or hostile, constituted a clear indication that he was abandoning the Liberal party. Initiating an election with the party in a state of disunion was one thing; denouncing its leaders and proscribing its candidates was another. By pursuing the latter course Lloyd George showed clearly that he had decided to have done with the Liberal party and to make his future with the Conservatives. He had become prime minister in the first instance on account of the support which the Conservatives were prepared to give him, and his best prospect of retaining office appeared to lie in renewing his alliance with them while his prestige was at its height…The only other course open to Lloyd George, namely, reunion with the Asquithians, must have seemed unattractive to him for many reasons other than personal considerations. The view was already widely held by 1918 that the Liberal party was a spent force and was unlikely in its own strength ever to regain office.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ibid, pp. 36-37.] 

Thus LG’s use of the coupon letter in the 1918 GE can be seen as a demonstration of his political realism, as much as it can be seen as the nail in the coffin of the Liberal Party. Unwilling to back the losing horse, the career Liberal in LG had evidently been compromised by the circumstances and necessity of the moment; he was, like his peer and contemporary Winston Churchill, not above floating between different political creeds where the opportunity presented itself. Above all, LG wanted to win, and he wanted to win a large majority. Tied in with his impressions of the Liberals as a spent force and his distrust of Asquith’s cohort of Liberals was his desire to capitalise upon his own popularity and the name value of those candidates he supported. Again, we must bear in mind that the war record of these men formed a great part of their appeal – LG even went as far as sending a coupon letter to a Liberal who had never supported him, solely due to that man’s stellar record of service. LG, a Liberal politician, was first and foremost a political pragmatist, and this was the character trait that shone through most clearly in the 1918 GE.
All of this would have been for naught of course if LG’s coalition members were ejected in the GE. Predictably though, the British electorate’s enthusiastic identification with shiny war records and LG’s popularity as a war leader carried the day. Only 63 of the 541 recipients of the coupon were defeated. Of the 364 Conservatives who received the coupon, 333 were elected; 159 Liberals received it, of whom 136 were returned; and 18 candidates of the National Democratic party (N.D.P.) received it, of whom 9 were successful. In all, 541 coupons went out and 478 members came back. The award of the coupon, therefore, appears to have been decisive in the success of its recipients. It also says something about the impact which the coupon had upon the Liberal Party, because where the coupon made little practical difference to a Conservative Party united behind LG’s leadership, the coupon served as a blessing or a kiss of death for the Liberals – this adds further fuel to the fire regarding the idea that LG knew exactly what he was doing to the Liberals, and he proceeded anyway.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Ibid, p. 38.] 

LG’s coalition won a total of 478 seats, where 354 had been needed for a majority. This was the vote of confidence that PM needed to journey safely to France, but two wrinkles should be considered. The first was the absence of the Labour Party from the coalition; this burgeoning new party was released from the shackles of government, and now had the chance to serve as a true opposition party for the working class. Only 57 seats were won, but this meant that Labour was now bigger than Asquith’s Liberal rump group, who had only won 36 seats. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The second wrinkle would soon explode in LG’s face; the second largest party in the UK was now SF, with 73 seats. Had SF followed the lead of their predecessors and sat in Westminster, the curious sight of so many republicans taking their seats would have been significant in itself. However, under Eamon de Valera’s leadership, SF elected instead to ignore Westminster, and to set up its own parliament or Dáil in Dublin. This act, in January 1919, would touch off a conflict LG seems not to have expected, yet it would run in the background for the following two years, and represent an open sore in British security and reputation abroad. Notwithstanding these wrinkles and the tough fight which the GE had been, LG would come out the other end stronger than ever before. His tightened political allegiance with the Conservatives ensured that the Welshman was able to harness ever element of that old Tory appeal, while still leaning on his Liberal supporters that remained. The combination proved politically potent, and carried LG to a great triumph, just in time for the journey to France. The challenge ahead reminded the PM that all the scheming and grandstanding had simply been a means to an end; the domestic political battle might be won, but for war for peace abroad was only beginning.
