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1920 Paisley by-election
Hugh Gault analyses the by-election, a hundred years ago, which returned the Liberal 
leader Asquith to the Commons. 
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After more than thirty years as the MP 
for East Fife, Asquith was defeated 
there in the 1918 coupon election. 

Under pressure to be re-elected, Asquith waited 
until January 1920 before he allowed his name 
to be put forward in Paisley on the death of the 
sitting Liberal MP. The Paisley Liberals faced 
the dilemma of finding a local candidate who 
would combine the Liberal and Unionist votes 
against Labour or, if they nominated Asquith, 
guaranteeing that the by-election would be a 
three-cornered contest. Unable to decide, the 
Liberal Executive turned it over to the Associa-
tion as a whole who narrowly came down in 
Asquith’s favour. Labour were the favourites 
in the by-election, not least because they had 
secured the Irish vote. Yet, with the support 
of Unionist newspapers and the collapse of the 
Unionist vote, Asquith came top of the poll, 
the irony of an anti-Coalition candidate being 
returned by a Coalition vote being noted. As in 
East Fife, however, Asquith neglected the con-
stituency and by 1924 had alienated many of his 
previous supporters in Paisley. 

Background
In the coupon general election immediately after 
the First World War in December 1918 the Lloyd 
George Coalition returned 485 MPs out of 707, 
comprising 338 Conservatives, 137 Liberals and 
10 Labour (standing as the National Democratic 
Party).1 There were 149 opposition MPs, among 
whom were the ‘Wee Free’ Liberals, reduced to 
26, as well as 73 Sinn Fein MPs who did not take 
their seats. Asquith (1852–1928), the man Lloyd 
George had replaced as Prime Minister in 1916, 
lost his seat in East Fife after more than thirty 
years as its MP, comprehensively defeated by 
2,000 votes by the Unionist Alexander Sprot. 
Sprot’s candidacy had not been endorsed with 
the coupon for even the Coalition thought 
Asquith should be in the House of Commons, 
yet the Morning Post, a Conservative newspaper, 
described his defeat as ‘an independent demon-
stration [that] was one of the healthiest and most 
salutary things ever done in politics’.2

Sir Donald Maclean stood in for Asquith as 
leader of the Liberals in the Commons, but this 
was not a situation that could continue indefi-
nitely. Maclean’s position was equivocal for it 
was questioned whether he spoke as the Lib-
eral authority or whether Asquith retained the 
final say, and it was thought that in any case 
the House of Commons ‘lost prestige for the 
lack of an Opposition able to stand boldly up 
to the government’3 in the absence of Asquith. 
Inevitably, Asquith was under pressure to find 
another seat or relinquish the Liberal leadership, 
and though he must have missed the House 
he had been in since 1886, he did not rush to 
return. The Liberals won three of the first six 
by-elections in 1919, all at the coalition gov-
ernment’s expense, but failed to win any of the 
other fourteen. There was no obvious way back 
for Asquith who had found the last three years 
bruising but itched to challenge Lloyd George 
directly in the Commons.

The Paisley candidates
The first Liberal seat to become vacant was in 
the industrial constituency of Paisley where the 
sitting MP Sir John McCallum died in Janu-
ary 1920.4 He had been in indifferent health for 
the previous six months – a heart condition 
restricting his political workload for much of 
that time – but, under the impression that he 
was recovering, had aggravated matters in early 
January.5 The immediate cause of his death on 
10 January was recorded as a cerebral thrombo-
sis five days earlier.

McCallum had held the seat since 1906 but 
his majority had declined in the three subse-
quent elections and in 1918 he had been within 
106 votes of losing to the Co-operative Party 
candidate John Biggar (1874–1943), contest-
ing the seat for the first time. The vote had 
split three ways in 1918 with little more than 
300 votes separating McCallum from the 
National Democratic candidate who came 
third.6 Whereas McCallum was a soap manu-
facturer well known in the town, Biggar was 
not a Paisley local. According to an interview 
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he gave to Forward, the radical weekly news-
paper then edited by Tom Johnston (a future 
Secretary of State for Scotland), Biggar was a 
member of the Milngavie branch of the Inde-
pendent Labour Party and had been a member 
since the party was formed. He was a Labour 
representative on Glasgow Education Author-
ity, having previously been on the Glasgow 
School Board, and would take the Labour whip 
if elected – as did the only existing Co-opera-
tive MP in Parliament. Biggar expected to be 
the automatic progressive candidate in the by-
election, arguing that a ‘representative com-
mittee has been formed of all the progressive 
bodies in the town’ in his support.7 However, 
this belied the tensions between the ILP and the 
Labour Party so that, while the ILP had held 
their Scottish Divisional Conference in Pais-
ley the day McCallum died, with nearly 75 per 
cent of the 200 delegates voting to continue 
the alliance with Labour and thus maintain the 
appearance of a united front,8 other Socialists 
did not entirely approve of Biggar and were 
discussing a fortnight later whether he was suf-
ficiently radical or whether they should run an 
additional candidate.9 This subtext to the by-
election would remain for some time and must 
have affected Biggar’s campaign. Despite his 
claims in the Forward interview, he was stand-
ing on this occasion as a Labour/Co-operative 
Party candidate.10

Paisley was far from a safe Liberal seat, if 
such there be anywhere by that point, but 
within days of McCallum’s death the Pais-
ley Daily Express was alive to the possibility of 
Asquith being parachuted in:

London correspondents who don’t prop-
erly understand the position in Paisley con-
tinue to harp on the Asquith string … All 
this seems to arise from the old-time tradi-
tion that this Burgh was a safe Liberal seat. 
But the circumstances are now changed, for 
both the old constitutional parties have to 
reckon with Labour, which is powerful and 
well-organised.11

The evidence for this was not hard to find. 
The population of 87,000 included a large 
Irish community of 2,50012 and, while McCa-
llum had received official endorsement from 
the United Irish League in 1918, this had been 
contentious and was expected to transfer to 
Biggar. In addition, more than 15,000 (nearly 
40 per cent) of the electorate of 39,000 were 
women who had voted for the first time in 
1918 and, while their voting intentions could 
not be guaranteed, were just as likely to vote 

for Biggar as any other candidate. Given the 
composition of the constituency, Biggar was 
the clear favourite next time. Furthermore, 
were Asquith to stand, another factor would 
come into play for, as the Paisley Daily Express 
report continued:

The advent of Mr Asquith we know with-
out doubt would precipitate a triangular 
fight, for the Unionists would certainly 
bring forward a candidate to oppose him.13

Yet the newspaper was also aware that Pais-
ley Liberals would be honoured to have an 
ex-premier standing.14 They would have to 
weigh this against the possibility of defeat in 
what was now a marginal seat, one that they 
had come close to losing in 1918. The dilemma 
was whether Asquith would bolster the Liberal 
campaign or weaken it.

Asquith may have had similar doubts him-
self, but such were the other pressures that 
he could not keep havering in the hope of a 
solid Liberal seat falling into his lap. Conse-
quently, despite his reservations, Asquith let 
the local Liberals know that he was prepared 
to be nominated ‘if a substantially supported 
invitation’ from the local Liberal Associa-
tion was forthcoming.15 The Liberal Execu-
tive, however, were acutely aware of the real 
dilemma they faced. This was similar to that 
posed by the Paisley Daily Express but carried 
with it further subtleties for the Executive: if 
Asquith was adopted, ‘a triangular contest … 
[was] inevitable’, for while the Coalition Lib-
erals might defer to him, the Unionists were 
determined ‘not to let him have a straight fight 
with Labour’;16 on the other hand, rejecting 
Asquith was tantamount to giving up their 
existence as independent Liberals, throwing in 
their lot with the Coalition and perhaps con-
signing the Liberal Party to history. An Edin-
burgh advocate J.C. Watson and J. Clark from 
the local Coats combine were considered,17 
but the Executive proved unwilling, or at 
any rate unable, to prefer them over Asquith 
even should they stand as a ‘Coalition candi-
date uniting the Liberal and Unionist vote’.18 
Consequently, the matter was turned over to 
the Liberal Association to resolve what might 
have been an ‘epoch-making decision’.19 On 21 
January, less than a fortnight after McCallum’s 
death, it was Asquith who the Association 
selected by ninety-three votes to seventy-five 
over the local man.20 The invitation to Asquith 
that followed was unanimous, thereby more 
than meeting Asquith’s demand for substan-
tial support and omitting the information that 
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the Association had been within nine votes of 
a dead heat.

Although the Westminster Gazette thought 
the Unionists might still stand aside for 
Asquith,21 the local Paisley intelligence proved 
more accurate: they had been prepared to leave 
the field free for a local candidate shared with 
the Liberals for they judged this the best means 
of defeating Labour, but the Unionists were not 
inclined to do so for Asquith.22 However, ‘find-
ing a local man who would meet their require-
ments’ was not straightforward. Another Clark 
from the prominent textile family had first been 
approached but had declined, as had another 
local who refused to stand against Asquith. It 
looked therefore that they might have to go 
outside Paisley to find a Coalition representa-
tive, with their meeting on 23 January initially 
appointing a search committee to find someone. 
But, rather than delay matters further, one of 
the Unionists attending the meeting – J. A. D. 
MacKean (1849–1932), a member of the Paisley 
Corporation, treasurer of the Burgh and starch 
manufacturer – agreed to be nominated.23 As 
the Paisley and Renfrewshire Gazette would later 
put it in MacKean’s obituary, ‘so keen was [he] 
that the principles of the coalition government 
should have a spokesman’ that he put himself 
forward, stepping ‘into the breach to maintain 
the cause’.24

According to the Times this was a local deci-
sion, neither supported nationally nor forbid-
den.25 Although Firth described it as a blunder 
in his article for Fortnightly Review after the by-
election,26 the Westminster Gazette was clear that 
it was a calculated risk rather than one based on 
principle: 

… the Paisley Unionists will rather risk the 
election of a Labour candidate than stand 
aside for a straight contest between Liber-
alism and Labour. Their party always has 
profited by three-cornered contests and it 
will continue to seek such profit.27

As MacKean explained to the Morning Post, he 
was standing as a Unionist only because the 
Liberals had not selected a Coalition candidate 
who could have beaten Labour.28 The Morning 
Post claimed MacKean was

likely to receive the support not only of 
Unionists, but also of Liberals who are 
enthusiastic for Mr Lloyd George, and 
think the time has not yet arrived for break-
ing up the Coalition. Mr MacKean is one of 
the strongest candidates that his side could 
put into the field.29 

Even allowing for the hyperbole of the last sen-
tence, it was apparent that the stakes were high 
once Asquith had received the Liberal nomi-
nation. MacKean had been comprehensively 
defeated on the one previous occasion he had 
contested Paisley,30 but the Morning Post had 
printed a leading article the day before exco-
riating Asquith for his responsibility for the 
war, an allegation that MacKean would repeat 
throughout the campaign.31 The Morning Post 
article judged Asquith ‘complacently oblivi-
ous of the danger which nearly overwhelmed 
him and his country’ and concluded that, rather 
than standing in Paisley, he should be defending 
‘charges of bringing the country to the verge 
of ruin by the neglect of the most ordinary 
precautions’.32

MacKean had joined the Unionists in 1886 
when the Liberals split over Irish home rule33 
and Asquith’s advocacy of home rule would 
have been one of the most potent reasons why 
the Unionists felt unable to give him a clear run. 
Another was that Asquith was believed to be 
out to smash the Coalition.34 But MacKean had 
baggage of his own, having criticised the Coali-
tion for extravagant spending in 1919 but now 
claiming to support them.35 Furthermore, he 
gave the Asquith campaign ‘many openings’,36 
not least in preferring personal animosity to 
argument.37 This would have confused his 
potential supporters as the prospect of another 
Socialist candidate must have alarmed Big-
gar’s. Although this latter candidacy failed to 
materialise in 1920, it was indicative of the local 
division between the Labour and Co-operative 
parties as to who had the right to be nominated 
in the seat and to what end. In the meantime, 
Biggar’s claims to be an ‘out and out Socialist’ 
were ridiculed while his supporters complained 
that ‘the Socialists [would] simply [be] making 
a present of the seat’ to Asquith if they were to 
put up another candidate.38 Such disputes must 
have proved a bonus for Asquith, not least in 
turning off the non-political electors of Paisley 
who might incline towards national reputation 
in the absence of any more tangible evidence. 
Nor was Asquith weighed down by his local 
record as he had been in East Fife.  

Yet only on nomination day did it finally 
become clear that there would be no fourth can-
didate and that the election would be contested 
by Asquith (proposed by McCallum’s widow 
and seconded by a Paisley draper), the Glas-
gow-based Biggar (nominated by two Paisley 
men), and the local man MacKean (nominated 
by William Hodge Coats and John Robertson, 
both substantial Paisley manufacturers). All 
three could hardly have signalled their appeals 
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more transparently, with Asquith the continu-
ity and sympathy candidate, and both he and 
Biggar doing their best to redress their out-of-
burgh background.

The campaign
One of the cartoonist David Low’s first assign-
ments in Britain was to cover the by-election 
for the Star. Not long off the boat from Aus-
tralia, Low was appalled by the poverty he 
found:

There was nothing like this in the Domin-
ions. I had never seen real poverty and deg-
radation before. … I was filled with rage 
and disgust … at the blind stupidity that 
allowed such things to be.39

Early twentieth century Paisley is often 
thought of mainly as a textiles town, but at the 

end of the nineteenth century the bulk of the 
town’s workforce was employed in five ship-
yards, thirteen marine and general engineer-
ing works, twelve chemical and soap factories, 
and in fireclay and food firms.40 The economy 
was therefore more broad-based with textile 
manufacturers co-existing alongside shipbuild-
ers and engineering in particular. Indeed, it 
was the poor quality of much of the housing 
that was as notable, with 50 per cent of houses 
overcrowded in 1919. Evidence to the Royal 
Commission on Housing in Scotland that year 
concluded that at least another 1,500 houses 
were required, for more than 3,000 houses had 
been identified as overcrowded by housing 
inspectors.41 

The Star, like the Daily News, the newspa-
per that Low thought he would be joining, was 
generally Liberal but friendly to Labour, and 
Low is clear that in this instance he would have 
voted for the latter.

‘Low’s First Dispatch 
from the Paisley 
Front’ – cartoon by 
David Low from The 
Star, 29 January 1920

‘The “Star” cartoonist 
has donned kilts and 
gone to Paisley. Now 
let everyone LOOK 
OUT!

Representative types 
in Paisley: Liberal; 
Coalish; Labour

Haggis – Porridge
This is a sort of 
seismograph record 
of the Paisley accent

This is Mr. Biggar, 
the other candidate. 
Some say a “dark 
horse” Bolsh 
candidate will burst 
forth shortly.

There is also a 
Coalisher called Mac-
something, but he 
doesn’t matter!

Mr. Asquith made his 
own hair curl with 
indignation last night

Remarkable whisker 
formation at Mr. 
Asquith’s meeting

The hotel is full of 
statesmen but the 
“Star” hasn’t found a 
comfortable drain.’

(British Cartoon 
Archive, Special 
Collections & 
Archives, University 
of Kent / David Low / 
Solo Syndication)
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A key characteristic of the by-election 
was that Biggar, standing on a joint Labour/
Co-op Party ticket, was endorsed during the 
campaign by nine men who had previously 
sat on the Liberal benches, including Bertie 
Lees-Smith, Charles Trevelyan, Josiah Wedg-
wood and Arthur Ponsonby.42 That they had 
transferred their allegiance to Labour indi-
cated to the electorate that they had moved on 
from the Liberalism that Asquith represented, 
while Asquith, aware that he had to challenge 
this implication directly, claimed in a speech 
on 5 February that during the First World 
War it was these Liberal defectors who had 
given the impression the nation was divided, 
whereas responsible Labour leaders (such as 
Arthur Henderson, J. H. Thomas and J. R. 
Clynes) had shown it to be united.43 The ex-
Liberals had therefore compounded a lack of 
patriotism with an absence of principle. In the 
speech, entitled ‘Replies to his critics’, Asquith 

derided the Labour manifesto claim ‘that it is 
unlikely that Mr Asquith will ever lead the 
British people into new paths of democracy’, 
accusations of ‘secret treaties’, such as that with 
Italy which had seen it fighting alongside Brit-
ain, France and Russia, and the assertion that 
nobody was ‘more profoundly distrusted … 
in Ireland’. Asquith doubted this last could be 
remotely true given the time he had devoted 
to Irish self-government.

In an interview for the Daily News at the 
start of the campaign, Biggar stated that any 
prospect of Liberal–Labour rapprochement 
was illusory.44 As Firth put it, Labour ‘despises 
Liberalism as a creed outworn’.45 Ponsonby, for 
example, had declared that ‘if Liberals were 
present in a Labour administration they would 
destroy all prospect of the social reconstruc-
tion and international reconciliation in which 
Labour believed’. He had even gone so far as 
to argue ‘Better a Tory government than a 

‘Points from Paisley’ 
– cartoon by David 
Low from The Daily 
News, 5 February 
1920

‘Paisley is full of 
politicians. Turn over 
any large boulder 
thereabouts and a 
couple of MPs will 
run out.

Mister Biggar: 
pawking; trying to 
smile at a pun on his 
name; disgusted with 
the government.

Different ways of 
carrying baby at 
Paisley

Penalties of public 
life: when it comes to 
sticking Mr. Asquith’s 
bodyguard of press 
photographers can 
give glue a start.’

(British Cartoon 
Archive, Special 
Collections & 
Archives, University 
of Kent / David Low / 
Solo Syndication)
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Liberal–Labour’ one.46 However, as the Paisley 
and Renfrewshire Gazette commented:

If speech-making does it, Labour should 
win the day; but, fortunately, there are 
other deciding factors in an election, and 
none more potent than the silent elector 
who troubles little with political meetings 
and is a bit of a problem to the canvassers. 
Watch their votes.47

Initially Biggar had a head-start with his first 
meeting for 3,000 people on 20 January at the 
Town Hall.48 The following week the Paisley 
Trades and Labour Council asked him to aug-
ment his factory gate meetings with one for 
night-shift workers on Sunday 1 February.49 
Other Biggar meetings were addressed by 
Labour notables such as Ramsay MacDonald 
(then in the middle of four years out of parlia-
ment having been defeated in Leicester West 
in 1918), the trades union leader Robert Smil-
lie and the Labour MP who had campaigned 

for women’s suffrage, Frederick Pethick-
Lawrence.50 G. B. Shaw and Beatrice Webb 
were among the leading Fabians who opposed 
Asquith,51 while Tom Myers, who had won 
Spen Valley for Labour in a by-election the 
previous December, defeating the Liberal 
Sir John Simon in the process, gave a ‘stir-
ring indictment’ of Asquith when he spoke 
in Glasgow at the end of January. ‘The great 
failure of Liberalism’, he argued, ‘was that it 
could not apply principles of individualism to 
the economics of Collectivism’ with Asquith 
condemned for not opposing conscription 
and for being premier when the suffragettes 
were force-fed.52 Biggar argued for nation-
alisation of the mines, railways and land, the 
latter a cause that Lloyd George had come 
close to espousing some years previously, and 
against the continuing intervention of foreign 
troops in Russia. His chances may have been 
hampered though by the by-election coincid-
ing with a strike at a local Co-operative boot 
factory.53

‘O, wad some power 
the giftie gie us!’ – 
cartoon by David 
Low from The Star, 6 
February 1920

Asquith as Biggar 
sees him 
(‘Wait and see – 
politics of 100 years 
ago)

As he sees himself
(Liberalism)

As he is

Biggar as Asquith 
sees him 
(Red socialism) 

As he sees himself
(To progress and 
paradise) 

As he is

(British Cartoon 
Archive, Special 
Collections & 
Archives, University 
of Kent / David Low / 
Solo Syndication)
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By 25 January, Asquith was based nine miles 
away at the Central Station Hotel54 in Glas-
gow with his wife, daughter and secretary, and 
between then and the by-election on 12 Feb-
ruary Asquith held four or five meetings each 
day,55 with sixteen of his major speeches (one 
each day apart from the two Sundays) collected 
together in book form and published later that 
year.56 Even in print they manage to convey 
Asquith’s charm and his powerful hustings per-
formance, with his final speech the day before 
the poll concluding with the injunction ‘Be true 
to Liberalism and I will be true to Paisley’.57 
According to Macdonald, this book would 
come to dominate Liberal policy throughout the 

1920s.58 Asquith had the help of Glasgow Uni-
versity students with canvassing, an effective 
strategy for, as the Paisley Daily Express noted,

The streets [were] littered with paper [indi-
cating] the extent to which electioneering 
literature is being circulated.59

Asquith’s election agent was an experi-
enced local solicitor and his friend Sir Donald 
Maclean spoke for him early in the campaign, 
but otherwise Asquith’s campaign received 
only limited assistance from elsewhere.

The election would turn on a number of 
issues that could be seen as indicative of their 

‘Paisley Peeps’ – 
cartoon by David 
Low from The Star, 7 
February 1920

The cartoonist has 
developed ‘Paisley 
Eye’. Too much ‘Keep 
your eye on Paisley’!

Neil Maclean, M.P. 
closes a Labor [sic] 
meeting with God 
Save the King.

This is Biggar and 
Asquith in disguise 
and unrecognised by 
each other, trying to 
learn points about 
the womens’ vote.

Phillips, the Asquith 
secretary, smiling on 
a women’s meeting.

Sir John Simon 
dropped in last night 
and contributed 
a touching item 
(Beautiful Herbert 
song).’

(British Cartoon 
Archive, Special 
Collections & 
Archives, University 
of Kent / David Low / 
Solo Syndication)
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time. Firstly, the campaign was fought by male 
candidates, but the women’s vote would be 
pivotal. Asquith was in a particularly difficult 
position in this regard for he had long opposed 
women’s suffrage. He confronted this head on, 
opening his speech on 31 January:

That women have come in such numbers to 
hear what I have to say is not only an indi-
cation of their keen political interest, but, so 
far as I personally am concerned, is perhaps 
an act of political generosity; for undoubt-
edly, as you will remember, there was a 

Uncaptioned 
cartoon by David 
Low from The Star, 3 
March 1920

‘Feminine charm 
plays such an 
important part 
in electioneering 
nowadays that we 
must expect anyone 
to see that Miss 
Trilly Tickletoe come 
forward and sing 
her appeal to the 
electors.

(Low and his 
Bolshevik ballet, 
or the tragic 
extravaganza The 
Financial Situation.)

When the cartoonist 
stands for Parliament 
he will have a 
complete song-and-
dance chorus.

(British Cartoon 
Archive, Special 
Collections & 
Archives, University 
of Kent / David Low / 
Solo Syndication)
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time, now a very remote time, in which I 
did not see my way to join those who were 
in favour of giving women the vote.60 

Asquith added that the war had changed his 
mind and that women should now be enfran-
chised on the same basis as men (i.e., at the same 
age – which did eventually happen in 1928). 
Some have questioned Asquith’s sincerity,61 but 
his mea culpa might not have been sufficient 
in any case had his daughter Violet Bonham 
Carter not proved a huge campaigning asset in 
winning over the women’s vote.62 She had, in 
effect, generated this aspect of the campaign 
herself, aware that ‘the women’s vote is the 
dark horse & that Labour is stealing a march on 
us every hour’.63 Such was the Unionist alarm 
at Violet Bonham Carter’s impact that Nancy 
Astor was called in to help MacKean.64

Secondly, Asquith was himself close to sev-
enty years old and MacKean three years older. 
Biggar in his mid-forties must have appeared 
almost youthful by comparison, though while 
this would have the advantages of energy could 
also enable his opponents to portray him as cal-
low and inexperienced. Violet Bonham Carter 
was aware that age might be considered a fac-
tor in her father’s case, raising it herself – tak-
ing it ‘tightly by the throat’, as she put it – when 
Asquith was introduced to the Liberal Associa-
tion on 28 January.65

This was overlaid by Biggar and MacK-
ean questioning whether they would be bet-
ter placed to represent Paisley’s interests while 
Asquith’s focus might be on his national politi-
cal rehabilitation. Asquith himself admitted 
that he didn’t know the affairs of Paisley, and 
that he didn’t have ‘intimate acquaintance’ 
even with those of Scotland, but he argued that 
he should be elected ‘because I am qualified 
to represent you on all those larger and wider 
questions of general legislation’.66 Only by 
electing him could the country be saved from 
the ‘imminent, formidable, financial dangers 
which confront it … and which are the real … 
obstacles to … true social reform’.67 As further 
evidence that Asquith was the continuity candi-
date with the right values, three of Gladstone’s 
sons appeared on his behalf as did his own son 
Brigadier Asquith, DSO.68

A variant of the age issue was Biggar and 
MacKean damning Asquith as living in the 
past while they were focused on the present. 
Biggar described him as ‘behind the times’ 
and MacKean judged him a Rip van Winkle 
who had failed to keep up with change.69 In 
an article headed ‘Paisley Uber Alles’, Forward 
described Asquith as ‘a mumbling of the old 

bones’, continuing: ‘He belongs to a type that is 
becoming extinct, which the times have passed 
by’. It added, ‘… Paisley is asked to choose Mr 
Asquith on the strength of his past; it is all he 
has got’.70 

Asquith’s political longevity, therefore, 
might act in his favour if he could convince 
the Paisley voters that he understood their 
concerns, but it might equally count against 
him if he expected them to defer to his judge-
ment. He argued that he had never betrayed 
the faith or trust of the Liberal Party’s sup-
porters and the electors of Paisley should 
therefore have confidence in him.71 He held 
another meeting for women on 7 February 
while individual speeches focused on, for 
example, industrial issues, housing and Ire-
land (on which he had always been a home 
ruler). Asquith used the latter speech to advo-
cate Dominion status for Ireland, a stance 
that would appeal to the Irish in Paisley 
even if the coalition government thought 
it insanity, while also distancing him from 
the Unionist MacKean. The United Irish 
League now supported Labour and Asquith 
‘resented and denounced what he saw as the 
Irish defection’.72 Forward countered by asking 
‘What are [Asquith’s] pledges worth?’, argu-
ing that the Irish should ‘Vote Straight and 
Vote for Labour’.73

Asquith attacked the government over sev-
eral of its policies (not least that of ‘trying to 
grind Germany into the dust’ over reparations), 
an electoral strategy designed to capture the 
moderate Tory vote as well as secure the Lib-
eral one.74 The editor of the Liberal Daily News, 
A. G. Gardiner went so far as to claim that he 
expected an Asquith victory to demonstrate the 
‘national resentment against that criminal hoax’ 
the last general election.75

The Paisley and Renfrewshire Gazette indi-
cated its preference by invariably discussing the 
MacKean campaign first, followed by Asquith’s 
and then Biggar’s. On 7 February it consid-
ered how each candidate dealt with hecklers at 
their meetings, with MacKean praised for his 
humour that came straight to the point, while it 
judged Asquith as ‘cool and collected’ and dep-
recated Biggar for being too blunt.76 In case this 
did not differentiate MacKean and Asquith suf-
ficiently, another article on the same page com-
mented that:

A single hearing of the prosaic, professional 
politician known as [Asquith] has been 
an almost sensational disillusionment … 
revealing abilities of a kind that refrigerate 
enthusiasm.
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The newspaper noted that the contrast with 
MacKean was very marked, a judgement it 
repeated in MacKean’s obituary in 1932 when it 
described him as ‘in his element [with hecklers] 
for he had a gift of ready repartee …’.77

For her part Violet Bonham Carter 
described the overall campaign as:

… the strangest and most memorable expe-
rience of my life. I can only describe it as 
a nightmare with streaks of ecstasy. … I 
spoke once or twice every day the whole 
time we were there – & the blaze of public-
ity we lived in prevented one ever repeat-
ing a sentence. … [T]he Paisley people were 
wonderful material to work upon – an 
extraordinary combination of cool heads & 
warm hearts.78

The result
There was a two-week delay between the poll 
on 12 February and the count, with Asquith 
decamping to London as soon as the polls 
closed and only returning to Paisley for the 
count.79 Yet if Koss was clear why Asquith 
chose Paisley,80 it might still be questioned why 
Paisley chose Asquith, for that was the out-
come, which on a vastly increased turnout (77.6 
per cent compared to 57.6 per cent in 1918) saw 
the Liberal vote almost double to 14,736 with 
Asquith’s majority 2,834 over Biggar, whose 
vote had itself increased by nearly 4,500 to 
11,902 in little over a year.81 The corollary was 
that the third-party vote collapsed, an outcome 
that Asquith had predicted, and MacKean lost 
his deposit.82 Macdonald concludes that this 
was ‘a conscious statement in favour of “pre-
war” principles in a post-war world’.83 Alter-
natively, it might be suspected that MacKean’s 
campaign foundered on the Irish and worker 
votes and, while Biggar was more popular with 
these groups, Asquith’s campaign had been suf-
ficiently canny to appeal to Unionist and Con-
servative voters who sought to keep Labour 
out. Forward had predicted after the polls 
closed that Biggar’s election would depend on 
whether the Tory vote ‘slumped’ to Asquith.84 

In addition, Asquith’s speeches and reputation 
had done just enough to convince women vot-
ers that he was the most likely to secure reform, 
a perspective that Violet Bonham Carter’s ini-
tiative and hard work reinforced.

The Paisley and Renfrewshire Gazette 
expressed surprise that their preferred candi-
date MacKean had come such a ‘poor third’, 
but not at the overall result.85 MacKean agreed 
that some voters had deserted him, voting for 
Asquith to keep Labour out, with many rush-
ing to do so on the final day, while some who 
had voted for the Coalition and Lloyd George 
in the aftermath of the First World War had 
reconsidered, transferring their allegiance to 
Asquith in the by-election. Biggar’s explana-
tion was that ‘the capitalists had united to keep 
Labour out’ and that ‘so far as the workers are 
concerned there is no difference between the 
Liberal and Tory candidates’. Tellingly, how-
ever, ‘in this election the Liberal has been cho-
sen because he is the abler to defend that policy 
[maintaining the privileges of landlordism and 
capitalism]’.86 Forward added in their March 
post-mortems Ramsay MacDonald’s view that 
Asquith had won on an anti-Labour combina-
tion, together with the conviction that as a for-
mer leader he ‘should be returned to the House 
of Commons’.87

The newspaper’s immediate conclusion was 
that:

… the Paisley election furnishes another 
example that political principle does not 
count for much when there are other and 
more plausible considerations thrown into 
the election.88

Three weeks later the Paisley and Renfrews-
hire Gazette added Lloyd George’s view that 
there was ‘absolutely no doubt that thousands 
of Unionist and Coalition Liberals had swung 
round at the last moment in order to keep 
Labour out’, and Asquith had in effect received 
the coupon from six Unionist peers who sup-
ported him (including Northcliffe and Robert 
Cecil). Lloyd George argued that Asquith was 
wrong to say he had won because he ‘sold the 

Paisley, general election, 14 December 1918 Paisley, by-election, 12 February 1920

Candidate & party Votes  % Candidate & party Votes % 

J. M. McCallum (Lib) 7,542 34.0 H. H. Asquith (Lib) 14,736 48.4 

J. M. Biggar (Co-op) 7,436 33.5 J. M. Biggar (Lab/Co-op) 11,902 39.1 

J. Taylor (Co NDP) 7,201 32.5 J. A. D. MacKean (U) 3,795 12.5 
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pure unadulterated milk of Liberalism. It was 
not so.’ Rather the peers had judged Asquith 
the most ‘distinguished defender of the fabric of 
society’, and their support, together with that 
of Unionist Glasgow newspapers who wanted 
to defeat the Socialists, was enough – drawing 
votes from MacKean in the process.89 Forward 
also remarked on the irony that though Asquith 
had stood as anti-Coalition, ‘he was in reality 
returned by a Coalition vote’.90

The aftermath
According to Firth, ‘before Paisley [Asquith] 
stood in danger of total eclipse … a spent force 
and [people were saying] that his day was done’. 
The result enabled Asquith to ‘rehabilitate 
himself; but [could] he restore the Liberal 
Party?’91 The answer proved to be a resounding 
‘no’. As Searle puts it, ‘Disillusion with 
Asquith’s tired performances soon set in’92 – 
performances that, with the single exception of 
his condemnation in October 1920 of the Black 
and Tan reprisals in Ireland, lacked any fight or 
fire. By mid-1922 Harold Laski recorded that 
he was ‘generally recognised as hopeless’, but 
Asquith’s great personal charm, together with 
the lack of any obvious alternative as Liberal 
leader, kept him in place.93 In November 1923 
the Asquithian and Lloyd George wings of 
the Liberal Party came back together, but 
Lloyd George was no more trusted than before 
and it was assumed he would join up with 
the Conservatives again as soon as he could. 
Meanwhile, a remote Asquith rarely appeared 
in parliament and left much of the hard work of 
leadership to his friend Maclean.

Asquith went on to win the next two elec-
tions in Paisley in 1922 (when there was an ILP 
landslide in neighbouring Glasgow94) and 1923, 
before losing the seat to Labour in 1924, an elec-
tion in which Labour lost seats nationally, but 
the Liberals were trounced, reduced from 159 
to 40 seats overall.95 In Paisley ‘a group of lead-
ing businessmen [had] … publicly [withdrawn] 
their support for Asquith and United Free 
Church clergymen were said to be abandoning 
the Liberal Party in vast numbers’.96

That this should prove the outcome was in 
many ways inevitable. Asquith had been a poor 
local MP in East Fife, speaking in the constitu-
ency only three times in three years between 
May 1915 and May 1918 and judged to have 
‘neglected the seat to the point of contempt’ 
after being ousted as Prime Minister at the end 
of 1916.97 Ball describes him as ‘a politician out 
of his depth … arrogant, with an excessive 
assurance of his own indispensability’.98 Defeat 

at Paisley would have consigned Asquith to 
an indefinite period out of parliament – per-
haps for ever, for there was no safe seat that 
was going to be found for him as an alterna-
tive.99 But it was not apparent that his attitude 
and approach as a constituency MP had been 
altered by defeat in East Fife and if he had failed 
to learn the lessons, why should he treat Paisley 
any differently? Asquith had exerted himself to 
win the campaign but there was little evidence 
that he would put much energy into nurturing 
the constituency.

Asquith visited Paisley in May and Decem-
ber 1920 and addressed a rally at the Town Hall 
in July 1921.100 After that, however, he seems to 
have reverted to type. The Liberal Association 
Minute Book records that he sent his apologies 
for the AGMs in March 1923 and 1924, add-
ing on the latter occasion that he hoped to ‘see 
them face to face shortly’.101 He did not and in 
June 1924 sent his private secretary to answer 
questions on his behalf. His tacit support for 
the short-lived Labour government of 1924 had 
provoked at least one member of the Executive 
to resign, arguing that ‘the Liberal Party in the 
House of Commons was more concerned with 
tactics than with principles’.102 In other words, 
the electors had been hoodwinked. A win in 
the 1924 general election in Paisley might have 
been beyond Asquith’s abilities in any case, but 
his neglect of the constituency had not helped. 
Gardiner, no longer the editor of the Liberal 
Daily News but still a Liberal himself, described 
this as ‘the final and humiliating blow … which 
ended [Asquith’s] career in the House of which 
he had been the most illustrious figure’.103 
Asquith had been in parliament for nearly forty 
years, but his contemporaries included Glad-
stone, Balfour, Baldwin and Lloyd George, so 
he may have been one ‘illustrious figure’, but 
certainly not the most. Like these colleagues, 
Asquith came back from the wilderness of 
being defeated as premier and unlike them he 
also had to contend with electoral defeat. How-
ever, he no longer had the energy or determina-
tion to make the most of his comeback. As Firth 
put it, Asquith should ‘beware the omen of the 
Paisley shawl which was always designed to be 
the comfort of declining years’.104 The Paisley 
by-election proved a false dawn for Asquith and 
the Liberal Party; and the town itself, which 
required a physical rehabilitation (of its hous-
ing, for example), could do little but mark time 
politically.

Hugh Gault is an independent writer and historian. 
His latest book, 1900 Liverpool Lives: The 
Threads That Bind, was published in spring 2019.
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my own great-great-grandfather. 
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interest to some of your readers. It is 
a gold pocket-watch, inscribed: ‘Pre-
sented to Mr William Harris in appre-
ciation of his services as Honorary 
Secretary of the Liberal Committee in 
the Birmingham Election. 1867.’  

The Birmingham Liberal Asso-
ciation had been founded early in 
1865, on the initiative of Harris, 
George Dixon and John Jaffray. One 
of its achievements was to see Dixon 
elected to Parliament in a by-election 
in July 1867 – a success in which Har-
ris was clearly perceived as having 
played a significant backstage role. 
Following his election, Dixon stood 
down as secretary of the BLA, to be 
replaced by Harris, who therefore 
took prime responsibility for devis-
ing the new party machinery, after-
wards known as the caucus, which 
– as Dr Cawood explains – brought 
the Birmingham Liberals a resound-
ing victory in the general election of 
November 1868.

Oliver Harris
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