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Foreword 

Tom Black

‘The English have all the material requisites for the revolution. What they lack is the spirit of generalisation and revolutionary ardour.’

Karl Marx

The following counterfactual history book takes place in a universe much like our own. The point of divergence came in 1917, when Woodrow Wilson was unable to convince the US congress to back war with Germany. With America absent from the war, the Germans had more time to defeat Russia and build up their forces in the west, beginning their final offensive in 1919 (rather than the rushed ‘Operation Michael’ of our universe’s 1918). 

The French war effort collapsed and German troops marched into Paris; just as it began, the Third Republic ended under German fire and facing revolution from within. Shortly after capitulating, France descended into Syndicalist revolution, creating the Commune of France. Similar events occurred in the defeated Italy, with the south of the country proclaiming the Anarcho-Syndicalist Republic of the Sicilies, and the victorious Austrians proclaiming a loose federation of Italian duchies in the north under the nominal authority of the Pope.

Ironically, as Western Europe collapsed into leftist revolution, the Whites won the Russian Civil War. Kerensky managed to secure the support of the German armed forces in exchange for acceptance of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk’s concessions, and the White Generals, together with the German army, defeated the Reds. Lenin died at Petrograd, Trotsky, Stalin and Molotov at Tsaritsyn, while Bukharin went into hiding.

But Britain did not capitulate as quickly as France and Italy. Ludendorff and Hindenburg saw the folly of invading the British Isles and instead waged an inconclusive war on the seas and in their colonies. After two years without a decisive outcome being reached, Ludendorff proposed a ‘Peace with Honour’ to Lloyd George. Neither country would cede any colonial holdings to the other, but Britain would recognise German hegemony over Mitteleuropa and pay ‘reasonable’ reparations. It was this that began the final months of the United Kingdom. Months after the signing of the Peace with Honour in November 1921, the bloody Irish War of Independence was concluded with the cessation of most of Ireland to Michael Collins’ ‘Republic of Ireland’. In exchange for recognition of the Republic, Britain kept hold of six of the nine counties of Ulster, establishing ‘Northern Ireland’. On the mainland, however, things were going from bad to worse. The economy was exhausted from years of war, and Britons felt humiliated – that they had wasted hundreds of thousands of lives for nothing. All it would take for Britain to fall to leftist revolution also was the right sequence of events. It just so happens that what we in our universe call ‘the General Strike of 1926’ happened a year earlier in this timeline, and was known as ‘the British Revolution’. 

These ideas may sound familiar. Many of them formed the basis for a modification (‘mod’) of the popular video game Hearts of Iron II, called Kaiserreich: Legacy of the Weltkrieg and first created in 2005. The idea of a Syndicalist ‘Union of Britain’ arising in the aftermath of a Central Powers victory began with the modification’s original creator, who used the online handle Sarmatia1871. I am grateful to him, and the mod team that continues to make Kaiserreich: Legacy of the Weltkrieg a worldwide phenomenon. 

This book began as a project to ‘flesh out’ the Union of Britain in the Kaiserreich setting, and as such features many divergences from the original idea. Some will remain familiar to seasoned players of the Kaiserreich mod over the years, including some ideas I incorporated into the mod myself when I was on the development team – the fate of T.E. Lawrence, for example, and the ideology of ‘Totalism’ were my ideas in the first place. Others may be confusing to players of a mod that is still going strong fourteen years since its birth and has undergone a number of storyline changes over the years. All writing contained within this book is, of course, my own work.

This particular counterfactual is written as if it were a history book from the universe about which it is written. With this in mind, it is important to respect any foibles, biases or otherworldly concerns that its ‘authors’ (at this time, most principally Comrades Durham, Hobsbawm and Pollitt) may have. Clues and the like about what lies in store for the future of the Union and the world in general can, if one is particularly eagle-eyed, be gleaned from the hindsight deployed by the esteemed authors of each article in the book.

I began writing this for online serialisation back in 2010. I’ve recently become aware that Kaiserreich has exploded in popularity in recent years, and thus my initial fears that this would be too niche a topic for publication were no longer valid. The two volumes contained in this book are the total of the story so far, as it was written and completed back in 2011. However, the first chapter of Volume III, appearing at the end of the book, provides a snapshot of the hypothetical Second Great War that awaits Britain and the world, and was written this year, in 2019. If interest proves sufficient, I will certainly endeavour to complete Volumes III and IV, which should carry the story into the 1950s, and publish them through Sea Lion Press.

I hope you enjoy this book. It was born as a passion project and I hope that shines through. Everything from this point on is by the ‘authors’ of this collection, so I will turn you over to the safe hands of John Durham, editor of The People’s Flag.



Introduction 

‘Imagine our Union stands for a millennium. When our descendants look back on these first fifty years of its history, will there be any man or woman who can say they were not our finest hour?’ 

Jack Jones, 24 October 1975

It is perhaps an example of our nation’s exceptionalism that, until now, no complete history of our Union has ever been attempted. Historians like Taylor and Kershaw found their efforts frustrated and instead focused on different parts of its history, most prominently the Second Great War, while the closest anyone has come to producing a complete history is the former Commissary for Education Eric Hobsbawm, whose death prevented his work ever being completed. Some of his completed essays and notes are present in this collection. 

For that is what this is – a collection. Perhaps where Comrades Taylor and Kershaw went wrong was attempting to write an entire history of such a remarkable nation on their own. Here, I serve as both contributor and humble editor, accompanied by many of the finest minds of our scholarly generation. Even so, the task of chronicling such a long period is not without difficulty; the structure of this publication is that of a series of essays, some narrative and some analytical. The hope is that together, my colleagues and I can create an accurate picture of the Union, from the trials and tribulations of the ’20s through to the ’50s, through the prosperous yet tumultuous ’60s and ’70s, and into the reformist ’80s, ’90s and modern age. Here, we hope you will agree, can be found an uncensored and scholarly picture of the entirety of our Union’s history, ‘warts and all’. 

John Durham, Senior Lecturer in History, Ruskin University 
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Ten Years That Shook the World 
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“I do not for a moment believe that we shall see the Revolution in our lifetime.” 

John Maclean, 1924

The Violent Death of Illiberal England 

John Durham 

‘Revolution? My dear Rudyard, this is not France.’

George V, 20 October 1925

It is hardly necessary to describe the circumstances which led to the proclamation of our Union, for it is the first thing taught to us in school and the subject of a great many works of literature, from the classic novelisation The Men That Shook The World, published in 1930, to the 2006 film Deepest Red. It is impossible to remain on this island for more than a month and not learn in detail of the brave struggle of the Welsh miners in 1925, the escalation to a General Strike and the failed government’s catastrophic miscalculations of how to deal with it. 

What is perhaps less well-known, and is only coming to light as the archives of that tumultuous period are being opened to us now, is the political intrigue among the revolutionaries. Far from the ‘United Front’ that school textbooks expound at length over, different factions, led by men and women who would (in most cases) eventually form a government of compromise, vied for control. The Autonomists of Niclas y Glais started as Welsh nationalists seeking a Commune of Wales. Horner and Snowden’s Federationists came from far less Trade Union-friendly roots than their later actions would have you believe. Annie Kenney’s Congregationalists began as little more than an even more militant form of the Suffragettes, believed by some historians to have sprung from the ‘Women’s Shelters’ that were quickly established in abandoned churches as the chaos of revolution and the collapse of the rule of law led to fears of mass rape. And the Maximists, so notoriously personified by Oswald Mosley’s iron-fisted rule ten years after the Revolution, were by far the most violent of the revolutionaries. Many of the bloodier acts that school textbooks choose to avoid – the Burning of the Ritz, the Covent Garden Massacre​[1] – were perpetrated by hard-line Maximists whose experiences in the Russian Bolshevik Rebellion had closed their eyes to such concepts as cruelty. 

In addition to the problems among the revolutionaries, there are a number of myths about the Revolution itself that persist to this day. The ‘Glorious Six’, as the weeks between the proclamation of the General Strike and the storming of Parliament have been known, have entered our Union’s mythos and have, as such, gathered a fair few urban legends behind them. One regards the infamous deployment of a platoon of Territorials against a pamphleteers’ march on 14 September. The story goes that the pamphleteers, a massed group of about 500 men and women (their political affiliation within the Revolution is never stated in the popular version of the story), were peacefully marching through the streets of Brixton carrying placards and distributing Revolutionary pamphlets. The story goes on to say that the Territorials’ commander, the unfortunately-named Lieutenant Scruton, was so enraged by the sight that he ordered his men to open fire. When the smoke had cleared, forty-one lay dead in the street, and many of the Territorial soldiers would desert later that day.

The truth is not so picturesque. Like the Boston Massacre before it, the politics of the occasion eclipsed the facts of it. It is never said, for instance, that those marching were English Autonomists, calling for the proclamation of an English Republic. Nor is it pointed out that the marchers, far from marching peacefully, were armed with clubs and the occasional firearm and were chanting threats to those citizens who did not agree with their position. Finally, the greatest injustice is always done to the Territorials themselves, who, far from obeying unquestioningly the orders of the admittedly ruthless (and jumpy) Scruton, refused to fire until it became clear that, due to a miscommunication (believed to be Scruton firing his revolver at a nearby marcher), the marchers intended to charge them. To say that some of the Territorials deserted later that day is also an understatement – almost all of them defected to the Revolution and Scruton himself was found hanged on a lamppost, a .303 round in his heart. The ‘Marching Martyrs’, as the rhyme goes, were not quite the victims of reactionary zeal and bloodlust, more the catastrophic consequence of one man’s possession of absolute power in a high-pressure situation.

But this article’s aim is not to give the reader an impression of revisionism and deliberately controversial history. These are just some facts to bear in mind when studying those that all the Union knows; that in 1925, the Stand of the Miners became the General Strike, and that after six weeks of attempted reaction, including the lamentable (and ultimately self-defeating) decision to deploy troops against pamphleteers, the establishment had no choice but to give in as Parliament itself was stormed by the massed workers of London.​[2] With London and all centres of communication in Revolutionary hands, it was only a matter of time before popular proclamation led to the inaugural Congress of the Trade Unions in February of 1926.


The Inaugural Congress 

John Durham 

‘It was all so easy. It made one wonder why we hadn’t had a revolution before.’

Tom Mann, 31 January 1926

The first Congress of the Trade Unions, as it soon became known, was a turning point in British history. It was here that all thoughts of Royalist reconciliation were thrown away and that the last vestiges of so-called ‘democratic liberalism’ were cast aside. Beginning on 1 February 1926, a date much publicised on pamphlets, posters and by word-of-mouth across the country since the fall of the government on 24 October 1925, the delegates from Trade Unions across the country filed into Congress House on Eccleston Square with optimism in the air. The agenda for the day was as follows: 

Apologies for absence 

Acclamation of the Union of Britain 

Election of Officers 

Any other business 

While point one resulted in the most wads of paper being passed to the front of any CTU in history (the process delayed proceedings by a full two hours), point three is of most interest to the historian. As no elections among the CTU had been held until this meeting, the question of who should chair the first meeting itself had led to a bitter struggle among the organisers of the event. The chairman of the TUC (Trade Union Congress, the spiritual predecessor of the CTU), Alonzo Swales, had been elected by that body the previous year and fully expected to take up the leadership of what he considered to be an ‘extraordinary general meeting’ of the TUC. Very much representing the most reactionary segment of the Trade Union movement, he found his plan deeply unpopular and, as such, his candidacy untenable. Among the contenders for the chair were lifelong socialist and ‘candidate of conciliation’ Tom Mann and John Maclean, at this time a famously powerful speaker who had invigorated the dockers of Clydeside into some of the most explosive actions of the General Strike and Revolution. Eventually, it would be Tom Mann who was ‘elected’ as interim chair, though no election took place. Mann was simply proposed as a candidate to the assembled TUC and Revolutionary heads, and no-one raised an objection. The Congress was to be chaired by Tom Mann, and this would not be the last the Union heard of him. 

When the Congress eventually got underway, the factions of the Revolution that had hardly been friends during it now turned upon one another savagely, though admittedly only verbally. There is no question that all of them wanted Socialism for Britain and had their people’s interests at heart, but there is equally no question as to how vehemently some of them disagreed over the best way to achieve this. To quote a contemporary edition of The Chartist (then a recently established radical pamphlet rather than the state newspaper it would become): 

‘Of the multitude of factions present on the first day of the Congress, the four largest have been established to be the following: 

The Federationists believe in giving local Syndicates and Trade Unions a great deal of power over local policy, similar to the local councils of the recently failed state. However, the key difference is the popular support and membership of the worker in each of these Syndicates. National policy would largely be with reference to overseas matters if these men have their way. They believe industry and all practically all domestic matters (barring the ‘Key Aims’ of each year of the Union’s life) should be decided by these local Syndicates rather than the central government. The key figures within this movement include John Maclean, G.D.H. Cole and Philip Snowden. 

The Congregationalists are a feminist-oriented group, headed by Annie Kenney. Economically they are similar to the Federationists, but believe the path to Socialism must be quickened through greater involvement of women in the Revolution. Isolationism is the core of their philosophy, believing Britain suffered enough trying to maintain an Empire and presence overseas. ‘Socialism in one country’ is their motto. 

The Autonomists believe in further decentralising the Union, arguing for the home nations to have greater autonomy, possibly even total independence for England, Scotland and Wales. Instead of the more widely-accepted ‘Union of Britain’, they believe in establishing a Federation of the British Isles with its capital in Birmingham, while each nation would be a full and independent member of this federation. They are led by the Welsh Poet Niclas y Glais, who has described his plans as ‘the independence of the States in the United States of America combined with true Socialist freedom’. 

The Maximists favour a strong central government and full state control of the economy. Controversially, they are also heavily nationalist, and support an immediate expansion of the military so that Britain may not only defend herself but also project and expand the Revolution. They are led by Revolutionary hero Arthur James Cook.’ 

As the experienced student of history will notice, the factions thus remained very similar to the state they would be in by 1936. But the factions would need to form powerful voting blocs if they wanted to achieve anything at the Congress, something they immediately set about doing. 

The second point on the agenda, planned by Tom Mann himself, was a very careful piece of wording. The Union of Britain itself had already been ‘proclaimed’ per se by the red-banner waving revolutionaries on top of the Houses of Parliament. The new constitution – drawn up by, among others, GDH Cole, Victor Gollancz and John Maclean – had been widely circulated as a pamphlet for the last two months. To proclaim the Union again, therefore, would be irrelevant and potentially dangerous. What Mann proposed instead was that the assembled members would, on behalf of those local people they represented, show their support for the Union of Britain through acclamation and thereby cement its status as the accepted way forward for Britain. Unsurprisingly, the motion was met with great enthusiasm. Margaret Cole wrote in her diary: ‘There were whoops and cheers and goodness knows what else. All around me were men and women stamping their feet and throwing their hands into the air. Gradually, a chant began to emerge, and as soon as I heard what it was I too felt compelled to join in. “Onwards Britain!” we cried, “Onwards Britain!”’​[3]

This successfully set the mood for the Congress to be highly jubilant and assuaged any fears of a bitter or violent contest. Point three of the agenda could now be advanced to. The election of officers had been accepted as the turning point of the Congress already. Whichever faction got its people elected would be in de facto control of the Union already, given the Chairman and General Secretary’s power to decide the agenda of the Congress, and the simple fact that whoever won a majority in this election was likely to do the same on the matters of policy that the constitution required voting on over the coming days.

The four candidates who gained the sufficient nominations for Chairman were, unsurprisingly, all representatives of a major faction. Representing the Maximists was coal miner and union leader Arthur James Cook. The Congregationalists put forward Victor Gollancz as their candidate, apparently believing (with perhaps some accuracy) that at this stage in the Revolution a woman stood no chance of being elected. Niclas y Glais, a poet and natural orator, stood for the Autonomists. The Federationists nominated John Maclean, seen by many as the natural leader. 

The candidates were each permitted to give a six-minute speech on why they sought this office. Many memoirs of those present have thought it important to note that Victor Gollancz spoke somewhat quietly and in a far more subdued manner than his opponents, with one delegate noting that ‘he could have been proposing the finest implementation of Marxist theory ever put forward by man or beast, I just couldn’t bloody well hear him’. Cook chose to give a fiery speech (he is said to have been trained in oratory by his close ally, Oswald Mosley) about the need for ‘Permanent Revolution’, using examples from his time leading miners against the army in the Revolution. It was a strong speech, but contained few sustainable ideas, according to those present. Niclas y Glais, arguing for by far the most complex of the four factional proposals, found his audience uninterested and even appeared to detect that his views were not widely shared, declaring at the end of his speech ‘and if my message is not heeded here in the towns and cities, I shall take it to the hills and valleys, where it might be better understood!’​[4]

The final speech came from John Maclean of the Federationists. Cutting a massive figure as he strode towards the podium, he spoke without notes for the full six minutes, promising a small central government that acted in the interests of local Syndicates and Trade Unions, the right to local autonomy for workers’ groups, and socialist reform of the armed forces. His conclusion was greeted with thunderous applause from all sides of the chamber, notably a great number of women and Congregationalist supporters. When the voting took place, there was already a clear idea of who would be the first elected Chairman. 

As expected, Maclean won the Chair by ‘a clear majority’, believed to have been achieved through the support of Congregationalists who supported many of his views while sensing Gollanz’s inability to win. In his acceptance speech, he urged his assembled comrades to elect his choice of General Secretary, Philip Snowden, something they promptly did (the closest competitor was Arthur Cook, who stood again in an attempt to create a ‘balanced government’).

With the two major offices elected, the first day of the inaugural Congress drew to a close. The ‘any other business’ almost turned into a lengthy debate on the exact role of the CTU and its officers in running the country, until Tom Mann, in his final act as interim Chairman, banged his gavel and declared such discussions were for the following days of the Congress, not now. As the delegates parted ways for the first time, there was still a feeling of optimism in the air. The Federationists were arguably the least controversial choice, and Maclean was personally popular with almost all the delegates. It would remain to be seen how effective this unofficial ‘Federationist majority’ would be in deciding the major questions of the coming days – the role of the constitution, the army and the other officers (now named ‘Commissaries’) that would serve as the equivalent of ‘ministers in cabinet’ under the old regime. The only tension detectable in the atmosphere of the departing delegates was how much of a split would occur if some choices proved unpopular, or there were serious disagreements over how important the ‘federal authority’ should be. As they left, Oswald Mosley is said to have remarked to a young Eric Blair, who was by his side, ‘Today we have seen the end of the beginning. Let us hope tomorrow is not the beginning of the end.’


The Royalist Exodus

Eric Hobsbawm

‘I shall return.’

Winston Churchill, near Plymouth, 5 November 1925

It is a favourite pastime of Royalist intellectuals to wistfully speculate on the futures of those men and women who, either through untimely death or flight from the British Isles, left the British public sphere forever after 1925. A recent bestseller is Mr Windsor and Mrs Simpson by Australasian-born Philippa Gregory. The novel is a racy counterfactual loosely based on the brief courtship between Edward VIII and an American divorcée. Where the courtship broke up in the face of the exiled King’s national duty in ‘OTL’ (‘Our TimeLine’ as I believe the ‘counterfactual community’ refer to it), the novel pictures a world where a cockier Edward finds himself on the British throne, the Revolution having been averted, but abdicates out of mad love for Mrs Simpson. It was remarked by critic and Chartist culture editor Polly Toynbee that ‘only the poor prose and paper-thin characters can make the absurdity of the plot seem true-to-life.’

But such speculation is not limited to ‘aerodrome fiction’. A more dated example, published in the German Empire in the 1930s, is 'Fuhrerreich'. Banned by Von Papen in 1938 for its ‘exceedingly dark moral tone’,​[5] the work portrayed a world created by Entente victory in the First Great War. Casting Imperialist martyr of the Russian Civil War Adolf Hitler instead as a disgruntled dictator, what is more interesting to note is its treatment of Britain. Its author, Otto Strasser, predicted a Britain led by the relatively obscure (and disgraced by Gallipoli) former First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, with the equally obscure deceased MP Anthony Eden somehow finding his way into the cabinet. More mainstream Royalist thought has speculated on who among the ‘lost political generation’ of 1925 would have done great things for reactionary Britain. Stanley Baldwin, Harold Macmillan, Austen Chamberlain and many others are often mourned as having been forced to waste their talents in political isolation during Exile. There is also something of a habit among Royalists to figuratively beat their breasts like mourning Persians over those rising stars killed during their attempts to leave Britain. 

It is with this background in mind that we come to the first of a number of articles in this book by the late Eric Hobsbawm. It was first printed in 1981 in 'History Today', and follows in its unedited entirety.

*
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THE EXODUS, AS IT BECAME known, saw the flight from Britain of thousands of men, women and children. This article shall examine the facts of the matter. Who ‘escaped’ from Britain, and why? What were the conditions on the way to Canada? And, perhaps most crucially, what became of those members of the ‘ancien regime’, particularly the large number of aristocrats, who could not get away?

The Exodus began on 26 October 1925. Two days after the collapse of the government and the proclamation of the Union of Britain, Margaret Cole wrote in her diaries that ‘a procession of motorcars, some battered and scratched, some even with bulletholes in them, was speeding down the road towards the docks. Their horns were a cacophony of panic. As we lined the streets to watch them go by, a man next to me cried "and good riddance, too!" I later heard that in one of the cars had been our MP. He was a Conservative, and an agreeable MP as Conservatives went. I do not know if he made it to Canada; one heard such terrible things about the overcrowded ships.’​[6]

Cole's experience was far from unique. All across the country, local aristocrats, reactionary MPs and members of the wealthy middle classes were racing towards the coast. Some even tried to buy their way onto aircraft at Croydon Airport, without success. The ‘terrible things’ Cole referred to is something of a euphemism. Those that survived the ‘exodus ships’ have, in their own memoirs, detailed the level of squalor they experienced. Former Sea Lord Winston Churchill, who travelled to Canada on board RMS Antonia, wrote that ‘military-issue sleeping mats were spread across the ballroom, its chandelier and wall furnishings now the only thing that distinguished it from an inner-city church hall. Upon entering the room it was impossible not to recoil at the stench. The indignity that some of the society women who were now huddled with their children next to a few tins of corned beef was too much to bear. I found myself standing on the freezing and sea-blasted deck whenever possible.’​[7] 

Churchill's entry, although published in Royalist Canada, was seized upon by the British press when it was made known to them as a gleefully-upheld example of how the Reactionaries had suffered when they tried to begin their fight against the people's Revolution. It just one of many such examples, so it is quite reasonable to conclude that the conditions aboard the ships were truly awful. Churchill was lucky enough to get onto an ocean liner – many of the Royalists had to buy their way onto cramped destroyers, and be content with sharing a tiny billet with a dozen others for the entire journey.

But let us not make too much of the conditions of the ‘escape’ itself. The real question is ‘who escaped, and why?’ The most famous and most obvious group to escape was the Royal Family. The King, for reasons obvious to the reactionary authorities, was given absolute priority to escape the country. He and his wife, along with the Prince of Wales who had joined them on the way, boarded the humble minesweeper HMS Bagshot​[8] and set sail for Montreal on the morning of the 26th. The rest of the immediate Royal Family – the 'Princess Royal', Prince Albert, Prince Henry and Prince George – were to board a similar craft the following day. While Princess Mary, Prince George and Prince Albert made it to Plymouth in time for their evacuation, Henry elected, for reasons that died with him, to lead a battalion of die-hard Army troops (from the King's Rifles, aptly enough) who had volunteered to defend the outskirts of Plymouth's harbour district from the approaching ‘mob’ of Revolutionary forces. Armed only with his Sandringham training and a Webley revolver, he announced to his tearful brother and sister that he would ‘rather die in merry old England than live to see it turn rotten’. His body was recovered a few days after the fighting ended, a Webley round in his skull (it is believed he committed suicide to avoid capture). It was buried, like all the bodies of soldiers who chose to side with the Royalists during the revolution, in a simple grave with his name, rank and unit. There was no publicised funeral. 

The more minor members of the Royal Family found themselves in the same boat (the pun is, I must confess, intended) as the aristocracy. The Dukes and Earls of Reactionary Britain, some of whom with ancestors that could be traced back to the Battle of Hastings, suddenly found themselves in a world where their birth meant nothing. Many of them tried to ‘escape’, too, most famously George Bingham, 6th Earl of Lucan, who was rescued from drowning by local ‘Cheapside Militia’ in the early hours of 8 November, having become extremely drunk and tried to get to the Thames Estuary in ‘what looked like a child's rowing boat – the type you see at the fair’.​[9] Bingham was far from alone as a member of the aristocracy that failed to escape. There were dozens more like him across the country who, once the window of opportunity to escape had passed (all docks came under the control of the CTU and Britain was declared a 'closed port' on an interim basis), found themselves increasingly worried as to what would happen to them. It is, and remains to this day, a credit to the spirit of our Revolution that not one aristocrat was hanged, or even tried, on grounds of his or her title alone. Of course, those who had served in treacherous Tory, Liberal or ‘Labour’ governments were tried, and some sentenced to hard labour. The only aristocrats who were executed were members of the armed forces who had been found guilty of ‘crimes against the people’ for their part in various massacres. Of the four death sentences handed out by People's Courts in late 1926, two were commuted to life imprisonment on appeal. 

But what for those men like Bingham who had lived a fairly harmless life but had hardly sought to change the country for the benefit of their ‘social inferiors’ either? The answer to that came in the opening days of the Inaugural Congress. Setting a precedent that would remain for decades, the CTU unanimously voted to ‘extend a hand of comradeship’ to the former aristocracy, and welcome them into the working community. Bingham himself was welcomed into a farming collective in Gloucestershire after he had been declared ‘de-Bourgeoised’ by the CTU’s re-education centres in early 1928. Others, including Charles Wood, 2nd Viscount Halifax, travelled with his son to Newcastle, where they took jobs in the accounting office of the local Mining Syndicate.​[10]

The ‘hand of comradeship’ movement was by and large a resounding success, allowing for the peaceful and (generally) unresented incorporation of the former aristocracy – and numerous members of the upper middle class whose workers had brought them to trial for Reaction, as well as numerous remaining MPs – into Britain’s new society. Some were easier than others; the more radical of Labour’s MPs were far more willing to take jobs in their local Syndicates than some of the more ‘refined’ Ladies and Duchesses of Kent. But it managed to deal with an exceptionally difficult situation in a largely satisfactory manner – for the popular majority at least. The problems that it untangled, however, were a mere triviality compared to the issue that was most pressing for the new state: how to defend our Island while ensuring the removal of any malignant or reactionary elements within our own Armed Forces. 

The Armed Forces were, thanks to the decadence of the past few centuries, plagued with reactionary elements and dyed-in-the-wool aristocrats. The response of ‘the mob’, therefore, was swift and just. Earl Haig, so inconceivably granted a peerage after slaughtering Britain’s best against the German guns, was arrested and put before a ‘people’s court martial’, presided over by none other than Tom Wintringham. After being sentenced to death by firing squad, the ageing Field Marshall spluttered in protest, declaring ‘I fought for Britain’s honour like a lion fights for its pride!’ Wintringham’s famous reply – ‘Nay, sir! Your men fought like lions. You led them like a donkey!’ – has entered the common lexicon. Haig was executed at the Tower of London after his death sentence was carried by a narrow vote at the Inaugural Congress.​[11]

But, in a statement commonly said at the time, ‘the lieutenants of the last war will be the generals in the next’. Men like Bernard Montgomery and John Gort, who had fought and bled alongside their men in the trenches, were treated with far less distaste. In a lengthy process beginning in July 1926 (ironically the 10th anniversary of the bloody Battle of the Somme), the Army, Navy and fledgling Air Force had their officer corps entirely examined, one by one, in the dock before people’s courts. Though few would swear under oath that they were radical socialists, there were many who sympathised with the common man and, perhaps still angry from the loss of the Great War, agreed that the previous regime had let the people of Britain down. The overwhelming consensus from those who stood before the people and testified their support was that they had sworn to serve and defend Britain – to them, defending their ‘king’ meant nothing compared to that. This was given additional credence by their very presence on the mainland – particularly the naval officers, who would have been free to leave for Canada if they had a ship under their command. Bernard Montgomery, later hero of the Second Great War, captured the mood of the times when he declared ‘A socialist I am not. But a Reactionary am I neither. I entered the Army with no interest in politics, but with an interest in the continued wellbeing of the people of this nation. The Union can provide that wellbeing, and I shall strive to defend it!’

Of course, this was not universally popular. Wintringham in particular wanted to purge the officer corps of all members who were not 100% committed to leftist revolution. But John Maclean himself stepped in and prevented this, arguing (quite correctly) that Britain needed soldiers as its defenders more than it needed ideologues – the Armed Forces would, of course, over time be gradually brought into line with the politics of the Union, but with a large section of the Fleet now rumoured to be rearming in Canada, and the Kaiser’s armies allegedly sharpening their bayonets in Kiel, the decision was made to keep on all who would swear simply to uphold the Union and defend its people. The period of an ‘Apolitical Army’, as Kershaw calls it, had begun.

In conclusion, then, what defined the Exodus? It is perhaps best considered to be the flight of the ‘old regime’ and its replacement by the new. As Margaret Cole’s fellow bystander remarked, there was an element of ‘good riddance’ to many who fled the Union during those tumultuous days. The reorganisation of the Armed Forces would probably not have been possible had its truly reactionary and rabidly rightist elements remained within. All in all, then, the Exodus was highly beneficial to the Union – many who escaped spared the Union the trouble of a messy trial and potential execution. The fate of Field Marshall Haig was, if one believes contemporary sources, desired for many other members of the ‘old regime’ by the more bloodthirsty members of the new. 

Carving out a place in the world: public decisions and diplomatic undertones in the British foreign policy of 1926

Terry Pollitt

‘I don’t quite know what they’ve created over there, but I think I like it.’

Jim Larkin, 12 February 1926

It is apparently too great a task for the common historian to worry his- or herself with the complexities of political theory. It is therefore the duty of myself, your humble political analyst, to recount the hum-drums of the processes that have shaped our Union throughout the last nine decades. The first of my articles in this book will focus on the real meaning behind the opening plays of Union foreign policy, particularly the decisions made at the Inaugural Congress.

The second week of the congress had been set aside for foreign affairs. Faith in Britain's military strength was still faltering at this point, so the first item on the agenda was the importance of securing the Union's independent status. There was fear on all sides – some panicking elements of the congress feared that the Royalist ‘Exodus fleet’ was simply going to refuel and rearm then turn right back round again to reconquer the British Isles.​[12] Others expected Germany to take military action against yet another emerging Socialist state. The priority was therefore to establish diplomatic relations with all necessary parties, while maintaining an element of isolationism. Germany was deemed the biggest and most immediate threat, and Ernest Bevin was dispatched to the coast with a delegation of negotiators and a CTU-granted overseas travel permit. So what did the dispatch of this physically huge former Baptist minister mean politically? The message that Britain was sending to Germany was ‘we’re here and we’re not going anywhere, but we don’t mean any trouble’. Bevin captured the essence of this mentality perfectly in his stoic attitude and presence, grand speaking style (he sounded like a statesman even in casual conversation) and peaceful demeanour. Arriving at Kiel on board a Republican Navy frigate on 9 February 1926, it took the German coast guard four hours to permit him to land. Once there, he was met not by diplomats or ministers, but by the Kaiser’s police, who threatened to lock him up if he did not state exactly what his purpose was. Never a man to mince his words, the West Country docker stated that ‘my purpose is something far greater than anything you will achieve in your officious, bourgeois little lives – to secure peace and freedom for my people. Now, take me to your Kaiser!’ Within minutes he was on a train to Hamburg, where he was met by an undersecretary to ‘Chancellor’ Tirpitz. The diplomatic wranglings and niceties that ensued are not, to be blunt, particularly interesting – unlike some modern writers I take no interest in what vintage of wine was offered by either party or whether any symbolism of intent can be drawn from the colour of Bevin’s handkerchief that day.​[13] The outcome is what interests us. 

And what an outcome it was! Both countries stopped short of mutual diplomatic recognition,​[14] but Tirpitz (who personally arrived at the meeting as it came to a close) gave Bevin an assurance that Germany ‘held no interests regarding the British Isles provided those ruling it acted within the boundaries of the Peace with Honour’. Bevin, in return, assured Tirpitz that the Union was content to build socialism for its people, and had no interest in any overseas affairs. Bevin returned to the Congress on 11 February to a hero’s welcome, but the celebrations were cut short by troubling news from the West – at midnight, Irish troops under military dictator ‘President’ Michael Collins had flooded over the border into the ‘six counties of Ulster’ that had made up Northern Ireland after the Irish War of Independence. As the Union had claimed sovereignty over all areas in ‘northwest Europe’ controlled by previously by the United Kingdom, this was technically the first incursion by foreign military forces into Union territory. So how should Britain respond?

The answers came from all sides. Arthur James Cook and his Maximists called for immediate war with Ireland, in the name of ‘preserving territorial unity’. This claim was ridiculed by Niclas y Glais’ Autonomists, who argued that the Irish were doing just that by subsuming a missing part of their nation into the whole. More to the point, said Victor Gollancz on behalf of the Congregationalists, the Union was in no way ready for war, not even against a ‘priest-infested backwater like Ireland’. But it was the calm-seeking John Maclean who appealed for pragmatic realism to be brought to the forefront of the discussion







The Congress Concludes 


















The End of Empire 
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Staying on track 
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Red Clyde Rising: John Maclean 1879-1931 





















The Congress of 1931 



























































How did Federationism work?













Too little, too late?
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