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Preface

What was it Marx said about history? The hardback edition of The Wild Men opened with the line ‘All anyone could think of was clothes’ and, more than a century later, that again was true during the current Labour government’s turbulent first hundred days. First as tragedy, second as farce.

It began when the Sunday Times revealed that the Labour peer Lord Alli had been given a Downing Street pass after donating £32,200 of ‘work clothing’ and ‘multiple pairs of glasses’ worth £2,485 to party leader Sir Keir Starmer. This had been declared, but not properly. Next came news of £6,134 in designer clothes from the same donor for the Prime Minister’s wife, Victoria, which was not declared. Lady Starmer was subsequently pictured attending London Fashion Week in an outfit ‘rented’ from designer Edeline Lee. ‘Freebiegate’ then spread to Angela Rayner, the Deputy Prime Minister (£3,550 worth of clothes from Alli), and Rachel Reeves, the Chancellor (£7,500 worth from another donor, Juliet Rosenfeld).1 The Conservatives, still licking their wounds from a brutal election defeat, couldn’t believe their luck and made hay.

In 1924, the sartorial commentary had a snobbish quality, a disapproving sneer at the inability of working-class ministers to dress appropriately; in 2024 it was the reverse, surprise at (mostly) working class ministers wearing designer labels having spent years in opposition promising to ‘reset’ politics after myriad Tory scandals. It didn’t help that some posited defences were less helpful than others. Foreign Secretary David Lammy protested that ‘unless you’re a billionaire’ some politicians had to ‘rely on political donations’ to ‘look their best’. Reeves said she could understand that ‘to a lot of people it looks a bit odd’,2 while Culture Secretary Lisa Nandy added that although voters wanted a ‘well turned out’ government its ministers could not give the impression of ‘living very different lives from them’.3

A (partial) climb down inevitably followed. On the eve of a remarkably gloomy party conference in Liverpool, Number 10 announced that the Prime Minister, his deputy and Chancellor would no longer accept clothing donations. More than a week later, Sir Keir also repaid £6,000 worth of hospitality and gifts received since entering No 10 but held on to his suits, dresses for his wife and football tickets.4 Pat McFadden, the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, said a revised Ministerial Code would clarify declaration rules, and Tom Baldwin, the Prime Minister’s biographer, urged critics to stand back and ‘recognise the idea that Keir Starmer is in politics for a few suits and a couple of Taylor Swift concerts is ludicrous’.5

It took the commentator David Osland to make the connection with the first Labour government a century earlier. Sir Keir’s ‘resort’, he wrote, ‘to exactly the same “I did nothing wrong/it was within the rules” excuses MacDonald advanced for hobnobbing with a biscuit baron really does take the biscuit’.6 But as with the supposed award of a baronetcy in return for shares and a Daimler – a story broken by the Daily Mail towards the end of MacDonald’s first premiership – nuance was the first casualty of a prolonged media storm. As one Cabinet minister told the Guardian: ‘Waheed [Alli] is a millionaire and he already has a peerage. What more can he possibly want?’7

Presciently, in its review of the hardback edition of The Wild Men, The Economist concluded that Sir Keir Starmer ‘could do worse than read this book to ponder what history can teach’.8 At that point – February 2024 – the consensus was that a general election would take place in the autumn. Instead, on 22 May Rishi Sunak took almost everyone by surprise when he asked the King to dissolve Parliament. Polling was to take place on 4 July – US Independence Day.

Of Sir Keir’s reading habits I have no inside knowledge. As one academic study noted, his leadership had shown ‘relatively little’ interest in Labour’s past.9 During the election campaign, however, there was a belated sign that the Labour Party had become a little more relaxed about the (for many) uncomfortable events of 1924. On 4 June, its Twitter/X account posted a video entitled ‘This is the power of a Labour government’ featuring grainy footage of Keir Hardie, Ramsay MacDonald et al. An unnamed narrator stated that:


100 years ago, 24 years after its founding, the Labour Party formed its first government. While it only lasted a matter of months, in that short time it passed legislation to build more affordable housing, improve protection for tenants, extend educational opportunities and increase welfare spending.10


The video then moved on to the more familiar, and generally less contested, territory of 1945 and all that. But for a party which had long ago excised 1924 from its official narrative, this was a significant change of tone. As the historian Malcolm Petrie observed in another review, both Starmer and his predecessor Jeremy Corbyn had ‘endorsed a reading of Labour history in which the vital electoral triumphs are those of 1945, 1964 and 1997’; neither had ‘found any inspiration in 1924 or 1929’.11

Petrie added that it was difficult to read accounts of the 1924 government without seeing ‘contemporary parallels’, but when it came to the election result there was no comparison: instead of winning 191 seats (as in December 1923), Labour secured 411 MPs, although its 33.7% share of the vote was not far in advance of that achieved (33.3%) at the October 1924 election which marked the end of that first administration. Such are the vagaries of first past the post. The Liberal Democrats, meanwhile, garnered the most MPs for a third party (72) since H. H. Asquith’s tally of 158 in late 1923.

There were also echoes of the past in the Labour government formed by Sir Keir Starmer following his landslide victory. It was, as many observers noted, the most working-class in decades, perhaps since 1924 when the sight of trade unionists occupying the corridors of power had been genuinely shocking. The gender balance, however, could not have been more different: almost half Starmer’s Cabinet were women, an incredible advance on the solitary junior minister appointed in January 1924.

Among the junior ministers was Lord Ponsonby of Shulbrede, great-grandson of Arthur Ponsonby, who had deputized for Ramsay MacDonald at the Foreign Office in 1924. And in an echo of MacDonald’s troubles with his Scottish law officers, for some undisclosed reason it took until 29 August to appoint an Advocate General for Scotland (Cat Smith KC, daughter of former Labour leader John).

At his first press conference on Saturday 6 July, Sir Keir told reporters that some ministers had been to the Privy Council that morning ‘to receive their seals’ which, he added, ‘was a moment in history’.12 At that meeting, the new Prime Minister made affirmation as First Lord of the Treasury, after which he ‘kissed’ the hand of King Charles III, great-grandson of George V – the monarch who had initially feared but then revelled in the appointment of his first Labour ministers.

Only a few Cabinet ministers were required to be sworn as Privy Counsellors, as most (including the Prime Minister) were already the Right Honourable. This was not, as in 1924, an almost wholly inexperienced government. Thereafter, several ministers swore or affirmed their Oath of Office and received their seals. Angela Rayner had to do so twice, first as Secretary of State for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, and second as Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government following a departmental name change. ‘I had to go back to the king again to do it all over again,’ she later told an audience in her Ashton-under-Lyne constituency. ‘The king said “hmm, back again so soon”.’13

Following that second Privy Council meeting on 10 July, Wes Streeting (Secretary of State for Health and Social Care) and Peter Kyle (Secretary of State for Science, Innovation and Technology) shared pictures of their seals on Twitter/X, obviously as proud to have received royal approval as had been Arthur Henderson et al on a gloomy January morning in 1924. This time there was no commentary on what ministers wore as they arrived at Buckingham Palace, although The Times’ sketch-writer Tom Peck noted that when the House of Commons met for the first time on 9 July, Labour MPs ‘wore red; a bubbling ocean of red dresses, red ties’.14 Catherine Bennett in the Observer, meanwhile, took aim at some other media outlets for ‘reducing Labour women to the sum of their outfits’.15

Ramsay MacDonald’s first government did not last long enough to experience its own State Opening, but on 17 July the Sovereign delivered the first Labour King’s Speech since that of George VI in 1950. It promised ‘mission led’ government based on economic growth, John Wheatley-style house building, greater devolution (in England), House of Lords reform and a new ‘Council of the Nations and Regions’ to foster collaboration between the Prime Minister, devolved First Ministers and mayors of combined authorities.16 Following her dramatic resignation as the Prime Minister’s chief of staff, Sue Gray was later appointed ‘envoy’ to the nations and regions.

Sir Keir underlined the importance of intergovernmental relations by embarking on a three-nations tour of the UK immediately after the election, parlaying with a new SNP First Minister in Edinburgh, a troubled Labour First Minister in Wales (Vaughan Gething later resigned) and the recently nominated Michelle O’Neill (Sinn Féin) and Emma Little-Pengelly (DUP) in Belfast. Later, the Prime Minister drank Guinness with the new Irish Taoiseach Simon Harris at Chequers. The 21st-century iteration of the ‘Irish Question’ looked likely to preoccupy Labour’s seventh premier just as it had its first a century before, not to mention the legacy of Empire which had caused Ramsay MacDonald relatively little trouble: Foreign Secretary David Lammy provoked a Tory storm when he announced the UK would cede sovereignty over the British Indian Ocean Territory after almost two centuries under the Crown.

The historian Jonathan Davis observed that when Labour formed its first government in 1924:


dealing with Russia (in its Soviet guise) was high on the agenda, forging a new relationship with Europe after the First World War was an urgent necessity, and issues in the Middle East after the end of the Ottoman Empire needed careful consideration. One hundred years on…the government led by Keir Starmer will find that it again needs a coherent foreign policy to deal with Russia, Europe, and the Middle East.17


There is nothing new under the sun. When it came to public spending, The Economist observed that Chancellor Rachel Reeves looked set to demonstrate the sort of ‘fiscal austerity’ exhibited by Philip Snowden a century earlier, with another Labour government keen to demonstrate that it was not, contrary to its opponents’ charge, ‘addicted to taxing and spending’.18 In her first speech as Chancellor, Reeves spoke of inheriting ‘the worst set of circumstances since the Second World War’ but warned that ‘a large majority in Parliament’ did not mean she had ‘the licence to row back on the principles of sound money and economic responsibility’.19

What of the Prime Minister? Initially, the consensus appeared to be that Sir Keir’s first weeks in office demonstrated authority and seriousness, something underlined by his response to riots in England and Northern Ireland in early August. Yet as he neared the end of his first hundred days, there was widespread talk of drift, a sense his government lacked a clear sense of what it was actually for. Even before all this, several reviewers of The Wild Men had taken care to highlight what one called Labour’s ‘tradition of treating its leaders as betrayers of the party’s fundamental beliefs’. In 1924 Ramsay MacDonald had been criticized by left-wingers for being insufficiently committed to socialism, as were Harold Wilson in the 1960s and Tony Blair in the 2000s. Asked in May 2024 if he would use a certain adjective to describe himself, Sir Keir replied:


Yes, I would describe myself as a socialist. I describe myself as a progressive. I’d describe myself as somebody who always puts the country first and party second.20


During the general election of 2024, however, there was little talk of ‘wild men’ (or women), although the Conservative MP Sir Geoffrey Cox warned of the UK ‘sleepwalking into a one-party socialist state’ possessed of ‘untrammelled power’.21 As I noted in the original edition of this book, history might not repeat, but it sure does rhyme.

Dr David Torrance
Peckham, October 2024




Introduction

All anyone could think of was clothes. As members of the first Labour Cabinet prepared to collect their seals of office at a meeting of the King’s Most Honourable Privy Council, the enormity of the occasion was almost lost amid sartorial considerations. As all but a few of the new Ministers of the Crown had no previous ministerial experience, most lacked the requisite dress. Conscious of this, the King had set aside the usual requirements; the result was an extraordinary array of different outfits at Buckingham Palace.

As Philip Snowden, the new Chancellor of the Exchequer, later recalled, several of his colleagues ‘managed to drag from some obscurity a frock-coat and silk hat which might have been fashionable a generation before’,1 while others were at a loss. Viscount Haldane, a veteran Liberal minister and one of the few to be properly attired, tried one of his old coats on the Secretary of State for War, Stephen Walsh, although his diminutive stature meant it reached near his boots. It had more satisfactory results on William Adamson, the Scottish Secretary.2


The newspapers were equally preoccupied with dress as ministers arrived amid the ‘deep gloom’ that ‘enshrouded’ the Palace. J. R. Clynes (the Lord Privy Seal) wore ‘a black soft hat and a muffler of indeterminate hue beneath his dark tweed overcoat’, Tom Shaw (the Minister of Labour) ‘boldly’ donned a green-grey overcoat and a soft hat, while ‘Willie’ Adamson ‘carried an unfurled umbrella’. It was curious, added one correspondent, to see the Lords Haldane and Parmoor, ‘who have all the appearance of distinguished members of the older parties, walking slowly together amongst the trades union Ministers’. Most arrived on foot, but Jimmy Thomas, the Colonial Secretary, turned up in a plum-coloured limousine.3


Clothing would come to symbolize the tension at the heart of the first Labour government. Some of its members wanted to prove, contrary to an infamous assertion by Winston Churchill, that they were ‘fit to govern’,4 and that meant conforming to the sartorial standards of previous Liberal and Conservative administrations; others were impatient to demonstrate that a socialist government was more interested in delivering radical policies than dressing up. Ramsay MacDonald, the illegitimate son of a farmhand who had the previous day kissed hands as Prime Minister, belonged in the former camp, as did Arthur Henderson, a Scots-born iron moulder, ‘Jimmy’ Thomas, a Welsh railwayman, and Willie Adamson, a Fife coal miner. Never before had so many men from such humble backgrounds occupied the corridors of power.

John Wheatley, an Irish-born miner and publican and the incoming Minister for Health, belonged firmly in the latter camp, and defiantly wore a ten-year-old lounge suit to his first Privy Council meeting. Most, however, did their best to conform. A press photographer captured the ‘arrival on foot of the tall lanky figure of Noel Buxton and the short Sidney Webb with his nanny-goat beard, both clad in knee breeches and evening dress, white shirt and tails’.5 According to the future Labour Chancellor Hugh Dalton, Labour left-wingers were outraged, while he himself thought the duo looked ‘ridiculous … the dwarf and the stork, side by side in this get-up, crowned with opera hats’.6 ‘They are all engaged,’ the former Liberal premier David Lloyd George told his daughter Megan, ‘in looking as respectable as lather & blather will make them’.7


A total of 13 ministers were required to be sworn as Privy Counsellors before accepting their seals of office. As they stood waiting for the King ‘amid the gold and crimson magnificence of the Palace’, J. R. Clynes could ‘not help marvelling at the strange turn of Fortune’s wheel, which had brought [Ramsay] MacDonald the starveling clerk, [Jimmy] Thomas the engine-driver, [Arthur] Henderson the foundry labourer and Clynes the mill-hand, to this pinnacle beside the man whose forebears had been Kings for so many splendid generations. We were making history. We were, perhaps, somewhat embarrassed, but the little, quiet man whom we addressed as “Your Majesty” swiftly put us at our ease.’8


With the Prince of Wales (the future King Edward VIII) observing proceedings, Noel Buxton, the new Minister for Agriculture, watched as his colleagues knelt one by one in front of him to kiss the Sovereign’s hand. Writing later in his unpublished memoirs, he observed contemptuously that Wheatley, ‘who had always posed as a sort of republican, was apparently unable to get up again from the cushion, and looked as if he had been overcome by passionate loyalty to the Throne’.9


The King then declared Lord Parmoor Lord President of the Council, while afterwards Josiah Wedgwood (the great-great-grandson of the famous potter) had a separate audience in order to receive his seals as Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. This he considered a ‘ridiculous office’,10 an impression confirmed when the Tory grandee Austen Chamberlain teased him for having allowed himself to be fobbed off with a Duchy, ‘where the worst he could do would be to pack a bench of magistrates instead of losing an Empire’.11


Others were equally underwhelmed. Charles Trevelyan, the new President of the Board of Education, complained that the King ‘went through the ceremony like an automaton’, while Sidney Webb, the President of the Board of Trade, likened the silence which followed the acceptance of his seals to ‘a noise like a first-class railway carriage’.12 When asked to reflect on the change of government, the King was said to have replied: ‘My grandfather would have hated it; my father could hardly have tolerated it; but I march with the times.’13


Nearly all the new ministers walked back to Downing Street to attend their first Cabinet meeting, one or two carrying the little scarlet cases which contained their seals; Arthur Henderson was positively ‘bursting with childish joy’ over that which had just confirmed him as Home Secretary.14 Now the attention moved to headwear. Another press photograph showed Jimmy Thomas sporting a bowler hat, MacDonald and Henderson toppers and Clynes a more plebeian homburg. Downing Street proved as atmospherically gloomy as the Palace. The Prime Minister walked across to Number 10 from the Foreign Office shortly before 4 p.m. as dozens of photographers asked him to pose in front of its famous black door. A watchful janitor opened it as he approached but MacDonald closed it so the interior light would not interfere with the flashlights.15 The new premier’s account of an historic day betrayed both his shock at what had just happened, as well as his apprehension at what was to come:


Without fuss, the firing of guns, the flying of new flags, the Labour Gov[ernmen]t has come in. At noon there was a Privy Council at Buck[ingham] Pal[ace]; the seals were handed to us – and there we were Ministers of State … A wonderful country. Now for burdens & worries. Our greatest difficulties will be to get to work. Our purposes need preparation, & during preparation we shall appear to be doing nothing – and to our own people to be breaking our pledges.16




This was prescient, for over the next nine months the UK’s first Labour Prime Minister would find himself battling on a number of fronts: for acceptance by voters, co-operation with not one but two opposition parties in Parliament (Liberals and Conservatives) and most of all for support from his own colleagues, many of whom were deeply uneasy that a party with only 191 MPs had taken office at all.

It is difficult from the perspective of 2024 to appreciate the alarm which greeted the prospect of a Labour government a century ago. The horrors of the Russian Revolution were still fresh in the minds of voters, especially that of the King (although he did not vote), who had lost his beloved cousin, the Tsar, and his family to Bolshevik bullets. More to the point, many craved stability following the devastation of the Great War and the turmoil of two general elections in as many years, not to mention several changes of Prime Minister: the Liberal Lloyd George had resigned in October 1922, the Conservative Andrew Bonar Law had quit on grounds of ill health in May 1923 and now, in January 1924, the Labour Leader of the Opposition had succeeded Stanley Baldwin as premier.

‘What has been done will be done again,’ runs Ecclesiastes 1:9, ‘there is nothing new under the sun.’ I had feared as I began to research this book that I would discover a faraway political country of which I knew little. On the contrary, I encountered much that was surprisingly familiar: a minority government grappling with financial instability, a housing crisis, industrial action and a troublesome left wing. Territorially, it also resonated, with complex negotiations over the Irish border and demands for Scottish Home Rule. Even its scandals felt contemporary: the premier’s financial arrangements, allegations of cash for honours and the dramatic denouement concerning apparent Russian interference in domestic British affairs. History might not repeat, but it sure does rhyme.

The story has been told before. The American academic Richard Wall Lyman published his PhD as The First Labour Government, 1924 in 1957.17 It remains comprehensive and elegantly written although hampered by the unavailability at that time of archival material. Almost 40 years later John Shepherd and Keith Laybourn published Britain’s First Labour Government,18 a scholarly monograph which benefited from access to primary sources albeit more concerned with internal Labour politics than personalities. Beyond these two volumes and a handful of useful journal articles, the events of 1924 had become obscured, not only by subsequent mythologizing (and denigration) of Ramsay MacDonald, but by the relentless march of time. ‘That,’ a former Labour Cabinet minister confessed to the journalist Patrick Maguire, ‘is the period of Labour history I know least about.’19



The Wild Men: The Remarkable Story of Britain’s First Labour Government takes a different approach in several respects. First, it is biographical, the events of 1924 told via the men (and one woman) who together comprised that first, historic administration. Second, I have dug more deeply into primary and secondary sources, not only utilizing the rich collection of MacDonald’s personal and public papers at Kew, but hitherto unstudied collections from his daughter Ishbel (at the British Library) and son Malcolm (Durham University), as well as the curiously underused memoranda and correspondence at the Royal Archives, for the use of which I must acknowledge the permission of His Majesty King Charles III. Third, given that this was the United Kingdom’s first Labour government, The Wild Men concerns not just England (with which previous authors have mostly been preoccupied) but also events in Scotland, Wales and particularly Northern Ireland. And fourth, I have wherever possible foregrounded female voices, not just that of Margaret Bondfield (the only non-male minister) but diarists such as Beatrice Webb and Dolly Ponsonby. British politics of the mid-1920s might have been dominated by men, but the same does not need to be true of its history.

Some context is necessary fully to appreciate the politics of this era. Only a year before MacDonald et al. took office, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland had shrunk by a fifth following the secession of the Irish Free State to form a newly self-governing Dominion within the British Empire. Certain executive and legislative powers had also been ‘transferred’ to the bicameral Parliament of Northern Ireland in May 1921, representing the UK’s first experiment with what would later be called ‘devolution’. Irish independence meant the House of Commons had gone from 707 to 615 Members. The United Kingdom was changing, and its governing traditions with it.

The Labour Party as represented in Parliament was equally as complex. David Marquand has called it ‘a loose federation of local bodies and special interests rather than a unitary organisation with a single purpose’, and its Members and MPs ‘a haphazard collection of individualists rather than a disciplined political regiment’.20 The first Labour government, argued the civil servant Percy Grigg, was no more ‘homogenous or coherent’ than the party. What he called the ‘Trade Union element’ supplied five-sixths of the party’s
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