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Great Britain, on the eve of the General Election of 1945, was in 

a unique position. Since the success of the joint Anglo-American inva

sion of Normandy in June, 1944, it was becoming obvious that victory 

over Nazi Germany was as sured. However, it still remained to be seen 

how long the struggle would drag on, and how many additional lives 

would have to be sacrificed. 

Since the beginning of the war, the English had been threatened 

by German invasion. Invasion seemed less likely in 1945 than when 

France fell in June, 1940. The blitz and the Battle of Britain in 

September, October, and November, 1940, brought the war closer to 

England than any war in history. 

The year 1945 saw death and destruction in southeastern England 

as a result of the V -1 and V- 2 bombs. Though the war was winding down, 

and actually came to an end in Europe before election day (July 5), life 

in Britain was austere and remained so for the next five years. Most 

cuts of meat we_re rationed by the Government, as well as petrol, liquor, 

tobacco, coal, leather, and various food stuffs. On days when rationed 

items were available, long lines of people would queue up to wait their 

f 
. 1 

chance for a roast for Sunday dinner, or a bottle o port wme. 

1 Arthur Marwick, The Home Front, Thomas & Hudson, London, 

1976, p. 16. 
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The people who owned automobiles stored their car so that 

petrol supplie s could be used in the war effort. A shortage of news

print forced people to depend on radio broadcasts for most of their 

. f . 2 news 1n ormatlon and e ntertainment. In some areas these shortages 

were painfully acute. In Yorkshire , an ele ctrical shortage created by 

2 

the coal rationing program produced a blackout in the winter of 1944-45. 
3 

Fortunately, inflation was not a major problem. However, the 

average Briton had little money to spend, and the supply of durable 

goods was limited due t o the war. The Government tried to make the 

b e st of this difficult situation. They succeeded in convi ncing the 

British people that their s acrifi ces were in the na tional interest. How-

eve r, thi s them e gr ew weary bef ore restrictions and r a tioning ended 

in 1951. 

In loss of l i fe, th e Sec ond Wor ld Wa r was n ot as sev ere as 

W orld War I. Howev e r, w i th th e a dvent of the ai rplane and the relative 

strength of the enem y , th e wa r seeme d m uc h closer i n 1945 . In the 

second war, n o man , woman , or child wa s immune to or i s olated fr om 

the de structio n. Althou gh Kent, Sur rey, and the sou thea stern counties 

suffer e d m or e than their s har e of the c r isis, no ar ea was l ef t unaffected 

from Cornwall to Dove r, from Southa mpton to the H eb r i des . 

2Norman Lon gma te, How We Lived Then , Hutchi son Publisher, 

London, 197 1, p . 147 . 

3 
lb id , p. 1 3 0 . 
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Mor e than any conflict in English history, the British people 

we re united in fighting for a cause. The cause was just, great, and 

unquestionable. "No other nation had fought completely through two 

w orld wars as Great Britain had done by 1945. 114 The empire was 

inevitably to decline, and living standards at home to improve. However, 

through the conflict, "England had risen just the same. 115 These 

sacrifices seem even more incredible because of the fact that Britain 

stood alone in 1940, after the fall of France. Few individuals would 

have given the English more than six months before the Germans would 

overwhelm them. There were even voices calling for a negotiated 

settlement. Anyone who suggested such a thing knew nothing of British 

tenacity , will, a nd Sir Win ston Chur chill. The de s ir e to carry on th e 

war was almost unanim ous am ong the British people. 6 As Churchill 

appropriately put it, "The Bri tish people liv ed with hardship their 

garment." The social events of the war year s helps one to unravel the 

mysteries of the 1945 ele c tion. England had endured immeasurable 

hardship and suffering. When Britons cast their votes on July 5, those 

hardships pr ov ed to b e a s ignifi cant fa ctor. 

4A . J. p. Taylor, Engli s h His tory 19 14 - 45 , Oxford Univ ersity 

Pr e s s , Oxfo rd , 1965 , p. 60 0. 

5rbid, p . 60 1. 

61bid, p . 5 77 · 
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Of course, a look at any election requires an analysis of the 

parties . This is a difficult task when looking at Britain in the mid

twentieth century. While most men in Churchill's cabinet were 

Conservatives, they were called Nationals. This was due to the fact 

that in actuality a coalition government existed from the time of the 

4 

fall of Neville Chamberlain until the King dismissed Parliament in 

May, 1945, and a caretaker government was established. Also, the 

term National was used by the Conservatives in 1945 to give the old 

party a new image for the election . Hopefully, this change would make 

the Government more attractive to the industrial areas which normally 

voted against the Torys. In fact, it is hard .to find the Conservative 

Party in 1945. Very ie w of the ministers who came to power with 

Stanley Baldwin in 1935 or Chamberlain in 1937 were still in important 

positions by 1945. This was due to the dramatic changes which occurred 

when Chamberlain resigned in May, 1940, and the subsequent changes 

in 1941 and 1942, which generally allowed more Labour Party represen-

7 
tation in the Government. 

For the Conservatives, party organization on the local level 

was almost nonexistent. 8 By 1945, a decade had elapsed since the 

party had fought a maj or election. It is the nature of political parties 

7Harold Nicholson, The War Years 1939-1945, Putney, New York, 

1967, p. 144 . 

8Lindsay & Harrington, The C onservative Party 1918-70, 

St. Martin, New York, 1974 , p. 366. 
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that when they ar e successful and comfortable, very litt_le work is done. 

E ven w ork to kee p the party machinery well oiled is lacking. It also 

seems obvious that there were many more Conservatives in Britain in 

1935 than 1945. Stanley Baldwin never achieved anything like the fame 

and admiration that Churchill enjoyed at the end of the European War, 

yet Baldwin won in 1935 while Churchill headed a badly defeated party 

in 1945. 

While the war was largely fought and won by 1945, the lessons 

of the previous ten years had not been wasted on the electors. Obviously, 

the voters blamed the Conservatives more than any other party for 

Britain's lack of readiness in 1939. In the crucial year leading up to 

September 1, 1939, successiv e British gove rnments had not acted from 

strength, but from timidity and weakness. The appeasement at Munich 

by Chamberlain in 1938 was the last straw. However, it should be 

remembered that the Labour Party overwhelmingly favored disarmament 

all through the 1930' s. The paths followed by Baldwin and Chamberlain 

were not dissimilar from those fo llow ed by Labour's first Prime 

Minister, Ramsey MacDonald. 

Although the Conservativ es were technically in power in 1945 , 

it was a party div ided a gainst itself. Churchill was leader, but he was 

never comfortable in that r ole , n or was much of the party totally com

fo rtable with him as their head. A number of back-benchers during the 

war had bee n ministers under Baldwin and Chamberlain. Churchill's 



6 

ris e had meant their equally rapid demise as a political force. Also, 

Churchill had never been regarded as a good party man . He had begun 

his political career as a Liberal and had served in the Liberal Party 

ministry of Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman from 1906 to 1908. He also 

had served in the Admiralty during World War I under Herbert Asquith 

and Lloyd George before the Gallipoli disaster in 1915. Churchill 

had publicly bolted party discipline when he spoke with great fervor 

about the dangers of disarmament. On this count, Churchill was 

obviously correct and his party in error, yet there was resentment. 

In fact, throughout the 1930' s when Churchill was out of the government, 

he was almost a comic r ight- wing figure in the liberal press. He only 

remaine d in th e public eye th r ou gh hi s b old ora to r y a nd s tatements in 

9 
the press, usually a pr e ss c ontr olled by his friend Lord Beaverbrook. 

Churchill, as party leader, was faced with a two-edged sword. 

As leader of the Tory Party, he was forced to stand on the record of 

two successiv e governments in which he had no part. Therefore, in 

the electi on of 1945, Churchill found himself as Champion of a party 

ove:t which he had little control. Though Churchill was bitterly opposed 

to the appeasement of Nazi Germany , his party under Chamberlain had 

carrie d the p o licy to the ultimate c onclusion at Munich. In essence, 

9H enry Pelling , Winst on Churchill, Macmillan, London, 1974, 

p. 4 17. 



10 11
, •• it was the record of the last twenty y ears that was at stake. 11 

To the Labour Party, governing was an almost forgotten 

experience. Only for a brief period under Ramsey MacDonald had 

Labour been able to form a government. The Labour Party 1 s slow 

rise to the role of II opposition party " was in direct relationship to the 

decline of the Liberal Party, which neve r recovered from the Great 

War. Also, the strength of the Labour Party was closely tied to the 

rise of the Trade Union movement. As industrial Britain grew, so 

7 

grew the constituency to which the Labour Party would appeal. Though 

the party had grown rapidly since its beginnings, factions continued 

to divide it. The Lab our Par ty was a strange mixture of people and 

classe s . T h e gr eatest par ty a d vo ca tes we re the university intellectuals , 

going back to the Fabians of the late nineteenth century and the union-

ized workers of the Midlands . In addition, the philosophies of the 

Labour Par ty va r ied widely. The party encompassed those right in the 

politi cal spectrum w ho were almost unrecognizable from some Pro-

g r es sive Torys . On the o ther end of the party, there were those that 

were pro- Communists, o r at least pr o - Soviet Union . 

Clement Attlee took over the leadership of the Labour Party in 

the mid-193 0 1 s with the passing of Ramsey MacDonald and A rthur 

Henderson. In 1940, Attlee became De puty Pr ime Minister, a position 

1 OMcCallum and Readman, British General Elections, Oxford 

Unive r sity Pr ess, Lond on , 194 7, p . 44 . 



create d by Churchill for political coalition purposes. Both Churchill 

and Attle e must be giv en credit for the success of the War Cabinet. 

8 

Both men had great respect for each o ther, although many harsh remarks 

were made in the campaign. 

In many ways, Clement Attlee had been a founder of the Labour 

Party. Attlee was trained in economics and later taught the subject 

at the Univ ersity of London. Howev er, his roots were middle class 

and strongly influenced by the e v ents of World War I. 11 

Clement Attlee had been responsible for Churchill's coming to 

power in 1940 when he refused to join a government headed by Neville 

Chamberlain. A fter talking wi th Brenden Bracken, Attlee agreed to 

j oin a Chur ch i ll Gove r nm ent , alth ou gh th e y diffe r e d on many domestic 

issues. Attlee , like so many Britons , saw in Churchill those qualities 

so badly needed to face the dic tators. 12 There was widespread dis-

trust among Labour 11back-benchers 11 t oward Churchill, but in May, 

1940, Britain was a de sperate nation, ready to take desperate action. 

By 1945, the days of the T hird R e ich w ere numbered. B oth 

Conservativ es and Labourites b e gan to p lan fo r the e lectoral contest 

that would c ome onc e the war was ove r. Attle e remained uncommitted 

l lHar old Wilson , A Pr im e Minister ~ Prime Mini s t e rs, 

Summit B ooks , New York~ 1977 , P· 284 . 

12Ibid, P· 290 . 



on Labour's plans for the coming election. He was in a difficult 

political situation, and realized that the war coalition could last only 

as long as the fighting. He was reluctant to fight an election on the 

heels of an Allied victory, for he would be running against Churchill, 

a man who had become a legend during the past five years. 

The wartime coalition had created a situation unique in English 

history . As Deputy Prime Minister, Attlee was privy to information 

of which no other man, except the Prime Minister, had knowledge. 

Attlee was directly involved in the Big Three conference at Tehran in 

1943 with Churchill, Stalin, and Roosevelt. He attended the Potsdam 

Conference while the votes were being counted back in England. So 

9 

when the call cam e : r a m King George VI on J uly 26, Attlee was probably 

better prepared for the awesome duties of being the King ' s First 

h b 
. 13 

Minister than any man had been before or as een since. 

When Germany finally capitulated on May 8, 1945, one week 

after Hitler's suicide, the long and terrible conflict in Europe was over. 

Churchill had hoped to delay an election until the war in Asia was com

pleted. Although most officials believed that Japan could not be defeated 

before 1946, Churchill was aware of the Manhattan Project and was 

probably aware that the war would not last as long as many feared. 

l 3carl F. Brand, ~ British Labour Par ty , Cambridge, 

London , 1969, p. 237. 



Many expected a J. oint A 1 A · · · ng o- mer1can 1nvas1on of Japan. However, 

the events of August 6 and August 9, 1945 changed those expectations, 

as well as the course of human history. 

10 

After consultation with the King, Churchill formed a caretaker 

government that ran from May to July 26. At this point the election 

began in earnest. The date of the voting was set for July 5, three 

weeks after the King had dissolved Parliament and the caretaker 

government had assumed power. Churchill hoped to keep the coalition 

alive until Japan was subdued and the war completed, but the fact 

remained that a decade had passed since the last general election in 

1935. This was probably the fact that pushed Attlee's decision to halt 

the coalition , althou gh he did :1ot wi sh to fa ce Chur chill at wha t s eemed 

to be the zenith of his popularity. It took neither party very long to put 

their cooperative spirit to the side and pick up their respective political 

banners . In early June, the nightly radio broadcasts began. In these 

broadcasts, both parties were given the opportunity to take their stands 

on the issues. The broadcasts were the major device used by politicians 

before television and after constituencies had become too large to be 

canvassed door to door. These broadcasts were provided by the 

British Broadcasting Corporation at n o expense to the parties. This 

series of talks was begun by Churchill on June 4. The Prime Minister 

in his first broadcast was quick to pick up the banner of the Tory Party. 

He, howe v er, appeared overly partisan. Perhaps this was an attempt 
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to take firm control of a t h ' h b 
par y w 1c y and large had never trusted 

or favored him. 
Churchill struck hard at a number of men who only 

days before had been in his ministry. He was criticized .for referring 

to the Independent Labour Party as "Socialist Gestapos. 11 14 Even the 

Conservative press that backed Churchill called his switch from 

national leader to party leader as "uncomfortably abrupt. 11 15 The 

following night Attlee addressed the nation in his quiet, calm manner. 

He said, "What we heard last night was the voice of the Prime Minister, 

but the mind of Lord B eaverbrook. 1116 The implication was clear. 

Without making any charges, Attlee was identifying Churchill with the 

old pre-war Conservatives, the group that many Britons had long 

loathed. A ttlee definite ly won th e fi r st r ound of the " Talks " , which i s 

in itself an irony. No doubt Churchill was one of the great orators of 

the century. Attlee, always seemingly quiet and thoughtful, was the 

messenger with the voice to which Britons would listen now that the 

threat of European war had passed. Churchill, on his second broadcast 

on June 13, attempted to tone down his hyperbolic attacks on his former 

colleagues. He spoke about such things as National Health Insurance 

and Social Security for the elderly. Churchill also discussed the 

14 p ll' Winston Churchill, Macmillan, London, 1974, Henry e 1ng, 

p. 552. 

15The Times (London), June 5, 1945, p. 1. 

16The Times (London), June 6, 1945, p. 1. 



Beve ridge Plan, a program of study in d omestic social changes 

institu te d in 1937. Both parties gave " lip service 11 to the plan that 

would make Britain a socialist nation. However, the method of 

12 

achiev ing a better standard of living varied greatly between Torys and 

Labourites • The Torys were committed to seeing these changes come 

about at home, especially free medical care for all citizens but not 
' 

at once. Churchill maintained that the program could come into 

existence when the revenue to operate it became available at the end 

of the war. Attlee and Labour demanded immediate steps to implement 

these measures, which would 11 sizably improve the lot of the a verage 

man. 11 17 Attlee compared Churchill' s pr omise of 11someday11 with the 

pr om ise made t o r e tur n ing se r v ic em e n 3. t th e clo s e of the Firs t Wo r l d 

War. The nation 11 fit f or her oes 11 , a term so e ffectively used by Lloyd 

George in the election of 1918 , turned t o a bitter joke with the suffering 

of the 1920's and 1930's. On June 15, Churchill made his third radio 

br oadcast and scored perhaps his only v i c tory of the campaign. 

Profess o r Harold Laski, the chairma n of th e E xtra-Parliamentary 

Labour Party, a committ ee of Lab our i te s out of t he House of Commons, 

had said that Attle e should n o t attend the P otsdam C onference set fo r 

July 1945. h ·11 · ed the questi on " How could Attlee assume Churc 1 ra1s ' 

the r o l e of Pr ime M ini s ter when his p osition as party leade r was so 

17 Carl F. Brand, The British Labour P a rty, Cambridge , 

L ond on, 19 6 9, p. 224. 
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p r ecari ous ?" In th e e nd A 1 
• tt ee went to Potsdam , mainly as an ob-

se r ve r. 

Both Tory and Labour Parties w ere allow ed ten broadcasts , the 

Lib e ral Party wa s allowed four, and the Communists were allowed one 

spee ch. In these broadcas t s, ne ither party dealt e ffectively w ith the 

most impo rtant issues of the day. In fact, the strongest debate between 

Churchill and Attlee came n ot over nati onalizat i on or socialized medi

cine, but over th e constitution of the Lab our P ar ty . 18 

B oth major par t i e s is s ued pam phlets d i s cuss ing the iss u es th ey 

d eem e d signifi cant . The diffe r ent per s p ectives of the par ti es can be 

s e e n in their pr e ambles . The Conservatives issued A De cla r a tion of 

Policy ~ the Elec t ors, written by Chur chi il. Ir was as much a pers ona 

mes sage as a pa r ty pla tform . it begins : 

Bri tain is still at war and must not turn aside from 
th e va s t furth e r efforts still needed to bring Japan to 
the same end as Germany. Even when all foreign 
e n e m ies ar e u tterly defeated, that will not be the end 
of our task. It will be the beginning of our furthe r 
oppo r t u nity - - the o ppo r tunity which we snatched from 
the j a w s of d i saste r in 1940 to save the world from 
tyranny a nd then to pla y our part in its wise and 

helpfu l gu i dance . 19 

Pral. se the wartime c oalition, especially the The d eclara tion went on to 

Prim e Ministe r , fo r the resolute actions in the dark days of the p r e -

v i ou s five year s . 

18 Wl.n"ton Churchill, Macmilla n, Lon don, 1974 , 
H enr y F elling, ~ 

p . 549 . 

19Ib i d , P· 553 . 
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The m anife sto of the Lab p our arty was written by Herbert 

Mo rri son and mentioned no b one Y name. In this instance, the disdain 

that Morris on felt for Attlee came through. The Labour manifesto 

was called Let Us Face the Future. Th t· 1 · e it e is ironic in a nation 

where so few of either party were gladd db h ene y t e prospects of 

tomorrow. The Labour Party at this point was especially reluctant to 

face the future, expecting electoral defeat in July. The statement 

begins: 

Victory is assured for us and our allies in the 
European war. The war in the East goes the same 
way. The British Labour Party is firmly resolved 
that Japanese barbarism shall be defeated just as 
decisively as Nazi aggression and tyranny. The 
2eopl e w ill have w on both s truggle s . . . They dese:r-ved 
a nd m ust 'oe assur e d a ha ppier fu t u r e than fa c ed so 

,nany oi the1n aite:r che last wa :t. 

Later in the campaign the Labour Party issued a leaflet called The 

Guilty Party accusing the Torys of 11 trying to gain a new lease on power 

by riding the pres tige of a man who was rejected and distrusted by them 

bef or e the war. 11 

While the politicians continued t o spar with members of the 

opposing party, neither group was speaking much about the number one 

· · th · d of most Britons that b e ing the housing shortage. is s ue in e min s , 

A Gallup P oll in March and a gain in June, 1945, showed that h ousing 

20 
· · of the 1945 e lection. Countless 

was the mos t pressing issue 

20w . S. Churchill, Triumph and Trage dy, Houghton-Mifflin 

C o ., C a m b ridg e, Mass., !9 53 • P· 
94

· 



thousands had been bombed out duri·ng 
the blitz of 1940. Very little 

rebuilding was begun until after Germany had been defeated. The 

s h ortage was so severe in some parts of the country that several 

families were living in single-family dwellings. 

15 

From the wording of their manifesto, the Labour Party was more 

m tune with the thinking of the British people than the Conservatives 

were. The Torys were the party of empire and granduer. The people 

of 1945 were thinking in terms of how their lives at home would be 

altered by the events of the postwar world. Churchill, in spite of his 

11 hawkish 11 statements before the war, had to stand as the symbol of the 

Conservative Party, which was in effect responsible for everything 

that had happened dur ing the last twenty years . 21 

It was impossible to predict the outcome of the balloting by the 

reaction of the crowds to Churchill and Attlee. The Prime Minister 

traveled the length of the country and was received with enormous 

ovations in the industrial and coal mining areas, in which neither he or 

d 11 b f The Prime Minister did en-the Conservatives had one we e ore. 

counter a few heckers, especially in London in his own distr ict of 

Woolford. He took the obstacles in great stride, obviously enjoying 

d He campaigned throughout the himself as he retorted to the crow s. 

. h ro after a v icto rious battle . nation like a returnmg e 
Clement Attlee 's 

p. 54. 

A s It Happened, Oxford Press, Oxford, 1955, 2lclement Attlee, __ :..-...._._ __ 
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campaign 
st

Y
1
e was the complete antithesis of that of the Prime Minister. 

He traveled in his own automob ·1 d · • 1 e riven by his wife. The crowds that 

greeted him were polite and well behaved, b 
ut small in comparison to 

the thousand s that greeted Churchill. This situation gave Churchill 

great encouragement. In fact, it gave him and most of the Torys a false 

sense of security. Inside his own district Churchill was not opposed by 

Labour or Liberal Parties but only by Alexander Hancock, a farmer, 

an Independent who advocated a one-day work week. 22 Although 

Churchill won by a three to one margin--27, 688 to 10,488, his opponent's 

vote was uncomfortably high. Obviously these votes had been cast as a 

protest against the Prime Minister. 

The ro ie of the pr ess in this election a.s in any election is hard 

to measure. Traditionally the Conservative papers such as The Daily 

Express and The Daily Telegraph or those owned by Lord Beaverbrook 

were soundly behind the Torys. The Labour papers such as The Daily 

Mirror and The Daily Mail were str ongly partisan towards the Socialist 

candidates, while the grandfather of the British press, The Times, took 

a rather aloof attitude toward the election. They reported as objectively 

t Of the campaign but seemed a bit disappointed at as possible the even s 

both parties. They stated editorially: 

2 • w· ton Churchill Macmillan, L ondon, 1974, 2 Henry Pellrng, ms _____ , 

p. 556. 



" Though G . 
a eneral Election was inevitable, there 

was ev~ry reason to hope that, with a limited field of 
contention as betwe 1 d 

en ea ers who had only just ceased 
to be colleagues and · th f . . 
. , in e ace of an unfinished war 
it could be conducted without recourse to the more 
emotional forms of electioneering. The hope has been 
disappointed. 11 23 

The Prime Minister made his last radio broadcast on the 

17 

evening of June 30. His parting shot was a vague suggestion that the 

Labour Party was somehow related to Nazi tyranny. In a similar broad

cast, Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden predicted that a Conservative 

defeat would be a victory for Soviet, French, and Italian Communists. 

11 A Labour victory would begin the s low erosion of British democracy. 11 24 

On the following evening in a speech at Peckham, Mr. Attlee charged 

that II The broadcast ' y Chur chi 1 showed ba d l y rattled m an . . . and 

that the comparis on betwe en the azi Party and the Labour Party wa s 

. 11 25 a v ile suggestion. 

As e lection day approached, both parties we r e riddled with 

anxiety. However, the Labour ite s we re probably the most appr ehensive. 

Even their outspoken optimist, Herbert orrison, would predict only 

Il a strong Labour vote . i1 He went on to say that, i 1 
The people a re 

, 26 Thi 1 the war is over. ' s concerned about how the Tor y s will ru e once 

) Jul 2 1945, P· 16. 23The T imes (London ' y ' 

) July 2, 1945, P · 16 . 24The Times (London ' 

25Ibid, June 26, 1945 , P · l. 

26 1 3 1945, P· 3 -Ibid, Ju Y, , 
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almost seems an admissi f d f 
on ° e eat before the votes were cast. 

There had been public opinion polls conducted throughout the 

campaign. The Gallup Polls in March and May gave the Labour Party 

a victory by less than one percentage poi·nt. 27 H · h t 
owever, ne1t er par y 

paid a great deal of attention to these surveys, which were far from 

scientific and even admitted an error of up to five percent. While the 

British press was not accurate in their predictions of the outcome, 

they were closer than their American counterparts. Like most 

Americans, the American press had a larger-than-life view of 

Winston Churchill. Newsweek Magazine reported that " The issue in the 

British General Election is Winston Churchill, war leader. 1128 Time 

Ma~az ine d id a ppear t o take a m o r e o bj ectiv e view of the e lec ti on, 

especially in covering the platform of the Labour Party. 29 

Another reason the election results were so difficult to predict 

was that approximately ten million electors were voting for the fi rst 

time. Also, some four million servicemen would be voting, many for 

the first time. Also, the size of the House of Commons had increased 

from 615 · 1935 to 635 members in 1945, due to population members m 

27 d R chnan British General Elections, Oxford McCallum an ea ' 
L d 194 7 p. 4 7 · University Press, on on, , 

28Newsweek, June 4, 1945, P· 32. 

. N i• Fate ful Election", June 4, 1945, 29Time, For eign ews, 

p. 32. 
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growth in the urban areas. It should hav e appeared obvious that most 

of the new seats would tend to be Labour, since they were in urban 

areas. 

Time Magazine reported: 

i1war torn Britons wanted social reforms and meant 
to have them. Would th . . . ey go part of the way to social-
iza .. tion with ~he Conservatives, or would they go most 
of ~he way with Labor. The Torys with Churchill's war 
achievements to trade on were reconciled to losses but 
confident of victory. Labor, committed to a drastic 
socialist program, was sure of gains but uncertain of 
victory. To an anxious w orld inquiring, 1Stands 
Britain where she did? 1 British voters would give 

an answer ... 1130 

By 1945, there were approximate ly 33 million men and women in Britain 

3 l 
·.,v no •.,-, er e .r~gi s 1:e :!:" e ci. co vote . ot: · oteci in national 

election in a ci. ecaae. _,\ls o , m iilions or .• ew voi:e rs h ad be com e eligib l e 

since the Conservative landslide of 1935. In addition, the army vote 

proved to be a significant factor in the results. This vote, which had 

traditionally been Conservative, v oted Labour. Duff C ooper said that, 

11T o the average British private in the army, the Goverrunent wa s the 
32 

sergeant major and the sergeant major was the Gove rnment. 
11 Cer-

metaphor 
is accurate then it is little wonder that the 

tainly if Cooper's 

p. 29. 

p. 46. 

30 . N 11The Peoples Choice
11

, July 9, 1945, 
Time, Foreign ews, 

31 Ibid, p. 24. 
Ma cmillan, L ondon, 1950, 

32nu£f Co oper, ~~For get , 
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soldi e rs vo ted Lab our. 
Ano

th
er factor was that in 1945 over two-thirds 

of the army wa s n o t traditional ·1·t 
mi i ary. Instead, the armed forces 

we r e m ade up of young men with " worki·ng 
class" backgrounds from all 

ov er Britain, who were committed to th L b 
e a our Party. 

The American press b t 
egan o sound a more uncertain note about 

the election shortly after the votes were cast, but before the results 

were counted. Newsweek called the final week of campaigning "a 

magnificent personal triumph (for Churchill), in which the Prime 

Minister swung around the country traveling o~er one thousand miles. 1133 

The press made a great deal of the rowdiness of the British people 

during the campaign. Churchill, while enjoying the campaign, did have 

som e 1.1np lea sant experiences . He wa s booed a nd hit by a firecracker 

at Totenham B ec the day before the balloting. Another embarrassing 

experience was described by The New York Times: 

p. 56. 

"An interesting if not particularly significant incident 
unctuated Prime Minister Churchill's review of British 

~roops in the Treigurten today. As Mr. Churc~ll and_ 
most of the British military and naval leaders m Berlin 
drove up to the reviewing stand in half tracks a group 
of British soldiers on the other side of the st~eet_ set 

1 d heer The Prime Minister assuming it up a ou c · . • Wh 
f h . half raised his hand m a V sign. en was or 1m, d M 

Cl t R Attlee, s name however was shoute r. 
emen • 1 e was for the leader 

Churchill realized that the app aus . H 
. . • th British election, • · · · e 

of the oppos1t1on m . e hile Mr Attlee in a half 
dropped his hand qu1~kly w d e~ acknowledgement. " 34 
track behind him smiled an wav 

33 ·t Lionize Newsweek, "Bri ons 
Good Old Winnie", July 9, 1945, 

. July 22, 1945, P· 1. 
34The N ew York Times, 
---
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By agreement b e tween Churchill, Attlee and King George VI, 

the election was s cheduled for July 5. Due to the war, all voters could 

not vote on that day. There b 
were a num er of polling places in Scotland, 

Wales a
nd 

overseas in the armed serv ices that did not vote until as 

much as two weeks later. So th t th ul 
a e res ts would not be announced 

in piecemeal form, the date of July 26 was agreed to as the official 

date for counting the ballots. Also, the conference at Potsdam had 

already been planned for mid-July. Churchill was anxious to meet 

with Truman and Stalin as he was to wage a national campaign. Due 

to the uncertainty of the polling, both Churchill and Attlee went to the 

conference. Both returned home on July 25 to hear the results of the 

ele ction and to see which one woulci b e returning to th e conference on 

July 26. About 24 million of the eligible 30 million voters cast their 

ballots. Neither side was optimistic, although Churchill felt he would 

. ·t 35 be returned with a small maJori y. Privately, however, he was 

h events Of the closing days of the campaign had distressed, for t e 

taken a heavy toll. He said later : 

i11 myself deeply distressed at the prospect of 
was d . tead of a national leader• • • 

being a party lea er ms ld be accorded me to try 
Naturally I hoped power_ woEu to end the Japanese 

h t tlement in urope, 
to make t e se . h At this time I 

b · the soldiers ome. 
war, and to rmg . 

11 
feeble that I had to be 

was very tired and phys1~a by the Marines from the 
carried upstairs in a chair y 

T ·umph and Tragedy, Houghton 
35Winston S. Churchill, ri -

Mifflin Boston, 1953, P· 597 · 
' 
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cabinet meetings under th 
ld . . e annexe. Still I had the 

wor p o sition on a whole in . d 
l f my mm , and I deemed m y s e to p osse ss knowled 'nfl 

. . ge, 1 uence, and even 
authority which might be of service. ,136 

On July 
25

, Churchill and Attlee along with the British delega

tion l eft the Potsdam Conference and returned to London. 
As the v otes 

we re just beginning to trickle in, Churchill went to bed .. He felt tired, 

but confident of victory• He said, "About nine a. m. I awoke with the 

terrible feeling that something had gone wrong. 1137 A group of candi

dates and their supporters gathered at the office of the Admiralty. 

Churchill rose, bathed and joined the group. He was greeted with the 

strong air of despair. Before noon it was learned that Harold Macmillan 

ha d b een d efeated. Later , it \va s l earned that Br enden Br3.c k en had 

l o s t , a s well as the Pr i m e Minister I s s on , Randolph Chur chill. The 

Prime Minister pondered the possibilities of a close election. Some 

have speculated that he may have attempted to remain in office had the 

results been close. By the afternoon of July 26, it was clear that the 

Conservatives were going to lose by a landslide. 

Churchill arrived at Buckingham Palace and About seven p. m. 

resigned to the King. Churchill advised the King to send for Attlee, 

. . h d ' d omen ts later• something which e 1 m 
About 7:30 p.m. Attlee's car 

6 T riumph and Tragedy, Houghton 3 Winston S. Churchill, 

Mifflin, Boston, 1953, P· 590 · 

3 7Ibid, p. 599. 
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move d onto th e palac e gr ound s. In a matter of minute s he had 11 kiss ed 

hand s
11 

and accepted the King's charg e to form a government. Bef ore 

night f e ll , on e of the m ost extraordinary changes in British history had 

oc curr e d. A ttlee, after a series of victory celebrations, began the 

ta sk of fo rming his cabinet. Before Churchill left 10 Downing Street 

that evening, he made a statement for the press which read: 

11 The decision of the Briti sh people has been recorded 
and the votes counted today. I have therefore laid down 
the charge which was placed upon me in darker times. 
I regret that I have not been permitted to finish the 
work against Japan. For this , however, all plans 
and preparations have been made and the results may 
c ome much quicker than we have hitherto been entitled 
t o expect. Immense responsibilities abroad and at 
home fall upon the new Government and we must all 

· 1 · b . th " 38 
h op e that t he y will b e suc cessiu m eaEn g em . 

T he popu lar vote wa s L a bour - 15 , 1)47 , 378 and Cons e r vatives -

8 23 ,- The Labour Party won 393 seats, while the Torys were 9,01, :,. 

able to capture only 213 seats. Never in British history had the party 

in power been so completely repudiated by the voters. 

t . of The New York Times was typical of the The reac 10n ___ ------

American press. They stated: 

" f the most stunning election surprises in 
In one o G t Britain swung to the 

. f democracy, rea 
the history O 

. ther ed the Cons e rva-
. landslide that smo . 

l e ft t oday m a ·th a great ma jority 
L b r into power w1 

tiv e s and put a _ou k d t o Britain for a guiding 
. . . The w orld which loo e 

38 h ' ll Triumph and Tragedy, 
W inston Churc 1 ' :..::..--->--

Mifflin, B os ton, 1953 , P· 657 · 

Houghton 



trend, has had i t s tr 
e rnendous answer. ,, 39 

~ Magazine calle d the result " th b . 
· · · e iggest election upset in 

British his to ry. 11 40 Th 
e rnagazine went o t . 

n o give their own explana-

ti on of w hat the British voters did: 

" ... they_ voted for Government by party instead of 
by pe_rsonahty, a party with a coherent, thoughtout 
plan mstead of a party with an 1 t· . . ec ec ic program. A 
strong Britain whose competitive po 't• . . . . si ion, in a world 
m which she is no longer No. 1 power, might be 
buttressed by nationalization of k · d t · . . . . ey in us rie s, a 
pla~ of social s e~urity, a foreign policy strenghthened 
by its contacts with socialist leaders throughout 
Europe ... 1141 

It is difficult to overestimate the importance of the electoral 

results of 1945. One must wonder if Churchill and the Conservatives 

24 

had oe en r eturned to ,power , would the re sults of the Pots ciam Conier-

ence have been different? Churchill was to comment in his memoirs 

that neither his successor, Mr. Attlee, nor President Truman were 

truly up-to-date on the issues, and neither proved to be effective in 

dealing with Stalin. So at a time when the map of Europe was being 

redrawn the United States and Britain, the world's democratic powers, 
' 

had inexperienced men as their leaders. The question must be asked, 

what would have happened to the Empire had Churchill won? Churchill, 

39 July 27, 1945, P· 3. The New York Times, ------
"The Winners", August 6, 1945, p. 38. 4 oTime, Foreign News, 

41 Ibid, p. 40. 
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a strong imperialist, f o u ht · d 
g in e p endence fo r India all the way to the 

final vote on the floor of the H ous f C 
e 

O 
ommons · He was dedicated to 

keeping the fa r- flun g Empire intact. 
However• it is hard to conceive 

that Chu rchill could have changed the course of history. 
By 1945, two 

world w ars had made the Empire a political anachronism. 

On the domestic front th L b G • 
, e a our overnment instituted more 

s ocial ref orm than any government since the Campbell-Bannerman 

admini s tration of 1906. Would the Torys have followed the same path? 

In spite of their lips ervice to reform, the evidence does not indicate 

that t hey would have done so. The Attlee Government brought on the 

National Health Insurance Act and the Education Act which p r ovided 

-fo r a norher y e a r o f schoo l for · chi l dr en at g ov ernment expens e. The 

Lab our Government was responsible for laws which nationalized the 

Bank of England, the railroad system, and the steel industry. All 

these measures would have had little chance of succeeding in a Conser-

vative Government. 

The results of the 1945 election are still felt in modern Britain. 

• k for took a great step The socialist welfare state that Britain is nown 

- 45 1951 It is not inappropri-
fo r w ard in the Labour Government of l 9 to · 

. the most important refer-
a t e to say that t he 1945 General Election was 

endum in Britain in this century. 
The election was not simply a popu-

h further than that. It was an 
larity poll fo r Churchill; it went muc 

1 d had fundamentally 
electoral mes s a ge that Eng an 

changed and that she 



l
d hav e a different outlook than she had before the war. T oday, 

,w OU 

n see the election as symbolic of Britains passage from world 
one ca 

d 
hip to the new e ra of primarily European involvement. 

lea er s 
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