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The lobbying firm Watney & Powell is a black swan that glides across twentieth-
century British political history barely acknowledged by political scientists and 
wholly unremarked by historians. Founded around 1930, former naval officer 
Christopher Powell continued the firm after the senior partner and former 
newspaper editor Charles Watney died in 1945. Powell retained an interest in the 
firm until his death in 1989 with its then owners Charles Barker dissolving it in 
1993. Watney & Powell was Watney’s third and final partnership in paid 
lobbying: Watney & Little, his first, began in 1911. This paper, the first of two, 
traces the first two decades of the firm’s 82-year history using the partners’ 
unpublished memoirs, digital newspaper archives, parliamentary papers and 
corporate archives amongst other sources. As well as revising the chronology of 
the lobbying industry’s emergence, this paper challenges us to rethink established 
ideas about gentlemanly capitalism, interest group politics and the decline of 
parliament before the Second World War. 

 

Flick through London telephone directories from the 1970s and you will discover a new 

category at the decade’s end: ‘parliamentary consultancy’, which is the preferred label used 

by today’s political lobbying firms. The classified trades section of the 1979 telephone 

directory listed one firm under the heading ‘Parliamentary Consultancy’: CSM Parliamentary 

Consultants. Casual readers, and political scientists, would be forgiven for thinking that the 

appearance of Christine Stewart Monroe’s firm in the phonebook signalled the birth of a 

British lobbying industry whose parent was the larger public relations industry. This, after all, 

chimes with a long-accepted view that professional intermediaries played no part in interest 

group politics until the late twentieth century. Major corporations or interest groups 

employed in-house lawyers and public relations officers whose responsibilities included 

lobbying but these in-house lobbyists were few in number and their lobbying work not central 
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to their professional identity or daily activities. This is a view confirmed in the only official 

report on the matter in 1950. In this account the increasingly conspicuous professional 

lobbyist is symptomatic of two related trends: the changing role of the state in the economy 

and the professionalization of politics in the last quarter of the twentieth century. 

 
The professional lobbyist, whether an in-house ‘public relations officer’, ‘parliamentary 

secretary’, ‘parliamentary officer’ or ‘government relations officer’, or an external 

‘parliamentary agent’ or ‘political consultant’, is largely absent from our picture of interest-

group politics prior to the 1960s. This vision of interest-group politics arises from the body of 

work produced from the late 1950s onwards by a group of American and American-

influenced political scientists. Struck by the differences between the American politics of the 

‘pork barrel’ and the British politics of ‘beer and sandwiches’, these scholars seized upon and 

encouraged the contemporary belief that ‘a club-like Establishment, operating at the level of 

the executive and behind closed doors at Westminster’ determined policy. Politicians and 

civil servants admitted representatives of big business, employers’ organisations, trade 

associations, professional bodies and organised labour into a club formed in the inter-war 

period that grew rapidly during the 1940s. Given their future prominence, single-issue 

campaign groups and professional lobbyists are conspicuous by their absence.1  

 
It is not until the 1980s that scholars note the emergence of lobbying as an industry in its own 

right, distinct from the public relations (PR) industry from which it is thought to have 

emerged. The relatively recent appearance of British lobbyists is attributed to the growing 

demand from business interests to defend or advance their economic interests in the face of 

an increasingly interventionst state and competition from organised labour. The PR industry 

makes an appearance in these accounts as PR professionals recognised the opportunity to 

 
1 W.J.M. Mackenzie, Sam Beer, J.B. Christoph, S.E. Finer, Harry H. Eckstein 
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increase billings by selling political services to nervous clients from the 1940s onwards. The 

PR men, and they were predominantly men operating in male-dominated environments, 

formed alliances with elected politicians seeking to augment their salaries and cover their 

expenses, which led to an expanding ‘grey zone’. Dwindling corporate bias as consensus 

politics withered in the 1970s stoked demand further. Conservative administrations’ 

redrawing of the boundaries of the state made the period 1979-1994 the heyday of the 

lobbyist for hire. An arms race ensued as business interests, organised labour and NGOs hired 

or copied the lobbyists, never stopping to evaluate the lobbyists’ success or considering the 

legitimacy of their tactics, until the Guardian broke the cash-for-questions scandal in October 

1994. This did little to arrest the development of the lobbying firms, which looked first to 

Europe and then to devolved assemblies in Belfast, Cardiff and Edinburgh for growth. 

 
Although interest group pluralism with a starring role for professional lobbyists provides the 

dominant framework for understanding public policymaking in the United States from the 

early twentieth century onwards, this is no longer the case when it comes to the study of 

British domestic politics.2 As interest in pressure groups wanes amongst political scientists in 

tandem with declining American influence on the study of British politics, it waxes amongst 

twentieth-century British historians with an interest in political culture. Indeed, Susan 

Pederson believes that a British variant of interest group pluralism could form one of ‘a set of 

competing, strong, partial, integrative frameworks for our field’.3  Although Matthew Hilton 

and his collaborators, the leading lights in this field, reject Pederson’s suggestion, their work 

can be, and has been, read as broadening the Middlemas thesis about the British state’s 

 
2 Elizabeth Clemens, The People’s Lobby: Organizational Innovation and the Rise of Interest Group Politics in 
the United States, 1890-1925 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); Christopher H. Loomis, “The 
Politics of Uncertainty: Lobbyists and Propaganda in Early Twentieth-Century America,” Journal of Policy 
History 21, no. 2 (2009): 187-213. 
3 “Roundtable: Twentieth-century British History in North America,” Twentieth Century British History 21, no. 
3 (2010): 375-418 at 395. 
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‘corporate bias’ to embrace the voluntary sector as well as organised labour and employers’ 

associations within the circle of privileged interlocutors.4 As an explanatory paradigm, 

interest-group politics is also central to the study of British imperialism, and has been since 

the publication of J.A. Hobson’s Imperialism: A Study in 1902. Irrespective of whether you 

think that industrial interests or commercial and financial ones guided imperial policy, and 

whatever you think about the extent of their influence on British imperial policy, or the 

relative importance of metropolitan and peripheral business lobbies, the presence of British 

business interests at the top table when forging colonial policy is a given.5  

 

The existence of the lobbying firm Messrs Watney & Powell from 1930 until 1993 should 

have called this picture into question when scholars turned their attention to interest group 

politics in the 1950s. Although scholars acknowledge the firm’s existence, this stubborn fact 

lies unexamined in their texts, several of which were informed by conversations with 

founding partner Christopher Powell judging by their acknowledgements. This is as true of 

Hilton et al.’s The Politics of Expertise, the fruit of the Birmingham NGO project, as it is of 

Sammy Finer’s Anonymous Empire, the seminal study of lobbying published in 1958. 

Watney & Powell is what Karl Popper termed a black swan: its existence challenges 

historical narratives about political lobbying in Britain. Why did policymaking insiders like 

Tate & Lyle and the BBC hire Watney & Powell if relations were as cosy as Middlemas and 

others suggest from the 1920s onwards? And why did interest groups hire the firm to lobby 

Parliament if the executive had eclipsed it? This incipient challenge to the interest-group 

 
4 Helen McCarthy and Pat Thane , “Commentary: The Politics of Association in Industrial Society,” Twentieth 
Century British History 22, no. 2 (2011): 217-229; Matthew Hilton, James McKay, Nicholas Crowson and Jean-
François Mouhot, The Politics of Expertise: How NGOs shaped Modern Britain (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013). 
5 Nicholas J. White, “The Business and the Politics of Decolonization: the British Experience in the Twentieth 
Century,” Economic History Review 53, no. 3 (2000): 544-64. 
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paradigm and the related decline of Parliament thesis is easy to overlook.6 Apart from filings 

at Companies House from 1974 to 1993, no business records survive which is typical for 

most small and medium-sized enterprises. Neither of the founding partners Charles Watney 

and Christopher Powell published accounts of their activities, and neither man appeared in 

Who’s Who or Anthony Sampson’s Anatomy of Britain, although both warranted obituaries in 

The Times. This reflected the partners’ shared view that the firm’s effectiveness depended 

upon discretion and secrecy.  

 
Intrigued by the late Corrine de Souza’s reference to her former employer Christopher Powell 

in her memoir Bhagdad Spy, and aware of the existence of several ‘contacts men’ and one 

‘contact woman’ operating within Westminster in 1948, I contacted de Souza to find out 

more about Powell, who told me about Christopher Powell’s unpublished memoir. Without 

literary merit, the typescript proved a mine of factual information. It named several clients, 

and described the firm’s activities and methods. Following these leads, I found letters and 

invoices in personal papers and corporate records. I also discovered a second unpublished 

parliamentary memoir by Powell’s business partner and former lobby correspondent Charles 

Watney, which I’m currently editing for publication. Searching official publications and 

newspapers, which would have been an impossible task before the digitisation of these 

sources, I found occasional and scattered references to Watney and Powell. I was also able to 

reconstruct something of their personal and professional lives using the sources and methods 

of the family historian. Speaking informally with surviving relations, friends and 

acquaintances including Watney’s son, the late John Watney, Powell’s secretary, the late 

Annabel Lloyd, the Conservative politician and lawyer Sir William Bull’s grandson, the late 

Sir Simeon Bull, one-time owner of Watney & Powell, the late Tim Traverse-Healy, and the 

 
6 See Matthew Flinders and Alexandra Kelso, "Mind the Gap: Political Analysis, Public Expectations and the 
Parliamentary Decline Thesis," British Journal of Politics and International Relations 13, no. 2 (2011): 249-
268. 
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late Andrew Roth, journalist and publisher of Parliamentary Profiles helped me to make sense 

of a disparate and incomplete historical record. Reconstructing the firm’s history in this 

manner has pushed the firm’s origins two decades back in time to 1911, the year in which 

Middlemas began his influential 1979 study Politics in Industrial Society, challenges 

accounts about insiders and outsiders in policymaking, and provides a new strand to be 

wound into the emerging story of the professionalization of politics. In the rest of this paper I 

intend to share the first fruits of my labours with you. 

 
First, I intend to revise our picture of the emergence of the modern lobbying industry, 

pushing its origins back to the industrial crisis of 1911-1914, linking its development to 

increasing state involvement in the economy and the growth of advertising, marketing and 

public relations prior to 1950. Secondly, I will use the early history of Watney & Powell to 

challenge our existing understanding of interest-group politics before the Second World War, 

stressing readings that suggest relations between government and domestic business interests 

were close but not intimate as the state tried to maintain a neutral stance while highlighting 

the involvement of colonial interest groups which existing accounts of domestic politics 

overlook. In fact, the authors of the earliest studies of interest groups took public statements 

stressing the state’s impartiality at face value, which led them to overlook political lobbying 

before the 1950s. These ideas will be tackled chronologically through the various phases of 

the firm’s early history. Behind this choice is the mundane idea that successful entrepreneurs 

identify and exploit new market opportunities and that the history of a pioneering business 

like Watney & Powell reveals much about the wider environment in which it operated. In the 

case of a lobbying firm, this wider environment is a political one. It is an approach that 

translates well to the study of all firms profiting from political activities whether they are 

parliamentary agents, opinion pollsters or marketeers. 

* * * 
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In October 1911, the Singapore Free Press reported the establishment of the London press 

agency the St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau, a trading name for the newly formed partnership 

Messrs Watney & Little, journalists, with an office at 2 & 3 Westinghouse Building, Norfolk 

Street off The Strand and close to Fleet Street. As its name suggested, the firm specialised in UK 

parliamentary news. Like similar agencies, it sold stories by founding partners Charles T. 

Watney and James A. Little and photographs by Watney’s wife Frances as well as offering a 

subscription news service marketed on its founding partners’ journalistic reputations. 

Between 1912 and 1915 the Yorkshire Evening Post, Yorkshire Post, Sheffield Evening 

Telegraph, Sketch and Illustrated War News had all published stories and features they partly 

or wholly attributed to St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau. By the 1920s, the firm acted as 

London correspondents for an eclectic list of overseas English-language newspapers 

including the South China Morning Post, North China Daily News, Central China Post, 

Singapore Free Press, Madras Mail, East Africa Standard, Tanganyika Standard and 

Uganda Argus. This later expanded to include the Palestine Bulletin, which became the 

Jerusalem Post. By 1915, East Asian demand for British news was such that Watney & Little 

had created a separate brand in the Anglo-Chinese News Agency to market their services. 

 

Unlike most press agencies, the St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau also dealt “with highly 

specialised information and publicity work in general.” According to the Singapore Free 

Press, a future subscriber to its news service: “Its special interest to all our readers lies in the 

fact that it will undertake any publicity of any kind.” It was this unique selling point that set it 

apart from more established bureaux, diversifying its income stream and securing the firm’s 

survival in a crowded market for news services. As well as monitoring political developments 

in Westminster and Whitehall on their clients’ behalf, the St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau 

put their clients’ points of view to government and the wider public. In the firm’s first twelve 
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months this involved advising the Putumayo Mission Fund Committee Secretary Percy 

Brown and the British consul Sir Roger Casement on publicising the plight of Peru’s 

Putumayo Indians to help raise funds in the UK and the US, and rebutting press criticism of 

the Yorkshire heiress Irene Constance Lawley after she criticised death duties that had 

allegedly forced her to let the family’s Yorkshire home Escrick Park.  

 

As well as working with private individuals and campaign groups, the firm acted on behalf of 

individual businesses. One of its earliest corporate clients was the Anglo-French Wireless 

Company that had tendered for a government contract to construct a chain of radio 

transmitters throughout the British Empire. The Cabinet awarded the contract to the British 

Marconi Company, but allegations of insider-dealing in Marconi shares by government 

ministers brought the fairness of the competition into question. Anglo-French Wireless saw 

an opportunity to reopen the competition and win the contract at the second time of asking. 

Both Watney and Little wrote letters to the Conservative Leader of the Opposition Andrew 

Bonar Law bringing the matter to his attention and encouraging him to raise the issue in the 

House of Commons. The letters had no discernible effect on Bonar Law although they were 

important enough to survive in his personal papers. No other traces of this early campaign 

survive. It is also hard to determine how a new and unknown firm won such a client.  

 

Although St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau was not the only firm to sell political advice – 

there is evidence that company promoters and solicitors, particularly those who were 

Parliamentary Agents and MPs, provided their clients with such advice on request – it was 

the only press agency to do so. For the former Daily Mail lobby correspondent, foreign editor 

and news editor Charles Watney, political consultancy was a natural addition to the bureau’s 

parliamentary news service. In fact, the idea arose from his experiences working at Carmelite 



THE POLITICS OF BUSINESS AND THE BUSINESS OF POLITICS 

9 
© Mark Roodhouse 

House between 1897 and 1908. Recounting the firm’s origins to new employee and future 

partner Christopher Powell in the late 1920s, Watney explained how Alfred Harmsworth’s 

requests for advice on parliamentary and public affairs affecting his business or those of his 

friends made him realise that a market for such advice existed. The reputation he garnered at 

the Mail and the political contacts he forged while there also proved vital in securing business 

for the nascent bureau. According to the journalist and politician Kennedy Jones, Watney was 

one of the three Edwardian journalists with unrivalled access to government; the other two 

being Lucien Wolf of the Daily Graphic and Valentine Chirol of The Times. In Watney’s 

case, this can be traced to the relationship he forged with the Liberal Unionist Joseph 

Chamberlain during his formative years working on the Birmingham Daily Post from 1888 to 

1897. 

 

While Watney had recognised the new market opportunity in the 1900s and his ability to 

exploit it, he did not deem it worth pursuing until financial misfortune forced him to do so. 

After leaving the Mail in 1908, Watney co-founded the Week-end with fellow Carmelite 

House graduates Bernard Falk, John Cowley and Arthur C. Findon. Envisaged as a popular 

penny weekly literary review, the journal flopped until relaunched as the Week-end Racing 

Supplement edited by Edgar Wallace, another Carmelite House graduate and Watney protégé. 

When Daily Mail Foreign Editor during the Second Boer War, Watney employed Wallace as 

a war correspondent. Watney and his associates regrouped and tried again with the Evening 

Times, a halfpenny London evening newspaper, bankrolled by the Conservative MPs Captain 

J.A. Morrison and Sir Samuel Scott. It was a risky venture as the new paper competed with 

six well-established London evening papers at a time when evening titles were folding. 

Putting all they had learned at Carmelite House into effect, the group secured a respectable 

daily circulation of 100,000 copies within months but this collapsed after the paper published 
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what rival papers later exposed as Dr Crippen’s fraudulent murder confession. As editor, 

Watney took responsibility for its publication and resigned.  

 

Looking to replace his salary, Watney turned to freelance journalism and his wife to freelance 

press photography. The couple cut their outgoings by letting their Kensington townhouse and 

moving into a Sloane Square flat, and transferring their eldest of three children from an 

independent to a council-run school. Watney injected what little capital the couple had left 

into the business venture with James Little who was involved in the Crippen farrago as 

Assistant Editor on the Evening Times. Messrs Watney & Little trading as St Stephen’s 

Intelligence Bureau and latterly also as the Anglo-Chinese New Agency provided Watney 

and Little with a vehicle to market their services and those of Watney’s wife Frances. Both 

men identified as journalists with the supply of news as their core activity but they faced stiff 

competition from more established agencies. To boost their reputation and income, the 

partners turned to the related businesses of long-form journalism and books on politics and 

current affairs. But more importantly for our story, Watney drawing on his journalistic 

experience branched out to offer advice and help with parliamentary affairs and public 

relations.  

 

Although it took Watney the best part of a decade to fully realise it, the ‘publicity work’ that 

the St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau undertook as a side-line to its journalistic business 

represented a genuine market opportunity. As is well known, the early twentieth century saw 

a reordering of relations between central government and interest groups. It has long been a 

historical commonplace to argue that interest group politics moved decisively from 

Westminster to Whitehall as a result of the strengthening of parliamentary party discipline 

and increasing state intervention in society and its economy. Frequently ascribed to Keith 
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Middlemas, variants of this argument surface in earlier historical works by Geoffrey 

Alderman and Graham Wootton. All agree that war hastened a process already underway in 

which central government invited some interest groups to participate in making and 

administering policy while others remained on the outside looking in. For insiders and 

outsiders alike, Parliament became a political sideshow increasingly dominated by the 

executive whose only value was as a stage on which to perform for an often disinterested and 

usually ill-informed mass electorate.  

 

Like all caricatures this one captures something vital about its subject but misses or distorts 

much that is of importance. Interest groups took varying amounts of time to recognise the 

new environment in which they operated and adjust their strategies accordingly. For example, 

insider groups did not always recognise their new status. If they did, they did not assume its 

permanence. The same was true of outsider groups. State expansion, economic and 

technological developments, and social change also led to the proliferation of interest groups 

seeking to pressure government with little appreciation of how politics worked and even less 

of how to influence it. Whitehall as opposed to Westminster was also not always the obvious 

place for these groups to focus their attention. For one thing, Parliament was neither ‘dead’ 

nor ‘marching silently and docilely to execution blindfold’ as Churchill declared in 1923. As 

some of his contemporaries pointed out, Parliamentary procedure and infrastructure hindered 

party government in its attempts to tackle interwar economic crises. From this perspective, 

Parliament needed weakening not strengthening. Interest groups took a keen interest in and 

influenced legislative scrutiny of local and private bills, highly-technical public bills, 

controversial public bills on which MPs voted freely, and statutory rules and orders. 

Parliament also afforded regular opportunities for interest groups to approach ministers 

without involving their civil servants. Interests, both old and new, struggled to navigate this 
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rapidly changing and complex political landscape which left many bewildered. And here lay 

Messrs Watney & Little’s opportunity to market St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau as a guide 

to help clients navigate the political scene, an opportunity fully realised from the 1920s 

onwards. 

 

How the St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau spent the years 1915-1919 remains something of a 

mystery. With normal parliamentary politics suspended, the agency likely went into 

hibernation. Too old to fight, Watney involved himself with the Russian Flag Day Fund 

Administrative Committee and served as its Joint Honorary Secretary in 1915. By 1917, 

Watney was Assistant Editor of the Civil Service Gazette. Around the same time, Watney and 

Little dissolved their partnership with Watney taking the St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau 

and the Anglo-Chinese News Agency forward as a sole trader. Little himself disappears into 

historical obscurity resurfacing in the 1939 National Register as a freelance journalist living 

in South London. As we will see, judging from its activities after 1919, Watney had made 

parliamentary and public affairs the core business of St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau.  

 

In July 1919 Watney the lobbyist re-enters the historical record as London agent for an Indian 

interest group, which is the first of several well-documented examples of the firm lobbying 

the ‘Imperial Parliament’ on behalf of colonial interests. A Justice Party deputation had 

travelled to London from Madras in Southern India in order to appear before the joint select 

committee considering the Government of India Bill. It aimed to persuade the committee that 

the Montagu-Chelmsford reforms should provide for communal representation of non-

Brahmins within the Madras Presidency. The deputation engaged Watney, London 

Correspondent for the Madras Mail, to act as its de facto secretary for the two months it spent 

in the UK. Watney ensured the deputation’s original leader received a Times obituary when 
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he died three days after arriving in the country, a move that publicised and secured public 

sympathy for the cause. He also arranged a meeting to introduce the British public to its new 

leader, which he ensured received widespread press coverage. Watney publicised the 

deputation’s case still further by writing letters to local and regional newspapers. He also 

drafted an additional memorandum of written evidence and prepared the deputation’s new 

leader to appear before the joint select committee. More dubiously, Watney supplied 

committee member Conservative Peer Lord Sydenham with questions to intimidate witnesses 

hostile to communal representation. Apart from his name appearing on the letters to editors, 

Watney is absent from the official record but features prominently in the diary of the 

deputation leader. It was a well-orchestrated campaign that succeeded in securing the Justice 

Party a hearing that its importance and stature in India did not warrant. In December the 

Justice Party Confederation acknowledged as much when it passed a vote of thanks noting 

the ‘valuable services rendered to the cause of the non-Brahmins by Charles Watney’. 

 

That year, there was another case of Watney’s role as London Correspondent for an overseas 

newspaper bringing him colonial lobbying business. The newly-formed Incorporated Society 

of Rubber Planters (Malaya) appointed Watney as its London Agent. The firm remained its 

agent until at least 1951, six years after Watney’s death. The arrangement echoes the time-

worn practice of appointing a London-based colonial agent to represent a colony’s interests. 

It is a pattern that recurs frequently during the interwar years. For example, Watney defended 

White settler interests in East Africa where he wrote for the pro-settler East African Standard 

owned by the businessmen A.G.W. Anderson and Rudolf Meyer. Having worked with 

Casement to oppose forced labour before the First World War, Watney found himself trying 

to persuade the organising secretary of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery and Aborigines 
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Protection Society Secretary not to campaign against the Northey circular instructing Kenyan 

officials to force Africans to labour on settlers’ farms and estates.  

 

These colonial agencies resembled the lobbying Watney did for Alfred Harmsworth as an 

adjunct to his work on the Daily Mail. This was most obvious in his representation of 

Shanghai business interests on behalf of the owner of the North China Herald Henry Morris. 

Watney wrote letters advancing the interests of Morris and his friends signing himself as 

‘London Correspondent, North China Herald’. He was also in regular attendance at China 

Association events in London. Watney was a member of a large number of similar 

organisations promoting ties with his overseas clients’ home countries. A legacy of his days 

as Daily Mail Foreign Editor, the rationale for these memberships had grown from simply 

news gathering to embrace lobbying. 

 

By the 1930s, his lobbying activities had secured Watney’s reputation for the effective 

representation of colonial interest groups in both Westminster and Whitehall. As the firm’s 

work for Jewish settler interests in Palestine during the 1930s demonstrates, colonial 

lobbying work no longer depended upon Watney’s relationship with overseas newspapers. In 

the case of the firm’s work promoting the Levant Trade Fair during the years 1933 and 1934, 

it was the Jewish politician and Zionist Barnett Janner, Liberal MP for Whitechapel, who 

asked Watney to lobby the Colonial Office about such a fair on behalf of the Tel Aviv 

Municipal Council. At roughly the same time, Watney became the London Correspondent for 

the English-language Palestine Bulletin now the Jerusalem Times. When East African white 

settlers looked for a London agent to advance the interests of the Tanganyika Defence League 

a few years later, they also directly approached Watney the lobbyist not Watney the 

journalist.  
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As well as taking on overseas clients between the wars, the firm started what was seemingly 

an unrelated new business providing a full range of secretarial services for elected politicians 

and interest groups. This new business was the motor for further growth and reveals how the 

emergence of a mass democracy created opportunities for the development of paid lobbying 

operations like Watney’s. By 1929, the firm provided secretarial support for twenty-four MPs 

and an unknown number of Peers all of whom were Conservative politicians with the 

exception of the Liberal MP Sir William Edge who stood successfully as a National Liberal 

in 1931.7 The firm’s only rival was Messrs Ashworth & Co started by May Ashworth in 

1888. While both firms supplied secretarial services, St Stephen’s provided a fuller suite of 

services that ranged from typing to running parliamentary committees, drafting Parliamentary 

Questions and handling constituency correspondence. Before Conservative Central Office 

produced election guides, the firm also supplied their own handbooks and continued to do so 

for some years afterwards. This is what makes Watney’s unpublished parliamentary memoirs 

a fascinating source of information about the evolving role of the MP peppered as they are 

with extracts from his clients’ postbags. 

 
7 The names of eleven of the twenty-four MPs are known. They are:  

Bathhurst, Allen Algernon, Lord Apsley (1895-1942) (Nat. Con. MP for Southampton 1922-1929 and 
Con. MP for Bristol Central 1931-1942) 
Butler, Richard Austen [Rab] (1902-1982) (Con. MP for Saffron Walden 1929-1965) 
Butt, Sir Alfred (1878-1962) (Con. MP for Balham and Tooting 1922-1936)  
Edge, Captain Sir William (1880-1948) (Lib. MP for Bolton 1916-1923, Lib. MP for Bosworth 1927-
1931, Nat. Lib. MP for Bosworth 1931-1945) 
Erksine-Bolst, Captain Clifford Charles Alan Lawrence (1878-1946) (Con. MP for South Hackney 
1922-1923; Con. MP for Blackpool 1931-1935)  
Frece, Sir (Abraham) Walter de (1870-1935) (Con. MP for Ashton-under-Lyne 1920-1924; Con. MP 
for Blackpool 1924-1931) 
Lindsay, David Robert Alexander, Lord Balniel (1900-1975) (Con. MP for Lonsdale 1924-1940) 
Ramsbotham, Herwald, first Viscount Soulbury (1887-1971) (Con. MP for Lancaster 1929-1941)  
Scott, Walter John Montagu-Douglas-, Earl of Dalkeith (1894-1973) (Unionist MP for Roxburgh and 
Selkirk 1923-1935) 
Stockton, Sir Edwin Forsyth (1873-1939) (Con. MP for Manchester Exchange 1922-1923) 
Brooke, Christopher Robert Ingham (1869-1948) (Con. MP for Pontefract 1924-1929) 
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To service these clients, Watney employed a large female staff who worked in Central Hall, 

in offices on the West Side of Cloister Court and in the House of Lords Library within the 

Palace of Westminster, nearby at 174 St Stephen’s House, SW1, and at the Watney family 

home Courtfield House, Courtfield Road, SW7. Under Watney’s direction, his female staff 

combined the roles of secretary, researcher and caseworker for his political clients. Currently, 

it is possible to identify two staff members in Rachel Lillian May Usher, OBE (1896-1979) 

and Vera Heslop (1916-1987) née Sherman. In 1942 International Woman Suffrage News 

published an article by Heslop in which she explained what an MP’s secretary did. As she 

noted at the end of her article, “if she is really a good secretary and can do all these things, 

she is perhaps ready to be a member herself.”8 

 

Of Watney’s clients, it was the MPs and Peers for whom Parliamentary work was a chore 

best delegated to others that provided him with the greatest opportunities to develop his 

parliamentary and public affairs business. In addition to securing official passes for himself 

and his employees, working for such MPs and Peers allowed him to use their privileges and 

Westminster’s facilities to advance the interests of his lobbying clients. In some cases such as 

that of Sir Walter de Frece, theatrical impresario and husband of music hall star Vesta Tilley, 

Watney managed to combine both. Due to his wife’s ill health, the Conservative MP for 

Blackpool spent most of the year in France. To leave his Lancashire constituents with an 

impression of his assiduousness, Watney and his staff tabled Parliamentary Questions for 

Written Answer on de Frece’s behalf. Watney would send copies of the questions and their 

answers to local newspapers, which duly reported them. Watney wrote the questions for de 

Frece who had also arranged for Watney to handle the parliamentary business of the 

Theatrical Managers Association from 1919 onwards. When de Frece stepped down as 

 
8 “Vera Heslop and Working for M.P.s,” International Woman Suffrage News, 4 September 1942, 212. 



THE POLITICS OF BUSINESS AND THE BUSINESS OF POLITICS 

17 
© Mark Roodhouse 

Blackpool MP, his successor asked Watney to continue the practice which he duly did until 

he too stepped down because the job was too onerous and too expensive. (Blackpool was a 

notoriously expensive constituency to nurse.) 

 

Piercing together a wide variety of sources, it is possible to reconstruct a partial list of 

Watney’s clients by 1929. As well as providing secretarial and research services to MPs and 

Peers, acting as London correspondents for overseas newspapers, and operating as London 

agents for overseas interest groups, the firm acted as advisors to trade associations, 

professional associations and trade unions including the Theatrical Managers Association and 

the Society of West End Managers, Textile Machinery-Makers’ Association, Cinematograph 

Exhibitors’ Association, Institute of Professional Civil Servants and Civil Service 

Confederation. The firm also supplied the secretariat for two important all-party 

parliamentary groups of the interwar period: the British Group of the Inter-Parliamentary 

Union and sub-groups, and the Franco-British Parliamentary Relations Committee. Individual 

businesses formed a final client group. These included the Anglo-French Wireless Company, 

Channel Tunnel Company, British Broadcasting Company (and later the Corporation) and 

most lucratively the sugar refiners Tate & Lyle. The Channel Tunnel and BBC agencies came 

about as a result of personal recommendation by Watney’s friend the Conservative MP and 

lawyer Sir William Bull who he got to know when working on the Daily Mail. The Tate & 

Lyle agency which started in the early 1920s and continued into the 1950s came about as a 

result of Leonard Lyle hiring Watney’s services as a parliamentary secretary while 

Conservative MP for Stratford and then Epping immediately after the First World War. This 

ensured the firm a starring but unsung role in post-war anti-nationalisation campaigns – more 

of that in another paper. 
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For his lobbying clients, Watney created all-party parliamentary committees and groups to 

coordinate the efforts of MPs and Peers who looked on his clients favourably. The longest 

lasting of these groups was the All-Party Channel Tunnel Group chaired by his friend Sir 

William Bull in the first instance, which remained in existence from 1929 to 1988. Prior to 

this, Watney arranged all-party Downing Street deputations on behalf of the Channel Tunnel 

Company. Ramsay MacDonald was the lucky recipient of one such deputation during his first 

premiership. Watney did similar things for his political clients. He played a critical role in 

organising an ad hoc Commons committee to coordinate MPs’ unexpectedly successful 

resistance to Prayer Book Revision in 1928. The All-Party Animal Welfare Group (also 

Animal Welfare Committee) was another of his creations that he organised at the behest of 

the Conservative MP Sir Robert Gower. As a result, Gower encouraged the RSPCA to hire 

the firm to act as its parliamentary agents. Through these ventures, Watney and his partners 

became experts at forming and manipulating all-party groups to advance sectional interests. 

In 1939, the firm implemented all the lessons it had learned thusfar when it re-established the 

failing Parliamentary Science Committee as the Parliamentary and Science Committee. It 

became central to the UK science lobby, and has been singled out by David Edgerton and 

others as one of the most influential voices putting the science case to central government. 

 

The rapid growth of his business between the wars prompted Watney to look for a new 

partner to help him monitor parliamentary developments and influence them on behalf of all 

these clients. Watney’s first choice of partner was the Post Office civil servant, London trade 

unionist, Labour activist and naturist Hugh Shayler. In 1925, the pair formed Messrs Watney 

& Shayler, journalists which continued to use the tradename St Stephen’s Intelligence 

Bureau. Watney first got to know Shayler in 1919 through Shayler’s union work for the Civil 

Service Alliance. Watney had immersed himself in civil service affairs during the First World 
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War. Struggling to win wartime business, he had taken a salaried editorial job on the Civil 

Service Gazette. As with his lobbying on behalf of colonial interests, this journalistic work 

helped him secure a new lobbying client in the form of the Civil Service Alliance (CSA) after 

Shayler became its first full-time General Secretary. The relationship continued after the CSA 

merged with the Civil Service Federation to form the Civil Service Confederation (CSC) with 

Shayler as the new union’s general secretary. Watney’s name appears regular in newspaper 

letters columns defending civil servants pay and conditions throughout the 1920s and 1930s. 

Through his relationship with the CSC, Watney and his last business partner Christopher 

Powell found themselves advising the unions on equal pay campaigns from the 1930s into the 

early post-war years. The partnership with Shayler proved short-lived. Shayler harboured 

political ambitions. The Finchley Labour Party had adopted him as its prospective 

parliamentary candidate in 1921 and ran him as its candidate in the 1922 general election. 

The Conservative partisan network that Watney belonged to and from which the firm drew 

much of its business likely did not sit well with Shayler who continued similar work as a 

Peace Ballot organiser and private secretary to a Labour MP. He also lobbied parliament on 

behalf of the nudists associated with the British Sunbathing Association of which he became 

president. 

 

Casting around for another partner with whom to share his lobbying work, Watney took 

former naval officer Christopher Powell into his employ in 1929 and his relative Robert 

Watney around the same time according to this son John. He intended to offer them junior 

partnerships if they proved willing and capable employees. Powell proved the more able and 

committed of the two men with Robert Watney left to handle the uncomplicated London 

agency work for the Incorporated Society of Rubber Planters. He seems to have left the firm 

by the mid-1930s. Having received a lump sum on his discharge from the Royal Navy, 



THE POLITICS OF BUSINESS AND THE BUSINESS OF POLITICS 

20 
© Mark Roodhouse 

Powell was able to buy a stake in the business when Watney offered him one in 1930. The 

new partnership Messrs Watney & Powell, parliamentary agents, first recorded in the 1933 

edition of the Post Office London Directory, dropped the St Stephen’s Intelligence Bureau 

name to trade as Watney & Powell, a tradename retained until the firm’s final demise as 

Charles Barker Watney & Powell Limited in 1993. From a business history perspective, these 

developments mark a new phase in the history of the firm’s organisation and management. In 

terms of its day-to-day operations, the outbreak of war in September 1939, the bombing of 

Parliament in May 1941, or Charles Watney’s death in May 1945 were more significant 

watersheds that prompted major changes in the nature and scope of its activities. These, 

however, are the subject of another paper that explores the development of interest group 

politics during and after the war, a period in which Powell assumed Watney’s mantle as 

Britain’s leading lobbyist for hire and trained several leading lights in a generation whose 

activities brought lobbying to public attention for the first time in the final quarter of the 

twentieth century. 

* * * 

What then should we conclude from this previously unknown but still incomplete history of 

the earliest years of what was for decades Britain’s leading lobbying firm? Professional 

lobbyists, or political consultants as many prefer to be known as, have been a prominent and 

controversial feature of British political life since the late twentieth century. Contemporary 

commentators saw the emergence of the political lobbying industry during the 1960s as the 

colonisation of politics by the public relations industry and symptomatic of the 

Americanisation of British politics. It has also created a career path for former and future 

politicians that aided the much criticised professionalisation of politics. While it is true that 

the 1960s witnessed an unprecedented growth of firms selling their services as lobbyists, the 

origins of the industry can now be traced back to the Edwardian period and track historical 
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accounts that see this period as one in which interest group politics was transformed. As I 

have tried to show in this paper, one of the most well- regarded lobbying firms of the 1970s 

and 1980s, Charles Barker Watney and Powell, traced its origins to the St Stephen’s 

Intelligence Bureau, established in 1911 by the former lobby correspondent Charles Watney. 

Watney with his business partners the journalist James Little, the trade unionist Hugh Shayler 

and latterly the naval officer Christopher Powell, as well as a largely female office staff 

providing a full range of secretarial services developed many of the techniques as well as the 

business model still used by today’s professional lobbyists. They targeted both Westminster 

and Whitehall as, unlike political scientists, lobbyists recognised the enduring power and 

importance of Parliament despite the rise of modern party government. The firm prospered as 

more and more individuals, organisations and groups felt the need to lobby an expanding 

state whose intervention that they variously wanted to shape, curb or extend on a one off or 

an ongoing basis. Importantly, this included colonial interest groups for whom Westminster 

remained an Imperial Parliament. This was made far easier by the difficulties Conservative 

MPs and Peers encountered when navigating the changing political terrain of interwar 

Britain. Watney’s firm provided elected politicians with the secretarial support they required 

to perform their duties effectively. This was especially true of those for whom Parliamentary 

politics was a part-time activity. 
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