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INTRODUCTION

THE MAN WITHOUT A DREAM

Lewis Harcourt  remains one o f  the  l e a s t  examined s tatesmen in  the  l a s t  

L ibe ra l  Governments in  B r i t a i n ,  in  which he was F i r s t  Commissioner o f  

Works (1905-1910) and then Colonis t  S e c re t a r y  (1919-1915), His pe r iod  

o f  o f f i c e  co inc ided  w ith  one o f  the  s t o r m ie s t  phases o f  B r i t i s h  con- 

s t i t u t i o n a l  and p o l i t i c a l  h i s t o r y ,  During 1911 to  1914 the  c o n t ro v e r ­

s i e s  ove r  t h e  powers o f  th e  House o f  Lords and Home Rule f o r  the  I r i s h  

came t o  a head, and th e  very f a b r i c  o f  h is  s o c i e t y  was th rea tened  by 

s t r i k i n g  workers and th e  m i l i t a n t  s u f f r a g e t t e s .

An obscure p u b l ic  f i g u r e  would seem to  be a c o n t r a d ic t io n  in  

te rm s ,  but  in  the  m ids t  o f  t h i s  turmoil  i t  was not s u r p r i s in g  t h a t  Har­

c o u r t  escaped the  l im e l ig h t .  To d a t e ,  Harcour t  has reposed in  something 

o f  an h i s t o r i c a l  limbo, and h» made a s u b s t a n t i a l  personal  c o n t r ib u t io n  

to  t h i s  v ia  d e l i b e r a t e  s e l f -e f f a c e m e n t .  'Few men have appealed l e s s  to  

th e  g a l l e r y 1, a Liberal  j o u r n a l i s t  wrote in  1908, in  h i s  pe rcep t ive  

c h a r a c t e r  ske tch  of ' t h e  man without  a dream* J  But fame meant noth ing  

to  someone accustomed to  t r e a d in g  the  in n e r  c o r r i d o r s  o f  power.

The urbane , a r i s t o c r a t i c  Harcourt  moved in th e  very h ig h e s t  

soc ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  c i r c l e s  long be fo re  he began h i s  p ub l ic  c a r e e r .  

Public  s e rv a n t s  have been known to  t r y  to  lea v e  some permanent memorial 

o f  t h e i r  term o f  o f f i c e .  S i r  Lionel E a r l e ,  who worked w ith  Harcourt  

a t  Works and a t  the  Colonial O f f ic e ,  be l iev ed  t h a t  t h i s  was what mainly 
motivated S i r  Alfred Mond ( l a t e r  Lord M elche tt )  to  e s t a b l i s h  the  Impe­

r i a l  Wa, Museum a f t e r  he succeeded Harcourt  a t  Works.^ By c o n t r a s t ,  

even a t  t h i  apogee o f  h i s  c a r e e r ,  i t  was only r e l u c t a n t l y  t h a t  Harcourt  
had 'g r e a t n e s s  t h r u s t  upon him1,

For Harcourt  the  key to  power was i n f lu e n c e .  His l e t t e r  

accep t ing  the  post  of  Colonial Sec re ta ry  encapsu la ted  h i s  personal 

philosophy:

As you [Asquith) know 1 have never been hungry
f o r  'p rom ot ion ' ,  f e e l in g  as I do t h a t  the  p r i z e



of  p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  i s  a s e a t  in the  Cabinet 

and t h a t  once th e r e  th e  power o f  the  mem­

ber depends on i n d i v i d u a l i t y  and c h a r a c t e r
3

and not upon h is  o f f i c e .

There was a lso  another  reason f o r  H a rc o u r t ' s  lack of  i n t e r e s t  in  
promotion.

During the  l a t e  V ic to r i a n  period p o l i t i c a l  g i a n t s  s t r o d e  th e  

e a r th .  The young Harcourt  was dwarfed by co lo ssa l  f ig u re s  l i k e  
Lord Randolph C h u rc h i l l ,  Joseph Chamberlain, W il l jam  Gladstone and above 

a l l ,  h i s  own f a t h e r .  S i r  Wil l iam Harcourt  was why ’ Lulu1 * as  h e * a f f e c ­

t i o n a t e l y  nicknamed h i s  son ,  c h e e r f u l l y  abandoned ' t h e  p ro sp ec t  o f  a 

b r i l l i a n t  personal c a ree r ' . ,*  During the  long yea rs  spent  a s  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  

p o l i t i c a l  'bus iness  manager ' ,  a s  Roy Douglas p i t h i l y  put i t  i n  h i s  h i s ­

t o r y  o f  the  Liberal  Pa r ty ,  H a rco u r t  developed a t a l e n t  f o r  i n t r i g u e  and 
manipulation* r a t h e r  than o v e r t  l e a d e r s h ip .

Throughout h i s  long a s s o c i a t i o n  with th e  l i b e r a l  Pa r ty  Har- 

court  eschewed t h e  s p e c t a c u l a r  and shunned pub l ic  acclaim o r  r e c o g n i t i o n .  
The public  tended to  remember t h e  e x p lo i t s  o f  h i s  e b u l l i e n t  f a t h e r  i n ­

s tead .  In t h i s  sense* H arcour t  n e v e r  r e a l l y  grew out  of  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  

shadow* although he did no t  s eek  t o  bask i n  r e f l e c t e d  g lo ry .  Several  

compilers o f  in d ic e s  have confused  Harcourt  with h i s  famous f a t h e r :  in  

the  memoirs o f  the  German C h a n ce l lo r  Pr ince  BUlow; in  P o l i t i c i a n s  and 

the  War by Beaverbrook; and in  one o f  the  many works on Edward VII .

Only in  December 1905, s h o r t l y  before  h i s  f o r t y - t h i r d  b i r th d a y ,  
did  Harcourt f i n a l l y  take  an o f f i c i a l  post  in  a Liberal  Government, as 

f i r s t  Commissioner of  Works, The unheralded newcomer was a l luded  t o  as " 

an ' i n t e r e s t i n g  ex per im e n t ' ,  and was ec l ip sed  by the  impressive a r r a y  

of  p o l i t i c a l  and a d m in i s t r a t iv e  t a l e n t  he had helped the new Prime Minis­

t e r  S i r  Henry Campbell-Bannerman to  assemble.  Perhaps i t  was n o t ,  a s  

touted* a 'M in is t ry  o f  All t h e  T a l e n t s ' ,  b u t  s i t t i n g  on th e  Government 

benches in the  Commons were men who were to  become household names.

M inisters  l i k e  H erber t  Henry Asquith,  the  pr ide  o f  Doctor 

Jow et t 's  B a l l i o l ,  the  c h a r i sm a t ic  David Lloyd George* and the  b r i l l i a n t *



r e s t l e s s  Winston Churchil l  l e f t  an i n d e l i b l e  impress ion  on th e  face o f  

tw e n t ie th  -century B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c s .  In March 1907 H arccu r t  was promoted 

to  th e  c a b i n e t  and jo ined  t h i s  s e l e c t  company, b u t  remained as  unobtru­

s ive  as e ve r .  A Cabinet  co l league  l a t e r  r e c a l l e d  t h a t  the  ' s u b t l e ,  

s e c r e t i v e 1 Harcour t  did  ‘not i n t e r f e r e  o f ten  in  d i s c u s s io n  but  was fond 

o f  conversing with th e  Prime M in is te r  in  u n d e r t o n e s . . . 1̂  This  was Har- 

c o u r t ' s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  m due opom ndm

By t h e i r  very n a tu r e ,  the  s e c r e t  and s e m i - s e c r e t  t a l k s  and 

manoeuvres Harcour t  r e l i s h e d  do not tend to  reach paper .  This  makes i t  

d i f f i c u l t  t o  a s s e s s  th e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  the  r o l e  he played behind the  

scenes while  in  o f f i c e .  On one leve l  o f f i c i a l  documents make t h i s  s tudy  

a s t r a ig h t f o r w a rd  n a r r a t i v e  h i s t o r y .  On a n o th e r  l eve l  i ‘. i s  a s to ry  

of  'h ig h  p o l i t i c s ' *  made incomplete by t h e  u n a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  Harcourt*s 

p r i v a t e  p a p e r s .^  The p re sen t  consensus o f  h i s t o r i c a l  opin ion  i s  t h a t  

Harcourt  was not  a major p o l i t i c a l  fo rc e .  Some contemporar ies  thought 
o therw ise .

The r a d ic a l  L iberal  Member o f  Par l iament  S i r  Charles  Dilke 

opined t h a t  Harcourt  was a b e t t e r  s tatesman than h i s  f a t h e r ,  A.G.Gardi- 

n e r  be l ieved  t h a t  Harcourt  was "one o f  the  most s u b t l e ,  most f a r - s e e in g ,  

most unswerving in f luen ces  in  Edward'^n p o l i t i c s ' . * *  According to 

John Morley, in  a conversa t ion  with S i r  Almeric F i t z r o y  in  1912, Har- 

c o u r t ' s  in f lu e n c e  was based on the way he moulded opin ion  'by  the  q u i e t -  

e s t  and o f te n  unobserved methods, '  and he p r e d i c te d  t h a t  Harcourt  could 
r i s e  to  almost any p o s i t io n  w ith in  the  Liberal  P a r ty .  Moriey agreed 

with F i tz ro y  t h a t  the  most impress ive  aspec t  o f  Harcourt*s t a l e n t  was the  

' r e s e r v e  o f  fo rc e  which i t  suggested under th e  mask o f  su p p le n e s s ' . ^

Morley, who served in  Liberal  c ab in e t s  wi th  both f a t h e r  and 
son, had had ample oppor tu n i ty  to  study 'L u lu '  H a r c o u r t ' s  methods s ince  

the 1890s. An o u t s i d e r  S i r  John Find lay ,  the  A t torney  General of 

New Zealand, echoed t h i s  high opinion o f  H a rc o u r t ' s  p o t e n t i a l ,  I t  was 

'g e n e r a l ly  a d m i t t e d ' ,  Findlay wrote in  1911, t h a t  Harcourt  was 'one o f  

the  few younger M in is te rs  t o  whom the  h ig h es t  p u b l ic  p o s i t i o n  in Eng­
land i s  p o s s i b l e ' . ^  Against  t h i s  must be s e t  th e  con ten t io n  th a t  Har­

c our t  was not  popular  enough to  exerc ise  e f f e c t i v e  power, de sp i te  h is  
t a l e n t s .



HarcourVs love of  i n t r i g u e  may have been a l i a b i l i t y  r a t h e r  

than  an a s s e t ,  in the  Cabinet  a t  l e a s t .  According to  a fe l low  m i n i s t e r ,  

Charles Hobhouse, Harcourt  had

many a t t r a c t i v e  q u a l i t i e s :  charming manners when 

he l i k e s ,  a temper under  good c o n t r o l ,  a hard 

worker, but  no one t r u s t s  him, and everyone 

th in k s  t h a t  language i s  only  employed by him 

to  conceal h i s  thought.**

Perhaps someone who had become a v i r t u a l l y  ‘p ro fes s iona l  
l?

eavesdropper* on Cabinet  proceedings  did  no t  i n s p i r e  f e e l i n g s  o f  cama­

r a d e r i e .  A revea l ing  in c id e n t  r e l a t e d  by Asquith in h i s  memoirs su pp o r ts  

Hobhouse's remarks. A s q u i th ' s  C ab ine t  was the  l a s t  in  B r i t i s h  h i s t o r y  t o  

ope ra te  without  the  t a k in g  o f  o f f i c i a l  minutes .  According to  the  p re ­

ceden t  endorsed by Will iam Gladstone  in  1893, i t  was considered  c o n t r a r y  

t o  e t i q u e t t e  f o r  anyone except  t h e  Prime M in i s t e r  to  t a k e  notes o f  Cabi-  
n e t  d i s c u s s io n s .

Like h is  f a t h e r ,  Harcour t  was ^a voluminous n o t e - t a k e r '* ^  and 

when i t  was c a l le d  to  A s q u i th ' s  a t t e n t i o n  t h a t  ‘a m i n i s t e r '  was t ak ing  

down h i s  own no tes ,  the  Prime M in i s t e r  ' f e l t  bound with th e  a s se n t  o f  

a l l  my colleagues  to  make a somewhat sharp  remonstrance '.* '*  Whether 

Harcourt  p e r s i s t e d  in  t h i s  /bwa-poo i s  u n c le a r  from A sq u i th ' s  account ,  
and Hobhouse's en t ry  in  h i s  d i a r y  (based l i k e  o th e r  m i n i s t e r s '  on 

memory) in 1911 t h a t  Harcourt  was t a k in g  ‘copious n o te s '  may have p re ­
ceded the  o f f i c i a l  rebuke.

Harcourt  d id  not  belong to  an ' i n n e r '  Cabinet:  i t  did not  ex­

i s t .  Although Harcourt  was always on good terms with S i r  Henry Camp- 

bell-Bannerman (g e n e ra l ly  known as C B) he ms  never  as c lose  to  A squi th ,  
who succeeded C B as  Prime M in i s t e r  in  1908. In so f a r  ms Asquith had 

any c o n f id an ts ,  these  were the  Foreign S e c re ta ry  S i r  Edward Grey, War 

S ec re ta ry  Richard Haldane, and Lord Crewe, Asquith g r e a t l y  valued 

Crewe's advice,  be l iev in g  t h a t  he had sounder judgement than any o f  h i s  

o th e r  co l leagues .*^  Not only does Harcourt  seem to  have been unpopular ,  

but  he a l so  lacked th e  dynamism o f  Lloyd George o r  Winston C h u rch i l l .
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Harcourt  was c e r t a i n l y  not  as argumentative as  t h e  ‘Bounder 

from Wales' o r  the  en fan t t e r r ib le  o f  the  Government, and t h i s  was i n ­

t e r p r e t e d  by some as a s ign  o f  weakness. A typ ica l  example was H a rcou r t ' s  

s tance  on the  f u t u r e  o f  the  House o f  Lords. He was a Radical  by repu-^ 

t a t i o n  and on t h i s  major  i s su e  m e  more rad ica l  than  most  o f  h i s  fe l low  

m in i s t e r s .  Harcourt  p u b l i c l y  denounced the  ' e d i c t s  o f  a s s a s s i n a t i o n '  

i s sued  by the  'b l a c k  hand o f  the  peerage '  a g a in s t  'many f a i r  m easures ' .  

This  has been r e f e r r e d  t o  as s  'confus ion  o f  t e r m s ' 16 b u t  Harcour t  was 

q u i t e  d e l i b e r a t e l y  v o ic in g  both h i s  personal anger and t h a t  o f  t h e  

Government.

From 1906-09, t h e  L ibera l  Government was plagued by th e  ob- 

s t ru c t io n i sm  o f  the  House o f  Lords. Cabinet debate  on how t o  re so lv e  
th e  -vnpacee c en t red  on whether t o  Vend '  the  House o f  Lords by reforming 

i t s  composit ion,  t o  make i t  l e s s  p a r t i s a n  p o l i t i c a l l y ,  o r  t o  'end* i t s  

veto  powers. Harcour t  was one o f  the  suppor te rs  o f  a  p roposa l  made by 

C 8 in 190? f o r  a suspensory  v e to .  Yet th e  C a b ine t ' s  would-be 'menders'  

were not  e a s i l y  persuaded t o  adopt  th e  C B p o l ic y .  In 1910, during  the  

ongoing c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  deadlock* t h e  L ibera l  Chief Whip made th e  fo l lo w ­
ing comment:

Lulu, who i s  t h e  most i r r e c o n c i l a b l e  o f  th e  
Y e t o i s t s ,  though an extremely a b le  man, 

somehow l a c k s  t h e  v i r i l i t y  and p e rs i s te n c e  

t o  fo rc e  h i s  views through the  c o n f l i c t i n g  
opin ions  o f  o thers*

This does no t  c o n t r a d i c t  Mori a y ' s  con ten t ion  t h a t  Harcourt  
used more su b t l e  methods t o  in f lu e n ce  Cabinet opinion* The f a c t  r e ­
mains t h a t  a v e t o i s t  p o l i c y  uac ev en tu a l ly  a d o p t e d , ^  Pending the  

discovery o f  evidence t o  t h e  c o n t r a ry ,  however, H a r c o u r t ' s  in f lu e n ce  
on the formula t ion  o f  major p o l ic y  was, i f  not minimal, d e f i n i t e l y  

l im i te d .  Nonetheless ,  a l though he was not a major member o f  th e  Cabinet ,  
n e i th e r  was he regarded as a minor one. Even S i r  Henry Wilson,  th e  most 

h o s t i l e  of w i tn es se s ,  t e s t i f i e d  to  t h i s  i n d i r e c t l y ,  Wilson was the  

D irec tor  of  M i l i t a ry  Operat ions on the Committee o f  Im per ia l  Defence 
(CID).

f

. J L . ..dL,



After  he was appoin ted  as the  D i r e c t o r  o f  M i l i t a r y  Operat ions,  

Wilson s t e a d i l y  en tangled  B r i t a i n  deeper in  th e  web o f  European a l l i ­

an ces ,  v ia  informal l i a i s o n  with  French m i l i t a r y  p la n n e r s .  At a c ru ­

c i a l  CID meeting held on 23 August 1911* th e  q u e s t io n  o f  Anglo-French 

c o o pera t ion  in the  event  o f  war on the  C on t inen t  was d iscussed  a t  l en g th ,  

Harcourt  and o th e r  p o t e n t i a l l y  embarrassing a n t i - w a r  Radica ls  were con­

sp icuous ly  a b sen t .  However th e  'd i r t y *  ig n o r a n t  c u rs '  and 'w a s t e r s '  

as Wilson r e f e r r e d  to  them in  h is  in im i ta b l e  way, found o u t  about the  

meeting a f t e r  the almost i n e v i t a b l e  leak .

Reassured by Haldane t h a t  he would be spa red  from the  fury  

o f  th e  R ad ic a l s ,  Wilson d i a r i z e d  t h a t :

Asquith* Haldane * Lloyd George* Grey and 

Winston were on o u r  s i d e ,  ag ree ing  w i th  my 

l e c tu r e  o f  August 23 while Morley, Crewe,

Harcourt ,  McKenna [ f i r s t  Lord o f  the  Admi­

r a l t y )  and e m o  o f  # #  wore
IQ

that they worn not present.

The q u e s t io n  o f  m i l i t a r y  coopera t ion  with F rance ,  formal o r  n o t ,  was 

only  one o f  the  i s s u e s  which d iv ided  a Cabinet  in  which Radica ls  and 

L ibe ra l  I m p e r i a l i s t s  were uneasy bedfe l lows.

The Radical lobby i n  the  Cabinet  was i t s e l f  divided* and 

lacked an oeprd t  do eoypa. As P ro fessor  A .J .  Morris  has s t a t e d  in  h i s
s tudy o f  the  an t i -w ar  Radicals* H arcou r t ' s

undoubted a p p e t i t e  f o r  in t r ig u e*  in  i t s e l f  

was not s u f f i c i e n t  to  q u a l i fy  him f o r  

lead e rsh ip  o f  e group whose only c e r t a i n t y  

was t h e i r  u n c e r t a in ty  of  p u r p o s e / *

The Radical lobby was comprised of  a mixture  o f  'new' and ' o l d '  Radi­

ca ls*  with Harcourt belonging to  the  l a t t e r  c a te g o ry .  Moreover* the re  
were m in i s t e r s  who were not  prepared to  commit themselves to  the  a n t i -



war elements in the Cabinet.

For a while  i t  seemed t h a t  the  Franco-German squabble  over

Morocco in 1911 might develop in to  a war, which could involve  B r i t a i n . ^  

Writing to  Harcourt  a f t e r  the  s e c r e t  CIO meeting,  Walter  Runciman, th e

Pres iden t  of  the Board o f  Education,complained t h a t  Lloyd George and 

Churchill  had unexpectedly  become the  • r e a l l y  w a r l ik e '  e lement in  the  
Government, and had

no t  only developed these  new tendencies  

with r a p i d i t y  bu t  a r e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  

given to  ru sh es. The s t a b i l i t y  o r  ba-  

lance  o f  op in ion  o f  th e  Cabinet  cannot

now be r e l i e d  on by us .

By ' u s ' ,  Runciman meant the  a n t i - w a r  m i n i s t e r s ,  a l though i t  

has r e c e n t ly  been argued t h a t  they  were no t  q u i t e  as  h e lp l e s s  as he 

s u g g e s t e d . H a r c o u r t  d id  no t  have th e  weight  o f  Lloyd George and 

Churchil l  i n  the  c o u n c i l s  o f  th e  L ibera l  P a r ty ,  bu t  from 1911 t o  1914 

he waged a personal  campaign to  t r y  t o  ' s t a b i l i z e '  B r i t i s h  fo re ig n  
p o l icy .  His a t tem pt  t o  improve Anglo-German d ip lom at ic  r e l a t i o n s  was 

bfsed on n e g o t i a t io n s  over  t h e  f u t u r e  d i s p o s i t i o n  o f  Portuguese co lo n ie s  

in A fr ica ,  However th e  t a l k s  he ld  by th e  two c o lo n ia l  o f f i c e s  were 

e f f e c t i v e l y  only a "sideshow.

They c o n t r ib u te d  t o  th e  pre-war thaw in  Anglo-German r e l a t i o n s  

a f t e r  1911, bu t  Harcourt  and Dr Wilhelm Solf ,  h i s  c o u n te r p a r t  i n  th e  
German Colonial O f f ice ,  viewed th e  r e s u l t s  with remarkably r o s e - t i n t e d  

spec tac le s ,  The moment o f  t r u t h  came in  191),  over  th e  f a i l u r e  to  agree  

on the terms o f  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  the  rev i s ed  s e c r e t  Anglo-German t r e a t y  

of 1898. Harcourt  b e l a t e d l y  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  S i r  Edward Grey had simply 

used his  b ra in c h i ld  as  a d ip lom at ic  exped ien t .  U l t im a te ly ,  the  s in c e ­

r i t y  of the  peace f a c t i o n s  in  England and Germany was not  enough to  
achieve a and pu t  a s top  to  the  e s c a l a t i n g  naval race ,

Runciman's l e t t e r  t o  Harcourt  was not  only a complaint  about 

the apparent  impotence o f  th e  a n t i -w a r  lobby to  in f luence  p o l ic y .  The



v i i i ,

d e s i r e  f o r  f s t a b i l i t y '  and ‘ba la n ce ’ i t  expressed  a l s o  revea led  the  e s ­

s e n t i a l l y  c o n s e rv a t iv e  lean ings  of  both w r i t e r  and r e c i p i e n t  o f  the  

l e t t e r .  H a r c o u r t ' s  Cabinet  c o l leag u es ,  l i k e  Lloyd George, knew th a t  

'Lulu ' was no t  r e a l l y  an advanced Radical .  E x t r a -p a r l i a m e n ta ry  obse r ­

v e r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  j o u r n a l i s t s ,  a l so  perce ived  t h i s .  In a f l i p p a n t  note 

a w r i t e r  from The Athenaeum, a p re s t ig io u s  l i t e r a r y  j o u r n a l , asked Har- 

c o u r t  f o r  an in te rv ie w  which promised to  be an i n t e r e s t i n g  encounter;  

between an 'anarch is t -com m unis t '  and someone ' g e n e r a l l y  considered t o  

be a Whig o f  th e  most r e a c t io n a r y  t y p e ’ .

Harcour t  c e r t a i n l y  had ‘Whiggish’ t e n d e n c i e s .  Defining r a d i ­

calism in  i t s  convent ional  sense  o f  ' r o o t  and b ranch '  reform, i t  i s  

c l e a r  t h a t  H arcour t  must be ass igned  to  the  ' o l d '  Radical  f a c t i o n  on 

the  b a s i s  o f  h i s  re sponses  to  t h e  burning i s s u e s  o f  th e  day. Before the  

r i s e  of  Lloyd George* the  par l iam enta ry  R ad ica ls  looked to  Henry Labou- 

ch&re f o r  l e a d e r s h ip ,  a l though Harcourt  dismis&ad him as  a r a t h e r  ' r o ­

coco o ld  Whig '.  Yet h i s  own personal brand o f  r a d i c a l i s m  went only 

s l i g h t l y  f u r t h e r  th an  t h a t  o f  Labouchbre whose n a tu ra l  r o l e ,  l i k e  t h a t  

of  S i r  Wil l iam, was t o  oppose r a t h e r  than p r o p o s e . ^

The time-worn catchwords ‘Peace, re t renchm ent  and reform' 
formed th e  essence  o f  H a rco u r t ’s L ibera l ism ,  For both he and S i r  Wil­

liam before  him, L ibe ra l i sm  was the  ' in s t ru m e n t  o f  s o b e r ,  considered  

p rog ress ,  a long f a m i l i a r  l i n e s ' . * *  Both d e t e s t e d  th e  ' f add ism '  which 
bedev i l led  L ibe ra l  p o l i t i c s  f o r  so long,** bu t  in  the  end n e i t h e r  o f  

them managed t o  develop a sys tem at ic  personal  approach t o  so c ia l  reform. 

The ' o l d '  L ib e ra l i sm  lacked a panoramic view o f  s o c i e t y ,  Harcourt  was 
not an ideo logue ,  o r  an exponent o f  the  New L ib e ra l i sm .  His correspon­
dence r e v e a l s  no r e a l l y  p ro g res s iv e  th ink ing  about  so c ia l  i s s u e s .

In h i s  examination o f  the  ideology informing th e  movement f o r  
social  reform, Michael Freeden has descr ibed  how the  New Liberal ism  

gained ground in  th e  L iberal  Pa r ty ,  The new concepts  which were gaining 

wider acceptance embodied an enhanced awareness of  an ‘o r g a n i c ’ i n t e r ­
dependent s o c i e t y .  The S t a te  was to move beyond the  W a a c a - f c t r o  o f  

the Vic tor ian  e r a ,  and adopt a g r e a t e r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  the  'cond i­
t io n  of the  p e o p le ’ i s s u e . H a r c o u r t ,  however, was a doer r a t h e r  

than a t h in k e r .  To quote  Gardiner once more; ' o t h e r  men w i l l  prophesy; 

he wil l  perform. Other men w i l l  c re a te  the  atmosphere o f  c h a n g e . , . ’*^



N e i th e r  f e t t e r  nor son held  ideas  on S t a t e  in te rv e n t io n  advanced

enough to  make them ' s o c i a l i s t s ' .  I t  i s  u n l ik e ly  t h a t  they  spent much

time mull ing ov e r  the thorny  problem o f  the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the

individual  and th e  S t a t e .  S i r  William once b l i t h e l y  dec la red  'We a re

a l l  s o c i a l i s t s  now ' , bu t  t h i s  was simply confusing an agreement on ends 
71

with th e  means. Only in  the  sphere  o f  Church/Sta te  r e l a t i o n s  d id  Har-  

court  u n rese rved ly  uphold the  supremacy o f  the  S t a t e .  Like h i s  f a t h e r ,  

Harcourt  was an E ra s t i an  b u t  o therw ise  he was no t  r e a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  in  

' f a d d i s t '  i s su e s  l i k e  Welsh D ises tab l i shm en t  and the  p lace  o f  r e l i g i o n  

in  education.  T h is  was why he d ec l in ed  the  Board o f  Education and a 

place in  the  Cabine t  in  Janua /y  1907.

The emphasis o f  the  New L ib e ra l s  f e l l  on improving t h e  q u a l i t y  
o f  soc ia l  l i f e .  Advocates o f  ‘n a t io n a l  e f f i c i e n c y '  l i k e  the  T a r i f f  Re­

formers wanted in s te a d  t o  enhance e f f i c i e n c y  and competi t iveness  v£s~.d~ 
w e  f o re ig n  t r a d e  r i v a l s ,  and the  e x i s t i n g  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  frame-

work. Nonetheless ,  Germanic ' e f f i c i e n c y ' ,  e s p e c i a l l y  the  smooth o p e ra ­

t io n  o f  th e  S t a t e  insurance  schemes, g r e a t l y  impressed L ibera l  so c i a l  

reformers.  In December 1908 C hu rch i l l  urged Asquith to  t h r u s t  ‘a big

s l i c e  o f  Bismarckianism over  t h e  whole unders ide  o f  our i n d u s t r i a l  s y s -  
29

tern '.  The a t t i t u d e  H arcour t  adopted t o  'n a t io n a l  e f f i c i e n c y '  was 
ambivalent.

Like H a ld an e ,ano th e r  Cabine t  pro-German, he r a t h e r  admired 

the  e f f i c i e n t  a sp e c t s  o f  German government. But although he was regarded

as an 'a rd en t  Germanophile^ t h i s  r e f e r r e d  to h i s  wish f o r  b e t t e r  r e ­
l a t io n s  with Germany. He did  n o t  want t o  see B r i t a in  become a carbon 
copy of Germany, with i t s  t a r i f f - r e g u l a t e d  in d u s t r i e s  and S t a t e -

regimented society*  Growing worker m i l i ta n cy  could not but  make Harcourt  
aware, l i k e  o t h e r  L ib e r a l s ,  t h a t  Labour wanted a 'new d e a l ' .  But t h i s
was not why he supported th e  National  Insurance Scheme in troduced by 
Lloyd George in 1911,

I t  was a c o n t r ib u to r y  scheme, and hence did not  impose an un-
due f in an c ia l  burden on the  S t a t e .  As d iscussed below, f inance  and po- 

l i t i c a l  impact were the  two major  c r i t e r i a  by which Harcourt  formed an 
opinion of the New L ib e r a l s '  ' s o c i a l '  l e g i s l a t i o n .  Evidently he deemed
the extent of S t a te  i n te r v e n t i o n  needed to  se t  up a comprehensive i n ­

surance scheme accep tab le .  In o th e r  a reas  of would-be S t a te  i n t e r v e n t i o n
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reformers .  In December 1908 C hu rch i l l  urged Asquith to  t h r u s t  ' a  b ig  

s l i c e  o f  Bismarckianism o v e r  t h e  whole unders ide  o f  our i n d u s t r i a l  s y s -
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the  e f f i c i e n t  a sp e c t s  o f  German government. But a l though he was regarded
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regimented s o c i e t y .  Growing worker m i l i t a n c y  could not  but  make Harcour t  

aware, l i k e  o th e r  L i b e r a l s ,  t h a t  Labour wanted a 'new d e a l ' .  But t h i s  
was not why he supported th e  Nat ional  Insurance Scheme in troduced by 
Lloyd George in 1911,

I t  was a oouLrZ&wtory scheme, and hence d id  not  impose an un-  
due f inanc ia l  burden on the  S t a t e .  As d iscussed  below, f inance  and po- 

l i t i c a l  impact were the  two major c r i t e r i a  by which Harcourt  formed an 
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surance scheme a c c ep tab le .  In o t h e r  areas  of  would-be S t a t e  i n te rv e n t io n



he was l e s s  w i l l i n g  t o  compromise. L i b e r a l s ,  Radical o r  n o t ,

were v i r t u a l l y  by d e f i n i t i o n  opposed to  S ta te  encroachment on ind iv idua l

l i b e r t i e s  j u s t  as much as they  opposed the  ex tens ion  o f  ' s o c i a l i s m ' .

On th e  i s s u e  of  c o n s c r i p t io n ,  f o r  example, H arcour t  s tubborn ly  

continued to  defend a p o s i t io n  which the  g r e a t  m a jo r i ty  o f  h i s  p a r l i a ­

mentary co l lea g u es  e v e n tu a l ly  abandoned. He went on reco rd  as  v i o l e n t l y  

opposed to  c o n s c r i p t io n  in 1913, As l a t e  as  August 1915 h i s  a t t i t u d e  

had no t  changed, a l though B r i t a i n  was locked in a l i f e - a n d - d e a t h  

s t ru g g le  in  th e  f i r s t  o f  t h i s  c e n t u r y ' s  ' t o t a l '  wars .  This  seemed t o  

exemplify th e  i n f l e x i b i l i t y  o f  th e  ' o l d '  Radicalism a t  a t ime o f  n a t io na l  

emergency, a l though  t h e r e  were those  who wondered whether  th e  war e f f o r t  

d id  b e n e f i t  g r e a t l y  from c o n s c r i p t i o n . ^

A common abhorrence o f  so c ia l i sm  u n i te d  L ib e r a l s  *old ' and 

' n e w \  In  one o f  h i s  speeches Winston Churchil l  n e a t ly  summed up what 

L ib e ra ls  unders tood by so c ia l i sm :

Soc ia l i sm  wants to  p u l l  down w eal th .

L ibe ra l i sm  seeks t o  r a i s e  up pover ty  . . .

Soc ia l i sm  a s s a i l s  th e  maximum pre*
eminence o f  the in d iv id u a l  *, L ibera l ism

seeks to  b u i ld  up t h e  minimum s tandard

of  th e  masses,  S o c ia l i sm  a t t a c k s  cap i -
31

t a l .  L ibera l i sm  a t t a c k s  monopoly.

This s t i l l  l e f t  cons iderab le  room to  d i f f e r  over how th e  'm asses '  were 
to be helped.

While the  p ioneer ing  e f f o r t s  of  Winston Churchil l  and 

Lloyd George l a i d  down the foundat ions  of  the  modern B r i t i s h  Welfare 

S ta te ,  Harcourt  coupled undoubted devotion to  the  C lads ton ian  goals o f  

peace and re trenchment  with suppor t  o f  reforms t h a t  ha rd ly  broke new 

ground. Via h i s  P lu ra l  Voting B i l l  o f  1906 Harcourt proposed a reform 
which promised e l e c t o r a l  b e n e f i t s  to  the L ib e r a l s ,  and which upheld . 

the p r i n c i p l e  o f  'one man, one v o te '  endorsed by h is  l a t e  f a t h e r  and 

widely accepted by the  pa r ty .  The Small Holdings and Allotments B i l l



Harcourt devised in 1907 could boast an equally  respectab le  pedigree.

Extension o f  small holdings had formed a s t a p l e  o f  the  Radical 

'programme' s i n c e  1885, when Joseph Chamberlain had inc luded  t h i s  mea­

sure in  his agenda o f  'u n a u th o r i z e d '  re fo rm s. Advocating land  reforms 

as a so lu t io n  t o  r u r a l  unemployment a l s o  conformed f a i t h f u l l y  to  Cobde- 

n i t e  or thodoxy .34 The 1907 B i l l  t r i e d  to  woo the  r u r a l  voter* as did 

Lloyd George's p roposa l  t o  reduce  the  r e n t  o f  a g r i c u l t u r a l  workers in 

1913. Both t h e s e  approaches  had only l im i te d  su c c e ss  due t o  ru ra l  

apathy and i n e r t i a ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h a t  o f  loca l  a u t h o r i t i e s *  Lloyd George 

t r i e d  to  t ack le  th e  urban  land  i s su e  by reform o f  lo c a l  t a x a t i o n ,  but  he 

ran i n t o  a b a r r i e r  o f  v e s t e d  i n t e r e s t s .

As a r e s u l t *  h i s  1914 Budget, d e a l g A e d  t o  p r o m o t e  e i t e  v a l u e

r a t i n g # m e t  w ith  s u r p r i s i n g l y  heavy r e s i s t a n c e  from w i th in  t h e  Liberal
33

Par ty .  His urban  l an d  t a x  proposals  simply r e p re se n te d  t h e  other  
(more c o n t r o v e r s i a l )  h a l f  o f  h i s  two-pronced a t tem pt  t o  r e s o l v e  the r u r a l  

and urban land q u e s t i o n s .  I t  was e a s i e r  f o r  Harcourt  % r u r a l  land pro-  

posa ls ,  grounded as  t h e y  were i n  a ' t r a d i t i o n a l *  c o n te x t  o f  L iberal  land 

reform schemes, t o  g a in  accep tance  as p a r ty  p o l ic y .  They were not  inno­

v a t iv e .  Lloyd George d i d  not  see Harcourt  as  a ' f e l low *  refo rm er ;  in  

f a c t ,  he regarded him a s  a h y p o c r i t i c a l  'mock' R a d ic a l .

' I 'm  f i g h t i n g  on t h e  s id e  your  f a t h e r  fou g h t* ,  Lloyd George
2 V 1

r a i l e d  a t  Harcourt  i n  1909* 'and  y o u ' r e  a t r a i t o r  t o  I t ' .  This  quar­

re l  was over t h e  C h a n c e l l o r ' s  'P e o p le ' s  Budget'  f o r  1909/10, which high-

l ig h te d  t h e i r  d i a m e t r i c a l l y  opposed f i s c a l  views* I t  i s  a l s o  conceivable 

th a t  t h e i r  v a s t l y  d i f f e r e n t  backgrounds in troduced  a dimension o f  c la s s  

antagonism in to  t h i s  p e rsona l  c o n f l i c t .  There was more th a n  a physical 

d is tance  sep a ra t in g  t h e  v a l l e y s  o f  Wales and the  s t a t e l y  a n c e s t r a l

homes o f  Nuneham and S ta n to n  Harcourt .  By c o n t r a s t  with  H arco u r t ' s  
d is t inguished  l i n e a g e ,  Lloyd George came from a ru ra l  a r t i s a n a l  backoround. 

When h is  f a th e r  d ied ,  t h e  boy was ra i sed  by the  v i l l a g e  c o b b le r .

Harcourt had a r a t h e r  pampered youth, whereas every th ing  

Lloyd George achieved was through h is  c,v. e f f o r t s ,  coup l ing  i n t e l l i ­

gence with a p o l i t i c a l  acumen which was to  take  him t o  the  premiership .

Harcourt was one of  th e  s o - c a l l e d  Radical P lu t o c r a t s .  This  made him 

' f a i r  game' not only f o r  c r i t i c s  on the  Left  o f  his p a r t y ,  but  from the



Conservative Right  H arcour t  was a reg u la r  t a r g e t  in  the  pages o f  r a b i d ­

ly  a n t i - l i b e r a l  p u b l i c a t i o n s  l i k e  the  National Review* He was d e f i n i t e l y  

wealthy - he was m arr ied  t o  Mary Ethel Burns, the  granddaughter  o f  the  

American tycoon John P ie rp o n t  Morgan ( J n r ) ,  But i t  seems t h a t  personal  

wealth was not  th e  only  excuse f o r  s c u r r i lo u s  a t t a c k s .  I t  was simply 

enough to  be a L ib e ra l  • m in i s t e r .

In 1912, f o r  example, the  denunciat ion o f  the  'Cobden M i l l i o n ­

a i r e s '  d id  no t  on ly  focus  on Harcourt .  F i r s t  Lord o f  th e  Admiralty  Win­

ston C hurch il l  was accused  o f  us ing the  Enefmtress, the  Admiral ty  y a c h t ,  

as  h is  p r i v a t e  p ro p e r ty  on which to  hold p a r t i e s .  Even Lloyd George f e a ­

tu red ,  sunning h im s e l f  on th e  Riviera  with h i s  new ' r i c h  f r i e n d s ' .  Har­

c our t  was d e p ic te d  sh o o t in g  grouse on the  grounds a t  Nuneham, h i s  

Oxfordshire  e s t a t e .  All o f  them were lumped to g e th e r  as m i n i s t e r i a l  ' 

hypocri tes  who e x t o l l e d  t h e  v i r t u e s  o f  poverty before  d r iv in g  o f f  f o r  
weekends o f  ease  and l u x u r y . ^

Such p o l i t i c a l l y  m otiva ted  t i r a d e s  sometimes correspond  w ith  

r e a l i t y .  Harcour t  was v e ry  fond o f  grouse sho o t in g ,  a?td had th e  means to  
indulge h i s  hobby. I t  was t r u e  t h a t  he lacked commitment t o  fundamental 

soc ia l  re form s,  b u t  an a t t a c k  on h i s  f a v o u r i t e  hobby (a n o t  uncommon one 

among th e  land  owning c l a s s  o f  th e  period) was ha rd ly  ' p r o o f  o f  i t .

There was a p p a re n t ly  an e q u a l ly  s e l e c t i v e  element in  Lloyd George 's  p e r ­

cept ion o f  Harcour t  a s  a  'mock* Radical l i v i n g  o f f  the  f a t  o f  th e  lan d .  

They did  not  see  a g r e a t  deal  o f  one ano th e r ,  a p a r t  from o f f i c i a l  b u s i ­
ness ,  and Lloyd George d id  no t  l i k e  what l i t t l e  he dfd  s e e .

I t  was perhaps a measure o f  Lloyd George's  d i s l i k e  t h a t  he saw 
f i t  to  r e c a f , among o t h e r  uncomplimentary r e f e r e n c e s ,  t h a t  Harcourt

ordered ' s p e c i a l  food ' a t  th e  M in i s t e r i a l  t a b l e ,  which 'no one e l s e '
36

ever d id .  Harcourt  was no a s c e t i c ,  ' a  man o f  l e i s u r e  and o f  t a s t e  . . .  

very p leased with th e  world and e n t i r e l y  a t  home in i t ' ,  as  A.G.Gardiner 
remarked in  1908. But t h e r e  might have been ano the r  e q u a l ly  v a l i d  r e a ­

son fo r  H a rc o u r t ' s  r e l i a n c e  on ' s p ec ia l  fo o d ' :  h i s  p e rp e tu a l ly  d e l i c a t e  
h ea l th ,  in s tea d  o f  c u l in a r y  snobbery.

During h i s  l e i s u r e  hours Harcourt  formed very much a p a r t  of  

the haute a o c id td  o f  Edwardian England, He blended in w ith  the  most 

exal ted  company ' t o  the  manner b o rn ' ,  Harcourt  o f ten  he ld  r ecep t io ns



and, u n l ike  Bonar Law, Arthur  B a l f o u r ' s  su c cesso r  as l e a d e r  o f  the  Op­

p o s i t i o n ,  d id  not regard them as an onerous chore .  But then h is  de d i ­

ca ted  w ife ,  Mary, did  most o f  the  o rg an iz in g ,  Harcourt  was n o t  unique in 

making use o f - s o c ia l  fu n c t io n s  to keep up with the  t r en d s  o f  p o l i t i c a l  

o p in ion ,  v ia  h is  wide range o f  c o n ta c t s ,  but  h i s  use of  them in  t h i s  way 

was probably more sys tem at ic  than most.

S o c ia l i z in g ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  formed an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  Edwafdian

domestic p o l i t i c s .  This was l e s s  c l e a r  t o  th e  u n i n i t i a t e d ,  l i k e  the

r a t h e r  r e c lu s iv e  Earl o f  E lg in ,  th e  Colonia l  S e c re ta ry  from 1905 to

1908. E lg in  found Mary ' p l e a s a n t  and c o n v e r s i b l e 1 bu t  doubted t h a t  he
37

would ever  have much in  common w i th  the  unexpectedly  ' s m a r t '  couple. 

E f fe c t iv e  o r  no t ,  Harcourt*s techniques  o f  i n d i r e c t  in f lu en ce  were prob- 

ab ly  employed as much -  i f  n o t  more * owta&b the  Cabine t .  'A t  homes' 

were held a t  h i s  London r e s id e n c e  a t  14 Berkeley Square long before  Hsr-

co u r t  took o f f i c e .  Later* Nuneham o f te n  hosted  fo re ig n  diplomats  and
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s ta tesmen.  Cab ine t  c o l l e a g u e s ,  inc lud ing  Asquith* and even r o y a l t y .

Although id eo lo g ica l  and, poss ib ly*  so c ia l  d i f f e r e n c e s  

es t ranged  Harcourt  and Lloyd George, both had in  common an impish sense 

o f  humour, and a w i l l in g n e ss  t o  poke i r r e v e r e n t  fun a t  anyone and any­

th in g .  Nor d id  even Lloyd George address  h i s  Monarch in  the  way Harcourt  

d id .  I t  was no s u r p r i s e  t h a t  Harcourt  f e r v e n t l y  championed t h e  g re a t  
Gladstonian cause o f  Home Rule f o r  the  I r i s h ;  but  i t  was s u r p r i s in g  how 

vehemently he urged George V t o  support  Home Rule in 1913.

What formed an unbr idgeab le  g u l f  between Harcourt  and 

Lloyd George was t h e i r  d i f f e r e n c e s  over f i s c a l  p o l ic y .  As Michael Free- 

den no tes ,  t h i s  was the  one a re a  where L ibe ra l  p o l i t i c i a n s  d id  not  lag 

f a r  behind the  t h e o r i s t s .  'The most u n i n s t r u c t e d ' ,  Harcourt  to ld  h i s  * 

audience during a speech d e l iv e r e d  a t  C a rd i f f  in  April  1909, could see 
t h a t  ' t h e r e  were p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  the  fu r th e ran c e  o f  g rea t  reforms 
through the  in s t ru m e n ta l i ty  o f  f in an c e '

Harcourt had, a f t e r  a l l *  helped S i r  William to  preoare  
the  r e d i s t r i b u t i v e  'Death D u t ies '  Budget in 1894, which had, as 

Lloyd George admitted even while reproaching him in 1999, paved the way 
f o r  the  'P e o p le ' s  Budget ' .  Yet what he admit ted  in theory  he was



not qu i te  -as w i l l i n g  to  p u t  in to  " p r a c t ic e ,  H arcour t ' s  numerous 

suggestions and”c r i t i c i s m s '  o f  the Budget, in Cabine t ,  r e f l e c t e d  h is  - * 

re se rv a t io n s  about  a ‘n o n - f i n a n c i a l 1 Chancellor  o f  the Exchequer whom 

he thought used f i g u r e s  H ik e  a d j e c t i v e s ' .

Harcourt  a l s o  f e a re d  the  p o l i t i c a l  consequences o f  the  Budget. 

He bel ieved  t h a t  Lloyd George a l i e n a t e d  many members of  the  middle c l a s s  

by h i s  speeches during the  ‘Budget e l e c t i o n ' , and thought a t  th e  time 

t h a t  the  Budget i t s e l f  would lead  to  the  triumph o f  T a r i f f  Reform* th e  

f i s c a l  a l t e r n a t i v e  o f f e r e d  by th e  Union is t  O ppos i t ion .41 In so f a r  a s  

the Budget, l i k e  i t s  i l l - f a t e d  successo r  in 1914* did not  only  a f f e c t  

the weal thy, H a r c o u r t ' s  f e a r s  were n o t  u n j u s t i f i e d .

As demonstrated in  the  r e c e n t  study o f  the  'P e o p le ' s  Budget ' ,  

Lloyd George was as  concerned in  1909 with a l l a y in g  middle c l a s s  f e a r s  

as with r e t a in in g  th e  working c l a s s  v o te r s  who had moved to  t h e  Liberal  

camp on macec in  t h e  ' l a n d s l i d e '  v i c t o r y  of 1906, But an examination o f  
the psephological  p a t t e r n s  o f  th e  general  e l e c t i o n s  o f  1910 rev e a l s  t h a t  

the  middle c la s s  was f a r  from being r e a s s u r e d .4^

i
There was a l s o  a more fundamental reason why Harcourt  ob jec ted  

to  the  broadening o f  t a x a t i o n .  In an a p p re c ia t io n  o f  the  f i n a n c ia l  

po l icy  o f  William G lads tone ,  S i r  George Murray, th e  Permanent S e c re ta ry  

to  the  Treasury dur ing  1907 t o  1911 wrote:

His whole f i n a n c i a l  theo ry  was coloured by h is  

d e t e s t a t i o n  o f  th e  waste with which he had 
l e a r n t  to  i d e n t i f y  Government expend i tu re ,  He 

was persuaded t h a t  i t  genera ted  a s p i r i t  which 

encouraged f u r t h e r  ex t ravagances .4^

Those words ap p l ied  equa l ly  well to  Harcourt:  i t  was in h is  

a t t i t u d e  to S ta te  expend i tu re  t h a t  he was a t  h i s  most Gladstonian.  He 

was as concerned about W  th e  S ta te  was to  bear  the  burden o f  expensive 

' s o c i a l '  l e g i s l a t i o n  as with achieving  reduc t ions  in Army and Navy 
Estimates,  although inc reased  revenue via  t a x a t io n  was e s s e n t i a l  to  

finance the Mew L ibe ra l i sm .



The s teady  increase  o f  S t a t e  expend i tu re  had been a f a c t  o f  

l i f e  s in c e  t h e  tu rn  o f  the  c en tu ry ,  a s  even a c u rso ry  g lance  a t  the  

r e l e v a n t  B r i t i s h  budgets  w i l l  show, and the ' e c o n o m is t s 1 could not tu rn  

-  the  clock b a c k / 4 But t h i s  did  not  mean t h a t  they  had to  l i k e  the  new 

monetary p r o f l i g a c y ,  Harcourt  made t h i s  abundant ly  c l e a r  in  h i s  woe­

f u l  l e t t e r  t o  the  former Treasury o f f i c i a l  S i r  Robert  Chalmers in  1914*

W is t f u l ly  longing f o r  the  e v ic t io n  o f  ' t h i s  b e a s t l y  govern­

m en t ' ,  Harcour t  warned Chalmers t h a t  he was in  f o r  an unpleasan t  s u r ­

p r i s e *

I t h in k  t h a t  the B r i t i s h  Budget, which i s  due 
t o  be unfolded  today ,  w i l l  g ive  you a chock,

I cannot  imagine what Mr Gladstone o r  my 

f a t h e r  would have thought  o r  s a id  o f  such 

s p e n d t h r i f t s  as we a r e .

The ' c a v e '  formed a g a in s t  th e  1914 Budget by wealthy l i b e r a l  

MBs was based  more on oppos i t ion  t o  the  enormous growth o f  Government 

expendi tu re  and t h e  t a x a t io n  necessary  to  p rov ide  f o r  t h i s  increase  

than  t o  s i t e  va lue  r a t i n g ,  Harcourt  shared th e  m isg iv ings  o f  

Richard H o l t ,  th e  Liverpool shipowner who o rgan ised  th e  ' c a v e ' ,  about  

na t iona l  e x p e n d i tu re  o u t s t r ip p in g  na t iona l  w ea l th  and income, but d id  
no t  oppose th e  t a x a t i o n  o f  land  va lues .

Lloyd George was d i sgu s ted  with th e  ' r i c h  men' who opposed h i s  
Budget. He was, however, moving too f a r  too f a s t  f o r  th e  s iz ea b le  
'b u s in e s s '  lobby which comprised over a t h i r d  o f  a l l  l i b e r a l  MPs, and 

which may well  have acted as a c o n s t r a i n t  on t h e  p a r t y ' s  freedom of
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a c t io n ,  How f a r  f inance  was to  be used as  an ins t rum ent  o f  soc ia l  
reform was c l  e a r l y  a major bone of  con ten t ion  w i th in  th e  Liberal  Party  
p r i o r  to  1914.

The e l e c t o r a l  lo sses  to  the  Right between 1910-14 suggest  

t h a t  d i s a f f e c t e d  moderates thought the  p a r ty  was a l r e a d y  moving too 

sw if t ly  towards ' s o c i a l i s m ' T h e  d e s i r e  f o r  economy shared by men 
l i k e  Harcourt  and Holt  represented  only one s t r a n d  of  conserva t ive  

thought w i th in  the  pre-war Liberal  Par ty ,  Backbench h o s t i l i t y  and 

a l t e r n a t i v e  Cabinet  views on reform saw Lloyd George 's  measures r e j e c t e d ,



which was an undeniable check for the New Liberalism, What th i s

check implied for the future o f  the party remains an open q u e s t i o n / 9

Harsourt  was even more co nse rv a t iv e  on the  issue  o f  women's 

suffrage* d isp lay ing  an a t t i t u d e  f a r  from being ‘l i b e r a l * in  the  sense  

of  'open-minded1 o r  ‘u npre jud iced1. This  r e a c t io n a ry  outlook was i n ­

h e r i t e d  from h is  f a t h e r ,  from whom he acqu ired  the mannerisms and in  

t h i s  Ins tance  the  outlook o f  a bygone e r a .  As A.6 , Gardiner  remarked, 

' h i s  speeches on the  woman s u f f r a g e  q u e s t io n  would have done very  w e l l ,  

no doubt,  in  h i s  own Eighteenth  Century* b u t  r ing  & l i t t l e  u n p le a sa n t ly  
in  o u r s 6» ^

By c o n t r a s t  wi th  h i s  l im i te d  success  in  the  Cabinet* H arco u r t  

was more successfu l  in  m arsha l l ing  backbench opinion in  the  Commons 

a g a in s t  the  s u f f r a g e t t e s *  h i s  As they d iscovered ,  an i n ­
s id io u s  a t t a c k  f r m  t h e  f lank  i s  more d i f f i c u l t  to  p a r ry  than  a d i r e c t  

a s s a u l t ,  although th e  d e t a i l s  o f  h is  machinat ions remain 'shrouded in  

o b sc u r i ty .  The s u f f r a g e t t e s '  b e l i e f  t h a t  Harcourt  was th e  main Cab ine t  
o b s tac le  s tanding  between them and t h e  vo te  manifested i t s e l f  in  th e  
a t tempt  to  burn down Nuneham in  1 9 1 2 * ^

Harcourt  d id  not  oppose wider  manhood su f f rag e  as  such: he
opposed the  c re a t io n  o f  a l a r g e ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  fm zZ c  e l e c t o r a t e ,  and

was not  alone in doing so.  He formed p a r t  o f  a powerful a n t i - s u f f r a g e  
m inor i ty  lad  by Asquith himself* and t h e r e  was agreement among Cabine t  
s u f f r a g i s t s  and a n t i ^ s u f f r a g i s t s  a l i k e  t h a t  th e  r i s k s  o f  being ove r ­

whelmed by a p o l i t i c a l l y  h o s t i l e  female vote  were not  to  be l i g h t l y  
c o u r t e d . ^

H is to ry  does not abound w ith  examples o f  dominant p a r t i e s  r u s h ­

ing to  gamble t h e i r  supremacy by in t roduc ing  unpred ic tab le  f a c t o r s  i n t o
the  e le c to ra l  equat ion .  L i t t l e  p o s i t i v e  was achieved in  the  way o f  

extending the  vote t o  women p r i o r  t o  the  pass ing  o f  the  Represen ta t ion  
of the  People Act of  1918, long a f t e r  the  l a s t  Liberal  Government had 
f loundered in the  quicksands o f  war-time c o a l i t i o n .

This in t roduc t ion  has sought to  i d e n t i f y  the  place Harcourt  
occupies in the so -c a l l e d  Radical t r a d i t i o n ,  and to  show t h a t  p r a c t i -



which was an undeniable check for the New Liberalism. What th is

check implied for the future o f  the party remains an open q u e s t i o n / ^

Harcourt was even more c o n se rv a t iv e  on the  i ssue  o f  women's 

su f f r a g e ,  d i sp lay ing  an a t t i t u d e  f a r  from being ‘l i b e r a l * in  the  sense  

of  ‘open-minded1 o r  ' u n p re ju d ic e d 1. This  r eac t ion a ry  out look was i n ­

h e r i t e d  from h is  f a t h e r ,  from whom he acquired  th e  mannerisms and in  

t h i s  ins tance  the outlook o f  a bygone e r a .  As A,G*Gardiner remarked, 

‘h i s  speeches on th e  woman su f f ra g e  qu es t io n  would have done very well*  

no doubt, in  h is  own Eighteenth Century ,  but  r ing a l i t t l e  u n p le a sa n t ly  

in  o u r s ' .  ^

By c o n t r a s t  with h i s  l im i te d  success  in the  Cab ine t ,  Harcourt  

was more successful  in  m arsha l l ing  backbench opinion In th e  Commons 

a g a in s t  th e  s u f f r a g e t t e s ,  h i s  b&wa-modrca. As they  d iscovered ,  an I n ­

s id io u s  a t t a c k  from th e  f l a n k  i s  more d i f f i c u l t  t o  parry  than a d i r e c t  

a s s a u l t ,  although th e  d e t a i l s  o f  h i s  machinat ions remain 'shrouded i n  

o b sc u r i ty .  The s u f f r a g e t t e s '  b e l i e f  t h a t  Harcourt was th e  main Cabine t  
o b s tac le  s tanding between them and the  vo te  manifested i t s e l f  in th e  
a t tempt  to  burn down Nuneham in 1 9 1 2 .^

Harcourt d id  not oppose wider manhood su f f rage  as such: he
opposed the  c re a t io n  o f  a l a r g e ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  fewzZc e l e c t o r a t e ,  and

was not alone in doing so .  He formed p a r t  of  a powerful a n t i - s u f f r a g e  
minori ty  led  by Asquith h im s e l f ,  and t h e r e  was agreement among Cabinet  

s u f f r a g i s t s  and a n t M u f f r a g i s t s  a l i k e  t h a t  the  r i s k s  o f  being over­

whelmed by a p o l i t i c a l l y  h o s t i l e  female vote were not  to  be l i g h t l y
. , 52 courted.

History  does not  abound with examples of  dominant p a r t i e s  r u s h ­

ing to gamble t h e i r  supremacy by in tro d uc ing  unpred ic tab le  f a c to r s  i n t o

the  e le c to ra l  equat ion.  L i t t l e  p o s i t i v e  was achieved in the  way o f  
extending the vote to  women p r i o r  t o  the  passing of the  R epresen ta t ion  

of  the People Act o f  1918, long a f t e r  the  l a s t  Liberal  Government had 
floundered in the  quicksands o f  war-time c o a l i t i o n .

This in troduc t ion  has sought to  i d e n t i f y  the  place  Harcourt 
occupies in the so -c a l l ed  Radical t r a d i t i o n ,  and to  show t h a t  p r a c t i*



cal p o l i t i c a l  c o n s id e ra t io n s  l a r g e ly  determined the  e x t e n t  o f  h i s
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commitment to  reform. He was not an a ty p ica l  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of a 

pragmatic Edwardian p o l i t i c a l  d lite  which placed a premium on e l e c t o r a l  

success . In t h i s  se n se ,  a l l  t h a t  separa ted  Harcour t  from h i s  'new' 

Liberal  confrdree  was h i s  r e lu c tan ce  to  experiment beyond what might 

prove to  be e l e c t o r a l 1 y  s a f e .  D i f fe r in g  views o f  what was ' s a f e 1 o r

not lay a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  h i s  d ispu te  w ith  th e  a rc h * ra d ic a l  Lloyd George*

I t  i s  c o n je c tu r a l  what course  H a rco u r t ' s  c a r e e r  would have

taken had he en te red  o f f i c e  in h is  youth ,  but  i t  must be s t r e s s e d  t h a t  

he was not h i s  ' f a t h e r ' s  son '  in  a s l a v i s h ,  n eg a t iv e  se n se .  When one 

considers  t h a t  Harcour t  sp e n t  eleven years  in  o f f i c e  (1905-16) as  

ag a in s t  th e  seven teen (1881-98) spent  i n  s e r v ic e  o f  S i r  Will lam, i t  
would he easy  to  o v e re s t im a te  pa te rna l  in f lu e n c e ,  which was c e r t a i n l y  

cons iderab le ,  and conclude t h a t  he had n a t u r a l l y  abandoned a l l  thoughts  

o f  *promotion' long b e fo re  1905,

Perhaps as  t h e  Earl o f  Crewe wrote o f  Harcour t :

I t  i s  not  good f o r  anybody t o  l i v e  e n t i r e l y

in  p o l i t i c a l  eowZofrc, with no r e s p o n s i b i l i t y

o r  pub l ic  duty  t o  keep him s t r a i g h t , ^ *

Nonetheless ,  Harcourt  embraced anonymity f o r  th e  sake  o f  h i s  
beloved f a t h e r ,  and because he enjoyed a background which admir­

ably su i t e d  h i s  c h a r a c t e r .  Although c a s t  in  many r e s p e c t s  in  h i s  
f a t h e r ' s  p o l i t i c a l  mould, he r e ta in e d  h is  i n d i v i d u a l i t y .  As well des-  

cribed by Gardiner in  h i s  d e f i n i t i v e  biography o f  S i r  W il l iam,  th e  s l im  

i ron-wi l led  Harcourt  d i f f e r e d  as much in c h a r a c te r  from h i s  f a t h e r  as  
in  physique.

During h is  f req u e n t  Cabinet b a t t l e s  S i r  William o f t e n  took on 
himself  the  ta sk  o f  championing Gladstonian 'economy' and combating th e  
'J ingoism' i n f i l t r a t i n g  th e  p a r ty ,  Gardiner may have had t h i s  in  mind 
when he wrote of  h i s  son:



x v h ' i

be because in h is  s e c r e t  h e a r t  he d i s t r u s t s  the 

eager  movement of  the  times and conce ives  h is  

func t ion  to  be t h a t  o f  a check upon i t s  en thu-ec
siasm r a th e r  than an i n s p i r a t i o n ,

Karcourt  took up the  cudgels f o r  th e  same causes .  Probably he 

did c onsc ious ly  th ink  of  h im sel f  as a 'check* on h i s  c o l lea g u es '  impetu- 

o s i t y ,  as h is  f a t h e r  d id .  Even i f  he d id  n o t ,  the  end r e s u l t  was the  

same. S i r  William r e n ‘shed h i s  Cabinet v i c t o r i e s ,  o f ten  using m i l i t a r y  

metaphors to  desc r ibe  them. His son did  not  d e r iv e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  from a 

sense o f  ‘b a t t l e*  but from th e  p o in t  o f  view o f  t h e  e x pe r t  problem s o l -  

ver  who sees  th e  s c a t t e r e d  p ieces  o f  a puzzle  f i t  smoothly in to  p la c e .

Focus on d e t a i l  and calm a n a ly s i s  u s u a l ly  c h a r a c t e r i s e d  Har- 

c o u r t ' s  approach to  va r ious  q u e s t io n s ,  whether  they  were Cabinet  i s s u e s  

of  n a t io n a l  importance or  a d m in i s t r a t iv e  r o u t i n e .  At th e  Off ice  o f  

Works, where he remained u n t i l  November 1910, Harcourt  was unable t o  

u t i l i s e  a l l  h i s  t a l e n t s .  Commenting t h a t  i t  was l i k e  'Hackenschmidt 

wheeling a p e ram bu la to r ' ,  Gardiner  r i g h t l y  added 'he  wheels i t  a s t o n i s h ­

ingly  well and seems t o  enjoy th e  t a s k ' . ^

Two years  a f t e r  Gardiner  pub l ished  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  sketch 'Hacken 

schmidt '  r e l inqu ished  the  'p e ram b u la to r '  t o  f l e x  h i s  muscles f u l l y  f o r  

the f i r s t  time. At the  Colonial  Off ice  Harcour t  maintained the  same un­

o b t ru s iv e  hard-working course he had s t e e r e d  a t  Works. Four and a h a l f  
years  spen t  grappling with innumerable c o lo n ia l  problems modif ied h i s  

' L i t t l e  Englandism' and produced a s ta tesman j u s t l y  descr ibed  by h i s ­
t o r i a n  Paul Kennedy as a pragmatic i m p e r i a l i s t .

'The splendid  war-time response o f  th e  c o l o n i e s ' ,  Reverend Nel­
son wrote to  Harcourt in November 1914, ' i s  t o  many of  us a f i n e  t r i b u t e  

to  your work in the  Colonial O f f i c e ' .  H a r c o u r t ' s  many tasks  l e f t  him 
l i t t l e  time f o r  parl iamentary  drudgery, a l though Asquith did not tak e  

him (and o thers )  to  task  f o r  t h i s ,  and even l e s s  to  cons ider  f u r t h e r  
'promotion ' he did not seek, valuing as he d i d ^



the  i n t r i c a c i e s  o f  th e  campaign more than 

the  v i s io n a ry  gleam, the  ac tua l  more than 

the  p o t e n t i a l ,  p r e s e n t  f a c t s  more than 

fu tu re  f a n c i e s .



CHAPTER ONE

HIS FATHER'S SON

' I  do not  W sh to  take  o r  do anyth ing  
which would cut me o f f  from my work 

w i th  y o u . '

-Lewis Harcourt to  h i s  f a t h e r ,
September 1893.

Few sons can have devoted t h e i r  e f f o r t s t t o  th e  s e l f - e f f a c i n g  
e x te n t  o f  Lewis H arcour t ,  to  the  fu r th e r in g  o f  t h e i r  f a t h e r s '  p o l i t i c a l  

c a r e e r s .  S i r  William was equal ly  devoted t o  h i s  o f f s p r i n g ,  and the  

o r i g i n s  o f  t h e i r  c lo s e  bond can be t r a c e d  back t o  th e  t r a g i c  circum-
s tances  surrounding the  b i r t h  of  Reginald on 31 January  1863,* Whereas 

Jenn ie  C hurch il l  shrugged o f f  a f a l l  and a rough c a r r i a g e  r i d e  to*give 
premature b i r t h  t o  Winston, Harcourt*s f u t u r e  c o l l e a g u e ,  Thdrlse  Harcourt 
(nde L i s t e r )  was l e s s  f o r t u n a t e .

She did n o t  su rv ive  what should have been an uneventful  con-

f inement.  This was a double blow f o r  S i r  Willi,", » who had l o s t  h i s  

f i r s t  son J u l i a n  th e  y e a r  be fo re .  As h is  b ' k ^ a p h e r  p u t  i t ,  h i s  
4s h a t t e r e d  a f f e c t i o n s '  cen t red  on h i s  remaining son with  'an  i n t e n s i t y  

t h a t  continued unbroken t o  th e  end of  h i s  l i f e  and became a legend o f  the 
so c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  w o r l d ' , 2 A doting f a t h e r ,  a t t a c h e d  t o  the  Bar a t  

th e  Commons a t  the  time o f  h is  son 's  b i r t h ,  saw to  i t  t h a t  'Lulu ' lacked 
nothing during h i s  fo rm at ive  y ears .

One can only specu la te  what course  H a r c o u r t ' s  l i f e  would have 
taken had S i r  William died when he was young, in s t e a d  o f  h i s  mother.
By h is  very e x is te n c e  S i r  William may u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y  have s t i f l e d  h is  

so n ' s  ambit ions ,  Pa terna l  inf luence  was c l e a r l y  a s i g n i f i c a n t  f a c t o r  

in  determining the  l a t e  s t a r t  of  H arcour t ' s  p ub l ic  c a r e e r ,  His s in g le -  
minded s e r v ic e  of  h i s  f a t h e r  was a lso  a v o lu n ta ry  d e c i s io n ,  which 

r e f l e c t e d  f i l i a l  a f f e c t i o n ,  but as a r e s u l t ,  Harcour t  was a l a t e  s t a r t e r  
p o l i t i c a l l y .  Pa terna l  n eg lec t  had the opp o s i te  e f f e c t  on one of



Harcourt's contemporaries.

Along with Herbert  Gladstone and Winston C h u r c h i l l , Harcourt  

was one of  t h r e e  sons of  famous s ta tesmen who t o o k 'o f f i c e  in the  .Liberal  

m in i s t ry  formed in December 1905. Each reached o f f i c e  via  very d i f ­

f e r e n t  ro u t e s ,  and Harcourt  in f a c t  achieved Cabinet rank well b e fo re  

the  younger C h u rc h i l l ,  whose ambit ion knew no bounds. Lord Randolph's  

ne g le c t  o f  h i s  e l d e s t  son was unusua l ,  even by l a t e  V ic tor ian  and 

Edwardian s t a n d a r d s ,  b u t  t h i s  only seems t o  have spurred Winston on to  

g r e a t e r  e f f o r t s  to  prove h im se l f  worthy o f  th e  family name.3

A f t e r  meeting Winston* th e  L ibera l  Radical HP S i r  Charles  Dilke  

modif ied a note  made long be fo re  in  1880 t h a t  Rosebery, then one o f  th e  

r i s i n g  s t a r s  o f  the  p a r ty ,  'was th e  most ambitious man I h%d ever  met '

At t h e  age o f  t h i r t e e n  Harcourt  was a l r e ad y  w r i t in g  t h a t  h i s  aim was t o  

'p l e a s e  and h e lp '  S i r  Will iam. By c o n t r a s t ,  i n  a l e t t e r  t o  h i s  mother 
in  1899* th e  tw en ty - four  y ea r  old  C hurch i l l  s t a t e d  t h a t  *1 have no th ing  
e l s e  t  ambit ion t o  c l i n g  t o * . ^  All  accounts  i n d ic a t e  t h a t  t h e r e  was 
l i t t l e  communication between f a t h e r  and son:  Winston apparen t ly  d id  n o t  
even know i f  Lord Randolph M d  a t t e n d e d  Eton, o r  Harrow t o  which he was 

s e n t  in  1888.

Unlike Lord Randolph, who p re sen ted  an a lo o f  and formal f r o n t

to  family and pa r l iam en ta ry  c o l leag ues  a l i k e .  S i r  William took a keen 
i n t e r e s t  in  h i s  s o n ' s  school c a r e e r ,  which began a t  a  p r iv a t e  school in  

Eastbourne, Sussex, i n  1873, He even helped 'L u lu '  t o 'p r e p a r e  f o r  

exams. In 187S S i r  William was wondering i f  h i s  d e l i c a t e  son was ready  
f o r  the  p laying f i e l d s  of  Eton, His mind was made up f o r  him by Lady 

Ripon, who so o f ten  a l s o  in f lu en ced  him on p o l i t i c a l  matters.** Unti l  
S i r  William rem arr ied  she was v i r t u a l l y  a su r ro g a te  mother f o r  th e  
young boy, whose ho l idays  were r e g u l a r ly  spen t  in  her  household. So 

Eton i t  was, and f o r  a while S i r  William led  th e  l i f e  o f  an una t tached
7

bachelor  once more,

Not f o r  long however. Writ ing from Eton t o  Lady Ripon 

( l a t e r  Marquess of  Ripon) in November 1876 Harcourt expressed h is  s u r ­
p r i s e ,  though not  h i s  d i sa p p ro va l ,  t h a t  h i s  f a t h e r  was to  remarry. He 

ac ted  as bestman a t  th e  small p r i v a t e  ceremony held on 2 December* and 
accompanied S i r  Will iam and E l izab e th  Cabot Ives  on t h e i r  Par is  honey-



3
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moon. On h is  r e tu rn  S i r  William resumed h is  a c t i v i t i e s  as a Liberal  

p o l i t i c i a n ,  which he combined with a p ro fe s so r sh ip  of  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  law 

a t  Cambridge, a post  he held from 1869 to  1887. But soon any thoughts  

of  'L u lu '  f u r th e r in g  h is  s tu d ie s  th e re  as  well had to  be dropped.

S i r  W il l iam 's  son was never  ro b u s t ,  and was plagued by 

va r ious  a i lm en ts  throughout h i s  l i f e .  A c o n s tan t  r e f r a i n  of  c o r r e s ­

pondents in  h i s  o f f i c i a l  papers  i s  ' I  am so r ry  to  hear  you have been 
i l l '  and ' I  am glad to  hear  you a re  reco v e r in g '  and s i m i l a r  v a r i a t i o n s  

on the  same theme. Due to  i l l - h e a l t h  H a rc o u r t ' s  s t a y  a t  Eton was cut  
s h o r t ,  but  he always maintained a n o s t a lg i c  a t tachment t o  t h i s  h i s t o r i c  

c o l l e g e .  The most t a n g ib le  evidence o f  t h i s  was h is  ever-growing 

c o l l e c t i o n  o f  E to n - re la t e d  l i t e r a t u r e ,  o r  'Etqniana*

A f te r  leav ing  Eton Harcourt  took up the  o f f e r  made by ,

Mr J u s t i c e  Hawkins t o  accompany him on c i r c u i t ,  and r e l a t e d  h i s  f i r s t ­

hand glimpse o f  th e  law a t  work in  l e t t e r s  t o  h i s  f a t h e r ,  who he 
addressed  as  'My Dearest  With t h i s  i n t e r lu d e  behind him,

Harcourt  began h i s  long p o l i t i c a l  a p p re n t ic e s h ip  as companion and p r i -  

va te  s e c r e t a r y  t o  S i r  William in  1881. He soon began to  keep a record 

o f  even ts  in  a voluminous p r i v a t e  j o u r n a l ,  con ta in ing  d a i l y  and even 
hourly  e n t r i e s ,  which subsequent s c r u t in y  by h i s t o r i a n s  has shown to  
be acc u ra te  and well- informed in  most r e s p e c t s .



Father  and son worked as a team a t  the  Home O ff ice  from

1861-85 and a t  the  Treasury in 1880* The in sepa rab le  p a i r  were to

f e a t u r e  r e g u la r ly  in  the  work o f  lobby w r i t e r s  and c a r i c a t u r i s t s ,  even

b e fo r e  Harcourt took up h i s  s e c r e t a r i a l  t a s k s  f o r  h i s  ’d e a r e s t  H . S /

They appeared in  a 'Spy' c a r toon  in  1880, and even tu a l ly  Lulu even
11

appeared in Punch, the  i l l u s t r a t e d  weekly*

Despite t h e i r  c lo sen e ss  t h e  H a rcou r ts1 temperaments were as 

d i a m e t r i c a l l y  opposed as t h e i r  phys iques .  They were both t a l l *  but  

t h e  resemblance ended there*  The F a l s t a f f i a n  51r William was

v io le n t  and impat ien t*  h i s  vo ice  loud and h i s  

l au g h te r  u n r e s t r a in e d  as  a c h i l d ' s .  He was 
quick to  anger ,  b u t  was quick t o  f o r g e t  i t  and 

to  make fun o f  h i s  own im pat ience .  His enjoy­
ment o f  l i f e  was u n f la g g in g ,  and h i s  manners 
and h a b i t s  were t h e  f r e e ,  unconsidered expres­
s ion  o f  h i s  enormous v i t a l i t y .

By c o n t r a s t ,  the  s len d er  un o b t ru s iv e  Lulu

. . .  moved slowly. His vo ice  was never r a i s e d  

in anger ,  and no c ircum stances  ev e r  disarmed 
h is  invulnerab le  r e s t r a i n t  and p o l i t e n e s s .  
Whatever h i s  emotions might be ,  they  were 
kept und&r the  d i s c i p l i n e  of  an i ro n  wil l  . . .  
he pursued h is  path s i l e n t l y  and remorseless* 

ly .  That path had one c o n s ta n t  go a l ,  the  in ­
t e r e s t  of  the  f a t h e r  who was the  dominating
passion of  h is  l i f e . 12

Harcourt  was t o  w i tness  th e  ebb and flow of the  Liberal



P a r t y ' s  fo r tunes  dur ing  t h i s  s ix -y e a r  period packed with dramatic  p o l i t i ­

cal  developments. Returned to  o f f i c e  in December 1885, the  L iberal  

Government was i r r e v o c a b ly  s p l i t  rve r  the  i s sue  of Home Rule f o r  the  

I r i s h .  Accompanying th e  p o l i t i c a l  turmoil* and to  some e x te n t  i t s  

c o r o l l a r y ,  were the  fundamental changes made in  the  e l e c t o r a l  system in 

1885, via  ex tension  o f  the  f r a n c h i se  and r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  sea ts*  A f te r  

t h a t ,  th e re  were ho f u r t h e r  major e l e c to r a l  reforms u n t i l  1 9 1 3 , ,

The reforms o f  1384-85 c re a te d  the  e l e c t o r a l  framework w ith in  
which B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c s  were conducted during the  l a t e  V ic to r i a n  and 

Edwardian periods* I t  was in  response to  demands from th e  re fo rm is t s  
o f  h i s  par ty  t h a t  Prime M in is te r  William Gladstone devised the  ambitious 

b i l l  which he in t roduced  t o  th e  Commons in  February 1884* The new Fran­
c h i s e  B i l l  was Intended t o  g ive  the  vo te  to r u r a l  householders* giv ing  
them th e  same r i g h t s  a s  t h e i r  urban co un te rpa r t s  en franch ised  seventeen 
y e a r s  e a r l i e r *  The new b i l l  passed Third Reading in the  Commons* bu t  
now th e  House o f  Lords o b jec te d  t o  the  l e g i s l a t i o n .

As in  th e  case  of  Harcowrt 's  P lura l  Voting B i l l  o f  1908, the  
Lords '  argument was t h a t  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  s e a t s  should precede any 
f r a n c h i s e  reform. However, a f t e r  severa l  t a lk s*  Gladstone and 

Lord Sa l isbu ry ,  th e  l e a d e r  o f  th e  Conservative Opposition* reached 

agreement. The Franch ise  B i l l  reached th e  S t a tu t e  book a t  the  end o f  

the  y e a r ,  and was fo l lowed by a R e d is t r ib u t io n  B i l l  in  1885* C o n s t i tu ­
enc ies  with a popula t ion  o f  15-50 000 re tu rn in g  a s in g l e  member were now 

th e  r u l e  r a t h e r  than t h e  exception  in the  counties  and c i t i e s *  This 

c r e a t io n  of  a mass e l e c t o r a t e  and the  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  o f  single-member 
c o n s t i t u e n c ie s  had very  important  p o l i t i c a l  r a m i f ic a t io n s .

P o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  now had to  become /Z ae tM o  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l ly ,  
to  c re a te  - o r  adapt  -  loca l  o rgan iza t io n a l  s t r u c tu r e s  to  c a t e r  f o r  the  
l a rg e  numbers of new e l e c t o r s .  The Liberal  Par ty  did possess  a ' g r a s s ­
r o o t s '  network capable  of  such expansion; the National L iberal  Federa­
t i o n  (NLF), founded in  1877, The energy shown by local  branches o f  the  
NLF in  canvassing v o t e r s ,  d i s t r i b u t i n g  Liberal  l i t e r a t u r e  and o rganis ing  

meetings did much t o  account f o r  the  continued v i t a l i t y  of Liberal ism 
as a p o l i t i c a l  fo rce  during th e  l a t e  1880s, As described below,

Harcourt  gave the  NLF v a lu a b le  a s s i s t a n c e  during these  years  of  growth.



During t h i s  s tage  of  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  development Harcourt began 

to  move beyond the  'Whiggishness '  which h is  f a t h e r  c lung t o .  He was 

always to  r e t a in  an element o f  Whig cau t ion  in  h i s  r a d ic a l i sm ,  but  did

n o t  subscr ibe  to  th e  ' f a i t h  o f  a l l  s e n s ib le  Englishmen1, as
13

S i r  William wrote in 1874, when he proudly admit ted  he was a 'Whig ',

Such a p o l i t i c a l  e n t i t y  was, by the  l a t e  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  synonymous 
w ith  'moderate L i b e r a l ' ,  whatever  a 'Whig' s tood f o r  e a r l i e r , ^

S i r  W il l iam 's  son showed a g r e a t e r  w i l l in g ness  to  a s s o c i a t e  h imself  with 
l a t e  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  r a d i c a l i s m ,  although 'L u lu '  in tu rn  found i t  

d i f f i c u l t  to  a d ju s t  to  the  p o l i t i c s  o f  the  new cen tu ry .

Even in 1874 the  adheren ts  o f  the  Whig ' f a i t h '  were few in 

number. By then, only a q u a r t e r  o f  th e  MPs in  th e  Commons cons is ted  of 
t h e  landowning, mainly Anglican d l i t e  which had dominated the Liberal 

P a r ty  from i t s  Incep t ion .  Only f i f t e e n  pe rcen t  o f  t h i s  category  of 

MPs were L ib e ra l s .  The r e a l  source o f  th e  Whigs' s t r e n g t h  was t h e i r  

r e p r e s e n ta t io n  in  th e  h ie r a rc h y  o f  the  Liberal  P a r ty ,  no t  on the  back 

benches or  the  L iberal  p e e r a g e . ^  S i r  William h im s e l f  was not  a land- 
owner but  a lawyer. Members o f  th e  l eg a l  p ro fe s s io n  formed a s izeab le  
p a r t  o f  the L ibera l  f r o n t  and back bench.

As leader  o f  th e  L ibera l  Opposition in  t h e  Commons from
1875-1880, th e  Marquis o f  Martington had exemplif ied  t h e  Whig lack 
o f  i n t e r e s t  in  evolving p o s i t i v e  p o l i c i e s .  The Whig brand o f  Liberalism 
has been su c c in c t ly  d esc r ibed  as  'much more the  product  o f  t r a d i t i o n ,  

l o y a l t y  and h i s t o r y  r a t h e r  than any very s p e c i f i c  programme or  s e t  of 
p r i n c i p l e s ' ,  H ar t ing ton  saw th e  Whigs' fun c t io n  as a 'c o r r e c t i n g  

l i n k '  between the 'advanced ' s e c t io n  o f  the  p a r ty  and those  c la s s e s  
w i th in  i t  which 'p osse ss in g  p r o p e r ty ,  power and in f lu e n c e ,  a re  
n a t u r a l l y  averse  to  c h a n g e ' , ^  But change overtook the  Whigs.

The ex tension  o f  th e  f r a n c h i s e ,  coupled with th e  r e d i s t r i b u ­

t i o n  of  seats ,  ushered in a new era  o f  'p op u la r '  p o l i t i c s  a t  the  same 
t ime t h a t  i t  a c c e le ra te d  the  demise of  the  Whigs, From 1885 onwards 

Whiggism resembled, as h i s t o r i a n  Pe ter  Rowland w i t t i l y  put  i t  in a 
d i f f e r e n t  con tex t ,  a chicken which continues to  tw i tch  a f t e r  i t s  
d e c a p i t a t i o n .  I t  was over Home Rule f o r  the I r i s h  t h a t  Hartington and 

most o f  the  remaining Whigs seceded from the  L ibera l  Pa r ty  in 1886,
but  they were in any case not  adapted to  a p o l i t i c a l  arena in  which



' s o c i a l ' p o l i t i c s  were to come to the fore .

When landowning, 'Whiggish' elements o f  the  Liberal  Party  l i k e  

, E l g i n  , Lord Carr ing ton  and S i r  Edward Grey took o f f i c e  in  1905, 

t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  base had v i r t u a l l y  ceased to  e x i s t .  Yet, i f  what 
d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  Whigs from Radicals  was t h e i r  approach to  soc ia l  reform, 

the  L ibe ra ls  in f a c t  achieved l i t t l e  p o s i t iv e  in  t h i s  sphere in the  
twenty years  fo l lowing  th e  Third Reform Act. Much was expected o f  the  se -  

bond Minis try  formed by Gladstone,  when he took over  the  r e i n s  of 
l e ad e rsh ip  from H ar t ing ton  in  April 1880. In th e  even t ,  Radical hopes 

were dashed.

G lads to n e 's  m a s te r ly  use o f  ' i s s u e '  p o l i t i c s  was what had put  

the  L ib e ra ls  in  power i n  1880, and led  Har t ington  to  cede the  lead e r sh ip  

of  th e  L ib e r a l s .  But during  th e  period 1880-85 the  ' tremendous ou t look '  

f o r  reform fo re see n  by a j u b i l a n t  Gladstone when he took o f f i c e  proved 
i l l u s o r y .  The i s s u e  which had led  to  th e  d e fe a t  of  the  Conservat ives 

was D i s r a e l i ' s  f o r e ig n  p o l i c y .  Now the  i s sue  which stopped the  
L ib e ra ls  from implementing domestic reforms was th e  con troversy  over 

Home Rule f o r  th e  I r i s h .  Vociferous I r i s h  N a t i o n a l i s t  MPs stepped up 

the  o b s t r u c t i o n i s t  t a c t i c s  they  had begun in  1877.

Led by C har les  P a r n e l l , ^  the  N a t io n a l i s t s  o r  P a r n e l l i t e s  
d iv e r ted  pa r l iam en ta ry  a t t e n t i o n  to  the  v o l a t i l e  s i t u a t i o n  in  t h e i r  

country .  Since 1800 I r e l a n d  had been jo ined  t o  B r i t a i n  by th e  Act o f  
Union, and an impoverished popula t ion  c l ing ing  to  na t iona l  p r ide  longed 
f o r  freedom. The very  same e l e c t o r a l  reforms in troduced  by Gladstone 

were a lso  to  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  th e  lack  o f  progress  made by th e  L ib e ra l s  in  
o th e r  areas  o f  reform, The enfranchisement o f  so many ru ra l  house­
holders  t r i p l e d  the  s i z e  of  th e  I r i s h  e l e c t o r a t e  o f  220 000.

Of th e  two m i l l i o n  new e le c to r s  in  an e l e c t o r a t e  o f  f iv e  
m in i o n  c rea ted  by th e  Reform Act,  almost 740 000 were row I r i s h .  The 
reforms did not  a f f e c t  the  I r i s h  re p re se n ta t io n  a t  Westminis ter .  I r e ­
land remained o v e r - re p re s e n te d  in  the Commons, Parnel l  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  
the  large I r i s h  lobby was in a po s i t io n  to  apply s t rong p o l i t i c a l  
leverage ,  By th e  end o f  1884 he was a lready making i t  c l e a r  t h a t  the  

major party which committed i t s e l f  to  Home Rule could count on gaining 
the  I r i sh  vo te ,  , This s p e l t  t ro u b le  f o r  the  u n i ty  o f  the  Liberal  Par ty .
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As e a r l y  as December 1881 Joseph Chamberlain had conceded in

a l e t t e r  t o  John Morley t h a t  the  I r i s h  had ' g r e a t  p r a c t i c a l  wrongs and 

g r iev an ces  and one sentimental  one, the  Union1 • ^  Chamberlain, a new­

comer to  th e  Cabinet  as  P res iden t  of the  Board o f  T rade ,  was the main 

spokesman f o r  those  L ibe ra l s  who were not  prepared to  d i s so lv e  the  union 

between th e  two c o u n t r i e s .  In a p rophet ic  l e t t e r  t o  S i r  William, a f t e r

L ibera l  d i f f e r e n c e s  over  Home Rule had come out  i n t o  th e  open, Chamber-

l a i n  wrote:

I do n o t  expec t  any compromise o r  concess ion .

I imagine we sh a l l  f i g h t  the  m a t te r  ou t  t o  the
b i t t e r  end, and break up the  L ibera l  Pa r ty  in

th e  p r o c e s s . ^

From January  1885 onwards the  Liberal  Cabinet  became the  
scene o f  i n c r e a s in g l y  acrimonious d i s p u t e ,  over t h e  poor handling of

pi
fo re ig n  a f f a i r s *  and over I r e l a n d ,  Chamberlain was I n t e r e s t e d  in  

reform in  I r e l a n d  from th e  p o in t  o f  view. As he saw i t ,  a
reformed I r e l a n d  would s t rengthen  the  bonds of  Empire by improving the  

r e l a t i o n s  o f  the  mother country with the  c o lo n ie s .  When Chamberlain 
proposed h i s  scheme f o r  local  se lf -government  in  I r e l a n d  in  A pr i l ,  he 

was c l e a r l y  not  th in k in g  of g ran t ing  se p a ra te  nationhood to  I r e l a n d ,  as 
demanded by th e  I r i s h  N a t io n a l i s t s ,

Like i t s  proposed S c o t t i sh  and Welsh e q u iv a l e n t s ,  the  

I r i s h  n a t io n a l  council  envisaged was an a t tem pt  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  local  
government. Gladstone approved t h i s  I r i s h  scheme, but  was unable to  
ge t  the  m a jo r i t y  o f  the  Cabinet t o  agree t o  i t .  To demonstrate t h e i r  
new b e l l i g e r e n c e  the  P a r n e l l i t e s  voted with the  Conservat ive  Opposition 
on a Budget amendment on 8 June, and the  Liberal  Government res igned 

f i v e  days l a t e r .  As was to  be the  case in 1895, t h i s  adverse  vote came 
as a welcome p r e t e x t  to  shed the burdens o f  o f f i c e .  Pending the  compi­
l a t i o n  o f  a rev i s ed  e le c to ra l  r e g i s t e r ,  S a l isb u ry  formed a c a re tak e r  
government which was a c tu a l ly  in a m inor i ty ,
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The ousted L ibe ra ls  were in  a s t a t e  of  in te rn a l  d i sa r ra y  

because ,  a l though he remained pa r ty  l e a d e r ,  Gladstone was under mounting 

p r e s s u r e  to  endorse new depar tu res  i n  what Chamberlain and h is  suppor te rs  

c a l l e d  ' c o n s t r u c t i v e '  r ad ica l i sm .  Apar t  from the  Education con tro -
9  <3

v e r s y ,  th e  demands f o r  reform of  t h e  l i c e n s i n g  laws,  and the  with­

drawal o f  S t a t e  subs id ie s  f o r  the  E s ta b l i s h e d  Church in  Wales* the  

main concern o f  th e  Radicals  was with  land  reform. Desire t o  ' f r e e 1 th e  

land  was a q u in te s s e n t i a l  o b j e c t i v e  o f  n in e teen th  century  Radicalism and 
t h e r e  was a very r e a l  need f o r  land reform,

24
During h i s  days as  an a c t i v e  r e fo rm er ,  th e  Radical s t a l w a r t  

John Bright  had proposed th e  c r e a t i o n  ( o r  r e c r e a t io n )  o f  a yeomanry. 

However* during  the  a g r i c u l t u r a l  d ep re s s io n  o f  the  1870s th e  Chamber!ain- 

i t e s  had spurned the  romanticism o f  a  'back to  th e  lan d '  movement, 
and concen tra ted  on a t t a c k s  on pr im ogenitu re  and p e r s i s t e n t  anachronisms 
l i k e  se t t lem en t  and e n t a i l .  The p o i n t  o f  l i b e r a t i n g  land was to  make 
i t  a  commodity which one cou ld  openly buy and s e l l  l i k e  any o ther ,

Radical  c a l l s  f o r  Free Land and Free Labour were designed t o  appeal t o  
t h e  en la rged  e l e c t o r a t e ,

In  The Radical Programme, a  com pila t ion  o f  a r t i c l e s  published 

in  1885, Chamberlain and h i s  c lose  a s s o c i a t e ,  th e  a g ra r i a n  lo b b y is t  
J e s s e  C o l l in gs ,  s t r e s s e d  t h e  l i n k  between r u ra l  depopulation and urban 

problems t ime and a g a in .  Given the  power o f  the  landowning c l a s s  in  
1885, s t i l l  cons iderab le  s o c i a l l y  i f  l e s s  so p o l i t i c a l l y ,  making more 

lan d  a v a i l a b l e  was e a s i e r  s a i d  than  done.  However, from 1883 onwards,

' C o l l ing s  moved towards B r i g h t ' s  o r i g in a l  plan* and intended to  make i t  
a r e a l i t y  v i a  the  ex tens ion  o f  small h o ld in g s ,

According to  C o l l ing s ,  the  c r e a t i o n  o f  a new peasantry  would 
so lv e  urban problems of low wages, pauperism* unemployment and housing 
s h o r t a g e s . ^  The slogan ' t h r e e  acres '  end a cow' summed up the  appeal 
t o  th e  ' c o u n t ry '  vote* the  ru ra l  e l e c t o r s  newly enfranchised  by the  

Reform Act o f  1884, To c r e a t e  more small h o ld e r s ,  loca l  a u t h o r i t i e s  
would have t o  be empowered t o  a p p ro p r i a te  l a n d , t o  be ren ted  to  farm 

la b o u re r s ,  s u b je c t  to  the payment o f  f a i r  compensation, This was the  
type  of land reform Harcourt was to  champion in h is  Smallholdings and 
Allotments B i l l  o f  1907,

f c —  ■  J L * . . . .  Aw  S f c . d i f c  . . »  ,     . . .  .



By then ,  'Radical Joe '  and Col l in g s  were in the Conservat ive 

camp, and Harcourt  was able  to  c i t e  t h e i r  own arguments a g a in s t  them. 

Desp i te  h is  general  avers ion  to  S t a t e  in te r v e n t io n ,  Harcourt  did not ob­

j e c t  to  the  ex tens ion  of the  powers o f  a u t h o r i t i e s  involved in 

h i s  and C o l l i n g ' s  p roposa ls .  The i arence of  emphasis lay  in the  
s ta tu e  o f  th e  new small h o ld e r s .  Despite  the  p r ide  o f  ownership harped 

on by Conservat ives  in t h e i r  land schemes, Harcourt did not  regard  
purchase as e s s e n t i a l  or even d e s i r a b l e ,  because i t  might lead  to  a p ro­

l i f e r a t i o n  o f  d e b t . ^

Despi te  the  Whiggish in f luence  of  h i s  f a t h e r ,  Harcourt  

g rad u a l ly  absorbed Radical ideas during the  1880s, p a r t i c u l a r l y  those  

r e l a t i n g  to  t a x a t i o n .  Radicals  did n o t  only view th e  land  as something

t o  be worked: i t  a l s o  rep resen ted  an important  source o f  S t a t e  revenue 
v ia  t a x a t i o n .  Tax on income could a l s o  be increased .  P r e c i s e ly  when 
Harcourt  was converted to  the  idea o f  graduated t a x a t io n ,  p ropor t iona l  

to  income,is  u n c e r t a in .  This was one o f  the  reforms advocated in the  
Radical Programme, and 'Lulu '  t r i e d  t o  get  h i s  f a t h e r  to  in co rp o ra te  t h i s  

t a x  in  the  Budget f o r  1894/95.

S i r  William in c l in ed  towards land t a x a t io n .  In October 1885, 

p r i o r  t o  becoming Chancellor  o f  the Exchequer f o r  the  f i r s t  t im e,  he 
s t a t e d  t h a t  'my d i s p o s i t io n  i s  r a t h e r  towards a property  tax  than i n -  

c reased  burdens on income' .  The p a r t i c u l a r  d i r e c t  tax  he was t o  support  
was graduated death d u t ie s  on e s t a t e s .  He subsequently  endorsed the 

argument o f  Sydney Buxton in h i s  A Handbook t o  the  Death D u t i e s , pub­
l i s h e d  in 1890, t h a t  such d u t ie s  would not  adverse ly  a f f e c t  na t ional  
p r o d u c t i v i t y , ' a n d  t h a t  the  revenue would make the  a b o l i t io n  o f  o ther  
tax e s  p o s s i b l e . ^

Graduated t ax a t io n  on land o r  income in f a c t  ran con tra ry  

to  th e  Gladstonian  notion of  f i s c a l  e q u i ty ,  but  Chamberlain even tua l ly  
managed to convince the  Grand Old Man^ t h a t  t h i s  was an accep tab le  
p r i n c i p l e .  During h is  o f f i c i a l  c a ree r  Harcourt  was to  show g r e a t e r  

awareness (n o t  synonymous with approval) than h is  f a t h e r  of  the  uses to  
which the new revenue from increased d i r e c t  t a x a t io n  could be pu t .  As 
Gladstonian ' e c o n o m is t s ' ,  both valued i t  as a means of avoiding the 
c lu tch e s  of th e  bogey of  deb t ,  via  S t a t e  borrowing.



By c o n t r a s t ,  'Radical  Joe '  and h is  cohorts  sought to  use the  

revenue to  f inance more S t a t e  i n t e r v e n t i o n ,  in  the  i n t e r e s t s  of  

' n a t i o n a l  e f f i c ie n c y " ,  Chamberla in 's  id eas  had a lready been r e a l i z e d  in 

co n c re te  form i n  Birmingham, where slums had been c le a re d  and shops, 

o f f i c e s  and corporate  b u i ld ing s  had sprung up in t h e i r  p la c e .  The 

o b j e c t  now was to export  what has d ispa rag in g ly  been descr ibed  as 
'm unicipal  S t a l i n i s m '^  to  the  r e s t  o f  the  n a t io n .  Nor was the  focus 

o f  a t t e n t i o n  purely domestic,  The Radical Programme dec la red  t h a t  any 

read jus tm ent  o f  local r a t e s  would be ' incom ple te '  without i  thorough 

in q u i r y  in to  the  incidence o f  Imperial t a x a t io n  as w e l l .

This a n t i c ip a te d  the  c rusade f o r  the  reform o f  domestic  and 

Imperia l  f i s c a l  po l icy  launched by Chamberlain in 1903, However th e  
more immediate funct ion  o f  The Radical Programme was to  p re s e n t  an a l t e r ­

n a t iv e  t o  'faddism' o r  ' i s s u e '  p o l i t i c s  and pervas ive  s o c i a l i s t  id e a s .  
Four y e a r s  a f t e r  the p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  The Radical Programme S i r  William 

made h i s  sta tement  t h a t  'We a re  a l l  S o c i a l i s t s  now', bu t  n e i t h e r  the  
G ladston ians  nor the  Chamberla inites  were r e a l l y  prepared to  accep t  
t h e  s o lu t io n s  advocated by the  S o c i a l i s t s .  Cei l ings  and Harcourt  would 

have no t ruck  with the  land  n a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  proposed by A lfred  Wallace, 

where t e n a n ts  would hold land owned by th e  S t a t e .

The land reforms contemplated by the  Liberal  l e a d e r s  in  
1855 were in f a c t  comparatively modera te .  Very i n f l u e n t i a l  in  r e a l l y  

advanced Radical c i r c l e s  a t  t h a t  time was the  ' s i n g l e  t a x '  idea o f  the  
American economist Henry George. He was o to u r  B r i ta in  f i v e  t im es ,  
and had a l ready  made two v i s i t s ,  during 1881-2, and 1884. His Progress  

and Poverty ,  published in  1879, made a deep impression on would-be 

land  reform ers ,  Henry George argued t h a t  only one t ax  was necessary :  
a land tax which siphoned o f f  'unearned inc rem en t ' .  This was the  i n ­
c re a se  in  the  value of  land a r i s i n g  from the increased p r o s p e r i ty  o f  the  
community as a whole.

The taxa t ion  o f  'unearned increment '  was to  form the 
t h e o r e t i c a l  bas is  of Lloyd George's f i s c a l  planning in the  next cen tury ,  
ard  was f i e r c e l y  r e s i s t e d  by th e  property-owning c la s s .  Chamberlain 
saw George's  proposal as a 'd ram a t ic '  and 'a la rm ing '  remedy fo r  the  
sake o f  only 'p roblematic  ga in '  The Radical chal lenge to  his



leadersh ip  perturbed  Gladstone.  As Cooke and Vincent show in  t h e i r  

study of the p o l i t i c a l  even ts  of 1885-86 ,^  Gladstone committed h i s  

p a r ty  to Home Rule f o r  the  I r i sh p a r f c ly a s  a t a c t i c a l  coun te r  to  Radical 

p res su re ,  in a d d i t io n  to  h i s  growing personal conv ic t ion  t h a t  t h i s  was 

the  only ' j u s t '  p o l ic y  to  adopt .

With Gladstone backing the pol icy  of Home Rule, Harcour t  was 

one c f  i t s  fe rven t  s u p p o r te r s .  He deeply admired and reve red  th e  

GOM of B r i t i sh  p o l i t i c s ,  whom a l l  fac t io ns  of the  Liberal  P a r ty  r e ­
spected ,  whatever they  thought  of h is  p o l i c i e s .  In H arco u r t f s  c a s e ,  i t  

was not a quest ion o f  worship from a f a r :  he was a member o f  t h e  in n e r  

c i r c l e ,  s o c ia l ly  i f  not  p o l i t i c a l l y .  At one -of the  sm all ,  p r i v a t e  

d inners  held a t  10 Downing S t r e e t ,  the  only o ther  g u e s t ,  a p a r t  from '  

'L u l u ' ,  was S i r  Algernon West, Gladstone 's  former p r i v a t e  s e c r e t a r y ,  
Gladstone was the h o s t ,  and His m  and Mrs Drew, h is  s i s t e r  and 

daughter r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  were a l s o  p resen t .

I t  was n o t  j u  " t h a t  Harcourt was the son o f  one o f  the  

Government's lead ing  s ta tesm en:  h is  wide range of  i n t e r e s t s  made him an 
i n t e r e s t i n g ,  s o u g h t - a f t e r  g u e s t .  Along with leading f i g u r e s  o f  th e  

day, the  Harcourts would a l s o  occas ional ly  make the  t r i p  down to  
Hawarden, G lads tone 's  sumptuous country r e t r e a t .  Unlike h i s  son*

S i r  William w&s l e s s  w i l l i n g  to  l in k  the Liberal Pa r ty  with  Home Rule, 
but  eventual ly  grudgingly  accepted i t  as an unpleasant  p o l i t i c a l  neces-  

s i t y ,  Yet, when the  general  e l e c t i o n  began on 22 November 1885* t h e  
Prime Minister  had n o t  y e t  f i rm ly  committed himself  to  Home Rule.

Chamberlain was s t i l l  the most ser ious source o f  o p p o s i t io n  
with in  the Liberal Par ty  t o  Home Rule. As Harcourt noted in  h i s  journa l  
on 9 December, in  th e  midst  o f  the  e le c t io n ,  ' J o e '  knew a Home Rule
scheme was ' i n  the  a i r ' . Chamberlain had been on the  a l e r t  s in c e  mid- 
October, in his  correspondence with the prominent Radical MR and jo u rna ­
l i s t  Henry Labouchbre, who informed him t h a t  ' th e  game of  th e  GOM i s  
to  endeavour to u n i t e  the  Par ty  on I r i s h  L e g i s l a t i o n ' . ^  During t h i s  

c r i t i c a l  period Herbert  Gladstone was as ac t ive  on beha l f  of  h i s  f a t h e r  
as 'Lulu' was for  S i r  William in 1894.

With the  connivance of Wemyss'Reid, the  ant i -Chamberla in  
e d i t o r  of the Leeds_Mercury, Gladstone jun io r  leaked the  p a r t i a l l y - f o rm e d
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i n t e n t io n s  of  h i s  f a t h e r  apropos I re land  to  the  p re s s  on 17 December,

two days before  p o l l i n g  ended, The ‘Hawarden K i t e ' , ,  as t h i s  episode

became known, had f a r - r e a c h in g  e f f e c t s .  Apart  from a c c e l e r a t in g  the

*G0H in the  d i r e c t i o n  of Home Rule, i t  handed th e  p o l i t i c a l  i n i t i a t i v e  
3 7

back to  him. Any hopes Chamberlain e n t e r t a i n e d  o f  tak ing  over control  

o f  the  d i r e c t i o n  o f  pa r ty  p o l icy  were des t royed .

The ’ k i t e '  obl iged L ibe ra ls  to  tak e  s i d e s ,  e i t h e r  f o r  or  
a g a in s t  the  p re s e rv a t io n  o f  the  Union, but  d id  n o t  m a t e r i a l l y  a f f e c t  the  

outcome of the  e l e c t i o n  i t s e l f .  The L ib e ra l s  were re tu rned  to  o f f i c e  

l a r g e ly  because o f  the  ru ra l  v o te ,  p a r t l y  j u s t i f y i n g  th e  slogan ' t h r e e  
ac re s  and a cow',  a lthough an unconvinced urban e l e c t o r a t e  tended to 

vo te  Conservat ive.  The 'mud c a b in 1, o r  I r i s h  p e asa n t ,  vote  had re turned  

e ig h ty - s ix  P a r n e l l i t e s  to  the  Commons, p lac ing  th e  ba lance  o f  power in  
th e  hands o f  t h e i r  l e a d e r  because of  th e  evenly matched s t r e n g th  o f  the  
two major p a r t i e s .

More than ever  th e  L ib e ra l s  needed th e  I r i s h  v o te ,  and Home 

Rule was th e  way o f  ob ta in ing  i t .  Chamberlain had no i l l u s i o n s  about 
th e  w i l l in g ness  o f  the  m ajo r i ty  o f  the  pa r ty  to  fo l lo w  th e  lead  o f  the  

GOM on I r e l a n d ,  As he r u e f u l l y  admitted to  D i lk e ,  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  the  
’k i t e ’ was flown: ’ I fancy t h a t  a l a rg e  number, perhaps th e  m a jo r i ty ,  
o f  L ib e ra l s  w i l l  suppor t  scheme o f  Mr G’s * . ^  Perhaps ,  as 

Michael Barker argues in  Gladstone and Radica l ism , th e  GOM was i n ­
t e r e s t e d  in  so c ia l  reform in  so f a r  as i t  provided a means o f  ’buying’ 

e l e c t o r a l  suppor t  f o r  Home Rule* but  t h i s  g r e a t  (supposedly  unifying) 
i s s u e  s t i l l  came f i r s t  in h i s  schedule o f  reform p r i o r i t i e s .

The same could not  be sa id  o f  S i r  Wil l iam, wnose appointment 
as Chancellor o f  the  Exchequer in the  t h i r d  m in i s t r y  Gladstone formed 
in January 1886 tu rned  "a h igh ly  successful  lawyer who had never been 
q u i t e  a t  home in  c a b in e t  p o l i t i c s  in to  a major L ibe ra l  s t a te sm an ’ . ^  

During the to r tu o u s  p o l i t i c a l  manoeuvring preceding the  momentous s p l i t  
of th e  Liberal Pa r ty  Chamberlain and he shared a mutual lack  o f  enthu­
siasm f o r  Home Rule,  but  not the  same a t t i t u d e  to  reform "programmes'.
S i r  Wil l iam's  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy always remained a s imple ,  oppor tun is­
t i c  one. Like 'L abby ' ,  as Labouch&re was c a l l e d ,  he found i t  'a  good 
deal e a s i e r  to  a t t a c k  than promulgate a programme' ,  and was q u i te  
con ten t  to 'mark t im e '  and w a i t  fo r  'something to  tu rn  up'



During h is  p ub l ic  c a re e r  Harcourt  emulated S i r  Wil l iam's  

s e l e c t i v e  and o p p o r tu n is t i c  approach to  reform. But he did not 

im i ta te  the ab ras ive  t a c t i c s  used by ' jumbo1, as S i r  W il l iam 's  co l ­

leagues nicknamed him, due to  h is  tendency to  trample  o t h e r s '  opinions 

underfoot.  S i r  William once remarked t h a t  he always knew when his son 
was becoming angry - he grew more incoheren t ,  Whereas Harcourt  s e n io r  

enjoyed verbal t u s s l e s ,  'L u lu 1 p re fe r r e d  persuasion and log ic  to force  
m je u m .  As Chief  Whip A.C.Murray remarked in 1910, he did  not t r y  t o  

impose his  w i l l  in any arguments.

Diplomacy i s  an important  q u a l i t y  f o r  a p o l i t i c i a n ,  and Har- 

, c o u r t  was nothing i f  not  d ip lo m a t ic ,  even before  he took o f f i c e .  I t  

was not  a case  of  the  pupil o u t s t r ip p in g  the t e a c h e r ;  i f  anything,  

Harcourt ‘s low-key approach may have been developed p a r t i a l l y  as a 
response to  th e  obviously unsuccessful  madwa opemzmK of  h i s  overbearing 
f a t h e r . ^  in  h i s  q u i e t  suave way Harcourt  made many f r i e n d s ,  and b u i l t  

up an i n t r i c a t e  network o f  p o l i t i c a l  co n tac ts  from both th e  Liberal and 
Conservative camps. As a perusal  o f  h i s  papers makes c l e a r ,  Harcourt 
was a lso  very fond of i n t r i g u e  and manipulat ion.

He t i r e l e s s l y  observed p o l i t i c a l  t rends  and e v en ts ,  and noted 
them in h is  a l l -encompassing j o u r n a l .  Harcourt  was soon to  be given th e  
chance to  u t i l i z e  h is  t a l e n t s  t o  th e  advantage of  the  L iberal  Pa r ty ,  but  
fo r  the moment, in  e a r l y  1886, he continued to  devote h imself  e x c lu s iv e ly  
to  the  a s s i s t a n c e  of S i r  William a t  the  Treasury.  Gladstone was d e l i g h t ­
ed by his new C h a n ce l lo r ' s  headlong a s s a u l t  on ' p r o f l i g a t e  e x p e n d i tu r e ' . 

Ripon, then F i r s t  Lord o f  the  A dm ira l i ty ,  and Campbell-Bannerman, who was 
serving his  f i r s t  term in a L iberal  Cabinet a t  th e  War O f f i c e ,d id  not  
share  'Jumbo's de terminat ion  to  lop £3 000 000 o f f  the  annual s e rv ice  
es t im ates ,  ^

The prime bone of con ten t ion  with in  the  Cabinet was, however, 
the Home Rule B i l l  devised by Gladstone.  Undeterred by Chamberlain 's 
opposi t ion ,  Gladstone presen ted  h is  f i r s t  Home Rule B i l l  to  the Commons 
on 8 April 1886. A fte r  two weeks of  f i e r y  debate,  the  B i l l  was defea ted  
on Second Reading by 343-313. X ine ty - th ree  Liberal  MPs voted a g a in s t  i t .  
Gladstone d isso lved  Parl iament  on 26 June,  hoping to  get  publ ic  endorse-  
ment of his I r i s h  po l icy .  This time h is  appeal to  the na t ion  f a i l e d :  

in the  ensuing e le c t io n  the  L ib e ra ls  were heavily  defea ted .
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A t o t a l  of  316 Conservat ive/Unionist  MPs were re tu rn ed ,  

opposed by 191 Gladstonian L iberals  and 85 P a r n e l l I t e s *  The Conser­

v a t iv e s  were l e f t  with a c l e a r  m ajor i ty  o f  118 s e a t s ,  because when 

Chamberlain seceded from the Liberal P a r ty ,  he took 78 L iberal  Unionists 

along with him, Hart ington and the Whigs were amongst th o se  who had 

l e f t  th e  L ibera l  Par ty  over I re land .  The Liberal  Pa r ty  had now been 

• p u r i f i e d '  o f  an t i -G lads ton ian  elements.  But,  as Labouchfere pointed out 

to  Herber t  Gladstone in August: ‘Your f a t h e r  has c r e a t e d  an I r i s h  Home 

Rule Party* and i t  w i l l  f a l l  to  pieces i f  the  p r i n c i p l e  o f  Home Rule be 

not m a in ta in ed 1

Labouch&re in f a c t  welcomed th e  s p l i t  over  Home Rule as a 
means o f  r a d i c a l i z i n g  the  Liberal Pa r ty .  He had no t  expected  Chamber- 

l a i n  t o  a c t  ' t h e  p a r t  o f  a Conservative j acka l  . . .  l e a d in g  men in to  a 
Whig c a v e ' b u t  now the  b a t t l e  l i n e s  were c l e a r l y  drawn. The most pro-  

g re s s ive  elements i n  the  Liberal Party  tended to  remain w ith  Gladstone.
In th e  course  o f  h i s  work f o r  the  Party  during the  p o s t - 1886 per iod ,  
Harcourt  was t o  absorb more Radical id e a s .  Even h i s  f a t h e r ,  the 
Whiggish ' e l d e r  s ta tesm an '  l e f t  behind by Har t ing ton  and h i s  fo l low ers ,  
began toy ing  with Radical ideas h imself .  But to  implement any re form s, 

the  L ib e r a l s  would have to  be r e - e l e c te d .

I I I

As Labouchfere pointed out t o  Herbert  G lads tone ,  th e  Liberal 
Party was now in e x t r i c a b ly  l inked with the  po l icy  of  Home Rule fo r  the  

I r i sh*  This was by no means the only reform contemplated by Liberal 
p o l i t i c i a n s .  The growing preoccupation of the  new g e n e ra t io n  of Liberal

p o l i t i c i a n s  l i k e  Asquith ,  Haldane and Campbell-Bannerman with socia l  
reform emphasized t h a t  the  Liberal Party was looking t o  the  fu tu re .
But Home Rule was th e  pol icy  which had led  to  the  L ibe ra l  de fea t  a t  the  
p o l l s .  And i t  was t h i s  very same issue  which dominated Liberal  p o l i t i c s  
from 1886-90.

Gladstone argued th a t  Home Rule was the  in d isp en sab le  prelude 
to the implementation of  o ther  domestic reforms. In o t h e r  words, Home 
Rule e f f e c t i v e l y  stood as an obstacle  in the  Way of  a l l  o th e r  r e f o r m s . ^
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They would have t o  wai t  u n t i l  Home Rule had gained the  e l e c t o r s 1 

acceptance  as n a t io n a l  pol icy .  This was the  b as ic  dilemma would-be 

L ibera l  soc ia l  reformers faced during t h i s  p e r io d ,  Radicals  and 

' f a d d i s t s '  of  a l l  types accepted G la d s to n e 's  argument t h a t  Home Rule 

was the  f i r s t  p r i o r i t y  on the agenda o f  reform. This in s i s t e n c e  on 

Home Rule prec luded any r e c o n c i l i a t io n  with th e  L ibe ra l  Unionis ts .

For a while  i t  did seem t h a t  L ibe ra l  reunion  might be p o s s ib l e ,  

because of  the  f r i e n d sh ip  between S i r  Wil l iam and Chamberlain. * Fr iend­

ship  surv ived  p o l i t i c a l  and ideologica l  d i f f e r e n c e s  t o  a g r e a t e r  e x te n t  

than i s  perhaps now the  case in an e ra  o f  p ro fe s s io n a l  ' t o o t h  and claw' 

p o l i t i c s *  Disputes  begun in  the pa r l iam e n ta ry  debat ing  chamber might 

well be s e t t l e d  over  the  dining t a b l e .  Even whi le  he was vacat ing  the  

C h a n ce l lo r ' s  o f f i c i a l  res idence a t  11 Downing S t r e e t ,  S i r  William made i t  

c l e a r  to  Chamberlain t h a t  hfc bore no grudge.  A f te r  a l l , he a t tac k ed  

Hors Rule more f i e r c e l y  Cabinet th&n Chamberlain had ou ts ide

*

I t  was, S i r  William wrote, a t ime f o r  'd ecen t  b; , j 1 1 of the  

dead, and th e re  was no point  in  f i g h t i n g  over  the  ' c o r p s e ' .  In his  

equal ly  c o n c i l i a t o r y  r e p ly ,  Chamberlain suggested t h a t  they meet a t  

d inner  when he came down to  London, where he would in t roduce  h is  son 

Austen t o  'L u l u ' .  This was to be H a rc o u r t ' s  f i r s t  meeting with Austen,Ad
who was about  t o  s e t  out  fo r  a twelve-month s t a y  in  B e r l in .  Although 

by th e  time he took o f f i c e  Harcourt and Austen were on d i f f e r e n t  s id e s  

of th e  p o l i t i c a l  fence ,  they remained on f a i r l y  good terms,  emulating 
the par l iam enta ry  comradeship shown by t h e i r  s e n i o r s .

The s tage  was s e t  fo r  t a l k s  on p o ss ib le  reunion .  As Michael 

Hurst has shown, Chamberlain's in t r a n s ig e n c e  was ev en tu a l ly  too biq a 
s tu rS l in g -b lo ck  t o  overcome, but i n i t i a l l y  the  Harcourts  were very 

o p t im i s t i c .  Writ ing to  his  l i f e - lo n g  t r i e n d  Reginald B r e t t , the fu tu re  

Viscount Esher,  Harcourt  refe rred  to  the  ' r e a l  d e s i r e  fo r  c o n c i l i a t i o n ' . ^  

He did not  play a d i r e c t  ro le  in the  proceedings ,  but  Harcourt  did t r y  
to  stop a f i n a l  breakdown of n eg o t ia t io n s .  John Moriey had been one of 
Chacber la in 's  c l o s e s t  Radical f r i e n d s ,  but  Home Rule had estranged them.

In one of h is  e a r l i e s t  r c le s  as peacemaker, his f i r s t ,
Harcourt brought Morley to  S i r  William's London res idence  a t  Grafton 

S t r e e t  on New Year 's  day 1887. Morley and Chamberlain r a t h e r  awkwardly

"

—  am,#
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exchanged new year  g r e e t in g s ,  but  the  ice  was broken. H arcour t  arranged 

f o r  a round t a b l e  to  be moved in ,  and the  f i r s t  o f f i c i a l  season of  the  

reunion t a l k s  began a couple o f  weeks l a t e r .  Morley, Harcour t  n o t ic ed ,  

was coming to  r e ly  in c re a s in g ly  on S i r  W il l iam 's  ' a b i l i t y  and r e s o u r c e 1', 

while Chamberlain 's subsequent speeches a g a in s t  ' th e  I r i s h m e n ' ( P a r n e l - 
l i t e s )  did l i t t l e  to  help r e e s t a b l i s h  Worley's old f r i e n d s h ip  with 

'Radical  J o e ' / *

By St  V a len t in e 's  day, when the  p ro tagon is t s  were g a th e red  f o r  

d inner  a t  the  house o f  S i r  George Trevelyan ( th e  former I r i s h  S e c re ta ry )  
Morley and Chamberlain were b a re ly  on speaking terms once a g a i n .  The 
former seemed on the p o in t  o f  le a v in g ,  when S i r  Wil l iam's  a r r i v a l  saved 
the s i t u a t i o n .  Harcourt had ob ta ined  an enormous orchid  f o r  h i s  f a t h e r ,  

which he pinned to  h i s  j a c k e t  t o  emphasize h is  ro le  as ' p l e n i p o t e n t i a r y ' .  
There was general l a u g h te r ,  and the  d inner  ended so s u c c e s s f u l l y ,  t h a t  a 

resumption of  formal t a l k s  s t i l l  seemed l i k e l y . ^  But i t  was not  t o  be.  
Soon a f te rw ard s ,  Chamberlain met Harcourt  by chance, and t o l d  him he had 
w r i t t e n  a l e t t e r  which would make h i s  h a i r  ' c u r l ' .

This l e t t e r  was pub l ished  by th e  B a p t i s t , a Nonconformist 
journa l  on 25 February, and v i o l e n t l y  a t tacked  Home Rule. The p o l ic y ,  
Chamberlain argued,  was an o b s ta c le  t o  th e  claims of Welsh Nonconformists ,  
as well  as those  o f  Scots c r o f t e r s  and English a g r i c u l t u r a l  l a b o u r e r s .

He had burnt  h i s  b r idges ,  As he wrote to  Gladstone, ' l e t  us remain
53

f r i e n d s  even i f  i t  i s  out  o f  th e  ques t ion  t h a t  we should be a l l i e s ' .
S i r  William was t i r e d  o f  h i s ,  as he pu t  i t ,  S isyphus- l ike  e f f o r t s ,  and 
his  exaspera ted  l e t t e r  to  Chamberlain evoked the  rep ly  from Highbury 
t h a t  ' I f  t h i s  i s  peace, f r a n k ly  I p r e f e r  war'

While the  Conference wound down towards i t s  a b o r t i v e  conclu-  
s ion ,  the  f i n a l i t y  of  the L ibera l  s p l i t  was confirmed by the  unspor t ing  

developments in  Clubland, The 'Whig Committee' ,  renamed as th e  Eighty
Club in  1881, had passed a r e s o l u t i o n  o f  n e u t r a l i t y  on Home Rule in
1886. But by May 1887 the  Eighty Club had declared in favour  o f  Glad-
s t o n e ' s  I r i s h  po l icy ,  The r e a c t io n  o f  one t h i r d  of i t s  some 240 members
was to  secede cn maoco to a new 'L ib e ra l  Union' Club p res ided  over by 
Hartington .  Brook's ,  not renowned as a bast ion of  advanced L ib e ra l i sm ,  

had a l ready  closed i t s  doors to  Harcourt  and several o the r  e l i g i b l e  
Gladstonians s ince February.



Whatever Harcourt  thought of  t h i s  snub* i t  was considered 
dc rigumr fo r  a gentleman to  belong to  a c lu b ,  and th e re  was 

shor tage  of o thers  to j o i n ,  even before  the  'b lack  l i s t i n g '  w stopped. 

Whether or not he a c t u a l l y  v i s i t e d  them o f t e n ,  Who's Who l i s t e d  him as 

a member of  four clubs during h is  period o f  o f f i c e :  Reform, Devonshire, 

National  Liberal and B a c h e lo r s ' . Yet, d e s p i t e  the  i n t e r n a l  squabbles, 

the  L iberal  Opposition was f a r  from being a spen t  and demoralized fo rce .  

The Liberal  by -e lec t ion  successes  from 1886-92 r e f l e c t e d  th e  e l e c t o r s '  
confidence in the  pa r ty  as a S t i l l  v iab le  fo rc e  in  B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c s .

Despite the  b a t t e r i n g  o f  1886, th e  L iberal  Pa r ty  was s t i l l ,

pending the r i s e  of  Labour, th e  major a l t e r n a t i v e  f o r  an t i -C o n se rv a t iv e
v o te r s  in  what was e f f e c t i v e l y  a two-party  e l e c t o r a l  system. But Liberal

o rgan ize rs  were not  complacent,  and t h e r e  was much reo rg a n iza t io n  within  
th e  p a r ty  on the  local  lev e l  during the  f i n a l  y e a r s  o f  the  decade.

In the  i n t e r e s t s  of g r e a t e r  e l e c t o r a l  e f f i c i e n c y ,  the  o f f i c i a l  Liberal 
Central  Associa t ion,  c o n t r o l l e d  by Chief Whip Arnold Moriey, cooperated

with the  National L iberal  Federa t ion .  The s e c r e t a r y  o f  the  NLF a t  t h i s  
time was the  t i r e l e s s  F ranc is  Schnadhorst .

The NLF occupies a d i s t in g u i s h e d  p lace  in  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  the  
L ibera l  P a r ty ' s  long and symbiotic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with Nonconformity .^  
Within a  few years  of i t s  c r e a t i o n  t h i s  Birmingham b r a in c h i ld  of  Joseph 

Chamberlain was turned i n t o  a na tion-wide  network,  with th e  help o f  

a s s o c i a t e s  l ik e  Dilke and Morley* NLF o rg a n iz a t io n  was modelled on t h a t  
Of the  Conservative Centra l  Off ice  and American p a r ty  caucuses ,  and the 
rap id  growth of the  f e d e r a t i o n  was i n d ic a t i v e  o f  th e  growing power of  
m idd le -c lass  Nonconformity. The growing in f lu e n ce  o f  the  NLF made the  
s a t i s f a c t i o n  of  Nonconformist demands c r u c i a l  f o r  the  L iberal  Par ty .

Gladstone descr ibed  Nonconformity as the  'backbone' o f  
B r i t i s h  Liberalism. Radical Nonconformity was an important  source of 
L iberal  parl iamentary support  in the  post-1886 pe r iod .  Labelled as 
D issen te rs  during the Eighteenth  Century, th e  members o f  non-Anglican 
P r o t e s t a n t  churches were commonly r e f e r r e d  to  as Nonconformists by the 
next c e n t u r y . ^  Nonconformists wanted reform of  l i c e n s in g ,  recogni t ion  
of  s e c t a r i a n  re l ig io us  teach ing  in schoo ls ,  and* in Wales, the  with­

drawal o f  S ta te  subs id ies  to  the  E s tab l i shed  (Anglican) Church. Non­
conformist  influence in the  NLF meant t h a t  th e  f e d e ra t io n  a t tached  g rea t  
importance to these i s s u e s .



The L iberal  Pa r ty  championed these  Nonconformist causes 

d esp i te  the preoccupation with Home Rule, and the  NLF remained c lo s e l y  

l inked  to i t .  In September 1886 Schnadhorst  underl ined  th e  growing 

power and independence of  the  NLF by moving i t s  headquarte rs  from 
Birmingham to London, a l though the  f in a l  break with Chamberlain came 

only in April 1837, I t  was a l s o  in l a t e  1886 t h a t  Schnadhorst decided 

to  do away with the  i n e f f e c t u a l  London and Counties Liberal  Union. In 

p lace  of  the  LGLU, he c re a te d  a Home Counties D iv is ion .  I t  began to  

opera te  in Ju ly  1887,

Harcourt  gained h i s  f i r s t  p ra c t ic a l  experience  o f  p a r ty  
o rgan iza t ion  during h i s  term as  Honorary Sec re ta ry  o f  t h i s  new d i v i s i o n ,  

which he jo ined  soon a f t e r  i t s  in ce p t io n .^ *  P a r t  o f  h i s  d u t i e s  inc luded
drawing up schedules f o r  p u b l ic  appearances o f  leading  L ibera l  p o l i t i -

c ians  l i k e  John Morley who j o c u l a r l y  complained t h a t  'L u lu '  was a s l a v e  
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d r iv e r .  Another fu n c t io n  was th e  c o l l e c t io n  of monies in  th e  form o f  

su b sc r ip t io n s ,  and t h i s  led  to  a s l i g h t  uoKtrrtcwpe with a f u t u r e  Prime 
M inis te r .  The S p e c ta to r , a U n ion is t  f r e e  "trade weekly, was th e  f i r s t
newspaper to  de sc r ib e  Rosebery as  a poss ib le  successo r  of  William Glad- 
s tone .  '

Rosebery c e r t a i n l y  seemed to  have a dazz l ing  p o l i t i c a l  f u t u r e  
in  prospect ,  In 1889, when Harcour t  wrote to  Rosebery, s i x t e e n  

years  separa ted th e  two men. At 42, Rosebery was a seasoned p o l i t i c i a n ,  
who had a lready served in  L ib e ra l  Governments as Lord Privy S e a l ,  and 
as Foreign Sec re ta ry .  The c o n t r a s t  with th e  s t i l l  r e l a t i v e l y  ' raw ' 
newcomer to  the  Home Counties D ivis ion  was a l l  too e v iden t .  But a l l  
t h i s  made l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n c e  to  Harcour t ,  who had presumably a l r e a d y  met 
him while the  l a t t e r  se rved  S i r  William as  Under Sec re ta ry  a t  the  Home 
Office from 1881-83. H&rcourt saw no recson why His Lordship should not 
pay h is  sub sc r ip t ion  o f  150 l i k e  everybody e l s e .

In h is  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  p o l i t e  but  pointed way Harcourt  r e -  
proached Rosebery f o r  h is  d e r e l i c t i o n  of h is  f i n a n c ia l  d u t ie s  as Chairman 
of the  London County Council .  He reminded him t h a t  the  NLF with 

i t s  inf luence among the  m e rc a n t i l e  c l a s s ,  had done a g rea t  deal to  secure  
t h i s  post f o r  Rosebery, and t h a t  the  Committee (of  the Home Counties 
Division) f e l t  he should pay h i s  su b sc r ip t io n  a t  once, as a atmo gwa npN



f o r  i t s  r e t e n t i o n ? 0 Rosebery was not  swayed by th e  e a rn e s tn e s s  o f  his  

young correspondent:  he professed  himself  unaware o f  any o b l ig a t io n  to  

pay an annual s u b s c r i p t i o n  to  th e  Home Counties D iv i s io n ,  although he 

admit ted t h a t  he had made an occasional  doaat&M a s  P r e s id e n t  o f  t h a t  

so c i e ty .

*1 u n d e r s t a n d ' ,  he s a r c a s t i c a l l y  added, ' I  have long ceased to  

be t h a t ' .  However he would consider  sending a small sum in  stamps a s  a 
token of  h i s  ' c o n s t a n t  good w l l l * . ^  Harcourt had n o t  barga ined  fo r  so 

summary a d ism is sa l  o f  h i s  r e q u e s t ,  and wrote back exp re ss in g  the  'd i s~  
appointment and r e g r e t '  o f  th e  Committee, ' i n t e n s i f i e d  by the  lev ity  of  
the  tone employed by %our L o rd sh ip ' .  There i s  no f u r t h e r  re fe rence  to  the 

a f f a i r  in  th e  Harcour t  Papers ,  and so i t  can only be guessed how i t  

ended. Rosebery was probably  as good as h is  word, and s e n t  t h e  stamps! A 
few y e a rs  l a t e r  they  had f a r  more se r ious  grounds f o r  disagreement,  but  
t h i s  i s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  how s e r i o u s l y  'L u lu '  took h is  work 
f o r  th e  f e d e r a t i o n .

Desp i te  h i s  v a r io u s  s e c r e t a r i a l  t a s k s ,  Harcour t  found time to  

accompany S i r  Wil l iam on h i s  excursions to  th e  C on t in en t ,  T h e i r  usual 
d e s t in a t io n s  were France and Germany, where t h e  ag ing  S i r  William was 
wont to  cons «lt a  Wiesbaden o c u l i s t  about h i s  e y e s i g h t .  He was growing 
more and more r e l i a n t  on 'L u l u ' ,  end never grew t i r e d  o f  hear ing  o the rs  -  1 

John Morley * s in g  h i s  s o n ' s  p r a i s e s .  The w in te r s  sp e n t  a t  Madeira dur­
ing h i s  youth as  a cure  f o r  h i s  lung t rouble  had undoubtedly done Har­
c o u r t  much good, but  h i s  h e a l t h  remained d e l i c a t e ,  S i r  William was in  
no hurry  t o  see  him e n t e r  Par l iam ent ,  so the  H a rc o u r t s '  domestic  rou t ine  
remained unchanged. But on th e  p o l i t i c a l  f r o n t  t h e r e  was a s t a t e  of  
turmoil  due t o  an unexpected cawao cd Z d W ,

The I r i s h  N a t io n a l i s t  O'Shea decided to  end h i s  marriage of 
convenience, and f i l e d  a s u i t  f o r  divorce c i t i n g  h i s  c h i e f  Charles Par­
ne l l  as co -responden t .  A s t a r t l e d  public  found out  about  the  long 
l i a i s o n  between Pa rne l l  and Mrs O'Shea fo r  the  f i r s t  t im e .  Parnel l  
t r i e d  t o  play down th e  scanda l ,  but  he was now to  s u f f e r  the  f a t e  of  so 
many o th e r  p o l i t i c i a n s  whose p r iv a te  l iv e s  have, by some mischance, be­
come the  o b jec t  o f  pub l ic  s c r u t in y  and censure, In November 1890 he 

was found g u i l t y .  S i r  William was not as e n t h u s i a s t i c  about  Home Rule



as his son, and he had a low opinion o f  Parnel l.

S i r  William welcomed the scandal as a p r e t e x t  f o r  sever ing  the  

Liberal  P a r t y ’s l i n k s  with a man whom, he wrote to  h i s  w ife ,  he had-had 

the  p leasure  o f  never  shaking hands. I n i t i a l l y  Gladstone maintained 

t h a t  t h i s  was a m a t te r  to  be s e t t l e d  by the  I r i s h  themselves,  and t h a t  

i t  was not h i s  t a s k  to  pronounce moral judgements. But, as the  Harcourt  

journal  t e s t i f i e s ,  i t  became d i f f i c u l t  to  remain im par t ia l  because of  

th e  r i s i n g  groundswel1 o f  a n t i - P a r n e l l  f e e l in g  in  the  Commons. Whatever 

Harcourt  thought  o f  P a r n e l l ,  he c l e a r l y  regarded him as a p o l i t i c a l  
l i a b i l i t y  f o r  t h e  L iberal  P a r ty ,

In a note  t o  Ripon, he commented t h a t :

The rage and d e s p a i r  o f  our p a r ty  i s  beyond a l l  
words, I have f l e d  from th e  lobby as  I can s tand  
i t  no lo n g er  I b e l ieve  t h a t  t h i s  must des t roy  

our  chances a t  the  E lec t ion  whenever i t  c o m e s ,^

Harcourt  t h e r e f o r e  a lmost  c e r t a i n l y  approved o f  th e  determined e f f o r t s  
o f  John Morley and S i r  William t o  g e t  Gladstone t o  make a d e c la ra t io n  
a g a in s t  P a r n e l l ,  F i n a l l y , t h e  GOM did consent  to  the  p u b l ic a t io n  o f  a 
l e t t e r  t o  Morley in  which Gladstone s t a t e d  t h a t  P a r n e l l ’s r e t e n t io n  o f  
the  N a t io n a l i s t  l e a d e r s h ip  might r e s u l t  in  ’consequences d i s a s t ro u s  
in  th e  h ighes t  d e g re e ’ t o  th e  I r i s h  cause ,

This a ssu red  the  p o l i t i c a l  demise o f  P a r n e l l ,  although he 
continued to  f i g h t  f o r  th e  I r i s h  l ead e rsh ip  r i g h t  up to  h i s  death in 
October 1891, C o in c id e n ta l ly ,  but  sym bo l ica l ly ,  t h i s  was the  very 
same month t h a t  a new phase o f  Liberal  p o l icy  was ushered in a t  New­
c a s t l e .  The new programme unveiled  h e re ,  a t  the  annual meeting o f  the  
NLF, i l l u s t r a t e d  th e  Liberal  l e a d e r s ’ awareness t h a t  new planks were 
needed in the  p a r ty  p la t fo rm ,  I re land  was not  f o r g o t t e n ,  but in the  
’catch a l l ’ s o - c a l l e d  Omnibus Resolution ’f a d d i s t ’ Nonconformist pro­
posals  j o s t l e d  s ide  by s ide  with Radical reforms deal ing  with land 

ownership and the  f r a n c h i s e .



Among the  land and tax  reforms proposed in t h i s  mixed bag 

were repeal  o f  the  laws of  primogeniture and e n t a i l ,  freedom of s a l e  

and t r a n s f e r ,  ' j u s t '  t ax a t io n  of  land va lues  and ground r e n t s ,  and 

compensation t o  town and country t en an ts  fo r  'd i s tu rb a n c e  and improve­

m en ts ' .  Also advocated was t ax a t io n  of  mining r o y a l t i e s ,  and ' j u s t '  

d iv i s io n  of  r a t e s  between owner and occup ie r .  Other reforms Wanted were 

ex tens ion  o f  th e  Fac tory  Acts,  a ' f r e e  B reak fas t  T a b l e ' ,  d i s e s ta b l i sh m e n t ,  
and enfranchisement  o f  l easeho lds .  The announcement of  t h i s  reform 

programme came a t  an opportune moment f o r  Harcourt  h im se l f .

By 1891, h i s  o rgan iza t iona l  e f f o r t s  f o r  a f e d e r a t i o n  with which 

h is  f a t h e r  had become d i s i l l u s io n e d ,  placed him in  a r a t h e r  inv id ious  

p o s i t io n .  Both Morley and S i r  William had become t i r e d  o f  d e fe r r in g  to  
the  wishes o f  t h e  ' p r o v i n c i a l s '  from th e  NLF. S i r  William regarded the  
a t tendance  o f  L ibera l  par l iam entary  l e a d e r s  a t  NLF meetings as a 'bore  
and a m is take '*  He saw no po in t  in  being an 'o rn am en ta l '  f i g u re  who had 

to  make s h o r t  'ornamental  speeches '  o f  seemingly ephemeral b e n e f i t  V 
the  L ibera l  P a r t y ' s  i n t e r e s t s .

Gladstone even allowed NLF S e c re ta ry  Francis  Schnadhorst  to  

draw up l i s t s  o f  s u i t a b l e  (and u n s u i t a b le )  speech t o p i c s ,  and 
S i r  William frowned on such encroachments by an e x t r a -p a r l ia m en ta ry  
caucus.  I n t e r f e r e n c e  in  policy-making was anathema: when Schnadhorst 
moved an unauthorized  re s o lu t io n  on Welsh D ises tab l ishm ent  s h o r t l y  a f t e rct
h is  r e tu r n  from South Africa  in  mid-1890, S i r  William r e a c te d  v i o l e n t l y .  
While Harcourt  t r i e d  t o  mediate, h i s  f a t h e r  and Morley bombarded the  
r a p i d l y - f a i l i n g  Schnadhorst with rec r im in a to ry  l e t t e r s .  Even a f t e r  t h i s  
summer storm blew o v e r ,  S i r  William remained convinced t h a t  the  key to  
L iberal  e l e c t o r a l  success  was ' d e f i n i t e  a c t i o n '  in t h e  Commons r a t h e r  
than p rov inc ia l  'excu rs ions  and a la ru m s ' ,

S t i l l  h e av i ly  influenced by h i s  f a t h e r ,  i t  seems u n l ik e ly  t h a t  
Harcourt  c o n t r ib u te d  much to  S i r  W il l iam 's  d r i f t  away from 'Whiggish' 

from December 1890 onwards. S i r  William began to  cooper­
a te  more c lo s e ly  with Labouch&re, the acknowledged spokesman fo r  the  
small but agg ress ive  band of  'extreme'  Radical MPs. But t h i s  should not 

be mistaken f o r  commitment to  Radicalism, Michael B arker 's
study o f  Gladstone and Radicalism c l e a r l y  i n d ic a te s  t h a t  S i r  William 

was something o f  a p o l i t i c a l  o p p o r tu n is t :  Gardiner shows t h a t  he was
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e s s e n t i a l l y  a Whig. Hence h is  c l o s e r  a s s o c i a t i o n  with Radicalism 

was r a t h e r  suspec t .  Michael Barker might be r i g h t  in suggest ing t h a t  

th e  motive was simply p o l i t i c a l  s e l f - p r e s e r v a t i o n .

To remain dc f a c to  pa r l iam en ta ry  l e a d e r  of  the  L ib e ra l s ,  in

th e  in c re a s in g ly  f requen t  absence o f  G lads tone ,  S i r  William needed to  

show t h a t  he knew where the  Liberal  P a r ty  was going. Yet d e sp i te  h is  

new concern to  give the Party a p ro g re s s iv e  image* he was s t i l l  not  a 

member o f  th e  'advanced' wing o f  the  P a r t y . ^  Neither  he nor h is  son 
a l ig n e d  themselves with .the Radical advocates  o f  'n a t io na l  e f f i c i -  

ency* rep resen ted  by Richard Haldane and h i s  c i r c l e  now t h a t  the  

Chamber!aini tes  had l e f t  the  Liberal  P a r ty .  Social  reform was the 
u n iv e r s a l  t o p ic  a t  Radical w a te r in g -h o le s  l i k e  the  Eighty Club and the  
Reform Club.

Again* i t  i s  not  g r e a t l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  S i r  William spoke a t  
t l  ,ghty Club on several  occas ions ,  and was l a t e r  e lec ted  as i t s  
p r e s i d e n t  -  s in c e  th e  c lu b ' s  o r i g in a l  name was th e  Whig Committee. The 
H arcour ts  were averse  to  S t a t e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  on p r i n c i p le :  l i k e  Labouchbre 
t h e y  f e a r e d ,  as  th e  Radical l e a d e r  pu t  i t ,  to  end up as 'a  c h i ld  in  the  
hands o f  the  S t a t e ' .  In f a c t ,  S i r  Will iam found a kindred s p i r i t  in  
Labouchbre p r e c i s e ly  because th e  l a t t e r  was in  f a c t  l e s s  r ad ica l  then some 

o f  h i s  fo l lo w ers .  The t r a d i t i o n a l  type  o f  Radicalism Labouch&re r e p re ­
s e n te d  d id  not c o n t r a d i c t ,  i n  i t s  e s s e n t i a l s ,  th e  p o l i t i c a l  and economic 
id e a s  which informed the  Harcour ts '  l i b e r a l i s m .

Opposit ion to  S ta te  i n te r v e n t io n  was a key p a r t  o f  the  61 ad- 
s t o n i  an creed -  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  o f  B r i t i s h  l ib e r a l i s m  went back to  
John B r ig h t ,  and before  him* h is  mentor Richard Cobden. Laboych&re was 
a f a n a t i c a l  ' L i t t l e  Englander ' ,  and al though Harcourt  j u n io r  was to 

modify h is  ideas  on t h i s  sub jec t  l a t e r  in  h i s  own publ ic  c a re e r ,
S i r  William always regarded i s o l a t i o n  as a sp lend id  idea .  Like his  
f a t h e r ,  Harcourt  c o n s i s t e n t ly  opposed expansionism and Entangling 
a l l i a n c e s ' ,  a phrase coined by the  t h i r d  American p res iden t  
Thomas J e f f e r s o n ,  and much in vogue a t  the  time. Nor was Labouchbre's 
adherence to  f r e e  t rade  a uniquely Radical c h a r a c t e r i s t i c ,

For most L ib e ra l s ,  Radical o r  n o t ,  the  Corn Laws repealed in 
1846 were a fad ing  memory. By the  l a s t  decade o f  the  n ineteenth  century



i t  was considered n a tu r a l ,  n o t  r a d i c a l , to  uphold f ree  t r a d e .

Although i t s  survival  was by no means a foregone c o n c l u s i o n , ^  in l a t e  
Vic tor ian  and Edwardian England, f r e e  t rade  came c lo se r  to  being an un­
quest ioned dogma, r a th e r  than  j u s t  a po l icy .  Liberal Gladstonians were a lso

u n i ted  in t h e i r  opposi t ion  to  what Br ight  had ca l led  ' p r o f l i g a t e  expen­

d i t u r e 1 , The Harcourts '  devotion  to  retrenchment precluded t h e i r  * 
approval of r e a l ly  rad ic a l  so c ia l  reforms, l ik e  old age pens ions ,  cheap 

housing f o r  the  poor and r e s t r u c t u r i n g  of  local government.

Such p ro je c ts  were expensive ,  and the watchword o f  Gladstonian 
f in a n c ia l  po l icy  was economy. Then and l a t e r ,  Harcourt saw nothing 
incongruous in l im i t in g  reform to  a s t r i c t l y  Gladstonian p a th .  When he 
came to  serve in  a Liberal  Cabinet  during the  next century he showed 

t h a t  th e  ‘radical"1 elements o f  h i s  Liberal ism were s t a t i c ,  and f i rm ly  
roo ted  in the  p a s t .  The s o c i a l  reform Bright  had concentra ted  on was 

land reform. As a goa l ,  r u r a l  r egenera t ion  made good p o l i t i c a l  s e n s e , ^  

n o t  only t o  B r igh t ,  but  t o  su c ce ss iv e  Liberal  land reformers l i k e  Har-  
co u r t  and Lloyd George. N one the less ,  the  very d i f f e r e n t  approaches 
adopted by the  l a t t e r  two s ta tesm en was a testimony to the  id eo log ica l  
r i f t  underlying a s i m i l a r  a b j e c t i v e .

P a r t  o f  the  reason S i r  William and LabouchGre co-opera ted  
smoothly was t h a t  they  had no c o n f l i c t i n g  Zongr-torm o b je c t iv e s .  Like 
S i r  William, "Labby" was in  h i s  element in a parl iamentary rough-house , 
and sp e c ia l i z e d  in  d e s t r u c t i v e ,  as opposed to  co ns t ru c t iv e ,  c r i t i c i s m .
In some ways he was indeed a 'rococo old Whig', as Harcourt once desc r ibed  
him. His a l leged  extremism d id  not  extend much beyond the s tock  Radical 
demands fo r  an end to  the  House o f  Lords, Welsh Disestabl ishment ,  land 

reforms and a genius f o r  o b s t r u c t i o n . ^  S i r  William and LabouchGre both 
be l ieved  t h a t  the  Liberal  P a r ty  should not concentra te  on Home Rule a t  
the  expense of  o ther  re fo rm s .

Despite t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  views on other  domestic 
reforms were important ,  they agreed t h a t  e le c to ra l  v ic to ry  could not 

depend so le ly  on Home Rule, As Labouch6re noted. Home Rule would have 
to  be made a 'mere p o r t io n '  o f  a l a r g e r  Liberal programme:

What an English e l e c t o r  wants i s  an issue in



which his in te r e s t s  are personally concerned.

A f te r  the  furore  over the  Parnel l  c a s e , l i b e r a l  e l e c t o r a l  prospects  

needed a boost .  Although Gladstone sen io r  had a n t i c ip a te d  a comfortable 

L iberal  m ajor i ty  a t  th e  next  general e l e c t i o n ,  the  s i t u a t i o n  had changed.

The Opposition had taken a hard knock. As one David Lloyd George, 
a then obscure Radical Welsh MP s i t t i n g  f o r  Caernarvon Boroughs noted on 

27 November 1890:

There i s  a b s o lu te ly  no f i g h t  l e f t  in  us . . .

The House simply rushes through bus iness .
There i s  p r a c t i c a l l y  no opp o s i t ion .  Labou- 
chGre's , , ,  most pungent sayings e x c i te  no 

l a u g h t e r . ^

The Newcastle Programme o f fe re d  the  d i v e r s i t y  of reforms S i r  William and 
Labouchlre sought. I t  o f f e r e d  something to Nonconformist and secu la r  
Radicals  a l i k e .  S i r  Will iam wholeheartedly endorsed th e  Programme be­
cause i t  moved beyond the  previous NLF 'faddism' he could no longer

74
t o l e r a t e .

Harcourt could no t  but  endorse a programme which offered  
e l e c t o r a l  success ,  but  th e  reason f o r  h is  a l l e g ia n c e  to  the  NLF i t s e l f  
needs c lo se r  examination. He did not  i d e n t i f y  h im sel f  with the  s p e c i f i ­

c a l l y  Nonconformist demands of  many f e d e ra t io n  members fo r  reform of 
e x i s t i n g  education and l i c e n s in g  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  and f o r  d i ses tab l ishm ent  
and disendowment. He was even more 'u n m y s t ica l1 than S i r  William, who 
charged g le e fu l ly  in to  th e  midst  of r e l i g io u s  indices f o r  the saa-  of the  
f i g h t  per se, Of course ,  because of h is  uncompromising commitment to  
t r a d i t i o n a l  Liberal v a lu es ,  Harcourt upheld r e l i g io u s  e q u a l i ty  and f r e e ­
dom o f  worship, But, with minor exceptions ,  he confined h is  a t t e n t io n  
to  se cu la r  m a t te rs .

Harcourt c l e a r l y  s t a t e d  h is  in d i f fe ren ce  to  r e l i g io u s  matters 
l a t e r  on in his  c a r e e r ,  and as a member of the E s tab l ished  (Anglican)



26 " .

Church h imself ,  could hard ly  be expected to  share the  zeal o f  Non­

conformist  would-be re fo rm ers .  I t  seems t h a t  the a t t r a c t i o n  of  the  

NLF, from H arcour t ' s  p o in t  o f  view* was the  work the f ed e ra t io n  

could do to  provide par ty  unity . LabouchSre (and o thers )  saw the 

Liberal  Party as the  Home Rule Pa r ty .  But behind t h i s  un iversa l*  b inding  

po l icy  the Party conta ined  very d i f f e r i n g  schools of  thought.  Many 

Liberal  supporters  of  ‘n a t io na l  e f f i c i e n c y '  were 31 so Liberal  Im per ia l ­

i s t s .

They were n o t ,  a s  y e t ,  r e f e r r e d  to  as  ‘Lib Imps ' ,  ( th e  term came

in to  use almost a decade a f t e r  th e  unvei l ing  of the  Newcastle Programme) 

but  Haldane* Asquith,  Grey, c t  a l ready  had these  ddeae in  common.^

Far from being a u n i ted  e n t i t y *  the  Liberal  Party was an assemblage o f  

c l iq u e s  and i n t e r e s t s ;  e t h n i c / r e l i g i o u s ;  p r o f e s s io n a l s ,  businessmen and 

l a n d o w n e r s / i n d u s t r i a l i s t s ;  R ad ica ls  o f  var ious  persuasiohs* inc lud ing

Gladstonians,and even a r e s id u e  o f  Whigs ( in  the  pass ive  p o l i t i c a l  s e n s e ) .  

The NLF was a body in a p o s i t i o n  to  t ranscend these  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  working a t

the  local level  to  bu i ld  a w ide r ,  na t ional  Liberal  u n i ty .

William G lad s ton e 's  ambivalent  a t t i t u d e  to  Radicalism was masked 

by h i s  nominal l i p - s e r v i c e  t o  the  Newcastle Programme, from which even 

the  embryonic Liberal  I m p e r i a l i s t  group could net  d i s s o c i a t e  i t s e l f ,  

although -  l ik e  S i r  William -  i t  disapproved of the  NLF's cla ims to  

d i c t a t e  Party p o l icy .  The new programme did nothing to  a l t e r  the  f a c t  

t h a t  S i r  William remained the  bite notice o f  a group committed to ex ten -  

sion of S ta te  in te rv en t io n  in  the  i n t e r e s t s  of 'na t iona l  e f f i c i e n c y ' /  

Because of the  d i f f e r i n g  pe rcep t io ns  of fu tu re  pol icy  within  the  Liberal  

Party* the Programme did not  arouse universal  enthusiasm. E s s e n t i a l l y ,  

the Programme was what Chamberlain d e r i s iv e ly  described as a ' p o l i t i c a l



cong lom era te ' .  The L ib e r a l s '  own leader  found i t  hard to  accept th a t  

t h i s  general a t t a c k  on p r iv i l e g e  and monopoly was a welcome a l t e r n a -  

t i v e  to  the  preoccupation*with Home Rule.

G lad s ton e 's  lead e rsh ip  in f a c t  became in c r e a s in g l y  nominal, 

and h i s  r a r e  pa r l iam enta ry  appearances put a heavy burden on S i r  William 

who, as  h is  deputy ,  was saddled with g rea t  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  without  the 

corresponding a u th o r i t y .  S i r  William could no t  make c r u c i a l  decis ions 

without  the  approval o f  the  'supreme p e rs o n a g e ' , as he c a l l e d  h i s  c h ie f ,  

and th e  i n e f f i c i e n t  arrangement was hardly conducive to maintaining back* 

bench d i s c i p l i n e .  I t  was small wonder t h a t  HarcourVs f a t h e r  sought t o  

secure  h is  p o s i t io n  as 'Mayor of  the  Palace ' v ia  what he saw as c lo se r  

a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  Radicalism, via Labouch6re. Uni ted ,outwardly  a t  l e a s t ,  

by th e  new programme, the  L i b e r a l  o p p o s i t i o n  now awaited the  next  

general  e l e c t i o n .

As th e  y e a r  1891 drew to  a c lo s e ,  S i r  William had had h is  hands 

f u l l  dom es t ica l ly .  S h o r t ly  before Christmas h is  b r o th e r  Edward died. 

Edward's only son,  Aubrey, was then o ve r teas ,  and t h i s  l e f t  S i r  William 

with th e  ta sk  o f  adm in is te r ing  the Oxfordshire e s t a t e  o f  h i s  l a t e  b ro ther .  

Nuneham Courtenay was not  the  o ld es t  Harcourt possess ion  -  the  family 

s e a t  was the  manor a t  Stanton Harcourt - but i t  was the  l a r g e s t .  I t  had 

been bought and George I I  had made Simon Harcourt Viscount Harcourt of 

Stanton Harcourt in  1749. Subsequently, the  e s t a t e  came in to  the posses­

sion o f  Edward Harcourt ,  the  Archbishop of York and the  g r e a t  grandfa ther
77

of ' L u l u ' . Aubrey was now the h e i r ,  a f t e r  the  death o f  the  present  

Edward, and S i r  William was next in l i n e .

The e s t a t e  Harcourt was to make his country r e t r e a t  was p lea­



28

s a n t ly  s i t u a t e d  on the  I s i s ,  the  old Oxonian name f o r  the  upper Thames.

The towers o f  Oxford were p la in ly  v i s i b l e  from the  house, which was 

designed by Etonian a r c h i t e c t  S t i f f  L ea d b e t te r .  rV^s 1781-82 i t  had 

been v i r t u a l l y  r e b u i l t ,  in the midst of  an i d y l l i c  s e t t i n g  r e f l e c t in g

the  genius of  landscape designer Lancelot  'C a p a b i l i t y 1 Brown, whose
7ft «

l a s t  commission t h i s  w a s /  But f o r  the  h a r a s s e d  S i r  Will iam, Nuneham

was only ano the r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  and more than ever  he found h is  son

in d isp en sab le .  *1 d o n ' t  know what I should do without h im ' ,  he wrote
79

to  a ' f e l l o w  Whig' co l league John Spencer.  Harcourt  did  not  only 

help out a t  Nuneham and in London i Hal wood a l s o  b e n e f i t t e d  from h i s  

a t t e n t i o n s .

Mai wood, in Hampshire's New F o r e s t ,  was where S i r  William found 

so lace  way from h i s  parl iamentary  woes. A f t e r  h i s  f i r s t  v i s i t s  t o  the  

New F o re s t  in  1882, S i r  William had decided to  e s t a b l i s h  a country house 

t h e r e .  He obtained twenty-two acres  on t h e  s i t e  o f  the  lodge where, 

t r a d i t i o n  had i t ,  William Rufus spent t h e  n ig h t  p r i o r  to  h i s  a s s a s s in a t io n ,  

No doubt t h i s  was an added a t t r a c t i o n  f o r  someone with the  impeccable 

Norman surname of Vernon, but  Malwood's g r e a t  beauty was i t s  main recommen­

d a t io n .  S i r  William spen t  most o f  h is  l e i s u r e  time a t  Malwood, where he 

would proudly show gues ts  around h is  w e l l - k e p t  a c r e s , ^  The keen i n t e r e s t  

Harcourt  showed in gardening was acquired from h is  fa the r*  h is  mentor in 

t h i s  as in  o th e r  spheres .

Harcourt had Malwood connected with  the  ou ts ide  world by t e l e -
ei

p h o n e /  perhaps fondly a n t i c ip a t in g  the day h is  f a th e r  would become the  

l ea d e r  of  the  Liberal  Par ty ,  Up to date  information i s  an e ssen t ia l  

commodity f o r  any leading p o l i t i c i a n ,  and S i r  William could now keep h is  

f i n g e r  on the pulse  of  p o l i t i c s  even from the  midst of the  New Fores t ,



But in l a t e  1891 a t i r e d ,  depressed S i r  William cound not even e n v is ­

age e l e c t o r a l  v i c to r y  fo r  the L ib e ra l s ,  l e t  alone access ion  to  the  

le a d e r s h ip .  In a l e t t e r  to  former Liberal Cabinet M in is te r  Hugh Chi lders  

he wrote:  “

I r a t h e r  envy y o u , . ,  f o r  r e t i r i n g  fo r  a time from 

t h i s  t ro u b le d  and troublesome scene .  I t h in k  t h a t  

i f  we come in to  o f f i c e  you w i l l  r e jo in  us in  oppo-DO
s i t i o n  in  a very sh o r t  time, ^

The new parl iamentary  sess ion  began on 9 February 1892, with  
Gladstone abroad,  on d o c to r ' s  o rd e r s .  In h i s  absence S i r  William 
deputized  as  u su a l .  One of  th e  e a r ly  h ig h l ig h t s  o f  the  y e a r ,  a s  f a r  ps 

the  Harcourts  were concerned, was the  d e f e a t  o f  a Women's F ranch ise  B i l l  
by a narrow vote  o f  175 -  152 in  A p r i l ,  in  a d iv is io n  which saw much / 
c r o s s - p a r ty  v o t in g .  S i r  William tem porar i ly  gave up th e  comforts o f  

Maiwood f o r  the  s o l e  purpose of  voting ' a g a i n s t  the  women' a f t e r  t h e  
Second Reading of  th e  B i l l . On the  i s sue  o f  women's su f f ra g e  S i r  William 
was a ' f r a n k  P h i l i s t i n e ,  r e jo i c in g  in the  most an t iq ua ted  view in  regard

8*3
t o  th e  p lace  of  women in  s o c i e t y ' .  His b ro ther  Robert (born in 1678) 
became a s u f f r a g i s t ,  but  Harcourt  whole-hear tedly  shared h i s  f a t h e r ' s  
a r r e s t e d  views on th e  ' t o t a l  in cap ac i ty  o f  the  [female] sex f o r  p ub l ic  
a f f a i r s ' .

IV

The L ib e ra l s  won a narrow v ic to ry  in the general  e l e c t i o n  of  

Ju ly  1892, with t h e  help of  I r i s h  and Labour support .  Queen V ic to r ia  was 
r e l u c t a n t l y  ob l iged  to  send f o r  t h a t  'd readful  old man' William Gladstone 
y e t  again .  As th e  Grand Old Man began to  form his  four th  and f i n a l  
Liberal  Government, he was p ressu r ized  by S i r  William, who t r i e d  to  make 
i t  a condit ion  of  h i s  accepting o f f i c e  t h a t  Lord Vernon, the  head o f  the  
Harcourt  f am i ly ,  bo given an u n d e r- sec re ta ry sh ip ,  Harcourt was on good 
terms with the  Gladstones ,  as noted e a r l i e r ,  and what he thought o f  h i s  
f a t h e r ' s  clumsy a t tem pt  to  bargain with the  Prime Minister"  i s  a m a t te r  

f o r  surmise. An ind ignan t  Gladstone c a t e g o r i c a l ly  r e j e c te d  S i r  Will lam's



demand, and his son was summoned to take the offensive  l e t t e r  away.

Poss ib ly ,  Harcourt was not  informed o f  the  l e t t e r ’s c o n te n ts ,  

and. the  f i a s c o  might have remained a s e c r e t  shared by S i r  William, Glad­
s to n e  and h i s  Welsh f r i en d  S tu a r t  Rendel. But i f  he m a  in the  know, 
Harcourt  must have t reasured  t h i s  miss ive  as a text-book example of  how 

no t  to  apply pressure .  Of course  Harcourt  was s t i l l  p e r fe c t in g  h is  a b i l i t y  

i n  t h i s  f i e l d  himself (Rosebery was a tough customer) ,  but  S i r  William 
would have b e n e f i t t e d  from lessons  from his  almost  in v a r iab ly  su b t l e  and 

d ip lo m a t ic  son, Gladstone always found 5Jumbo* perp lex ing ,  and t h i s  

escapade l e f t  him more b a f f l e d  than e v e r .  'Such a s t range  mixture o f  a 
man was never  known1, he l a t e r  d e c l a r e d .84 By c o n t r a s t ,  Harcourt was 

something o f  a diplomat mamgwd. f

No l e s s  d iscern ing  an a u t h o r i t y  than Rosebery h imself  l a t e r  
s t a t e d  t h a t  he would not s e l e c t  anyone o the r  than Harcourt  f o r  a fo re ig n  
m ission  : 'Not scrupulous -  charming manner -  p e r f e c t  t a c t ' . * ^  Harcourt  

u s u a l ly  remained on good terms with h i s  correspondents ,  even when he 
f a i l e d  them. An example* j u s t  a f t e r  t h e  L ib e ra l s  took o f f i c e  was the  
p e t i t i o n  he made on b eha l f  o f  a Mr. Hobart ,  who sought to  be appointed as  

p r i v a t e  s e c re ta ry  to  Campbell"Bannerman.CB had been appointed War Secre­
t a r y  once m o n ,  and Harcourt a l ready  had a high opinion of a man many 

agreed  to  be ' t h e  only one a p p aren t ly  f i t t e d  f o r  every o f f i c e ' , * ^

Writing to  Harcourt on 16 August, t h r e e  days before the  f i r s t  
meeting of  th e  new Liberal Cabine t ,  CB explained t h a t  he would r a t h e r  
s t i c k  to  precedent and continue with th e  p r i v a t e  s e c re ta ry  o f  h is  p re ­
decesso r .  He knew Hobart, he added, and would inform him accordingly, 
Hobart  subseqently  wrote back to  Harcourt  to  thank him f o r  h i 6 e f f o r t s ,  
and mentioned CB's 'most kindly" l e t t e r . ^  Another errand Harcourt 
undertook,  t h i s  time probably a t  the  i n s t i g a t i o n  o f  S i r  William, was to  
d i sc u ss  with William Gladstone the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  including LabouchGre 
in  t h e  new government. In the  end* nothing came of  i t ,  apparent ly  
because the  Queen f e l t  t h a t  the  ownership of a newspaper was not com­
p a t i b l e  with a m in is te r ia l  p o s t .

- 'Labby' had edi ted  the  weekly journal  Truth since 1877* and 
a l s c  owned i t .  The f a i l u r e  o f  H a rco u r t ' s  mission did not  come as  a 
s u r p r i s e  to  LabouchGre, but h i s  exclus ion  rankled .  S u p e r f i c i a l ly  the



Radical leader  remained on good terms with the  GOM, who took r e s p o n s i ­

b i l i t y  fo r  the  royal d e c i s io n ,  but  Labouch&re regarded Gladstone as a 
'super-annuated old g o o s e \  And th e re  was more than a touch o f  b i t t e r ­

ness in his  l a t e r  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  h imself  to  S i r  William as  a ' l e p e r  -

whom the  Queen would always have s i t t i n g  a t  the gate  , s c r a t c h in g  h is  

s o r e s ' N o n e t h e l e s s ,  Harcourt  s e n io r  continued to  run th e  r i s k s  o f  
' i n f e c t i o n 1 to  r a d i c a l i z e  the  image o f  the  party  and to s a t i s f y  th e  

e l e c t o r s  with various re fo rm s ,

S i r  William urged Gladstone to  support  new l e g i s l a t i o n  p ro ­

viding f o r  local  op t io n ,  v i l l a g e  c o un c i ls  with control  o f  s c h o o l s ,  

r e g i s t r a t i o n  reform and one man one vo te ,  payment of  members and Welsh 
d ises tab l ishm en t .  These re fo rm s ,  he argued, were 'only a f r a c t i o n '  o f

bn
what Gladstone had pledged a t  Newcastle, The Liberal l e a d e r  in  f a c t  
a l ready  had h is  own l i s t  o f  measures drawn up. The focus was on r e g i s ­
t r a t i o n  and f ranch ise  reform to  a l t e r  an e le c to ra l  system Gladstone r e ­
garded,  with some j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  as  loaded in favour o f  t h e  U n i o n i s t s . ^  

The th re e  major reforms were s w i f t  compilation o f  accu ra te  r e g i s t e r s ,  
reduc t ion  of  the leng th  o f  t h e  q u a l i fy in g  period fo r  r e s iden ce  f r a n c h i s e  
to  t h r e e  months, and a b o l i t i o n  o f  th e  p lu ra l  v o t e . ^

The e le c to ra l  b e n e f i t s  Gladstone expected these  reforms t o  
y i e l d  would, as he saw i t ,  make Home Rule poss ib le  by making the  L ibe ra l  

P a r t y ' s  parl iamentary s t r e n g th  powerful enough to  achieve i t ,  Along with 
th e  extension o f  small h o ld in g s ,  th e  a b o l i t io n  of  p lura l  v o t ing  l a t e r  
formed two o f  H arcour t ' s  p r i n c i p a l  reform objec t ives  when he took p u b l ic  
o f f i c e .  Then, and l a t e r , h e  f i r m ly  be l ieved  t h a t  these  reforms would be 
g r e a t l y  benef ic ia l  f o r  th e  L ibe ra l  Party* The Harcourts c l e a r l y  had very 
d i f f e r e n t  ideas about whfeh reforms were Important: the  f a i t h  'L u lu '  had 
in 'one man, one vote '  was analogous to  t h a t  of S i r  William f o r  t h e  
p o l icy  of allowing local  op t ion  on the  temperance i s su e .  H arcour t  

favoured r c f o m  of  the  House o f  Lords, as proposed by Labouchbre in  1888%* 
whereas S i r  William was a 'S in g l e  Chamber' man.

I t  was t h i s  d iv e r s i ty  o f  opinion with in  the  Liberal Pa r ty ,  exem pli f ied  
by the  Harcourts, t h a t  th e  L ibera l  Im p er ia l i s t s  r e je c te d ,  Rosebery and h is  

fo l lowers  had qu i te  d e f i n i t e  ideas  about what should c o n s t i t u t e  domestic  

p o l ic y ,  as well as fo re ig n  p o l ic y ,  As Asquith l a t e r  put i t ,  they saw the



period  following the  in t ro d u c t io n  o f  the Newcastle Programme as a 

c h ao t ic  one, The argument was t h a t  ins tead  of s t r e n g th e n in g  the ’party 

o f  p r o g r e s s ' ) the L ibe ra l  Pa r ty ,  the  Programme had a c t u a l l y  weakened i t

by g e t t i n g  i t  to  spend i t s  energ ies  ' i n  more or  l e s s  f u t i l e  e f f o r t s  in
93

the  simultaneous p u r s u i t 1 o f  f r u i t l e s s  schemes. In o th e r  words, i n ­
s te ad  of seeing the  Newcastle Programme as ( a t  l e a s t )  a p a r t i a l  so lu t ion  

to  th e  problem of ' f a d d i s m ' , as the  Harcourts d id ,  th e  advocates o f  
‘na t iona l  e f f i c i e n c y 1 saw i t  as an extension of  NLF in f lu e n c e  on the 

L ibera l  Par ty .

The group o f  Liberal  m in is te r s  and back-benchers  l a t e r  t o  be 
known as Liberal  I m p e r i a l i s t s  ob jec ted  to  what they  regarded  as Glad- 

s t o n e ' s  continued deference  t o  the  ' f a d d i s t s '  o f  t h e  NLF. By c o n t r a s t ,  
the  c l a s s i c a l  type o f  Radical ideology rep resen ted  by t h e  f e d e ra t io n  re ­

j e c t e d  any sys temat ic  ex tens ion  o f  S ta te  i n te r v e n t i o n  to  implement domes­
t i c  reform* Whatever th e  e x te n t  o f  t h e i r  personal  commitment to rad ica l ism ,  

Gladstonian L b e ra l s  agreed on the  Importance of  t h e  ind iv idua l*  and 
ind iv idua l  r i g h t s .  The achievement o f  'n a t io n a l  e f f i c i e n c y '  via  S ta te  
in te rv e n t io n  was* from t h i s  view point* an unacceptab ly  m echanis t ic ,

impersonal approach. But th e  Roseberians d id  not see  any c o n f l i c t  
between t h e i r  ap p ro a f i  and t h e i r  p a r t y ' s  fundamental p r i n c i p l e s .

What mat tered  t o  them was the i n t e r e s t ,  no t  the  means.
Adminis tra t ive  and l e g i s l a t i v e  reform, and improvement of  educa t ion ,  

l i v i n g  and working c o n d i t io n s  were a l l  ways of  making an 'o rg a n ic '  
s o c i e ty  more e f f i c i e n t .  There was nothing wrong w ith  S t a t e  in te rv en t io n ,  
no t  only to  promote 'e f f ic iency*  * bu t  to a c t  an an a r b i t r a t o r  between 
workers and employers and to  combat unemployment.^ These very d i f f e r e n t  
approaches to  soc ia l  reform with in  the  par ty  con ta ined  th e  seeds of  
f u tu r e  c o n f l i c t ,  but  th e re  was s t i l l  peaceful c o -e x i s t e n c e  during the 
post-1886 period.  During a v i s i t  to  Hawarden the  Harcour ts  stayed up 
to  1.30 am cha t t ing  with Rosebery; when S i r  Edward Grey made h is  maiden 
speech, he was warmly congra tu la ted  by S i r  William, I l l u s t r a t i n g  th e  
general  agreement on the  importance o f  the  I r i s h  q u e s t io n .  Even an auto­
cratic, Unionist l i k e  Lord Curzon was not beyond the  p a l e . ^

Yet, in September 1892, ba re ly  two months a f t e r  the  L iberals  

had taken o f f i c e ,  th e  ideo log ica l  d i f f e ren ces  were brought  out  in to  the 
open over the  issue  o f  Uganda. This was not one of  B r i t a in ^  East African 
p r o t e c t o r a t e s ,  and was adminis tered  by the B r i t i s h  E as t  Afr ica  Company



(BEAC), Not only was the  Company running a t  a heavy l o s s ,  but  i t  was a l so  

los ing  control  - unable to  deal with growing c i v i l  u n r e s t .  The BEAC 

began to  prepare a plan f o r  evacuat ion ,  but Rosebery, now Foreign Secre-

t a r y ,  had no in t e n t io n  of a l lowing the  c re a t io n  of a 'v o id '  in what he 

regarded as an important  B r i t i s h  sphere of in f lu e n c e .  When the  Prime 

Mininster  and S i r  William b e la te d ly  found out about Rosebery 's  plan f o r  

d i r e c t  B r i t i s h  i n t e r v e n t i o n ,  t h e i r  fu ry  knew no bounds*

The ensuing c o n f l i c t  over th e  r e t e n t io n  o f  Uganda renewed the  

s t ru g g le  between I m p e r i a l i s t s  and ' L i t t l e  Englanders '  began by Foreign 
M in is ter  Palmerston and B r igh t  In srid-century*^6 This time i t  was an 
in te rnec in e  s t r u g g le ,  which brought the  Liberal  Government t o  the edge 

o f  d e s t ru c t io n .  In  what Dame Margery Perham r i g h t l y  descr ibed  as 
unusual language f o r  B r i t i s h  m i n i s t e r i a l  correspondence* S i r  William 
expressed h is  p refe rence  t o  d ie  'a  thousand d e a th s '  r a t h e r  than  agree  to  
m i l i t a r y  occupation,  and Gladstone was hard ly  l e s s  a d a m a o t .^  The essence 

o f  ' L i t t l e  Englander'  oppos i t ion  to  what  Rosebery c a l l e d  'pegging out  
c la ims f o r  the  f u t u r e '  c o n s i s t e d  o f  h o s t i l i t y  %o the  idea  o f  sub jugat ing  

fo re ig n  peoples ,  and th e  expense of  adm in is te r ing  th e  newly-acquired 
t e r r i t o r i e s .

As Radicals  l i k e  LabouchGre saw i t ,  possess ions  ob ta ined  and 
h e ld  by fo rce  were n o t  a s s e t s  t o  th e  Empire, and he opposed b i l l s  f o r  
co lon ia l  loans on th e  grounds t h a t  a Crown Colony was a ' thoroughly 

r o t t e n ' c o l o n y , ^  In the  end,  Rosebery got  h i s  way, because of  the  
s t reng th  of the  I m p e r i a l i s t  f a c t i o n  w ith in  the  Party* and p a r t l y  due to  
the  press  campaign which drummed up popular  suppor t  f o r  annexation:  a 
' temporary ' occupation was grudgingly agreed to  by th e  Cabinet.  The 
B r i t i s h  f i n a l l y  'evacua ted '  Uganda in  1962. The Government survived th e  
c r i s i s ,  and Harcourt continued h is  work f o r  the  NLP. He found p a r t s  o f  
h is  organizat ional  work more demanding than o th e r s  -  l i k e  making pub l ic  
sptachea.

By 1892 Harcourt  was a lready  a p ra c t i s e d  speaker * h is  f i r s t  
public  address was made a t  Derby in 1884, a debut which de l igh ted  S i r  
W i l l i a m .^  Harcourt was, by h i s  own admission, never a g re a t  o r a t o r ,  but 
a competent one. He apparen t ly  so admired his  f a t h e r ' s  speeches t h a t  he 
once wrote th a t  he had been kept awake a l l  n igh t  th ink ing  about  one o f  
them! To t h i s  S i r  William r e p l i e d :



You a re  l i k e  the  c le rk  a t  the  t a b l e  who, when 

P i t t  had the  wine, he had the  headache. I f  I 

am to  make the  speeches and you have the  insomnia 

I s h a l l  make no more speeches.

As a speaker,  Harcourt  c e r t a i n l y  seems to  have modelled h i s  s t y l e  on t h a t  

of  S i r  William.

A contemporary descr ibed H arcour t ' s  d e l iv e r y  when 'address ing  a 
l a rg e  general audience as slow and r a th e r  monotonous1. S i m i l a r ly ,  S i r  
Wil l iam's words were

allowed t o  flow from him monotonously l a z i l y ,  as 
i f  t h e  speaker  cared not how they  came o u t .  Mr
H a r c o u r t . . .  lacks  what Emerson, in  h i s  essay  on

eloquence j u s t  published, s e t s  down as  a main r e ­

q u i s i t e  in  an o ra to r  -  animal h e a t ;  t o  warm.him- 
s e l f  and,  as  a necessary consequence, h i s  aud ience .

Public  speaking did no t  come n a tu ra l ly  to  th e  r e se rv e d  H arcour t ,  un l ike  h i s  

f u t u r e  co l leagues  Asquith  and Lloyd George, Although the  c o n te n t  o f  h i s
speeches was almost always o f  a high s tandard ,  he had h i s  'o n '  and ' o f f
days l i k e  most o th e r  speakers .

The d i f f e r e n c e  between him and more c o n f id e n t  speakers  was t h a t  
he regarded speeches as  an o rd ea l ,  and was o f ten  in a very  nervous s t a t e  
be fore  he spoke. When Harcourt  f i n a l l y  jo ined  the  L ibe ra l  back-benchers 
in 1904, he g e n e r a l l y  kept  out  of  the  perpetual  p a r l iam en ta ry  verbal 
c u t - a n d - th r u s t .  Even as a Cabinet M in is te r ,  he did  not  approach publ ic  
speaking engagements with any g rea te r  degree o f  co nf idence .  On one 
occasion, when he was due to  speak a t  Dewsbury, in th e  West Riding o f  
Yorkshire,  h i s  wife Informed the widowed Lady Harcourt  t h a t :

Lulu i s  very well but of course plunged in to  

the  depth o f  depress ion which always accompanies 
h is  speech making

The speaking engagements fo r  the  NLF were probably a s t r a in  f o r



the f r e q u e n t ly  i l l  Harcourt ,  but  he undertook them o f t e n ,  as t e s t i f i e d  

by th e  wife o f  James Bryce, then Chancellor  o f  the  Duchy of Lancaster ,  

Marion Bryce asked Harcourt to  c h a i r  a conference  of de legates  from 

women's a s so c ia t io n s  which wished to suppor t  th e  Liberal  programme.

The meeting was to  be held on 1 December, and someone was wanted who 
understood p o in ts  of  o rder  and would keep th e  proceedings 'well in h a n d ' .  

Perhaps ,  she concluded, Harcourt might a l s o  d e l i v e r  a sho r t  speech 

t h a t  same af ternoon on o rg an iza t ion ,  and work t h a t  women's a s so c ia t io n s  
could devote themselves to  during the w in te r .  She f e l t  t h a t  t h i s  was 
a weak point  in  many o f  the Liberal  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  and some words from 

Harcourt ,  who had had cons iderab le  exper ience  in  th i$  type o f  work f o r  
the  men's a s s o c i a t io n s  would be much a p p r e c i a t e d . ^

By the  end o f  the y e a r  th e  weary S i r  Will iam, now s i x t y - f i v e ,  
was consider ing  re t i r em en t  from p o l i t i c s ,  while  h i s  son decided to  reduce 
h is  own work-load by re s ign ing  from th e  execu t ive  committee of the  Home 

Counties Division o f  th e  NLF. In g r a t i t u d e  f o r  h i s  p a s t  se rv ices  he 
r ece ived  an an t ique  s i l v e r  bowl and c a n d le s t i c k s  a t  a p resen ta t ion  c e r e ­
mony p res ided  over by Lord Rosebery, who dwelt  on

the  b r i l l i a n t  d i s t i n c t i o n  which th e  r e c i p i e n t  
would have won had he n o t  chosen the  humbler 
and c e r t a i n l y  the  more l abo u r io u s  p a r t  of  
working in  obscu r i ty  f o r  th e  regenera t ion  of 
the  Cai.se.

In h i s  r ep ly .  Hcurourt  was equal ly  complimentary about Rosebery, a r a r e  
moment o f  publ ic  a c c o r d .

Short ly  a f te rw ard s ,  in e a r ly  February 1893, Harcourt received 
ano ther  thank-you from the  new Home Counties Divis ion Secre ta ry  William 
A l la rd ,  wishing him well a f t e r  ' f o u r  y e a r s  of c lo se  a s so c ia t ion  and un- 

d i o t u r b e d c o n f i d e n c e  and good f e e l i n g ' . ^  Good fe e l in g  was hardly what , 
in th e  meantime S i r  William was In sp i r in g  a t  th e  W"r Office and the 
Admiralty where Spencer was now F i r s t  Lord. Weary of o f f i c e  or no t ,  h i s  
b l a s t s  a t  ' p r o f l i g a t e  expend i tu re '  were as  f i e r c e  as ever . 'Jumbo' had 
been panicked by the 'm iserable  mouse' o f  a su rp lus  bequeathed by 
George Goschen, h is  Unionist  predecessor  a t  th e  Exchequer. In h is  ' tame' 
budget of 1886 S i r  William had used the  Sinking Fund to  avoid a



d e f i c i t  but now he was driven to an increase of direct  taxation.

Because of  his  r e lu c ta n c e  to add to  the 'b u r th en '  o f  income 

t a x ,  S i r  William focused h is  a t t e n t i o n  on proper ty .  Goschen h im se l f  had 
paved the way f o r  an increase  o f  death d u t ie s  via h is  r e l a t e d  e s t a t e  

duty on e s t a t e s  worth over £10 000 per annum, introduced in  h i s  t h i r d  

Budget in 1889. I t  i s  u n c le a r  when Harcourt  became i n t e r e s t e d  in  the  
e q u a l iz a t io n  of  death d u t ie s  -  graduat ion  according to  e s t a t e  v a lu e .

The NLF endorsed t h i s  reform from 1888 onwardss9 but as noted e a r l i e r ,  
Harcourt  did not  a u tom at ica l ly  fo l low  i t s  cue although he worked f o r  the  
f e d e r a t i o n .  An increase  o f  death d u t ie s  was a welcome a l t e r n a t i v e  to  

borrowing to  meet the  na t iona l  deb t  and . ever- increas ing  S t a t e  ex p en d i tu re ,  
but i t  was not Harcourt who persuaded S i r  William to  take t h i s  p a t h . ^

Harcourt ,  S i r  William and Alfred Milner spent  long hours a t  
Malwood and a t  11 Downing S t r e e t  d i scu ss in g  the  i i t r i c a c i e s  o f  a 'Death 

Dut ies '  Budget. M i lne r ' s  i n t e r e s t  in  Imperial problems did no t  p rec lude  
h is  app ro v a l , in  p r i n c i p l e ,  of  an in c rease  o f  succession d u t i e s . ^ 08 More­
over ,  he owed h is  pos i t ion  as  Chairman o f  the  Board o f  Inland Revenue a t  
Somerset douse to  S i r  Will iam, and found him a most l ik e a b le  c h i e f .  Given 

t h i s  good working r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  s teady  progress  was made with what was t o  
be a milestone in the  h i s to r y  o f  B r i t i s h  f i s c a l  reform. Preoccupied a s  he 
was by these  f i s c a l  d e l i b e r a t i o n s ,  Harcourt  a l so  kept an eye on th e  p ro ­
gress  through the par l iam enta ry  g r ind  made by the  very mixed asso r tm en t  of 
Government b i l l s .

Apart from the second Home Rule B i l l ,  there  were measures r e ­
l a t i n g  to  temperance reform, general  ' l a b o u r '  b i l l s ,  including th e  p r o ­
v is ion  of  c o n c i l i a t i o n  boards to  s e t t l e  d i s p u te s ,  Welsh D ises tab l i shm en t ,  
and r e g i s t r a t i o n  reform. About th e  l a t t e r  b i l l ,  which Allard  kept  Har- 
cout informed about,  the Home Counties Divis ion Secre tary  complained 
th a t  the - 'sorry nominees' o f  the  local  a u t h o r i t i e s  should not be en­
t r u s t e d  with fu tu re  voting l i s t s : 1 [ j t ]  i s  such a de fea t  t h a t  I th in k  I 
should smile i f  the Bil l  were l o s t ' . 109 Allard  had h is  wish g ran ted  in 
September 1893, the  month G lad s ton e 's  cher ished  Home Rule Bi l l  f i n a l l y  
passed Third Reading in the  Commons, near ly  seven months a f t e r  i t  had 
f i r s t  been introduced.

Unfortunately  fo r  the  L iberals*  Unionist  obs t ruc t ion  in both



Houses saw almost a l l  t h e i r  o th e r  reform measures accompany the
11 (1R e g is t r a t io n  Bil l  in to  o b l iv io n .  Consigned to  the  t ender  mercies of 

the  House of  Lords, the Home Rule B i l l  i t s e l f  was given s h o r t  s h r i f t  via 

a massive 419-41 vote of r e j e c t i o n .  These proceedings genera l ly  met with 

approval or apathy. Cheering crowds g ree ted  the  peers  as they  emerged 
fron Westminster a f t e r  r e j e c t i n g  the  Home Rule B i l l .  From the  Home 

Counties A l la rd  reported t h a t  the  "performance of  the  Lords ' e x c i t e s  no 

i n t e r e s t .  No one applauds;  none r e s e n t  i t :  le tha rg y  r e i g n s ' .

Throughout the  per iod  1892-95 t h i s  was th e  problem the Liberal  
Government faced:  due to  the  i n d i f f e r e n c e  o f  most o f  the pub l ic  about 

I r i s h  and Nonconformist demands, the  House of  Lords could use i t s  veto 
powers s e l e c t i v e l y ,  in the  knowledge t h a t  the  Government was u n l ike ly  to  

win an e l e c t io n  fought over 'm in o r i ty '  i n t e r e s t s .  While the  Government's 
l e g i s l a t i o n  was meeting with d i s a s t e r ,  S i r  William was urging h is  son to  
a c c e p t  the  vacant post  of Woods and F o r e s t s .  This e n ta i l e d  looking a f t e r  
the  remaining t r a c t s  of royal f o r e s t  and woodland in  a n on -m in i s te r ia 1 

department which was the  fo re ru n n e r  o f  th e  p re s e n t  Crown E s ta te s  O f f ice ,  
and had been detached from the  O ff ice  o f  Works s in c e  1851

Harcourt re fused ,  exp la in ing  t h a t ;

1 s t .  I do not wish to  take o r  do anything t h a t  would 
cu t  me -off from my work with you, in which I th ink  I 
am some rea l  use a t  t imes ,  -

2nd. I t  would be denounced as  a ' j o b '  (which i t  would 
be ) ,  and would damage you and th e  Govt,

3rd .  I t  would cu t  me o f f  a l t o g e t h e r  from p o l i t i c a l  
l i f e ,  which I am fo rd  o f .  So d o n ' t  l e t  us th ink  any 
more of i t .
Bless y o u . ^ 3

Not long a f t e r  tu rn ing  down t h i s  o f f e r ,  Harcourt found t h a t  
' p o l i t i c a l  l i f e 1 was hot t ing up, and he found h imself  involved in the 

Cabinet  row over the naval e s t im ates  f o r  1894/5, Whatever h is  ambiva- 
1n\ce towards ' r a d i c a l '  social  reforms, Gladstone was not prepared to 
compromise on the i ssues  of peace and re trenchment .  The Admiralty wanted



an increase  of £3 000 000 on the  e s t im a te s  fo r  1893/94, and S i r  William

sought a compromise in c re a s e  of  £1 500 000. The Chancellor had to  f i g h t

on two f r o n t s : g e t t in g  the  Admiralty to  modify i t s  f i g u r e s ,  and then t r y -
114ing persuade Gladstone to  accep t  even these reduc t ions .  An e n t ry  

in Harcour t 's  journal  e a r l y  in January 1894 r e fe r s  to the  'acute* c r i s i s  
in Downing S t r e e t ,  with Gladstone determined to  res ign  'nominally  on the  

ground of f a i l i n g  f a c u l t i e s ,  but  r e a l l y  on the navy '.

Despite h is  r e s p e c t  f o r  the  GOM, Harcourt wondered whether o r  
not  i t  was time f o r  the  Prime M in is te r  to  r e t i r e ,  but  S i r  W il l iam 's  view 

was t h a t  t h i s  w o u l d ' f i n i s h '  the  L ibera l  Party fo r  a g e n e ra t io n .  A f te r  
an , inconclus ive  Cabinet meeting held on 9 January, Gladstone in d ic a t e d  he 
would res ign a f t e r  h is  r e t u r n  from a hol iday a t  B iarr i tz .Convinced  t h a t  

t h i s  would mean the 'end o f  a l l  t h i n g s ' ,  S i r  William h a s t i l y  brought  h i s  
diplomatic  son in to  th e  f i e l d .  Harcourt  was despatched to  Lord Acton , the  
h i s t o r i a n  and admirer o f  t h e  GOM, who was to  accompany th e  Gladstones on 
t h e i r  holiday.  Harcourt  primed Lord Acton with arguments S i r  William 
thought might ca r ry  weight  with the  Prime Minis ter ,  and perhaps* d issuade  
him from res ign ing .

Nonetheless,  a f t e r  r e tu r n in g  from the  French r e s o r t *  Lord Acton 
repor ted  th a t  th e  GOM was s t i l l  in  a ' f i e r c e '  mood* and unw il l ing  to  
change h i s  mind d esp i te  h i s  f a m i l y ' s  urging t h a t  he remain a t  h i s  p o s t .
Herbert  Gladstone, an anxious w i tness  o f  t h i s  c r i s i s ,  was reassu red  by 
Harcourt  t h a t  th e re  was a 've ry  genuine d e s i r e '  on a l l  s id e s  to  reach 
an agreement. He expla ined  t h a t  he had had a long t a l k  with Spencer a f t e r  
which the F i r s t  Lord examined the  e s t im a te s  again to see what f u r t h e r  c u t s  
could be made. But, Harcourt  reminded the  GOM's son,  Spencer had a l re a d y  
agreed to  cuts of  over £1 060 000, and would not concede more than 
another  £200 000 or £250 000 a t  the  o u t s id e .  Rosebery would no t  agree  t o  
su b s ta n t ia l  add it ional  r ed uc t io ns  'even i f  i t  were poss ib le  which i t  i s  - 
n o t ' . 1’5

S i r  William was unaware t h a t  h is  son was in f a c t  p leased by th e  
adamance of the Foreign S e c re ta ry :  i t  meant t h a t  the 'economists '  had 

l o s t ,  but th i s  a lso  ensured the  r e t i r e m e n t  of the GOM. H a rco u r t ' s  l e t t e r  
to Herbert  Gladstone was not  as ingenuous, as i t  seemed: well be fo re  i t  
was w r i t t e n ,  he had expressed h is  conv ic t ion  to Reginald B r e t t  t h a t  the  
'o ld  man1 would not be r e tu rn in g  to  the  Commons. Harcourt made i t  q u i t e



c l e a r  to  h is  h o s t ,  the  f u t u r e  Lord Esher, t h a t  the  successor  of the 

GOM would be S i r  Will 1am:

L o u lo u t la id }  he has worked f o r  ten yea rs  a t  w i r e ­
p u l l i n g ,  and now he must reap the f r u i t .  So th e
s t r u g g l e  has commenced between Loulou snd

1 1 fi
Rosebery f o r  the  premiersh ip .

I t  came as  no s u r p r i s e  to  B re t t  t h a t  'L u lu '  was th e  d r iv in g -  
fo rc e  behind S i r  W il l iam 's  bid f o r  the  premiersh ip .  He had suspected 

t h a t  t h i s  would be the  case  as  e a r ly  as December 1892, n o t ing  t h a t  the  
th re e  f a c t o r s  favouring  S i r  William were h is  s e n i o r i t y , in  the  Par ty ,  

t h a t  he was in  th e  Commons, and h i s  son", who was «a q u a n t i ty  t h a t  can 
be neg lec ted .  He has so many f r i e n d s D u r i n g  a subsequent  luncheon with 
Rosebery, in  which B r e t t  d iscussed  th e  success ion i s s u e  on a ' s p e c u la t iv e '  

b a s i s ,  the  Foreign S e c re ta r y  expressed an 'immensely h ig h '  opinion o f
Harcourt ,  whom he thought  accounted f o r  ' t w o - t h i r d s '  o f  S i r  Wil l iam's

117
p o p u la r i ty .  But in f a c t  th e  odds were heav i ly  s tacked  a g a i n s t  'L u lu ' .

To make h i s  f a t h e r  Prime M in is te r ,  Harcourt  needed more than 
j u s t  support  from h i s  wide c i r c l e  o f  acquaintances and f r i e n d s :  he needed 
in f lu e n t ia l  backing.  Rosebery was, in  Queen V i c t o r i a ' s  eyes ,  a p re fe rab le  

a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  S i r  Will iam, S tansky 's  account o f  the  s t r u g g le  makes 

ex tens ive  use o f  L u lu ' s  j o u r n a l ,  and shows t h a t  S i r  Will iam was too 
unpopular in  the  C ab ine t .  .Harcourt rea l iz ed  t h i s  a f t e r  he va in ly  o ffe red  
the i n f lu e n t i a l  John Morley ' a l l  the  kingdoms of  the  w o r l d ' , as Rosebery 
wryly put  i t  when he l a t e r  found ou t  about the  n e g o t i a t i o n s .  Harcourt 
sought Morley's su p p o r t  because a powerful group o f  back-benchers i n ­
c luding  Haldane, Grey, Buxton, B i r r e l l  and E l l i s  (made Chief Whip in 

March 1894) were under h is  in f lu en ce .

Moreover, some yea r s  e a r l i e r ,  Morley had promised Harcourt t h a t  
he would support  S i r  William as Gladstone 's  successor .  To h is  dismay, 
Harcourt  now found t h a t  the  I r i s h  Secre tary  was not  prepared to  s t i c k  to  
the  terms of the 'Maiwood compact ' ,  Even the dangling o f  de le c tab le  
c a r r o t s  l ik e  the  Fore ign  O ff ice  and the  Exchequer did not  h e lp .  Morley 
c i t e d  the  'untoward e v e n ts '  of  the  pas t  eighteen months as the  reason , 
f o r  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  to  wo k under S i r  William and 'p o s s ib ly  not  even with him
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in answer to H a rco u r t ' s  reproaches fot h i s  v o l te  fa c e . Harcourt 

t o ld  Moriey t h a t

I had given up the bes t  years  of  my l i f e  and 

o th e r  th ings  beside in the  hope of making >JMK 

Prime M in is te r  and I should not give in w ith­

out a f i g h t  . . .  I meant WVM to  be f i r s t  or  out
of  i t  a l t o g e t h e r , ' °

Moriey re sen ted  h is  exclusion from the  informal meetings held 

a t  S i r  Will iam's Brook S t r e e t  res idence  some months e a r l i e r ,  th inking 
t h a t  the  succession had been d iscussed  by the o th e r  Cabinet Ministers  

i n v i t e d  to  the  ' c o n f e r e n c e s ' . Although th e  t a l k s  were probably confined 
to  formula tion o f  Pa r ty  p o l ic y ,  Moriey took h i s  exclusion as a personal 
snub. He a lso  d isagreed  with S i r  William over s p e c i f i c  i s s u e s ,  l ik e  the  

s i z e  of  th e  I r i s h  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  the  Imperial Exchequer in terms of  the  
Home B i l l  Rule, and over women's s u f f r a g e ,  which Moriey supported. From
H arco u r t ' s  po in t  o f  view, Moriey was being 'a  s i l l y  s e n s i t iv e  bundle o f
n e r v e s ' ,  but  'a lthough Morley was more s u s c e p t ib l e  than most of  h is  co l­
leagues he was not  a lone  in opposing S i r  W il l iam 's  cla im.

I t  was no t  only Morley who r e c a l l e d  ' l i t t l e  i n c id e n t s '  and the  
' s t renuous  d i s c u s s i o n s ' ( a s  S i r  William referred to  them) v i r t u a l l y  i n d i s ­
t in gu ish a b le  from a t o r r e n t  o f  abuse,  whether w r i t t e n  o r  v e r b a l , Rosebery 
r e a l iz e d  t h i s :

Asquith ,  Acland and Spencer were e qua l ly  firm 
(along with Morley) to  me as to  the  im p o s s ib i l i ty  
o f  Harcourt  being Prime M in is te r ,  For some 
reason o r  ano ther  he had offended them a l l ,  and 
made them shr ink  from the  idea o f  h is  being 
placed in a u th o r i ty  over t h e m J ^

Not a l l  of  'Jumbo's '  co l leagues  r e a l i z e d ,  as Milner  d id ,  t h a t  under the 
b r i s t l i n g  facade was to  be found a g e n ia l ,  a lmost  c h i l d l ik e  p e r so n a l i ty .

In the  end, i t  made no d i f fe ren c e  t h a t ,  as Morley wrote,  Har­
c o u r t  was ' th e  most c o n f id e n t i a l  emissary t h a t  S i r  William Harcourt could
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poss ib ly  have chosen -  in many ways c l e v e r e r ,  n e a t e r ,  more a s t u t e ,  
dip lomatic  and f a r  more r e s o l u t e . . . 1^  Nor did i t  m a t te r  t h a t  S i r  Wil­

liam did  have some sympathizers among the  back benchers .  They were not 
consu l ted .  S i r  William himself  argued t h a t  i t  was b e t t e r  people should 

ask why one was not in a c e r t a in  place r a t h e r  than why one was. He was 

prepared to  se rve  under Rosebery r a th e r  than jeo pa rd iz e  the  Government's 
tenure  of  o f f i c e  because of h is  personal i n t e r e s t s .  Harcourt  t r i e d  to  

persuade h is  f a t h e r  o therwise ,  but to  no a v a i l :

I t r i e d  to  argue aga ins t  t h i s  view feeb ly  f o r  a 
t im e ,  bu t  knowing th a t  i t  i s  the  r i g h t  and only 
p o s s ib le  one. I t  wil l  be a sp lendid  s a c r i f i c e  i f  i t  
has to  be made, and i t  w i l l  be e a s i e r  f o r  him then 
i t  w i l l  be f o r  me. He has hard ly  any ambit ion;  I 
have a double dose fo r  him.

So, from 23 February onwards, Karcourt  acknowledged in h is  
journal  t h a t  the  s t ru g g le  f o r  the premiership was l o s t .  Apart from 
S i r  W il l iam 's  r e lu c ta n c e  to  leave the Exchequer and the  general  Cabinet 
a n t ip a th y ,  th e  bu 'k  o f  p ub l ic  opinion and the  p ress  swung behind Rose­

bery. The pro-Rosebery Liberal  pu b l ica t io n s  included t h e  Daily Chronic le , 
the Daily  News and th e  Westminster Gazet te .  Only a f t e r  th e  i s su e  was
decided did th e  l a t t e r  d a i ly  concede t h a t  S i r  William had deserved f a i r e r

1 ??
t rea tm ent .  * On 1 March Gladstone (who had re tu rn ed  from B i a r r i t z  on 
10 February) held  h is  l a s t  Cabinet.  L a te r  in the  a f te rnoon  he made h is  
l a s t  speech in  the  Commons - a vigorous a t t a c k  on the  House of  Lords.

That same evening the Prince o f  Wales, the  f u t u r e  Edward VII, 
informed Rosebery t h a t  th e  Queen Intended to  summon him when Gladstone 
res igned .  In f a c t  the  GOM intended to recommend Spencer, but  during h is  
l a s t  audience on 3 March the Queen did not  mention the  success ion  issue 
To her  g re a t  s a t i s f a c t i o n  Rosebery accepted a pos t  which became a n ig h t ­
marish burden he prayed to  be r i d  of. Lord Kimberley rep laced  him a t  the  
Foreign O f f ice ,  in s t e a d  o f  a d isg run t led  Morley, much to  the  d e l ig h t  of 
Harcourt ,  who never r e a l l y  forgave him f o r  not support ing  h is  f a t h e r .  
Outwardly a t  l e a s t  S i r  William seemed h i s  usual b l u f f  s e l f ,  although
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Lady Harcourt  d isp layed  l e s s  euMg-froid,



As one of Harcour t 's  f u tu r e  c o l leag u es  put i t ,  although 

S i r  William defe r red  to the  new o rd e r ,  he 'and s t i l l  more h is  son, made 

no p re tence  m a t  the se rv ice  was c h e e r f u l 1 Even before the succes­
sion s t r u g g l e ,  the new Prime M in is te r  had not  been on very good terms 

with the  Harcourts .  A typ ica l  example was the  remarks the  l a t t e r  made 

about the  uniform Rosebery wore a t  the  opening o f  the Imperial I n s t i t u t e  

in 1893. Rosebery wrote t h a t  he would pass over Harcour t 's  ' f l i p p a n t

remarks'  about the  uniform he had w o r n  no t  to  mention the  'baseness '  of
IPG

the  Chancellor  of  the Exchequer. What p a r t i c u l a r l y  angered Rosebery 

now was H a rco u r t ' s  e f f o r t s  to  deprive  him o f  the  premiership.

Consequently, he r e j e c te d  H a r c o u r t ' s  peace overture  on 
2 March, and repea ted ly  s t a te d  l a t e r  t h a t  he would o b jec t  l e s s  to  r e s t o r ­

ing f r i e n d l y  r e l a t i o n s  with S i r  William 'were i t  not  f o r  Lu lu ' .  Accord- 
ing t o  (me o f  Rosebery 's  b iographers ,  th e  ' c o ld  r u th le s s n e s s '  with which
Harcourt  had sought t o  undermine th e  Foreign S e c r e t a r y ' s  claim to  the

1 A,7
success ion  was to  'po ison '  the  L iberal  Pa r ty  f o r  the  next ten  y e a r s .  
C e r ta in ly  Rosebery and Harcourt were never  r e a l l y  on good terms t h e r e a f t e r ,  
but  th e  'p o i so n '  e x is ted  p r io r  to  th e  r e t i r e m e n t  of  the  GOM. As 
P e te r  Stansky has shown, i t  was i n  the  void l e f t  by the departure  of  
Gladstone t h a t  the  c lash  o f  p o l i c i e s  and p e r s o n a l ] t i e  came out i n to  the  
open.

Without the  r e s t r a in in g  in f lu e n ce  o f  Gladstone, t h i s  c lash  was 
allowed to  supersede wider pa r ty  i n t e r e s t s .  Unti l the succession o f  the 

l i t t l e - h e r a l d e d  Campbell-Bannerman in 1899, th e  Liberal  Party d r i f t e d  l i k e  
a ru dd e r le s s  sh ip .  Rosebery, S i r  William and Moriey had been guided by 
Gladstone f o r  so long t h a t  they could not  provide e f f e c t i v e  leadership  on 
t h e i r  own. The d e te r io r a t i o n  of Liberal  e l e c t o r a l  prospects  under the  
l e a d e rsh ip  o f  Rosebery was to  an important  e x te n t  a c o ro l la ry  of the  lack 
of harmony in the  Cabinet,  and the f a i l u r e  to  agree  on domestic p o l i c i e s .
In e f f e c t ,  ' faddism' was revived as each l e a d e r  championed h is  pe t  reform 
a t  th e  expense o f  o the rs .

Rosebery was to  a t tempt,  u n su c c e s s fu l ly ,  to  revive the plan of 
the  GGX f o r  an a n t iH o u s e  of  Lords campaign, Morley remained committed 
to  Home Rule f o r  the I r i s h .  And perhaps the  c l e a r e s t  example of the  way 
Liberal  l eaders  were out  of touch with elements of  t h e i r  supporters  was



S i r  Will iam's tenacious f a i t h  in l ic en s in g  reform. The Local Veto 

B i l l  of 1893 proposed to  give loca l  a u t h o r i t i e s  the  power to  a b o l i sh  

l i c e n s e s .  Another Local Option B i l l  S i r  William a lso  backed, in 1895, 

intended to  allow local  a u t h o r i t i e s " t o  decrease the number o f  l i c e n s e s  

in t h e i r  a reas .  But th e re  were Liberal  l iq u o r  t r a d e r s  as well as 

Conservat ive,  although numerica l ly  the  l a t t e r  predominated. A1so,Non­

conformist  advocates of  temperance reform did  not c o n s t i t u t e  a m ajo r i ty  

of the  Liberal r a n k - a n d - f i l e .

The United Kingdom A l l iance  was the  most important Nonconform­

i s t  lobby supporting S i r  W il l iam 's  e f f o r t s , but  local veto o r  op t ion  had 
l e s s  support  in England than in  Scotland and Wales. Neither  Harcourt  nor
h i s  f a th e r  seemed to  r e a l i z e  t h i s .  Like o th e r  observers ,  they  were well
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aware of the  ser iousness  o f  drunkenness as a social  problem, bu t  seem 

to  have underestimated the  e x te n t  of  the  support  f o r  an a l t e r n a t i v e  means 
o f  reform. This e n ta i l e d  the  r e g u la t io n  o f  l ic en s in g  by m u n i c i p a l i t i e s ,  
as a t  Gothenburg, Backed by Joseph Chamberlain as ea r ly  as th e  1870s, the 
'Gothenburg' system had gained many adherents  a t  the  turn o f  th e  cen tu ry .
This divergence of  po l icy  hampered the  e f f e c t iv en e ss  of the temperance

.  129 movement.

At l e a s t  one correspondent  informed Harcourt of the  unpopu lar i ty  
of  th e  Government's loca l  ve to  p o l ic y ,  This was the  Liberal I m p e r i a l i s t  
Scots MP Munro-Ferguson, who rep re sen ted  L e i th ,  the por t  o f  Edinburgh.
The fu tu re  Viscount Novar noted t h a t  s ince  Lei th  was the cantre of  the  
l i q u o r  i n t e r e s t  in Scotland he was having 'a  devil  o f  a t i m e ' .  In a 

f u r t h e r  l e t t e r  he repor ted  t h a t  on t k  bas is  of public  and p r i v a t e  t a l k s ,
he believed th a t  nine out  o f  ten  o f  his  c o n s t i tu e n t s  favoured con tro l  by
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municipal boards. The warning went unnoticed. Perhaps, coming as i t  
did from someone who was then Rosebery 's  p r iv a te  se c re ta ry ,  Harcourt  (jven 
in te rp re te d  i t  as a c r i t i c i s m  o f  h is  f a t h e r ' s  pet  pol icy .

As i t  turned o u t ,  th e  1890 e le c t io n  showed th a t  i t  was not 
only a t  Leith  t h a t  local  veto o r  option f a i l e d  to  s t r i k e  a responsive  
chord. But during the  weeks fo l lowing the  end of the succession s t r u g g le ,  
the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of an e l e c to r a l  cataclysm was the l a s t  thing on the  
Harcourts '  minds. Aided by Treasury o f f i c i a l s ,  the  Harcourts were hard 
a t  work on the annual Budget. Harcourt  threw himself  in to  the  work with 
as much zeal as he had shown p rev io u s ly ,  by learn ing  shorthand and typing



to  s e t  as S i r  W i l l i a m 's  secretary* Now he 'd rudged seventeen hours e 

day over h i s  f a t h e r ' s  budget . . .  he grubbed among b lu e  books and dusty 
documents'

The c o r e  o f  the  working force was comprised o f  Harcourt,

S i r  William and h i s  o f f i c i a l  secre tary  S i r  Rees D av ies .  This hect ic 

period must have been slow to r tu re  f o r  the  non-smoking members of the  

t r i o ;  S i r  W i l l i a m 's  consumption of  la rge  c i g a r s  was even g r e a te r  than 

usua l .  His s u f f e r i n g  colleagues t r i e d  to  s u b s t i t u t e  a sm a l le r  cheaper 

brand,  but  th e  a t t e m p t  did not go undetected!  On 16 Apri l  1894 S i r  Wil­

liam In troduced h i s  famous 'Death Duties* Budget in the Cabinet, and 
'ben days later his son was still busy reassuring the GOM 
about its provisions.Gladstone was much perturbed b y  
what he considered "by far the most Radical measure of my , 
l i f e t i m e * .    s

I r o n i c a l l y ,  I t  was Gladstone h imself  who had p re fe r red  
S ir  William t o  'R ad ica l  J o e 1 a t  the Exchequer in 1886, because of the 

l a t t e r ' s  views on 1 ransom '*133 I t  was no t  j u s t  t h a t  S i r  William had 
abolished t h e  u n i v e r s a l  30/s Death Duty devised  by Gladstone  in 1881.

The ex-Prime M i n i s t e r  regarded the  graduated success io n  duty which r e ­

placed i t  a s  ' t o o  v i o l e n t ' .  P reviously ,  t a x a t io n  had been applied  

‘e q u i t a b ly 1, n o t  t a k i n g  d i f fe rences  of  income in to  a cco un t .  The novelty 
which upset  Gladstone  and angered landowners was th e  t a x  on ' r e a l '  

property changing hands on t h e  death of an e s t a t e  owner. Before ,  only
'pe rsona l '  p r o p e r ty  was l i a b l e  t o  be taxed,

The d i s t i n c t i o n  was an important one in  th e  case  o f  l a rge r  
e s t a t e s .  ' P e r s o n a l '  p ro pe r ty  was defined as  small* p o r t a b l e  items, 'R e a l '  

property was any th ing  l a r g e r  -  bu i ld ings ,  b o a t s ,  e t c ,  A tax  of  1% was 

levied on e s t a t e s  worth IIOO-ISOD* The next b racke t  was between 1500-
II  000, on which 2% was l e v i e d .  The c e i l i n g  was 8%, on a l l  a s s e t s  in

excess of I I  000 000. Hardest  h i t  in terms o f  the  new sc a le s  were the 
in h e r i to r s  o f  th e  n a t i o n ' s  l a r g e s t  ' r e a l '  o r  immoveable a s s e t s .  Glad­
stone was not  the  on ly  prominent Liberal worried by t h i s  blow to  the 
pockets of l a r g e  e s t a t e  owners, Rosebery gave n o t ice  o f  h is  reserva t ions  
on 4 A pr i l ,  two days a f t e r  S i r  Wil l iac  read out  msst o f  the  d r a f t  Budget 
to his co l leagues .

H a r c o u r t ' s  j o u rn a l  recorded th a t :



J u s t  as we were leav ing  the House a t  6,30 a 

yellow box a r r iv e d  from Rosebery con ta in ing  an 

e la b o ra te  memo - - -  d i r ec te d  aga ins t  the  Budget 

g e n e r a l ly ,  and the  Graduated Death Duties in 

p a r t i c u l a r ,  WVH much amused a t  the  high Tory 
l i n e  taken by R, and s a id ,  ' I  wonder what the  

Daily Chr o n ic l e  would th ink  i f  they could see

Rosebery wondered i f  the  Liberal  Party might n o t  a l i e n a t e  the  
i n f lu e n t i a l  landed c l a s s ,  o r  ’p r o p e r t y 1, by breaking up la rg e  e s t a t e s  

and make i t s e l f  many enemies, A ’horizontal  d i v i s i o n 1 o f  p a r t i e s  might 
r e s u l t ,  cos t ing  the  Government i t s  h i t h e r to  wider base o f  support  and 

ob l ig ing  i t  t o  draw e x c lu s iv e ly  on working-class suppor t .  S i r  William 

c h e e r fu l ly  accepted t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y  i n  a raply which prompted Rosebery 
to  penci l  on i t  ’Insolence i s  no t  argument’ . However, because S i r  Wil­

l iam agreed to  reduce th e  maximum s c a l e  from 10% to  8%, Rosebery d id  
no t  d iscuss  the  Budget f u r t h e r  in  Cabinet .  The Harcourts  i n t e r p r e t e d  h is  
lack  o f  p ro te s t  as a s ign  o f  weakness,

Harcourt and h i s  f a t h e r  seem to  have viewed the  Budget from 
d i f f e r e n t  poin ts  o f  view. Years l a t e r  the  former continued to  r e f e r  t o  
t h i s  truimphant in t ro d u c t io n  o f  the  p r in c ip le  of g radua t ion ,  and i t s  
completely successful  implementation in  subsequent b u d g e t s . ^  In 1894 
Radicals  wondered why S i r  William had not  introduced graduated 'income- 
tax  as w e l l ,  unaware t h a t  Harcourt  urged his f a t h e r  to  do j u s t  t h i s .  
But Milner drew up a memorandum cogen t ly  arguing ag a in s t  the  in c lu s io n  
of  a sur tax  on incomes in excess o f  £5 000 per annum i t h e r e  would be 
adm in is t ra t iv e  problems, and assessment  would seem ’i n q u i s i t o r i a l ’ .
S i r  William accepted these  arguments,

Lloyd George would l a t e r  r e a l i z e  S i r  William’s hope t h a t  ‘we
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sha l l  one day f in d  the  means t o  c a r ry  i t  o u t ’ . For th e  Chance l lo r ,  the
value of the new e s t a t e  d u t ie s  seems to  have been th a t  they enabled him 
to  avoid a su b s tan t ia l  inc rease  of income-tax, The minimal inc re ase  from 
7d to  8d in the  pound was the  l a s t  one p r io r  to the  War Budget of  1900,

. which was introduced by h is  U nionis t  successor S i r  Michael Hicks-Beach.
S i r  William re l ieved  those  earn ing  l e s s  than £500 per annum o f  t a x a t i o n .

As he explained to the  Liberal  economist Francis H i r s t ,  d e a th -d u t i e s



would o b v ia te  t h e  need f o r  en increase t o  more than  8d in  the  pound.

A low income-tax during peace time allowed f o r  a reserve in 

case o f  war, when a d r a s t i c  increase was then  j u s t i f i a b l e  to  avoid ex­

cess ive  borrowing. But in peace-time, S i r  Will iam contended,  taxa t ion  

ought never t o  be ' a t  concert  p i t c h ' .  For th e  R ad ica ls  who welcomed 

the  in t r o d u c t io n  o f  graduated taxa t ion ,  i t  was a means o f  r e d i s t r i b u t i n g  

wealth .  The d ea th  du t ie s*  importance as a p receden t  was,  by c o n t ra s t  

what alarmed the  Conservat ives ,  who wondered where t h e  process  would end 

now t h a t  i t  had begun. As the ever-caut ious Arthur  B a lfou r  rea l iz ed  from 

the o u t s e t ,  g r ad u a t io n  was a p o l i t i c a l  h o t  p o ta to  ; ' I n  my opinion . . .  

o f  a l l  poss ib le  q u e s t io n s  the  very worst f o r  us to  choose as  our b a t t l e -  
ground1.

The a t t a c k  the  Opposition mounted on th e  Budget was based on 

another  i s su e :  t h e  tax  on dr ink .  Conservative landowners mobilised behind 

tha f r o n t  provided by ' t h e  t r a d e ' .  Posing as champions o f  the  popular

i n t e r e s t ,  the  brewers  crusaded on behalf o f  the  'poor-m an 's  beer '  a l leged ly  

th rea tened  by th e  proposed 6d addit ional  t a x  pe r  g a l lo n  o f  s p i r i t s  and 

per b a r r e l  of  b e e r .  S i r  William argued t h a t ,  w i th  i t s  g r e a t  p r o f i t s ,  the 

t rade  could a f f o r d  the  taxes  and t h a t  the consumer would not  be a f fe c te d .  

But the  i s su e  hung i n  the  balance as an a l read y  t h i n  L ibera l  majori ty  in 
the Commons was f u r t h e r  eroded. Nine I r i s h  N a t i o n a l i s t s  voted with the 
Opposition over t h e  s p i r i t s  and beer du t ie s .

After  p a ss in g  Second Reading by a mere 14 vo tes  (3U8-294), the  
Finance B i l l  was t r a n s f e r e d  to  committee, where the  back-s tage  squabbling 
began. Both f r i e n d s  and foes  agreed that  S i r  Will iam conducted h is  

campaign with exemplary s k i l l  and remarkable ( e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  him) pat ience .  
One of h is  a b le s t  h e lp e r s  was Milner without whose presence  a t  
Somerset House, Edward Hamilton opined, the  B i l l  might not  have been 

c a r r i e d J 40 A f te r  i t  emerged from what Harcourt d i sp a rag in g ly  described 
as 1tne B e a r - p i t 1 t h e  B i l l  passed the Third Reading by 20 votes on 

17 July 1894. Only the  House of Lords remained, and any ser ious  tamper­
ing, l e t  alone r e j e c t i o n ,  was not ser iously  considered  by the O p p o s i t i o n / ^

The Budget was the  most important L ibera l  measure passed dur- 

ing Rosebery's t e n u re  of the premiership and the  h igh p o in t  of  S i r  Wil l iam's  
parliamentary c a , e e r .  But a t  the time, as h is  son t e s t i f i e s ,  he was



simply overjoyed to  be ' q u i t  of  the  B i l l ,  humming to  himself  'no more 
14?

cram '.  S i r  Wil l iam's need to 'cram' showed th a t  he was s t i l l  f a r

from mastering the l a b y r in th in e  i n t r i c a c i e s  o f  f inance .  Worried land­

owners “did not y e t  know i t ,  but  ' c o n f i s c a t o r y '  f inance  was s t i l l  f a r  in
the  fu tu re .  A man who declared  the  very next  year  t h a t  the country had

143
've ry  near ly  reached the  l i m i t s  o f  t o l e r a b l e  t a x a t io n '  was no f i s c a l  
r evo lu t iona ry .

After  the success ion s t ru g g le  and the  s trenuous budget p re-  
par a t i o n ,  H arcour t ' s  u sua l ly  keen i n t e r e s t  in  the p o l i t i c a l  world was a t  

an a l l - t i m e  low. Oust a t  th e  time h is  f a t h e r  was savouring h is  g r e a t e s t  
tr iumph, Harcourt was made a tempting o f f e r  to  end h i s  u n o f f ic ia l  

haunting o f  t h e c o x W r s  o f  power. S i r  Charles  L innot te  was about to  
leave  the  Mint, and wanted Harcourt  to  r e p la c e  him. A f te r  ' long and c a r e ­

f u l  c o n s id e ra t ion '  H a r t fu r t  dec l in e d ,  a l though he would have like&the post* 
I t  was only one of  th e  acc iden ts  o f  l i f e ,  he explained to  L inno t te ,  t h a t  he 

had gone in to  p o l i t i c s .  In f a c t ,  one o f  the  M int 's  g r e a t e s t  a t t r a c t i o n s  
was t h a t  i t  o f fered  an ' e a r l y  and complete severance from p o l i t i c a l  l i f e ' .

Nonetheless, Harcourt  added, he f e l t  bound to  remain a while 
longer  in the  profess ion  in  which he found h imself  although i t  was one 
' f o r  which I be l ieve  I am n o t  well f i t t e d ,  and in which I have c e r t a i n l y  
l o s t  much o f  the  i n t e r e s t  I once f e l t ' A l t h o u g h  a t  t h e  time Linnotte  
made h is  o f f e r  S i r  William was t ry in g  t o  g e t  h i s  son to  s t a r t  an inde­
pendent c a re e r ,  he f a i l e d  t o  persuade 'L u lu '  t o  accept  the  p roferred  
p o s t .  S i r  William was also"most annoyed t h a t  h i s  s o n ' s  temporary d i s ­
enchantment with p o l i t i c s  a l s o  led  him to  t u r n  down h i s  f i r s t  chance to  
e n te r  Parl iament, Harcourt was v i s i t i n g  the  Rlpons a t  Studley Royal* 
t h e i r  Yorkshire e s t a t e ,  when NLF S e c re ta ry  William Allard  was advised of 
a vacancy in  the  borough o f  L e ic e s te r .

This was due to  the  re s ig n a t io n  o f  i t s  MP, S i r  James Whiteheed,
Mr.Hyde, the burgess f o r  L e ic e s t e r ,  wrote t o  A l la rd  asking i f  Harcourt 
would consider  standing f o r  the  o f f i c e ,  A l la rd  then contacted Harcourt 
a t  Studley Royal but not s u r p r i s in g ly ,  the  rep ly  was n e g a t iv e . ^ 5  s i r  
William, as h is  biographer no tes ,  was upse t  by the  obst inacy of  'Lulu' 
but gave way f i n a l l y ,  Father and son decided to  spend the r e s t  of the 
summer holidaying in I t a l y ,  and by the time they re turned  to England in



October the argument had been patched up. On h is  r e tu rn  Harcourt 
plunged in to  h is  var ied  s e c r e t a r i a l  ta sks  with renewed v igour ,  l ig h te n in g  

h is  f a t h e r ' s  work-1oad.

-
One of h is  t a s k s ,  and a responsib le  one, was to  cons ider  a p p l i ­

ca t io n s  made to  the  Treasury f o r  funds. At l e a s t  one head of  department 
p re fe r red  to approach the son r a th e r  than h is  f i e r c e  f a t h e r t Herbert  Glad­

stone was F i r s t  Commissioner of Works in the l a s t  Liberal  adm in is t r a t io n  

of the  1890s. As G lads tone 's  biographer wrote,  t h i s  o f f i c e

removed from the more se r ious  a n x ie t i e s  of  
p o l i t i c s ,  o f f e r s  as p leasan t  a v a r i e ty  of  

d u t ie s  as any M inis ter  can d e s i r e .  The ca re  
o f  g r e a t  h i s t o r i c  pa laces ,  the maintenance 
of  pa rks ,  the  p lan t ing  o f  gardens, the b e a u t i -  

fy ing o f  s t r e e t s ,  the  supervis ion of  monu­
ments and publ ic  bu i ld ings  .

However, as  Harcourt  r e a l i z e d  when he l a t e r  took over Works 
h im sel f ,  the  department was what S i r  William once descr ibed as th e  'whip-
ping boy1 of  the  Treasury.  There was a perennial  shortage of  funds f o r  
Works' many p r o j e c t s .  On t h i s  occasion Gladstone sought approval f o r  h is  
scheme to  amprove the Government o f f i c e s  in  Parl iament S t r e e t ,  ad jo in ing  
W hiteha l l . As he explained to  Harcourt ,  he did not  wish to  bore S i r  William 
with a long memorandum. His p lan ,  a la rge  one, was intended to  s e t t l e  the  
quest ion of  new Government accommodation f o r  a long time to  come.**** 
Construction duly began, and t h i r t e e n  years  l a t e r  Harcourt was c a s t  in  a 
s im i la r  ro le  when he pres ided  over the  completion of the  new, much-needed, 
public  o f f ices .**^

While a s s i s t i n g  S i r  William, Harcourt ass iduously  continued to 
record the  dissension  among the  Liberal leade rsh ip .  The l a s t  few months 
of  Rosebery's adm in is t ra t io n  were unhappy ones f o r  the pa r ty  in power. At 
the very s t a r t  of  his  p remiersh ip ,  Rosebery u n t a c t f u l l y  declared  t h a t  a 
necessary  p r e - r e q u i s i t e  fo r  I r i s h  Home Rule was English approval .  Har- 
court  thought a t  the time t h a t  Rosebery's blunt  s ta tement  t h a t  England was 
the 'predominant'  pa r tne r  of the United Kingdom was 'a  very bad and fo o l i s h

1 Ff)
blunder '  which would do 'immense harm'. As i t  turned o u t ,  the  real  
harm was caused by the Government's i n a b i l i t y  to pass l e g i s l a t i o n  favour-



ing the minority interests  forming part o f  i t s  support-base.

Until the passing of the  Par l iam ent  Act of  1911, Liberal 
Governments could not s a t i s f y  I r i s h  and Nonconformist demands due to  the  

Lords '  s e l e c t i v e  use of t h e i r  veto powers. Government inac t ion  c rea ted  

growing anger and resentment among the L ibe ra l  back-benchers and rank-and- 

f i l e .  The m an ifes ta t ion  of th i s  was s e n s i t i v i t y  to  real  or perceived 

s l i g h t s .  In l a t e  1894 Harcourt was p e rso n a l ly  involved in t h i s  phenomenon, 
in a t y p i c a l l y  convoluted a f f a i r  which i l l u s t r a t e d  the  then sorry s t a t e  of 
L ibera l  p o l i t i c s .  In an address to  h i s  c o n s t i t u e n t s  a t  the  Welsh p o r t  
o f  Bangor, Lloyd George c i t ed  an a s s e r t i o n  made by compatriot S i r  George 
Osborne Morgan. This was t h a t  S i r  William had used an in su l t in g  expres­
sion in  connection with Wales and Welsh q u e s t io n s .

Harcourt  l o s t  no time in  rep ly ing  in what seems to  have been an 
in au sp ic io us  s t a r t  to  h is  exiguous correspondence with the  Welsh MP.
He emphatica l ly  denied Morgan's a s s e r t i o n .  In tu rn  Lloyd George explained
t h a t  he was rep o r t in g  what had been to ld  him by a co l league to  whom Morgan
had given t h i s  a c c o u n t S i r  George Morgan accused Lloyd George of
' f a b r i c a t i o n ' , and the  l a t t e r  despatched ano the r  l e t t e r  to  Harcourt asking

why he had not rea c te d .  The barbed re p ly  from Harcourt  explained t h a t
s in c e  S i r  George Morgan had made a publ ic  d e n i a l ,  he had not considered i t
necessary  to  c o n t r a d ic t  the repo r t s  to  which he had re fe r r e d  and which, as

152f a r  as  h is  f a t h e r  was concerned, were a b s o lu te ly  without  foundation.

The i m p l i c i t  sugges t ion  was t h a t  Lloyd George m s  the  ' f a b r i c a t o r ' .

Presumably s i r  William had no t  t o ld  h i s  son - or  e lse  'Lulu ' 

did no t  care  to  admit -  t h a t  he had to ld  Morgan ' I  wish you and your Bil l  
were in  h e l l ! '  I t  was because the Welsh D ises tabl ishm ent  B i l l ' s  second 
reading had been crowded out by o ther  bus iness  t h a t  Morgan had sought 
S i r  W il l iam 's  assurance th a t  i t  would be cons idered  during the next p a r i i a -  
mentary se s s io n .  I t  was the slow progress  of  t h i s  B i l l  which had led to 
the temporary r e v o l t  of Lloyd George and o th e r  back-benchers in A pr i l ,  
a lthough they had to  re turn  to the fold due to  the  27-4 vote of confidence 
in th e  government by W Ish members on 25 M a y T h e  fu ro re  could only 
have s trengthened Lloyd George's convic t ion  t h a t  the  Disestablishment Bil l  
would not pass the  Commons in 1895.

Events showed th a t"L lo y d  - George 's  doubts were ~ f u l l y

j u s t i f i e d .  On 19 February 189b Rosebery o f f e re d  to  res ign  due to  lack of



Cabinet and back-bench suppor t .  The t o t a l l y  unexpected move,threa tened 

to  b r ing  down the t o t t e r i n g  government. Although during one o f  h i s  t a l k s  

with th e  Prime Minister  S i r  William commented th a t  'Without you the 

Government would [be] r i d i c u l o u s ,  with you i t  i s  only i m p o s s i b l e ' , ^  h i s  

son did  not  want Rosebery to  d e p a r t .  This i s  c le a r  from th e  e n t r i e s  in  
h is  journal  in which he remarked t h i s  would be a 'c ruel  t im e 1 f o r  S i r  W il­
liam to  take over,  when the  L ibera l  Party  was ' thoroughly demoralized and 

d ishear tened  and d iso rg a n iz ed 1

The reason f o r  th e  g e n e ra l ly  low morale was a success ion  o f  

b y -e le c t io n  se tbacks.  But Harcourt  a l s o  surmised, qu i te  c o r r e c t l y ,  t h a t  
Rosebery was not  in e a rn e s t .  The Prime M in i s t e r ' s  ploy was in tended  to  

r e s t o r e  party  d i s c ip l i n e  and in  f o r t u i t o u s  conjunction with a b r i e f  
Liberal  e le c to ra l  r e v iv a l ,  th e  ploy achieved i t s  o b jec t ive .  By m id-year  
however. Liberal b y -e lec t io n  l o s s e s  mounted s t e a d i ly  once aga in .

Reginald B re t t  noted in h is  jo u rn a l  t h a t  Harcourt

a n t i c ip a te d  with in te n s iv e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  a 
complete ro u te  a t  the  general  e le c t io n .  Be 
i s  most v i n d i c t i v e ,  whereas S i r  William has 
recovered h i s  equanimity [ s in c e  the  succes­

sion contesf]Loulou has cu t  o f f  a&Z f r i e n d ly  
r e l a t i o n s  with h i s  f a t h e r ' s  co lleagues .  1
r a t h e r  admire the  i n te n se  pugnacity in one

1
so n a tu r a l l y  g e n t l e .

Harcourt did not  have much longer  to wai t ,  as a p h y s ic a l ly  and 
mental ly  exhausted Rosebery pres ided  over the  d i s in te g ra t io n  o f  the  
Liberal  Government. As H a rco u r t ' s  jou rna l  had predic ted in February ,  th e  
m in is t ry  was turned out ' q u i e t l y  and unexpectedly ' on a minor q u e s t io n .

On 21 June,  a qu ie t  Sunday evening devoted to  Army Est imates ,  the  
Unionists  cunningly marshalled t h e i r  fo r c e s .  They forced a d iv i s io n  over  
the su f f ic ien cy  of the  smokeless new, and expensive, c o rd i t e  su p p l ie s  f o r  
the  army. The Liberal de fea t  -  135 votes to  125-was not i r r e v e r s i b l e .  
Enough Liberal MPs could have been summoned back to the lobby t h a t  same 
evening to ensure a more favourab le  ' c o r d i t e  v o te ' ,

Yet the  Liberal Government res igned .  For Rosebery and 

S i r  William the v ic to ry  of the Opposition provided a welcome excuse f o r



re l in q u ish in g  the  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  o f f i c e ,  in  the same way t h a t  the  ad­

verse  vote over Home Rule had done in 1885. On taking o f f i c e  the 

Unionists  immediately c a l l e d  an e l e c t i o n .  A r e l a t i v e l y  small swing of 

votes was enough to  convert  a Liberal  m ajo r i ty  of  43 in th e  Commons in to
1 A?

a Unionist  m ajor i ty  of 152. The confusion in the L ibera l  camp was 
exemplif ied by the d e fe a t  o f  S i r  William a t  Derby on the  very f i r s t  day of  

p o l l in g .

In 1892 S i r  William had obtained about 2 000 vo tes  more than 

the next  h ighes t  Unionist  cand ida te .  How he and h is  f e l lo w  candidate  in 
t h i s  double-member c ons t i tuency  had been d e c i s iv e ly  d e fe a te d .  One o f  

H arcour t ' s  correspondents  descr ibed  the  outcome a t  Derby as an a c t  of
1 Rfi

'h ideous i n g r a t i t u d e 1, while  NLF Secre ta ry  Robert Hudson, who had
155

succeeded Schnadhorst ,  found h imself  with ‘no words to  express  my . i r r o w ' ,
By 23 Ju ly  the  f u l l  e x te n t  o f  the  d i s a s t ro u s  defea t  the  L ib e ra l s  had 
su f fe red  was c l e a r :  they had 177 s e a t s  to  the  341 o f  the  U n io n is t s .  Among 
the Opposition a lso  were 82 I r i s h  N a t io n a l i s t s .  Many a t t r i b u t e d  the  v o t ­
ing p a t t e r n  a t  Derby and elsewhere to  the  emphasis S i r  Wil l iam l a i d  on 
Local Option.

Whether or  no t  the  Local Veto B i l l  of  189S was ‘a more d i s a s -
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te rous  f a i l u r e  than any o t h e r ' ,  th e  f a c t  remained t h a t  th e  n a t ion  had
re j e c t e d  a Liberal  a d m in is t r a t io n  plagued by in te rn a l  d i s s e n s io n ,  and 
unable to  o f f e r  i t s  suppor te rs  t an g ib le  reforms c a te r in g  f o r  t h e i r  • 
p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t s .  For those  L ibe ra ls  who saw the  d i s a s t e r  as an o u t ­
come o f  sec t iona l ism  and programmes, the  reac t ion  took th e  form o f  g r e a t e r  
i n t e r e s t  in ' c l a s s '  p o l i t i c s  and a search f o r  n o n - s o c i a l i s t i c  ideo log ies  of 
r e f o r m . ^  For the  p re s e n t ,  however, the  Liberal  Party faced  a bleak fu tu re  
b e r e f t  even of the moral i n s p i r a t i o n  of  William Gladstone,  who r e t i r e d  
from the  Commons.

V

In a prophetic  l e t t e r  to Robert Hudson w r i t t e n  j u s t  a f t e r  the  
e le c to ra l  Liberal  Chief Whip Tom E l l i s  commented t h a t :

The d isease  of  the Party i s  deep-seated. Time 

alone can e ra d ic a te  i t ,  and Time will  take  ten



gvod years o f  . i ts  own s e l f  to do the jo b J ® 2

Since the L ibera ls  were in  f a c t  to  spend the next ten years  in Opposit ion,  

E l l i s  was qu i te  c o r r e c t ,  but  he did not  suggest  a remedy. An undated 
memorandum in the Harcourt  Papers did t r y  to  propose one. I t  was p re ­
pared by, presumably, a member o f  the Home Counties D iv is ion ,  and although 

i t  i s  undated i t  seems f a i r l y  c e r t a i n  t h a t  i t  r e f e r s  to the  p o s t - e le c t io n  
s i t u a t i o n  in 1895,

The i n t e r e s t  o f  t h i s  memorandum l i e s  in the p r a c t i c a l  guide­

l i n e s  i t  s e t  out f o r  deal ing  with th e ,p e rn ic io u s  e f f e c t s  o f  'faddism1,

The Liberal de fea t  was a t t r i b u t e d  to  the  excessive  d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n  of  
‘p ro g re s s iv e 1 p o l i t i c s .  Various unions and s o c i e t i e s  were named, which 
‘ though exce l len t  in  t h e i r  way1 tended to  accen tua te  the  sec t ional  
c h a rac te r  of such p o l i t i c s . ^  The memorandum concluded t h a t :

The main o b je c t  o f  our work in  fu tu re  should be 
to  emphasize th e  importance of R e g is t r a t io n  Re- 
form and to  educate  the  working c la s s e s  as  to  

the  value o f  t h e  vote  by a s s i s t i n g  in th e  f u l l  
development o f  t h e  loca l  government of  tl  Is
c o u n t r y . ^

From t h i s  memorandum, and o ther  correspondence in  h is  papers ,  
i t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  Harcourt maintained an i n t e r e s t  in the  a f f a i r s  o f  the  NLF, 

d e sp i te  having severed h i s  o f f i c i a l  l in k  with i t s  Home Counties Division. 
During the succession s t ru g g le  he had inv i te d  NLF Sec re ta ry  Robert Hudson 
to  stop over a t  Malwood on h is  way to  a meeting a t  P o r t s m o u t h . ^  Har­
co u r t  was always adding to  h t s  network of  p o l i t i c a l  c o n ta c t s ,  and no doubt 
he sought to  bring an i n f l u e n t i a l  o f f i c i a l  l ike  Hudson over to  the s ide  of 
the  Harcourts . Home Counties Divis ion Secre tary  William Al la rd  was another  
va luab le  correspondent, who kept Harcourt aw f a f t  w i t b ' p o l i t i c a l  develop- 
ments a t  the local level

In r e tu rn ,  Allard  would ask Harcourt to  ge t  h i s  f a t h e r  to 
speak a t  c e r ta in  public  meetings on behalf  of the Divis ion .  The Harcourts '  
accord with , the  NLF was not dup l ica ted  in t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s  with Rosebery.
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