
Naval expenditure had r i s e n  s h a rp ly  during the pas t  few years
164

from s l i g h t l y  over £24 000 000 in 1898-9 to  £31 869 500 fo r  1906-7. 
However, perturbed by the announcement o f  new German naval cons truct ion  in 

mid-November 1907, the Sea Lords proposed t h e i r  own sh ip b u i ld in g  pro­
gramme in  December which ran to  over a m i l l io n  pounds over the previous 
y e a r ' s  e s t im a te s .  Before descr ib ing  th e  Kadical reac t ion ,  i t  i s  necessary 

to  d i s c u s s  why the Sea Lords should have perceived the new German pro­
gramme as a t h r e a t  to  B r i t i sh  s e c u r i t y .  The reason was th a t  the s t r a t e g i ­
cal  s i t u a t i o n  by l a t e  1907 made Germany th e  most l ike ly  future opponent in 
a war.

This had not been the case  a t  the  tu rn  of the century. S e l -  
b o rn e ,  then F i r s t  Lord of the Admira l ty ,  had advocated a 'Two Power' 

s t a n d a rd  of  B r i t i s h  naval s u p e r io r i t y  baded on the enemy f l e e t s  being 
France and Russia. Since then the  c o rd i a l  r e l a t i o n s  with those powers, i n ­
c lud in g  the  en ten te  with France in 1904 made t h i s  scenario less  l i k e l y .
The ‘s t a n d a r d 1 had not been dropped, bu t  the  German f l e e t  was known to  be
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d i r e c t e d  a g a in s t  B r i ta in .  Moreover, given the  anti-German b ias  in the  
Fore ign  O f f ic e ,  and the famous memorandum by one of i t s  o f f i c i a l s  r e ­
lea sed  in  January 1907 iden t i fy ing  Germany as the  most l ik e ly  e n e m y ^ 7  

the  a la rm  o f  th e  Sea Lords appears more e x p l ic a b le .  Whether or n o t ,  as 
Keith  Wilson a rgues ,  the  Foreign O ff ice  d e l i b e r a t e l y  overemphasized the  
German t h r e a t ^ 8 i f  anything,  Germany f ea red  B r i t i sh  a t tack  more than 
v ice  v e r s a - the Admiralty was determined to  respond to the German r 
programme. From 1908 on, the naval ' r a c e '  was underway.

With the Radicals , Asquith and even F i r s t  Lord Tweedmouth 
alarmed by the s iz e  of the  e s t im a te s ,  t h e r e  was obviously going to  be 
p re s s u re  on the  Sea Lords to  reduce them. During December 1907 CB was 
rec u p e ra t in g  in France, a t  the coas ta l  r e s o r t  of B i a r r i t z ,  and Harcouht
wrote t o  him about the progress made by th e  'economists ' ,  The whole 
Admiralty  Board had threatened to  r e s i g n ,

accompanied by FQrnuncQ Robertson and Lambert! ^
Robertson, with whom I had a t a l k  on the t r a in  the 
o th e r  day, seems genuinely convinced th a t  t h e i r  pro- 
posa ls  are  the minimum necessa ry .  This ra the r  shakes 
me as he was always your su p po r te r  in opposition 
a g a in s t  big Navy Est im ates .  Of course the publicat ion
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of  the new German programme makes some d i f fe ren c e  . . .

The Radicals  had ,  none the le ss ,  made a good case f o r  reduction 

of  naval expenditure .  In November Cl had been presented w ith  a paper 

conta ining what F i r s t  Sea Lord F isher  l a t e r  admitted were in c o n t r o v e r t i b le  
f a c t s  as the bas is  f o r  a p e t i t i o n  demanding a cut-back on th e  e s t im a te s .
The paper was signed by 136 L ibera l  MPs, and had been supported  by the  
Radical Reduction of Armaments C o m m i t t e e E a r l y  in the  new se s s io n ,  
the  authors of t h i s  memorandum -  Murray MacDonald and S i r  John Brunner -  
announced t h e i r  i n t e n t io n  t o  move an amendment to  the  Address Expressing 
t h e i r  r e g re t  t h a t  the  Government had not acted on the i s su e  o f  arms r e ­
duc t ions .  The amendment was t o  be debated on Wednesday, 5 February. At 
an emergency meeting held  th e  day before ,  the Cabinet decided unanimously 
to  reduce the es t im ates  by £1 340 000 to  bring them below th e  1906-07 

f i g u r e s .  There was good reason  f o r  has te .

I f  the MacDonald-Brunner paper presented to  CB i n  November were 
made the  sub jec t  of a d i v i s i o n  in  the  House then the Government would be 
in a minori ty ,  f o r  the  f i r s t  time s ince com .sg in to  o f f i c e .  A Cabinet 
subcommittee comprised o f  H a rco u r t ,  Lloyd George and McKenna was appointed 
to  put  the reso lu t ion  i n to  e f f e c t .  The account of what fo l lowed was r e ­
l a t e d  by Admiral F isher  t o  Esher ,  and illuminates how d i s j o i n t e d  the 
e f f o r t s  of the Radical ' e co n o m is t s '  were, even during the ve ry  f i r s t  c r i s i s  
over annual e s t im ates .  At 6 pm, a few hours a f t e r  the  Cabinet  meeting,
F isher  received a note from Harcourt  asking him to go to  h i s  room in the 
Commons to  discuss 'very  grave  and urgent bus iness ' .  (He was asked to  go 
via the  Ladies'  entrance  t o  avoid d e te c t io n . )  __

When Fisher  a r r i v e d  Harcourt  sa id  they had known each o ther  fo r  a 

long t ime, so he would be very  f r a n k .  He explained th a t  a t  th e  Cabinet 
held t h a t  afternoon i t  had been est imated that  i f  MacDonald's motion were 
presented the Government would be outvoted by 100. Balfour,  a t  Brighton* 
had asked the Unionists to  vo te  f o r  the Government but i t  was known t h a t  the 
Opposition HP's would vote f o r  the  amendment.173 The Government had t h e r e ­
fore  decided to reduce the  E s t im a tes .  Fisher  objected t h a t  the  Board had 
a lready agreed to a r ed u c t io n  of  £750 000, and the Cabinet had a lready  ap­
proved the f ig u re s .  According to  F isher ,  'Harcourt then adopted a tune 
which was arrogant  and a lmost  u n c i v i l , intimating p la in ly  t h a t  e i t h e r  5 
members of the Cabinet or th e  Board of Admiralty would have t o  r e s i g n ' , To 

T P h e r ' s  araument t h a t  i t  would be hard to  replace the Board, Harcourt re to r ted



t h a t  Lord Beresford was w i l l in g  to accept  the o f f i c e  of  F i r s t  Sea Lord,
In t h a t  c a se ,  F isher  d ec la red ,  since i t  seemed t h a t  everything had been 

s e t t l e d ,  he had nothing more to  do and would r e tu rn  to  the Admiralty.

Aft<?r his  - re turn ,  he r e c r » d  an i n v i t a t i o n  .from Churchill to  
d in n e r .  Lloyd George a l so  came dlun and used the same argument as Mar- 

c o u r t ,  though in a more c o n c i l i a to ry  manner. But F ishe r  stood firm, des­
p i t e  being to ld  t h a t  Beresford was s tanding by and prepared to reduce the 

e s t im a te s  by £2 m i l l io n .  He repeated th a t  the  ‘ i r r e d u c i b l e 1 minimum had 
been reached.  Hext day, 5 February, he was informed by Lord Tweedmouth 
in a no te  t h a t  a spec ia l  Board meeting was to  be held a t  midday. Two 
hours before  the  meeting,  Lloyd George's p r iv a te  se c re t a ry  came over to 
r e q u e s t  F i s h e r ' s  presence a t  the Board of Trade. On a r r i v a l  Lloyd George 
to ld  him t h a t  i f  he agreed to  a reduct ion th i s  yea r  he could have any 
sum he wished the  fol lowing year .  F isher  asked i f  Lloyd George would 
corns over to  explain the  s i t u a t i o n  to  the Board, and the Welshman agreed.

Back a t  the  Admiralty again, F isher  advised th e  Sea Lords not to
fo rce  the  government's hand by th rea ten ing  to  r e s ig n ,  but  the  Board de­
cided once more to  adhere to  the ' i r r e d u c i b l e 1 minimum. Fisher  then asked 
Robertson,  who was on very good terms with CB, to  expla in  the  s i tu a t io n  to 
the Prime Minis ter  and to  show him how ' im poss ib le '  i t  was to  cut  the e s t i ­
mates any f u r t h e r .  CB duly heard Robertson o u t ,  then sen t  fo r  Asquith,
g iv ing  him th e  g i s t  o f  what Robertson had s a id ,  in the  l e t t e r ' s  presence.
CB announced th a t  the es t im ates  would s tand ,  and Haldane would have to 
cut  £300 000 o f f  h is  f ig u r e s  ins tead .  I t  was, as Esher r i g h t ly  noted in 
his  j o u r n a l ,  'a  most curious  e p i s o d e ' . I t  seems typ ica l  o f  Radical lack 

of e e p r f t  de oorpe and coordination t h a t ,  as F isher  be l ieved ,  the members 
of th e  Cabinet committee had made t h e i r  e f f o r t s  independently.  Nor did
F isher  mention to  Lloyd George or Churchill  h is  e a r l i e r  in terview with

174
Harcourt .

Despite CB's decis ion  the mat ter  did not r e s t  th e re ,  and i t  
was f inal ly* agreed t h a t  the re  would be a compromise reduct ion of 
£400 000, with the es t im ates  presented on an ins ta lment  ba s i s ,  Eventually 
the Radical amendment was presented by MacDonald, on 2 March. I t  was r e ­
j e c te d  by a la rge  m ajo r i ty ,  due to the anxiety  caused by the new German 

naval programme, Yet th e re  was s t i l l  a g rea t  deal of sympathy fo r  the 
Liberal  'economists '  both in and out of the Commons. The problem was how



t o  e f f e c t iv e ly  pool and d i r e c t  these  sympathies. In the  event ,  i t  was 

never done. Despite h i s  high hopes for  the success of  the  Hague d i s ­

armament conference in 1907, CB had seen nothing come o f  i t .  Nor did he 
have any time Teft  f o r “ any major contr ibutions to  the  promotion o f  peace, 
a t  home or abroad. His speech in the Commons, and the  Cabinet meeting 
on 13 February were to  be h is  l a s t .

Another h ea r t  a t t a c k  confined him to the  Prime M in i s t e r ' s  
res idence ,  and he never f u l l y  recovered. CB resigned on 3 A p r i l , and 
Harcourt sent h is  condolences,  noting that

.*•. those who sha re  your views will not  f a i l  to  uphold 
your policy . . ,  I sh a l l  always t reasure  as a most pre­
cious memory your  many and unspoken kindnesses to  me 
and mine, and your  example will be an encouragement andI7C
in sp i ra t io n  t o  me in  the  future.

For the  Gladstonian L i b e r a l s ,  the  fu ture  was in f a c t  u n c e r ta in .  11 am
c l e a r  now', Charles Hobhouse admit ted ,  ‘th a t  we cannot d i r e c t l y  oppose
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Asquith fo r  the p r e s e n t ' » Asquith, the former Liberal  Leaguer, was 
widely tipped to be CB's successo r .

Harcourt had no doubts about th i s .  When he met h is  old f r iend
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Reginald Brett  * on 28 January  he expressed h is  convic t ion  th a t

. . .  Asquith, and only Asquith, i s  a poss ib le  successor  
to CB. Grey, according  to hii , has l i t t l e  in f luence
in the H of C . , and none in the country. Loulou i s  a

17ft
r e l i a b le  judge o f  pub l ic  form.

On 29 April 1908 A squ i th 's  leadersh ip  of the Liberal Par ty  was formally  
r a t i f i e d  a t  the Reform Club, a week a f t e r  CB's death.  I t  was s t rong ly  
hinted by the Radicals p re s e n t  a t  th& Club th a t  there  would be strong 
opposit ion to s izeable  inc reases  in naval and m i l i t a ry  expenditure  in 

f u t u r e b u t  the Cabinet  r e s h u f f l e  on 12 April had not m a te r i a l ly  t i l t e d  
the balance of power in t h e i r  favour ,

I t  was t rue  t h a t  Lloyd George replaced Asquith a t  the Ex­
chequer, but he was not an 'economist '  in the Gladstonian mould, l i k e



Harcourt or M o r l e y A t  the Admiralty McKenna, who had himself apparent-
181ly been in s t rum enta l  in  securing Lloyd George's appointment in 1905, '

replaced the  e l d e r l y  Tweedmouth. l e t  the ex igenc ies  o f  th e  post we^e also
to  show t h a t  from th e  'economists '  point of view t h i s  advantage was more

i l lu so ry  than a c t u a l .  Nor did the young Charles Masterman, one of the
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supporters  o f  H a r c o u r t ' s  small holdings po l icy ,  ' take  over the Local 
Government Board nom the  unimaginative Burns: He had to  be content to be 

i t s  Secre ta ry .  Newly promoted to the Board of  Trade ,  Churchill  was in i -
1 A?

t i a l l y  a very a c t i v e  'econom is t ' ,  but again even ts  were to  show th a t  
t h i s  s tance was only temporary.

The o t h e r  former 'Lib-Imps* remained a t  t h e i r  p o s t s ,  while a t  
the Colonial O f f i c e  i t  was simply a Wh% changing o f  the  guard as Crewe 
took over from E lg in .  Morley and*61r a l s o  s tayed  a t  ttie India and 
Home Offices r e s p e c t i v e l y  as did Ripen as Lord P r ivy  .S e a l . ‘ B irre l l  re ­
mained I r i s h  S e c r e t a r y ,  while : nciman replaced McKenna a t  the  Board of 
Education. Sydney Buxton rema.ned Postmaster-General,  and S inc la i r  in 
charge of S c o t t i s h  a f f a i r s .  Lord Carrington a l s o  s tayed  put  a t  Agri­
cul ture  and F i s h e r i e s .  So, excluding the s h o r t - l i v e d  a l l i a n c e  between 
Churchill and Lloyd George on the need fo r  reduc t ion  o f  naval expenditure 
during 1908, th e  most vocal opponents of increased  naval est imates were 
Morley, Harcourt  and Loreburn the Lord Chancellor.

The new Prime Minis ter  might have had doubts about Harcourt 's 
r e l i a b i l i t y  because of  a l l eg a t io n s  tha t  'Lulu' had leaked the  d e ta i l s  of
the Cabinet r e s h u f f l e  to  the Daily Chronicle, ' b u t . i t  seems more l ike ly
th a t  he simply regarded  him as a Radical trouble-maker whom there was no 
reason to  promote j u s t  y e t .  Thus Churchill ,  a lmost twelve years Harcourt 's 
ju n io r ,  received prefe rm ent . ,  'Lulu ' ,  Asquith b lu n t ly  to ld  Esher, 'must 
wait his  t u r n ' . ^  Harcourt showed no pique a t  having been overlooked. 
Immediately a f t e r  CB's res ignat ion  he had w r i t te n  to  Asquith to express 
his loyal ty  and c o n g r a t u l a t i o n s , ^  and the fol lowing Friday he stated 
tha t :

I am extremely happy at  the Office of Works and am 
d e l igh ted  to  remain there:  I have indeed no claims 
or p re te n s io n s  to  higher off ice  and have much appre­
c ia t e d  th e  o ppor tun i t ie s  I have been given f o r  l e g i s ­
l a t i v e  work in the  past  - mainly owing to  your



generos i ty  to  me in the m at te r  of the  Plural  Voting 

B i l l  of  1906,
I am a f r a i d  you must be t i r e d  with your races across 
Europe and I fea r  th e re  i s  not  much prospect  of  r e s t  
fo r  you f o r  some t im e  to  come.

In e f f e c t ,  Asquith was preoccupied with Budget preparation on 
his r e tu rn  - s ince  although Lloyd George was to  replace him a t  the Ex­
chequer he was s t i l l  to  p resen t  the f in a n c ia l  p rovis ions  fo r  the year  
himself .  Moreover, e a r ly  in the  1908 sess ion t h e  government had i n t r o ­
duced con tro v e rs ia l  l e g i s l a t i o n  l ik e  the  Education Bill  and Licensing 

B i l l . 188 As promised by Harcourt ,  S c o t t i sh  land l e g i s l a t io n  was to  run 
. t h e  g a u n t l e t  of the Lords once again -  Small Landholders and Land Values' 

B i l l s .  Also in prepara t ion  were an Eight Hours (Local Mines) Bill  and 
Old Age Pensions B i l l .  Harcourt took a keen i n t e r e s t  in the l a t t e r  mea­
sure , and had asked to  see the  memorandum by Asquith on the subject  of 
pensions. Because of his previous Treasury experience he had been allowed
to see t h i s  memorandum, which had been prepared p r io r  to  the opening of

189Parl iament, and was not genera l ly  a v a i la b le  to the  Cabinet.

As noted e a r l i e r ,  the  Government c e r t a i n l y  needed to make a 
favourable impression on the e l e c t o r a t e  with as much social  reform l e g i s ­
la t io n  as p o ss ib le :  in ear ly  1908 the p o l i t i c a l  t i d e  was turning a g a in s t  
the L ib e ra ls ,  The t rade  depress ion begun in l a t e  1907, the 'Rich Man's 

P an ic ' ,  p e r s i s t e d  in to  1908 with the value of t rade  declining sharply 
compared to  the previous y e a r ' s  f ig u re s .  The t r ad es  most severely a f f e c t ­
ed were those s e l l i n g  to  the United S ta te s  and shipbuilding r e f l e c t in g  
the general co n trac t ion  of world t r a d e ,  coal and the cotton industry , 
whose Indian and Far Eastern markets con trac ted  sharply. Unemployment 
f igu res  climbed s t e a d i ly  month a f t e r  month, and the  annual average fo r  1908 
- 1.8% of the working population unemployed - was worse than for  any year  
since the depression of the mid 1880g. Under these circumstances i t  
was no su rp r i se  t h a t  the Government began to s u f f e r  e lec tora l  se t -backs ,  
losing h i th e r to  ' s a f e 1 seats  and being thrashed in the London County 
Council e le c t io n s .

The rea c t io n  agains t  the L ibe ra ls  was as strong in middle c l a s s ,  
working c la s s  and ru ra l  cons t i tuenc ies  - only the  Celt ic  fr inge seemed



to  remain loyal  to  the  Government, a n t i c ip a t in g  the passing of l i c e n s in g  

and education b i l l s .  There was a d is tu rb ing  p o s s ib i l i t y  from the  Liberal  
point  of view, t h a t  the  adverse economic condit ions would brea the  new 

l i f e  in  What Harcourt  had once described as the 'hydra-headed m ons te r1 of 
t a r i f f  r e f o r m ' i n  the  e a r l i e r  p a r t  of the ,sess ion  Harcourt spen t  con­

s ide rab le  time ranging across the country to  explain and defend the  
government's p o l i c i e s ,  and to  defend f ree  t rad e .  In helping to defend 
ah embattled m in i s t r y ,  he was perhaps more ac t ive  on the platform 
than a t  any o th e r  time in h is  c a ree r ,  with the  exception of the  ‘Budget1 
e le c t io n  of 1909/10.

H a rcou r t ' s  speeches underl ined,  once more, h is  continued com­
mitment to the  p re se rv a t io n  o f  f r e e  t rade via his  a t tacks  on t a r i f f  r e ­
form. They a l s o  emphasized h is  unchanged attachment to the  Newcastle 
Programme, the  reforms of which he regarded not as an in sp i r a t io n  b u t  an

19?
in ten t ion .  ** At the  annual meeting of his  cons t i tuency 's  Liberal  Coun­
c i l  he was p a r t i c u l a r l y  vehement in his  support of the Government's 
Licensing Bi l l  -  he saw drunkenness as a source of crime, poverty ,  misery
in the  home, and leading  to  the  1 b e s t i a l  degradation of mind and s o u l 1
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and hence welcomed the  Bi l l  as a means of  'soc ia l  r e g e n e r a t io n ' . On 
the issue of th e  f i r s t  major ' s o c i a l 1 l e g i s l a t i o n  « the Old Age Pensions 
Bill  -  Harcourt approved the non-contributory scheme pending an overhaul 
of the  antiquated  Poor Law. ^

Harcourt was a competent speaker,  but was not considered to  be 
one of the  Liberal  demagogues. Complaining about the pauci ty  of e f f e c ­
t iv e  Unionist speakers ,  one Conservative j o u r n a l i s t  wrote a f t e r  the  1906
e lec t ion  'What had we to  s e t  ag a in s t  Asquith, Grey, Haldane, Lloyd George 

195
or even Winston?' • Although Harcourt spoke a t  meetings ra th e r  more 
often than usual in 1908, his  regu la r  dut ies  a t  Works s t i l l  took up most 
of his  time. He was spared the r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  of having to  adminis ter  
the operat ion of his  1907 B i l l .  In a l e t t e r  to  CB he claimed th a t  the  
Bill was going ' l i k e  wild  f i r e '  in the  counties ,  and c e r t a in ly  there  had 
been app l ica t ions  f o r  land - 160 000 acres by March 1908, '  but the  
successes were not  unqu a l i f ied .

There were over 14 000 small holdings created between 1908-14, 
and y e t  there  was a n e t  loss  of holdings less  than 50‘ acres in s ize  dur-

11 0 7  i
ing* th a t  period p r im a r i ly  because of urban encroachment. As Offer



134

has p o in ted  ou t ,  the lack of su b s id ie s  made i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  obtain  ho ld ­

in g s ,  and landowners, farmers and county counci ls  did not make i t  any 

e a s i e r  f o r  would-be small ho lders .  Free t r a d e  in land, as i t  amounted to ,  
had on ly  a l imited  impact. Very d i f f e r e n t  from Harcourt 's  approach was 
the  Development Fund Lloyd George inco rpora ted  in his  1909 budget. The 

Fund was to  be financed by the  Government and involved a f a r  g r e a t e r  de­
gree o f  S ta te  intervention in ru ra l  a f f a i r s .  .Moreover, to  f inance  t h i s

. fund he was prepared to dip in to  the  Sinking Fund * something S i r  William
198

Harcour t  had advocated only in time o f  ' g r e a t  emergency',

As y e t ,  disagreements over t h i s  and other  aspects  of 
Lloyd George's  Budget s t i l l  lay  in  the  f u t u r e ,  and off-duty  Harcourt  
proceeded to  introduce some small hold ings  on h is  own e s t a t e s ,  as well  as 
r e s t o r i n g  Nuneham's gardens to  something o f  t h e i r  former e igh teen th  cen­
tu ry  glory* His success was t e s t i f i e d  to  by Lord Esher, who wrote t o  the 
King in  1907 th a t  ' [the) place 0§3 almost  unrecognizable ' . Orchard Lea, 
the  b e a u t i f u l  Windsor home of the  Eshers ,  was almost 90 minutes from Nurs- 
ham by e a r .  Respected by the l eade rs  o f  both major p a r t i e s  fo r  h i s  p o l i ­
t i c a l  knowledge and inf luence with the  King, Esher formed p a r t  of  what 
has r i g h t l y  been described as the  c l o s e - k n i t  soc ie ty  which acted as  a 
condu i t  f o r  the  transmission o f  p o l i t i c a l  d a ta ,  apar t  from i t s  pu re ly  
so c ia l  fu n c t io n .

The car  now made con tac t  between o ff -du ty  minis ters  e a s i e r .  
Although not  a Minister ,  Esher was a member o f  the ' inner  c i r c l e '  and 
desc r ib ed  a typ ica l  V is i t  to  Nuneham a f t e r  a dr ive through Henley and 
over the  Chi H e r n s ,  the scene of l a r g e - s c a l e  m i l i ta ry  manoeuvres some 
th r e e  yea rs  e a r l i e r :

)

The Prime Minister was s tay ing  with Loulou and a 
la rge  party - We [Maurice B r e t t  had accompanied Esher] 
went through the gardens with Loulou. After luncheon 
they a l l  s ta r ted  to motor up to  Huntercombe fo r  the 
inev i tab le  golf .  Possibly g o l f  and bridge combined

may help us to succumb to the  Germans when the day
?nn

of t r i a l  comes.

This ex t rac t  from the Esher j o u r n a l s  gives a r a the r  misleading 
impression of indolence, since there  was no shortage of work fo r  m in i s t e r s



although they made the most o f  t h e i r  l e i su re  hours. As Harcour t  knew the 

'adminis t ra t ive  gr ind '*  a s  Moriey had put  i t ,  was the l e a s t  a t t r a c t i v e  

aspect  of parliament. All the  same, he wholeheartedly a s s i s t e d  in  the  de­

bates over the government's Old Age Pensions b i l l .  In h i s  budget ,  i n t r o  
duced on 6 May, Asquith had made provision for  pensions o f  f i v e  s h i l l i n g s  
a week fo r  those o f -seven ty  and over. S i r  Frederick Banbury was no t  the  
only Unionist who professed  t o  be unimpressed by a no n -con t r ibu to ry  scheme 

which they questioned th e  S t a t e  could a ffo rd .  Lloyd George poin ted  to
/

t h e i r  successful in t ro du c t io n  in  Germany, but Banbury r e t o r t e d  t h a t  a 

' f o o l i sh  precedent1 could be found fo r  anything in the Commons. ( L a t e r ,  
during the committee s ta g e  o f  th e  b i l l ,  Harcourt made the  t e l l i n g  p o in t  
t h a t  paupers could hard ly  have been brought in to  the scheme i f  i t  had 
been contr ibutory .)  When the  o rd e r  was made fo r  the Second Reading on 
15 June, Lloyd George v ig o ro u s ly  argued against  separa te  c o n t r ib u to r y  
and non-contributory s c h e m e s . ^ *

The Committee System which Harcourt had praised when i as 
used fo r  his 1907 Bill  did no t  prove as swif t  t h i s  time. The Committee 
stage began on 23 June, and because of the  numerous amendments suggested 
-  almost 200 -  the g u i l l o t i n e  had to be used time and again to  speed up 
m a t te r s . Harcourt did not  p lay  a major ro le  in the Committee s t a g e ,  but 
did propose minor changes i n  wording, and sought c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  the  
s t a tu s  of  paupers in terms o f  th e  B i l l .  He objected to t h e i r  not  r e c e i v ­
ing aid on the grounds t h a t  th ey  were disfranchised .  The importan t  th ing  
fo r  the sake of the paupers* and p a r t i c u la r ly  the infirm paupers who stood 
to  gain from the new l e g i s l a t i o n ,  was to  determine t h e i r  s t a t u s  in terms 
of the  Poor Law Commission, which had y e t  to present  i t s  f i n d i n g s , ^ 2

While the Old Age Pensions b i l l  was being d i s s e c te d  in commit­
t e e ,  the Cabinet s t ruggle  over the  annual Army Estimates came to  a head.
In terms of CB's e a r l i e r  r u l in g  the  search for  'economy' would n e c e s s a r i l y  
have to move in Haldane's d i r e c t i o n  since the Radicals had been unable 
to  reduce the naval e s t im a te s  to  the extent  they had hoped f o r .  To 
placate  the Radicals, Asquith had agreed to the formation o f  a Cabinet 
committee to review where f u r t h e r  m il i ta ry  'economies' could he made - 
the t rouble  was, Haldane was not disposed to chop his  e s t im a te s  to  the  
extent  th a t  the committee wanted. I t s  members were comprised,of  Lloyd 

George, Churchill and Harcour t .  This seemingly formidable t r i o  was, how­
ever ,  as in the case of the  1907-08 navy est imates,  defeated once again .



On th is  occasion Churchil l  was Haldane's most r e l e n t l e s s  opponent, 

t i r e l e s s l y  co l lec t ing  s t a t i s t i c s  to  b o l s t e r  h is  case fo r  a considerable  
reduc t ion  in the est imates o f  1909/10. For the opposing camp Charles Har­
r i s ,  Haldane 's  f inancial  a d v i s e r  a t  th e  War Off ice ,  undertook the defence 

of h i s  c h i e f ' s  'ex travagance ' .  The lengthy memorandum produced by Churchill  
was debated in Cabinet on 22 June ,  and a few days l a t e r  Haldane submitted 

h is  own, equally  de ta i led ,  case  f o r  maintaining an adequate expedit ionary  
force  in  case of emergency. Apparently i t  came down to a decis ion  by a 
n eu tra l  a r b i t e r .  According to  H a r r i s :

In the upshot a Treasury man was to ld  o f f  to  follow
me back to the War O ff ice  and see i f  he could not
pick holes in my f i g u r e s .  I f  he could not Haldane

♦ pns
had won, and in f a c t  we made good our case .

For the Radical 'econom ists '  th e re  was s t i l l  worse to  come.
When McKenna had assured Harcourt  t h a t  th e re  would be no increase  to  the 
1907/8 e s t im a te s ,204 he had no t  expected the  Sea Lords to  ask f o r  such a 

la rge  sum. This time, in  the  c r i s i s  over the est imates f o r  1909/10, he 
accepted the  Sea Lords' e s t im ate  of  the  German cap a b i l i ty  to  match 

B r i t i s h  Dreadnought con s t ruc t ion .  Moreover, by ea r ly  1909, he had won 
Asquith over to  his b e l i e f . ^  Spearheaded by the formidable James Garvin, 
who had jo ined  the Observer in  1908, Lord Northcliffe's newspaper empire
was to  produce i t s  most concerted e f f o r t  in  support of the  'b ig  navy' men
p r i o r  to  the  Great W a r . ^  Well before  the  s t a r t  of  the Unionist  press 
campaign, the  Radical p a c i f i s t s  in the  Cabinet suspected the worst.

As early  as December 1905 Loreburn had pointed to  the  ' in f lam ­
matory' a r t i c l e s  indulged in by sec t io ns  of  the press in both B r i ta in  and
Germany as a source of in te rn a t io n a l  f r i c t i o n  which was as dangerous as
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the increas ing  expenditure on armaments. ■ During the 1907-08 c r i s i s  
Harcourt had referred to his d e te c t io n  of symptoms of a 'manufactured 
panic '  which he had urged his  c o n s t i tu e n t s  to  ignore because of the 
overwhelming strength of the B r i t i s h  n a v y f ^  In one of h is  major 
foreign  policy  speeches a t  R a w ten s ta l l , in his  const i tuency,  on 
2 October 1908 Harcourt inveighed a g a in s t  the 'b l a t a n t  sensa t iona l ism 1 
of the  'yellow p r e s s ' ,  with i t s  'h a l f - c r a v e n ,  h a l f -ch au v in is t ic  c la im s ' .

He made i t  c le a r  t h a t  he r e f e r r e d  to  the press a g i ta t io n
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agains t  Germany by i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  Anglo-German r e l a t i o n s  had never been

b e t t e r  during the l a s t  ten  to  f i f t e e n  years  than they then were - in the

commercial * c o lo n ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and dynast ic  spheres .  The ^pariah c u r s '

who maintained otherwise were the  ' footpads  o f  p o l i t i c s *  and the 'enemies-
209

of  the human r a c e ' .  . In i t s  own way, t h i s  speech represented  a Limehouse 
- l i k e  dec la ra t ion  a g a in s t  the  'b ig  navy' f a c t i o n  in both the  press and 

p o l i t i c a l  world* Th.e speech made a favourable  impact in Germany, and 
Chancellor Bulow made a rec ip roca l  speech express ing  h is  s im i la r  view of 
the  f r iend ly  s t a t e  of  Anglo*German r e l a t i o n s ,  and provided the pro-Unionist  
Standard with the  t e x t  o f  i t*  ^

During t h i s  same speech Harcourt had shown h i s  b e l i e f  in the 
’Blue Water' theory of na t ional  defence -  namely, t h a t  the  navy would su f ­
f i c e  to  repel any t h r e a t  of  invasion* I n ‘View o f  h is  convic t ion  o f  Bri­
t i s h  s u p e r io r i ty ,  he be l ieved  t h a t  any naval c o n s t ruc t ion  programme should 
be spread over a number o f  years* Yet i t  was p r e c i s e ly  by what he des­
cribed  as a ' p e r f e c t l y  r a t i o n a l '  proceeding t h a t  the  'b ig  navy' lobby in 
the Cabinet by-passed the  Radicals '  oppo s i t io n .  Because o f  the  importance 
he attached to  the  navy as the p r incipal  means o f  na t ional  defence, i t  i s  
important to note t h a t  Harcourt  did not oppose what he considered to be 
necessary cons t ruc t ion .  He was well aware of  th e  no n -m il i ta ry  aspects  of 
naval construction*

At a time of  high unemployment, naval c o n s t ruc t ion  provided many 
with work, in l a t e  November, a t  a crowded L ibera l  meeting a t  Glasgow's 
St  Andrew's Hall* Harcourt  a l luded to  the £600 000 worth of  des troyers  
launched on the Clyde, He then revealed t h a t  w i th in  the  next  few days 
the  Admiralty would be p lac ing orders fo r  an a dd i t io na l  £900 000, b r ing­
ing the to ta l  to  £1 500 000, This e a r l i e r  announcement o f  the  Government*s 
naval programme was, he to ld  h is  audience,  p a r t  o f  i t s  po l icy  to  serve 
both national defence and na tional  employmentJhe In te n t io n  was to  provide 
r e l i e f  for  the  lo ca l ly  unemployed. Not very much l a t e r ,  in December, 
McKenna presented the Cabinet  with the Admiralty c a lc u la t io n s  of the  ' 
fu tu re  ra te  of German naval cons t ruc t ion .  Not u n j u s t i f i a b l y ,  t h e ' l i t t l e ^  
navy1 men d i s t ru s te d  the f i g u r e s ,

These p ro jec t io n s  were based on the  assumption t h a t  Germany 
could match B r i t a i n ' s  Dreadnought capac i ty ,  and t h a t  by the  spring of 

1912 i t  would have a t  l e a s t  t h i r t e e n  ships of t h i s  c la s s  in cons t ruc t ion ,  
and maybe even twenty-one. By demanding e ig h t  Dreadnoughts fo r  1912
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the Admiralty was maintaining a 16 to 10 s u p e r i o r i t y  over the  German navy. 

As Keith Wilson n o t e s ,  the s ign i f icance  of  t h i s  new 60% standard ,  which 
was not made pub l ic  u n t i l  1912, was the abandonment o f  Selborne 's  1901 

Two Power s tandard  based on su p e r io r i ty  over the  Russian and French 
navies. By de f in ing  'naval supremacy' as supremacy over Germany, the 
Admiralty had e f f e c t i v e l y  abandoned the B r i t i s h  a t tem pt  to  maintain uni­

versal naval s u p e r i o r i t y .  At the t ime, however, the  seriousness of 
the Cabinet s t r u g g le  obscured such cons idera t ions .

Grey, McKenna, Runciman, Crewe and Haldane, the  'b ig  navy' 
fa c t io n ,  were prepared to  reduce the Admiral ty 's  demand to  s ix  Dread­
noughts. The 'econom ists '  would not accept more than  fo u r  sh ips .  This 

group was comprised of  Lloyd George, C hurch i l l ,  Morley, Loreburn and Har- 
court .  But i t  was not  as powerful as i t  seemed because th e  l a t t e r  t r i o  
did not coo rd ina te  with the  Chancellor or  Winston. Thus not  only was the 
Cabinet i t s e l f  d iv id e d ,  but  so were the 'economists '  who should have been 
working in  u n i ty .  By the  end o f  January, well be fo re  the  opening of the 
1909 parl iamentary  s e s s io n ,  the  public had become aware o f  the  s ta te  of 
a f f a i r s  in  the  Cabine t .  In c o n t r a s t  to  Haldane, Asquith was unperturbed.

On 20 February,  f i v e  days a f t e r  the  King's  speech opening P a r l ia ­
ment once more, th e  Prime Minis ter  wrote to  h is  wife  Margot t h a t  'The 
economists a re  in a s t a t e  of wild alarm' bu t  the re  was 'no rea l  danger in 
the Cabinet -  both J .  Morley and Loulou f o r  various reasons being very 
d is inc l ined  to  make common cause with the o th e r s .  They go about darkly 
hinting a t  r e s i g n a t i o n ' ,  which he dismissed as a b l u f f ,  and added th a t  
1 there a re  moments when I am disposed summarily to  c a s h i e r  them both‘ ,213 
As Churchill  wryly put  i t ,  by the  usual pol icy  of 'compromise' on the 
naval es t im ates  i s s u e ,  i t  was eventually  decided to  bu i ld  four Dreadnoughts 
a t  once, with the  option of  another four l a t e r  i f  needed. The outcome 
was c e r t a in ly  in f luenced  by the great  naval ' s c a r e '  manufactured by the 
Unionists to de r ive  p o l i t i c a l  benef i t  from the Cabinet deadlock.

The Navy Estimates f o r  1909/10 were made to  serve the Unionists 
as the L ibera ls  had used Chinese labour in 1906, There was a receptive 
climate fo r  such t a c t i c s ,  as proved by the f lo u r i s h in g  ' invas ion '  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  inc lud ing  Erskine Childers '  Riddle o f  t h e S a n d e . ^ p E v e r y  
conceivable means of  marshalling public opinion was em p lo y ed ,^ 6 The ‘‘ * 
Unionist George Wyndham coined" '  the slogan 'We want e ig h t  we won't wai t '  , 2^
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and a t  a by -e lec t ion  in Croydon in March 1909, the  Unionists increased  
t h e i r  majority  by 3 000. Fac tors  a id ing  the  Opposi t ion 's  offensive were 

workers'  b e l i e f  t h a t  armament co ns t ruc t ion  b e n e f i t t e d  the working-class  

by providing employment -  a, b e l i e f  Harcourt had encouraged -  and the 
absence of c o n s c r i p t i o n .2^8

The f i n a l  spur which prompted the Radical opposi t ion in both 
the  Cabinet and the  back-benchers t o  agree to  a 'contingency ' plan - 
four  Dreadnoughts a t  once and ano ther  four  when needed -  was the announce­
ment in April 1909 of  Austr ian and I t a l i a n  Dreadnought programmes. The 
Cabinet agreed to  the  bu i ld ing  o f  another  fou r  Dreadnoughts on 21 duly* 
by which time a t t e n t i o n  was focussed on the  'P eo p le ' s  Budget ' .  So, in  
the  end, the four  'c o n t in g e n t '  b a t t l e s h i p s  did  form p a r t  of  the  1909/10 
programme desp i te  H arcour t ' s  memorandum*2^  and together  with the f i v e  
Dreadnoughts f o r  1910/11 t h i s  made a t o t a l  o f  t h i r t e e n .  By 1912, the  
Germans had b u i l t  only nine Dreadnoughts. The 'economists '  had l o s t  a l l  
along the l i n e . 288 The outcome o f  the  1909/10 c r i s i s  th e re fo re  only ex­
acerbated the unusually  la rge  peace-t ime d e f i c i t  f o r  the coming f i s c a l  
y e a r ,  which Lloyd George es t im ated  a t  £15 762 000.

The Chancellor was r e l u c t a n t  to  spend more on the navy in the  
face  of h o s t i l e  publ ic  op in ion ,  but  the  general  b e l l i c o s i t y  created 
by the subsequent ' s c a r e '  had e l im ina ted  t h a t  f a c t o r  from cons idera t ion .  
For the  Radical p a c i f i s t s  th e  long-term means o f  stopping th e  a c c e l e r a t ­
ing naval r i v a l r y  now seemed to  be v ia  a p o l i t i c a l  agreement with Germany 
and the  main Radical e f f o r t  was t h e r e a f t e r  channeled in t h i s  d i r e c t i o n . 22 
For Lloyd George, the  Immediate sho r t - te rm  problem was how to  f ind the  
funds to prove t h a t  f r e e  t r a d e  f inance  could cope with the  dual burden of
enormous naval es t im ates  and expensive schemes of social  reform. Also,

as he was well aware* he was p resen t ing  h is  f i r s t  budget a t  a c r i t i c a l
moment in the h i s to r y  of  the  L ibera l  Party.

C r i t i c s  and sympathetic observers a l i k e  awaited the  Chancellor 's  
response to these  challenges with g r e a t  i n t e r e s t .  The seriousness o f  
the  s i tua t ion  was out l ined  by a Liberal  back-bencher who described him- 
s e l f  as a ' f r i e n d  and d i s c i p l e '  of the  l a t e  S i r  William in a l e t t e r
to  his  son:

You [the Government] s taked 10 m in io n s  on the Old Age



Pensions -  eon Tick ' -  and now i t  has to  be met out  

o f  a bad y e a r ,  with a Treasury weak in budget c r a f t  
and a .non-f inanc ia l  Chancellor of the  Exchequer. I 

am r e a l ly ~ s o r r y  f o r  Lloyd George landed in so f e a r ­
fu l  a d i f f i c u l t y .  Nothing but a d i r e c t  in te rv e n t io n  
o f  Providence can save him or h is  Budget.2^3 '  *-* _

V

Lloyd George had no in ten t ion  of leaving the  outcome to  ’p rov i­
dence*. The Budget he presented to  the Commons on Thursday, 29 April 1909 
took s ix  months to  prepare  and had been c lo se ly  examined by a genera l ly  
h o s t i l e  Cabinet f o r  over a month beforehand. M have had to  f i g h t  and 
bully  and badger my way a g a in s t  everybody*, he declared a f t e r w a r d s .22^ ' '
This was not  q u i t e  t r u e :  although i l l n e s s  forced  him to  miss most o f  the  
d iscuss ions .  Lord Carrington  thoroughly approved the  Budget, and Asquith 
himself  provided suppor t  in add i t ion  to  having paved the  way in the f i s c a l  
sphere, in h is  own budgets .  Moreover, the  Budget rep resen ted  the imple­
mentation o f  A s q u i th ' s  dictum in 1907 th a t  th e  Chancellor 'ought  to  budget, 
not f o r  one y e a r ,  but  f o r  severa l  years' ,"  Yet, i f  in th e  end Lloyd George's 
colleagues l e t  h i s  Budget pass without major changes, t h i s  was because 
they had no a l t e r n a t i v e  to  o f f e r :  a ' tame1 Budget was equ iva len t  to 
p o l i t i c a l  s u i c i d e . ^

The emotive language -  'w re tched ' , 'm u t i l a te d '  -  the  Liberal
Year Book f o r  1909 used to  describe the  Unionist  ' r e c o rd ' t o  t h a t  time 
— — — ——
expressed general  L ibera l  fu ry .  The Unionist  peers '  s e l e c t i v e  use 
of t h e i r  veto had dr iven  the  Government in to  a corner .  In t h i s  sense 
necess i ty  was mother of  invention of the taxes incorporated in  the  Finance 
Bill  f o r  1909/10. Lloyd George intended his  Budget to  stop the  e le c to ra l  
ro t  - the lo s s  o f  d i sg ru n t le d  supporters  -  and provide the  revenue f o r  
social  reform by by-passing the Lords' veto,  r a th e r  than chal lenging i t .  
A l t e rn a t iv e ly a should the  peers r e j e c t  the f inanc ia l  p rov is ions  fo r  the  year ,  
they would f i n a l l y  have ' f i l l e d  the cup' to  the  brim and provided the  

caawe bcZ&t f o r  a general e le c t io n  fought on the  cry of  'people  versus 
p e e r s ' . 223

- Most of  the  four teen  Cabinet meetings held between IS March



and 29 April were devoted to  d iscuss io n  o f  the  Budget, and as Lloyd
George subsequently r e c a l l e d ,  Harcourt  was one of i t s  most p e r s i s t e n t  
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c r i t i c s .  From the o u t s e t ,  the  main t h r u s t  of Harcourt 's  c r i t i c i s m  was 
d i r e c te d  a g a in s t  the Chancel lor’s p roposa ls  f o r  land tax a t io n ,  and he a lso  

had h i s  own ideas on income super t a x .  In the  Chancellor’s or ig inal  pro­
p o s a l s ,  th e re  was to  be a tax o f  one penny in the  pound on the cap i ta l  
value of  a l l  land worth more than £50 an a c r e ,  and a tax based on one 
l e v ie d  in F rankfo r t ,  Germany. E s s e n t i a l l y ,  the  'F rankfor t '  tax was a 
levy on a lready  valued land which, when re so ld  or  leased,  was to be taxed 
on twenty percen t  of the  increment o f  i t s  va lue .  The tax was a lso J? 
apply to  t r a n s f e r  on the  death o f  the  l a n d ' s  owner, and would be paid by 
the  l e g a t e e .

Arthur Thring, the  Government draf tsman, provided Harcourt with 
d e t a i l s  o f  these  proposals in  February,  be fo re  the  o f f i c i a l  Cabinet d e l i ­
be ra t io n s  over the  Budget. The Chancellor  had gone la rge ly  his  owr ay 
in d r a f t i n g  the  Budget, and Thring was no t  very impressed by the land
value taxes  - h i s  c a lcu la t ion s  in d ic a te d  t h a t  they were 'very i l l o g i c a l '
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and would not  bring in much revenue. Three days l a t e r ,  on 26 February,  
Thring despatched a copy of the  c lauses  o f  th e  embryonic Finance Bil l*  
noting t h a t  they were s t i l l  in  'very  rough sh a p e ' .  He hoped th a t  ' some 
of them w i l l  be more i n t e l l i g i b l e  h e r e a f t e r ,  i f  there  i s  any h e rea f te r  in  ‘ 
s t o r e  f o r  t h e m ' I n s o f a r  as th e  C h a n ce l lo r ' s  taxes on the cap i ta l  
value o f  land were intended to  h i t  landowners, Harcourt a lso  had his  
doub ts .

He did not belong to  the  Finance Committee se t  up to help p re -  
pare th e  land value d u t ie s ,  out  had read  the  l e t t e r s  from three  anony­
mous L ib e ra l s  passed on to the  Committee by Asquith in l a t e  January. The 
w r i t e r s  described themselves as ' loya l  and a c t iv e '  supporters of the 
Government but were not e n th u s ia s t i c  about  cap i ta l  value taxes.  The taxes 
would i n t e r f e r e  with ex is t ing  c o n t ra c t s  between tenants and landlords fo r  
payment of r a t e s  and taxes.  More s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  in r e l a t io n  to Har­
c o u r t ' s  own land l e g i s l a t io n  o f  1907, th e  second major objection was the  
e f f e c t s  of these taxes on a g r i c u l tu ra l  land .  Tax was to be levied on 
mining r o y a l t i e s ,  ground ren ts  and vacant  land.  Improvements of the 
p roper ty ,  l i k e  bu i ld ings ,  were to  be exempted,

This meant th a t  the owner of  a la rg e  country mansion would



only pay the  same tax an the  small holder ren t ing  an e q u iva len t  s i t e  used 

f o r  a g r i c u l tu r a l  purposes.  I t  was a lso  argued t h a t  the  r a t i n g  o f  a g r i ­
c u l t u r a l  land ran counter  t o  the  l e g i s l a t i v e  trend of a l l e v i a t i n g  the

burden of t a x a t i o n ,  and would jeopardize  the success of the  Government's
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Small Holdings and Allotments  Act. In h i s  reply to these  and o th e r
c r i t i c i s m s ,  Lloyd George poin ted  out th a t  the new tax would be t r e a t e d  aji
p a r t  of the  proper ty  t a x ,  which would exempt most of the  c o u n t r y ' s  land.
Otherwise, the  sum le v ie d  would, in  individual c ases ,  be very sm all .  The
increase  of t ax a t io n  of  a g r i c u l t u r a l  land did not form an in te g r a l  p a r t
of h i s  scheme - he had d r a f t e d  an a l t e r n a t iv e  c lause to  exempt i t  from

P3fi
va lua t ion  or  t a x a t io n  a l t o g e t h e r .

During the  Cabinet  meetings held in March, Harcourt  c r i t i c i s e d  
both the  proposed taxes  on undeveloped land and the expense involved in 
land va lua t ion .  He summarized h is  objections in awnemarandum c i r c u l a t e d  

the t i t l e  'D i f f i c u l t i e s  of  Administration which will  be experienced 
bj &he Inland Revenue in  working Land Valuation Clauses of the  Finance
A c t ' .  On the  c & p i t a l  va lue  tax  o f  one penny in the  pound on undeveloped
land ,  Harcourt pointed to  th e  d i f f i c u l t y  of d is t ingu ish ing  'underdeveloped'  
as d i s t i n c t  from 'undeveloped ' land ,  Even i f  a ' s a t i s f a c t o r y '  method of  
va luat ion  was used, Harcourt  objec ted  to the  burden Imposed on ‘s e n io r  
i n t e r e s t s ' .  This r e f e r r e d  to  the  tax on e s t a t e s  which had increased  in  
va lue ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in a hereditament where the  sen io r  i n t e r e s t  was 
responsible  f o r  the  e n t i r e  payment:

The e f f e c t  of t h i s  method i s  to a t t r i b u t e  land-va lue  to  
a ju n io r  i n t e r e s t  only when the to ta l  land-value exceeds
the to t a l  value o f  the  sen io r  i n t e r e s t s ,  and i t  would
operate  eq u i tab ly  only i f  the whole of the land r%lue were
p r io r  in the  date  of i t s  c rea t ion  to the e re c t io n  .of the  
bu i ld ings .  I t  i s  hardly  too much to say t h a t  t h i s  assump­
t io n  i s  in v a r ia b ly  un t rue ,  except as regards property  of 
very recen t  c r e a t i o n ,  as there  i s  nearly always a very 
considerable  increment of land value which has been c re -  
ated s ince the  e re c t io n  of the build ings.

Via such arguments in  defence of  the ' s e n io r '  l an d lo rd ,  Har-
court  was again showing h is  concern for  the landowning c la ss  to  which 
he belonged. At l e a s t  h a l f  a box o f  his papers i s  devoted to  various
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c r i t i c i sm s  of  the  t ec h n ica l  aspects  of the C h a n ce l lo r ' s  t a x e s ,  and in his

c r i t i q u e  Harcourt drew on concrete  examples from h i s  own e s t a t e s ,  l ik e

Hinksey, All in a l l ,  he unadventurously concluded in  h is  memorandum on
land va lu a t ion ,  i t  would be e a s i e r  to s t ick  to  taxes  on ground rents
and 'have done with i t ' .  On the  'F rankfort '  t ax ,  designed to tap 'unearned
increment ' ,  Harcourt  b e l ieved  t h a t  i t s  e f f e c t  would be to  slow down t r a f f i c

in land to be u t i l i z e d  f o r  cons t ruc t ion ,  although t a x a t io n  of land values
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(TLV) was intended to  make more land avai lable  on the  market.

The Chancellor  and Harcourt in e f f e c t  had q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  concep­
t ions  of the new land tax es  -  whereas the  l a t t e r  regarded the assessment 
of unrealized  land va lues  as a major d i f f i c u l t y  which made the  other  prob­
lems -  l ik e  expense -  seem l ik e  ' c h i l d ' s  p l a y ' ,  Lloyd George envisaged 
the tax  on c a p i t a l  va lue  as an ,Incent ive  fo r  owners t o  develop land which 
had not  as y e t  been used in  the  most p ro f i tab le  way. From the revenue 
point  of view, H a rco u r t ' s  r e se rv a t ion s  about the  land value taxes proved 
to  be j u s t i f i e d .  Moreover they  discouraged the sa le  of  undeveloped land, 
and tended to  discourage would-be house bui lders  and inves to rs  in bu i ld ­
ings ,  although in the  l a t t e r  cases other  costs  l i k e  m a te r ia l s  and labo . 
and the a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  more secure forms of  investment a lso  acted as a 
d e t e r r e n t . ^ 0 The c a p i t a l  va lue  tax the Cabinet agreed to  f i n a l l y  was a 
ha lf  penny in  the  pound on undeveloped land and m inera ls .

This excluded pure ly  agr icu l tu ra l  land,  and a new tax added fo r  
Budget Day was a ten  p e rcen t  reversion duty on the va lue  of any /benef i t  
derived by a l e s s o r  on the  terminat ion of a lea se .  The Cabinet decided 
th a t  the proposed duty on undeveloped land was to  be considered as a 
'debt  to His M a je s ty ' ,  and no t  - as Lloyd George had supposed • to  be r e ­
covered by r en t  deduction reg a rd less  of any c o n t r a c t s .  The a l t e r n a t iv e  
would be acquiesence to  an unacceptable degree of S t a te  in te r fe rence  with 
ex is t ing  c o n t r a c t s , 2^  Despite  Harcourt 's  ob jec t io n s ,  the 'F rankfor t '  
tax passed through Cabinet l a r g e ly  unchanged, but he was more successful in 
the case of the e s t a t e  se t t lem en t  duties discussed in  ea r ly  Apri l .  There 
was to  be a general inc rease  of  du t ies .  Estate d u t ie s  were to be ra ised  

•from 7 5 5 - 1 Succession d u t ie s  ranging from 0-5% were to  be widened to 
1-10%. The e s t a t e  s e t t l e m e n t  duty was to be doubled - from 155 to  2%. The 
Cabinet agreed on t h i s  l a t t e r  increase on 7 Apri l ,  then disbanded fo r  the 

Easter recess .



While making a ' l i g h t n i n g '  v i s i t  to  his  f a t h e r ' s  r e t r e a t  a t  

Mai wood in Lyndhurst,  Harcour t  found out th a t  there  had been a change of  

plan on the l a t t e r  duty.  He immediately wrote to  Asquith:

My Dear Prime M i n i s t e r ,  sorry to break in to  your b r i e f  
holiday. You w i l l  remember th a t  the Ld. Chancellor 

[Lord Loreburn], Crewe & I were deputed by the Cabinet 
to  meet the C o f  Exch & Thring and discuss the C of  E 's  
f i r s t  proposals on the  Settlement Duty.

We did so ,  and th e  C of E agreed to drop h is  
or ig ina l  r a t e s ,  and to  make the se t t lement  duty 2% 
on the value o f  t h e  s e t t l e d  property , instead o f  1% 
as a t  p resen t .

This was .announced to  the Cabinet and considered
reasonable by th e n .  1 now find in the l a s t  d r a f t  of  the *
Financial B i l l  j u s t  s e n t  to  me by Thring . . .  t h a t  cl 49 
provides t h a t  th e  new se t t lement  duty shal l  be 30% cj" 
the mount o f the Estate Duty which i s  a very d i f f e r e n t  
thing . . .  I have worked out the duty on a typical  e s t a t e  
. . .  now and h e r e a f t e r  d o n ' t  feel sure t h a t  the Cabinet 
have rea l iz ed  th e  savagery of the  scale  on men of moder­
a te  means.
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I hope we may y e t  be able  to reconsider i t .

One of  Harcourt1s co l leagues  who shared his views was Crewe, 
who had noted the previous Fr iday  th a t ;  %

The th re e - f iv e - s e v e n  thousand [pound] men will  be
slaughtered i f  the  suggested scale i s  maintained,
and unfor tuna te ly  t h i s  i s  j u s t  where the money
comes in ,  so I doubt whether much concession wil l 
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be made the re .

However, Harcourt1s p e r s i s t e n c e  paid o f f .  Following h is  l e t t e r  to Asquith 
he despatched a memorandum on 13 Apri l .  The Prime Minister wrote back, 
informing Harcourt th a t  he had pointed out to the Chancellor t h a t  the 
Cabinet had agreed on a Z% duty .  In addit ion to asking Lloyd George to  
' tone down1 the middle s tages  o f  his  sca le ,  Asquith had also opined



that the petrol duty should be abandoned as 'quite unworkable1. ^

Lloyd George did not  drop the petrol  duty, bu t  did have to  give 

way on the e s t a t e  se t t lem en t  duty. When he received h i s  copy of Harcourt 's  
memorandum, he was taken aback and sent o f f  the  fo l lowing reply from his  
r e t r e a t  a t  Brighton:

With re fe ren c e  to  your memorandum of the  13th i n s t a n t ,
I d iscussed  the  quest ion of Settlement Duty again 
a f t e r  our l a s t  Cabinet with the  pr inc ipa l  o f f i c a l s  a t  
the  Treasury and came to  the conclusion t h a t  a gradu­
a ted  proposal such as t h a t  embodied in c lause  49 would 
be a more e q u i tab le  way of dealing with the  m at te r  
than by a f l a t  r a t e  of 2%, which would h i t  th e  small 
e s t a t e  so much harder  than the big p r o p e r t i e s .  I t  * *
brings  in the  same revenue as the t% would . . .  I 
intended o f  course to inform the Cabinet,  when P a r l i a ­
ment reassembled and our meetings recommenced, of t h i s  
suggested a l t e r a t i o n ,  and a t  the  same time to  give my 
reasons f o r  proposing i t .  I had not meant the  B i l l  to 
be c i r c u l a t e d  u n t i l  I had an opportunity o f  doing t h i s ,  
and I confess  t h a t  I have been su rpr ised  to  f i n d  in the 
meantime a copy has reached you. As a m at te r  of  f a c t ,
I had not even seen the Draft when I rece ived  your memo-

p An
randum; so you had t h a t  advantage over me.

I t  could not have been very of ten t h a t  a Chancellor  of the Ex­
chequer had not  read a d r a f t  sect ion  of  his  own b i l l  before  a cri t ic :  
tackled him on some techn ica l  point  in i t !  In t h i s  in s t a n c e ,  Asquith had 
accepted H arcour t ' s  argument, and general ly ,  during the  Cabinet meeting*, 
conceded th a t  the  F i r s t  Commissioner's c r i t i c i sm s  were 'p o in ts  of sub­
s ta n ce 1 based on considerab le  knowledge?^ Nonethelesss Harcourt was 
s t i l l  not as p r o f i c i e n t  as experienced Treasury o f f i c i a l s  l ik e  S i r  Robert 
Chalmers, and i t  showed. In seeking to  p ro tec t  the men of 'moderate means' 
the 2% e s t a t e  se t t lem en t  duty l e t  large e s t a t e s  o f f  more l i g h t l y  than 
smaller ones, as Lloyd George had pointed out. Thus in p rac t ice  a large 
landowner l ik e  Harcourt was l e f t  b e t te r  o ff  than the sm aller  e s ta te  
owners.



Another of H arcour t ' s  proposals  which would e f fe c t iv e ly  have 

meant ar lo s s -o f  revenue' r a th e r . lhan"  a gain 'was t h a t  fo r  super tax .

Here Harcourt c l e a r l y  had a personal axe to  g r in d ,  because the super tax 

scheme he advocated during the  Cabinet meetings in March were based on 
t h a t  of 1894, which S i r  Alfred Milner had persuaded S i r  William not to 
adopt .  I r re sp ec t ive  of  the  sca le  used f o r  t h i s  tax»2^  Harcourt assumed 
an exemption on the f i r s t  £5..000 of  income. He thought t h i s  was e s s e n t i a l , 
because any system whereby the taxpayer had to  pay super tax over his  
whole income when i t  became g r e a t e r  than £5 000 would be v io len t ly  a t tacked 
by one of the l a r g e s t  c la s s e s  o f  income tax  payer, and make the passage 
o f  such a tax 'a lmost  im p o s s ib le ' . In rep ly  t o  Harcourt 's  Cabinet memo­
randum Lloyd George c i r c u la t e d  one by Chalmers on 31 March.

In t h i s  document Chalmers pointed out th a t  exempting the  f i r s t  
E5 300 would mean an unacceptably large  loss  o f  revenue. He estimated t h a t  
confin ing  the super tax  , r a t e  o f  id  s t e p s .p e r  £5 000 blocks to incomes 
above the f i r s t  £5 000 would mean a lo s s  of about £50 000 OOO.2^8 He re -  
comnended exemption of  the  f i r s t  £2 000 or  £3 000, and Lloyd George success­
f u l l y  pushed fo r  the l a t t e r  scheme when he saw t h a t  the  Cabinet would not 
accep t  h is  own proposal of a r a t e  of  Is  fid in the pound on the whole in ­
come on Incomes over £5 000. In Chalmers' scheme the r a t e  was fid in the  
pound on a l l  incomes over £5 000, charged on the  amount by which they ex- * 
ceeded £3 000. As during o ther  s tages  of  the  Cabinet discussions Asquith 
decided in the Chance l lo r 's  favour on fi A pr i l ,  to  Lloyd George's d e l ig h t ,  
although Harcourt was not  the only ore who wished to  exempt the f i r s t  
£5 030 from the super tax r a t e . 249

Insofar  as in i t s  essence, d esp i te  a l t e r a t i o n s ,  Lloyd George's 
Budget had withstood the  Cabine t ' s  sc ru t iny  without major change, the 
Chancellor had every reason to  be s a t i s f i e d  with the outcome. He had, as 
S i r  Almeric Fi tzroy noted in h is  d ia ry ,  worn down the opposit ion of c o l ­
leagues l ike  Harcourt.  What the  p ro t rac ted  Cabinet discussions had shown 
was t h a t  in his f i s c a l  thinking Harcourt had made l i t t l e  advance since 
the 1890s. With the exception of his  supertax scheme he presented no 
p o s i t iv e  'R ad ica l ' proposals  in place of the various pa r t s  of the Budget 
he c r i t i c i z e d .  On the con tra ry ,  many of h is  objections represented a 
conservative r e t r e a t ,  in the guise of p ro tec t ion  of the middle in-  j 

rcome brackets ,  from the r e d i s t r i b u t i v e  pr incipbs  th a t  h is  f a the r  had j 
embodied in his 1894 Budget. In t h i s  sense the Chancellor had good |



t
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grounds f o r  suspec t ing  t h a t  'Lulu ' was a 'mock' Rad ica l .

C e r ta in ly  Harcourt did not show himself  as an 'advanced' Radical 
over the Budget, and i f  he had had le s s  success ove ra l l  in modifying the 
f in an c ia l  p rov is ions  f o r  the  year  than he would have l ik e d ,  i t  was not  
from lack o f  t r y in g .  Now, l i k e  other  m in i s t e r s ,  he could only await 

Budget Day and rea c t io n  in  the Commons to  the  Finance B i l l .  Lloyd George's 
speech on 29 April was not  regarded as a g re a t  success .  The Chancellor 
spoke fo r  over fou r  hours ,  of ten  almost inaud ib ly ,  and Balfour  had to
arrange a h a l f  hour break to  enable him to  r e s t  h i s  t h r o a t .  Immediately
afterwards Arthur Welby, who had worked with Harcourt during S i r  Wil l iam's  
tenure of the Exchequer in  1894-95, conveyed h is  impressions to  Harcourt.
He went along with the  m ajor i ty  view t h a t  the  s p e e c h ' i t s e l f  Tiad.been un­
impressive:

I have heard b e t t e r  s tatements.  I thought  the  C o f  E had 
some C e l t i c  eloquence, but he did not evidence i t .  His
sta tement was c l e a r ,  but t h a t  i s  a l l  t h a t  could be said
f o r  i t .  He had not  the  grand round voice o f  your f a th e r
the  c l e a r  cu t  in c i s iv e  tones of  Joe ,  or  the  persuas ive  tone 
o f  Hicks Beach. In short  I thought h is  su b je c t  overpowered him. 
He was too long ,  & he read too much.

Welby was ' r a t h e r  dismayed', as he put i t ,  by th e  substance of  
the B i l l .  He thought  t h a t  Lloyd George's in s i s t e n c e  on the  need to provide 
f o r  a large  d e f i c i t  was overly  pess im is t ic :

The yee-' i s  not  going badly, & i t  seems to  me unnecessary 

to take  so gloomy a view . . .  I should have thought th a t  he 
might a t  l e a s t  have taken the actual  of the  "'past y e a r  as h is  
ba s i s ,  The worst  year  I ever knew was 60-1 when th e  revenue 
col lapsed  . . .  But Mr G. did not knock down his  Est imate in 
the d ishear tened  s p i r i t  of the presen t  govt . . .

Welby suggested t h a t  t h i s  might be the time to ra id  the : s ihk ing  Fund, 
ten mil l ions  he believed - i f  ever there was a j u s t i f i c a t i o n  fo r  i t ,  i t  
was the  'g r e a t  soc ia l  measure'  of old age pensions.  Like Harcourt,  he 
expressed 'm isg iv ings '  about the e f fec t  of the  Budget on the  Par ty 's  
prospects '& what i s  deare r  to me - free  t r a d e ' .  ^



The taxation proposed by the Budget f e l l  in to  ten categories .  
The genera l  r a t e  of income tax was r a i s e d  from Is  to  Is 2d in the pound, 

.with no change fo r  those whose income d id  not  exceed £2 000. In the 

ca tegory  of  Death "Duties the e s t a t e  and s e t t l e m e n t  e s t a t e  dut ies  were 

r a i s e d .  For, ; legacy .and.success ion"duties  t h e r e  was a uniform ra te  of 
ten p e rc e n t .  On l iquor  l i c e n s e s ,  pub l icans  would pay a uniform charge 
o f  f i f t y  percen t  on annual value* A graduated sca le  of taxation re ­
p laced  the  f ixed  dut ies  ' h i t h e r t o  a p p l i c a b le  to  brewers and d i s t i l l e r s .  
Wholesale d e a l e r s '  l icenses  were Increased ,  and a separate  r e t a i l e r ' s  o f f « 
l i c e n s e  was introduced f o r  the  sa le  of  s p i r i t s *  Stamp du t ies  were i n ­
c reased  from 10s to  20s, a f fe c t in g  t r a n s f e r  on s a l e  o f  property. Thfcre 
were new motor car  taxes based on a sc a le  p ropor t iona l  to  horsepower. 
D o c to r ' s  c a r s  were to  be charged h a l f  the  rates* applicab le  to what was the 
' r i c h  man's to y '  during the Edwardian p e r io d .

A new petrol  duty of  3d per g a l lo n  was lev ied  on a l l  fue ls ,  ex­
c luding  th e  use of pe tre l  fo r  purposes o th e r  than c a r  propulsion, fo r  
which th e r e  was a rebate* The land taxes  were;  20% on 'unearned incre­
ment* o f  l a n d ,  following land va lua t ion ;  an annual duty of |d  in the pound 
on th e  c a p i t a l  value of undeveloped land ,  a tax  o f  | d  in the pound on 
m in e ra l s ;  a ten  percent reversion duty on any b e n e f i t s  to a lessor  a r i s in g  
from te rm in a t io n  of a lea se .  The Customs and Excise duties  on s p i r i t s  
were t o  inc re ase  by 3s 9d per ga l lon ,  by about  a t h i r d .  F ina l ly ,  the ex­
i s t i n g  duty of 3s a pound on unmanufactured tobacco was to be increased 
to  3s 8d, with fu r th e r  addit ions  to  the r a t e s  f o r  c ig a r s ,  c iga re t te s  and 
manufactured tobacco. Because of t h e i r  complexity ,  the  Budget proposals 
did no t  come in fo r  immediate a t tack  in "the Commons, a t  l e a s t  not to the 
e x te n t  t h a t  they did l a t e r .

In c o n t ra s t  to  Liberal press acc la im ,  the  Spectator  took the 
l i n e  o f  the  Conservative press generally in  denouncing the Budget as a 
'bad ' one, “ but t h i s  was to  be expected s in c e  t h i s  was the f i r s t  Finance 
Bil l  devised by a f i e r y  Radical who had promised t h a t  he had 'hen r o o s t s '  ' 
to rob.  During the Commons debate over the  Budget speech, Bonar Law was 
one of  the  f i r s t  Unionists to  adopt the l i n e  o f  re s i s tan c e  th a t  the so- 
c a l led  'P e o p le ' s  Budget' was in e f f e c t  an a t t a c k  on c e r ta in  sect ions of 
the 'p e o p le ' :

Nobody doubts th a t  the Government can r a i s e  the money
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4

A new petrol duty of 3d per g a l lon  was lev ied  on a l l  fue ls ,  ex­
c luding th e  use of pe tro l  fo r  purposes o th e r  than ca r  prbpulsion,  for  
which t h e r e  was a reba te .  The land taxes  were; 20% on 'unearned incre­
ment' o f  l an d ,  following land va lua t ion ;  an annual duty of £d in the pound 
on th e  c a p i t a l  value o f  undeveloped land ,  a tax  of  &d in the pound on 
m ine ra ls ;  a ten percent reversion duty on any b e n e f i t s  to  a les so r  a r i s in g  
from te rm ina t ion  of a l e a s e .  The Customs and Excise du t ies  on s p i r i t s  
were t o  increase  by 3s 9d per ga l lon ,  by about  a t h i r d ,  F ina l ly ,  the ex­
i s t i n g  duty of 3s a pound on unmanufactured tobacco was to  be increased 
to  3s 8 d, with fu r th e r  addit ions  to  the r a t e s  f o r  c ig a r s ,  c ig a re t te s  and 
manufactured tobacco. Because of t h e i r  complexi ty ,  the Budget proposals 
did not  come in for  immediate a t tack  in the  Commons a t  l e a s t  not to the 
e x ten t  t h a t  they did l a t e r .

In co n tra s t  to  Liberal press acc la im , the  Spectator took the
l in e  o f  the  Conservative press generally  in denouncing the Budget as a 
'bad' o n e , 2^  but th i s  was to  be expected s in ce  t h i s  was the f i r s t  Finance 
Bill  devised by a f ie ry  Radical who had promised t h a t  he had 'hen ro o s ts '  ' 
to rob.  During the Commons debate over the  Budget speech, Bonar Law was 
one of  the  f i r s t  Unionists to adopt the l in e  o f  r e s is ta n c e  th a t  the so- 
ca lled  'P e o p le 's  Budget' was in e f fe c t  an a t ta c k  on c e r ta in  sections of 
the 'p e o p le ' :

Nobody doubts th a t  the Government can r a i s e  the money



but we have always e a i d ^  and we say now more s t rongly  

than ever ,  t h a t  you cannot r a i s e  i t  except by pu tting  
burdens on the  ind iv idua l  which are abso lu te ly  un jus t ,  

and pu t t ing  burdens on communities and t rades  which 
are bound to be ruinous in the long run to those in-  
te res ted .^

Yet, as Lloyd George himself  admitted,  a t  f i r s t  the 'burden1 

on the ' i n t e r e s t e d '  would no t  be so g re a t .  Many of  the taxes could have 
l i t t l e  impact, and provide l i t t l e  revenue, during 1909/10. These included 
the super tax ,  the  land taxes  and the e s t a t e  se t t lem ent  duty Harcourt had 
fought fo r ,  Nonetheless, the  landowners and brewers began to  p ro tes t  
aga ins t  the higher taxes imposed on them. B e  t a r i f f  reformers would a lso  
feel  the pinch i f  the p rov is ion s  f o r  1909/10 passed the House of Lords un­
scathed. The triumph o f  a f r e e  t rade  Budget, as the t a r i f f  reformers rea -  
l i z e d ,  spe lt  doom fo r  t h e i r  a l t e r n a t iv e  f i s c a l  po licy . Organized r e s i s ­
tance began in mid-June and the  Budget P ro te s t  League was c rea ted , with 
Walter Long as i t s  p re s id e n t .  A few days l a t e r ,  the  L ibera ls  formed a f a r  
more successful co u n te rp a r t  in  the  Budget League.

The opponents o f th e  Budget were not helped by the f a c t  th a t  

the allegedly  'd i s a s t r o u s '  f r e e  t rad e  economy was a lso  showing d i s t in c t  
signs of r e c o v e r y . ^  The swing a g a in s t  the Government during the four 
by-elections contested  in  JulyVAs well under h a l f  th a t  during the pre­
vious twelve months, In the  h ighly  marginal d iv is io n  of High Peak 
(Derbyshire) the  U nionists  su ffe red  a d isappointing d e fe a t ,  which local 
Conservative agents a t t r i b u t e d  to  the Budget. On 16 Ju ly  Lord L&nsdqwne 
hinted th a t  the Second Chamber would n o t .e a s i ly  'swallow' the Finance Bil l  
and a fo rtn igh t l a t e r  Lloyd George provided a r e p y ^ ia  h is  u ltra-provoca- 
t iv e  speech a t  Limehouse in  London's East knd. A fter what h is  opponents 
re fe rred  to as the 'Slim ehouse' speech he had to  reassure  Edward VII he 
had not sought to  ' s e t  c la s s  ag a in s t  c l a s s ' ,  But there  was no denying the  
speech's tremendously powerful demagogic a p i r ^ l . ^  , ,

*  6

With r e je c t io n  of the  Budget seeming to  be more l ik e ly ,  
the p o li t ic a l  tem perature rose  s te a d i ly ,  and Liberal speeches aga inst 
the  peers became more v i t r i o l i c .  Harcourt needed l i t t l e  encouragement 
to  mount a f ie rc e  verbal a t ta c k  on the bogeymen of Liberal l e g i s l a t i o n .
But he was not prepared to  provide tinstinting a ss is ta n ce  to the Budget
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League, and made t h i s  c a t e g o r i c a l ly  c lea r  to  Jack Peases when the l a t t e r  

requested him to  make more speeches on the League's  b e h a l f .  Harcourt 
f r o s t i l y  r e p l i e d  t h a t  he had a lready addressed two m eetings ,  including 

a  gathering o f  Manchester merchants ba re ly  a week a f t e r  the Budget 
speech. Moreover, he had a lready committed h imself  to  o th e r  speeches in 
Lancashire and a t  Derby, Noting th a t  ne i the r  he nor the  Cabinet had been 
consulted on the  formation o f  the  League arid i t s  subsequent demands on 

m in i s te r s ,  he concluded;

I r e se rv e  to myself absolu te ly  the  r i g h t  to  decide  on 
the  publ ic  meetings a t  which I sha l l  speak. I do not  
admit the  r i g h t  of  anyone to  d i c t a t e  to  me when o r  
where o r  f o r  whom I sha l l  speak/
I f  (which I th ink  unl ikely)  the PH cons iders  t h i s  a t t i -  - « 
tude in c o n s i s te n t  with membership o f  h is  Cabinet he 
knows t h a t  my o f f i c e  i s  a t  his disposal  a t  any moment 
f o r  t h i s  or  f o r  any o th e r  reason.

Since the  reques t  was t o  address a t  most two meetings in two 
months, t h i s  rep ly  hinted a t  Harcourt 's  p r iv a te  a t t i t u d e  t o  the  Budget, as 
d i s t i n c t  from h i s  public  s tance .  H arcourt 's  only concession to  Pease was 
to  have his  p rev iously  scheduled speeches announced as support ive  o f  the 
Budget (though not  Vailing under the auspices o f  the  League). Accordingly, 
a t  one such meeting i t  the  Derby Dril l  Hall on 20 August, he contributed 
to the growing chorus o f  Liberal invective a g a in s t  the p e e r s .  Harcourt 
s ta r te d  with a refe rence  to  new land taxes and th e  r a t h e r  ' incoheren t  
squeals '  of those  who feared  they might have to  c o n t r ib u te  to  expenditure 
[bn Dreadnoughts] which they had approved, I He described th e  p ro tes to rs  
as a 'motley and incongruous a r r a y 1 consis t ing of  Dukes weeping over the 
market gardeners d a u g h te r )  ground landlords heartbroken over the 
bu i lde rs ,  m i l l io n a i r e s  trembling f o r  t h e i r  c le rks  and the  country gentle  
men economizing on t h e i r  c h a r i t i e s  ( laughter) .  The fe a r s  were groundless 
-  the increment tax  had not been t r i e d  before in England, but  had been 
successfully  adopted in many of the  urban d i s t r i c t s  of Germany and in 
other parts  o f  the  world, As f o r  as he knew i t  had not ru ined  the land­
lords of those co u n tr ies  or plunged them in to  rev o lu t io n .

• Harcourt then mentioned the specu la tion  concerning the f a t e  of
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the Finance Bil l  when i t  reached 'another p l a c e ' .  He bel ieved  th a t  when 

the Budget had f i n a l l y  been shaped by the Commons i t  would reach the 

o ther  House so sound in  p r i n c i p l e ,  so j u s t  in p r a c t i c e ,  so honest in i n ­
ten t ion  t h a t  even th e  most 'vacuous hotheads'  would hold t h e i r  hands.
I f  he wanted, a b so lu te ly  and f i n a l l y ,  to destroy the  House o f  Lords - 
though he only wished to  l i m i t  t h e i r  power f o r  mischief  and ad jus t  
t h e i r  re la t io n s  with the  Commons - he prayed t h a t  the  Lords would r e j e c t  

or amend the B i l l .  He did no t  believe th a t  the Lords would w i l l in g ly ,  in 
defence of t h e i r  own lands and t h e i r  own pockets, and t h e i r s  a lone,  em­
bark on the  g r e a t e s t  c o n s t i t u t io n a l  c r i s i s  in 300 y e a rs .  In h is  opinion,
the  Lords would -  they  must -  pass th i s  B i l l ,  I f  not  they would plunge
the country and the  c o n s t i t u t i o n  in to  c h a o s ^

II'I
The vehemence of  Harcour t 's  a t tack on the peers in  t h i s  anil sub- 

sequent speeches tended to  obscure the f a c t  t h a t  he did  not  heap detd^led  
praise  on the Budget. Despite  the modificat ions the  Finance B ill  had under­
gone in Cabinet,  i t  was s t i l l  committed to a r e d i s t r i b u t io n  of  wealth  ̂

which he regarded as  a t h r e a t  to  the  survival of  the  Government - and 
f ree  trade -  via i t s  a l i e n a t i o n  of  the e le c to ra te ,  Harcourt  refused to 
'stump' the country on beha l f  of the  Budget League, and another  sign of 
h is  real fee l ings  about  the  Budget was the ex ten t  to  which he re fe r red  to  
i t  in the Commons* Only once did he even mention i t ,  and t h a t  was in  r e ­
ply to a question about  an aspec t  of  the B i l l  which a f f e c te d  h is  depart -  
« n t . 257

The Budget did not  pass Third Reading un t i l  4 November 1909, 
and was debated f o r  seventy-two days and n igh ts .  There were several a l l -  
night s i t t i n g s ,  the  committee stage took forty-two days,  and there  were 
f ive  hundred and f i f t y - f o u r  d iv is io n s .  Whereas Austen Chamberlain led 
the attack on the Budget, on behalf of his disabled f a t h e r , H a r c o u r t ' s  
contribution was conspicuous by i t s  absence. Although he d id  end up 
publicly endorsing the  Budget in his speeches, th i s  was because he was 
well aware th a t  i t  rep re sen ted  the main a l t e rn a t iv e  to  t a r i f f  reform. He 
did not deny the Budget 's  capaci ty  to provide revenue; as he put i t  to 
his audience a t  a meeting c re a t in g  a new branch of the  Free Trade Union in 
October, the Finance B i l l  threa tened to postpone t a r i f f  reform i n d e f i n i t e ly ? ” 9

By th a t  time the  Unionist  leadership had reached th e  same con-pen
elusion,  and t h i s  was the  most a t t r a c t iv e  aspect  of  ,the Budget from



Harcour t 's  p o in t  o f  view* Yet the $f ree  t r a d e '  Finance B i l l  could be r e ­

j e c te d ,  and d e s p i t e  h i s  confident.remarks a t  Derby and elsewhere, he and 

o ther  Liberal m i n i s t e r s  were seriously considering t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y .  From 
l a t e  July and August onwards G arv in  and A c ! a n d - H o o d l t h e  U n i o n i s t  

Chief Whip, were s t reng then ing  Balfour 's  r e so lv e ,  with t a r i f f  reform to  
be presented as an a l t e r n a t i v e  f i sca l  policy which o f f e re d  employment.
The e f f e c t  o f  r e j e c t i o n  was examined in a memorandum prepared by S i r  
George Murray, t h e  T rea su ry 's  Permanent S ec re ta ry , on 7 September and 
c i r c u la te d  in  C ab ine t  by Asquith,

Murray po in ted  out th a t  as f a r  a$i revenue was concerned the re
would be chaos,  w hatever method the Government used to  o b ta in  funds de~

262
nied i t  by r e j e c t i o n  of the  financial  provisions f o r  the  y e a r .  Har- 
court  prepared a t h r e e  page reply c ircu la ted  next day, suggest ing t h a t  
revenue might be ob ta ined  v ia  the Immediate r e in t r o d u c t io n  a f t e r  r e je c ­
t io n  -  or ' s u sp e n s io n '  - of a two-clause b i l l  con ta in ing  a tax  duty and 
income tax .  Even i f  t h i s  could not be done in the  same se s s io n ,  P a r l i a ­
ment would be prorogued on one day 'and'reconvened on the  n ex t.  ^ ' For 
t h i s  s tep Harcourt  c i t e d  an 1894 precedent, when th e re  was only an i n t e r ­
val of  a week, from 5 to  12 March,

To f u r t h e r  make good losses of revenue Harcourt  suggested an 
increase of income t a x  -  I s  6 d in the pound. The 6 d could be removed 
a f t e r  a Liberal win a t  the  po l ls  -  i f  the Unionists won, they would : 
have to  maintain th e  r a t e ,  o r  introduce a t a r i f f .  The increase  of  d i r e #  
taxa t ion  Harcourt  advocated conformed to S i r  W il l iam's  views,  s ince r e ­
je c t io n  would c o n s t i t u t e  the  'emergency' j u s t i f y i n g  i t  -  and i t  c e r t a in ly  
became c le a r  by th e  end of September th a t  t h i s  s tep  could hardly be more1 

unpopular than th e  i n d i r e c t  taxes l ik e  the s p i r i t  du ty ,  which caused 
g rea t  resentment among I r i s h  d i s t i l l e r s  and w h o le sa le r s , " ^ 4 After  r e j e c - \  
t i o n ,  Harcourt p o in ted  a lso  to the disadvantage of  c o n te s t in g  an e le c t io n  
■on a ' s t a l e '  r e g i s t e r ,  advocating Instead a January e l e c t io n ,  The Cabi- 
net agreed with him on t h i s  point since delay as Unionis t  ouservers r e a ­
l iz e d ,  would s u i t  th e  g o v e r n m e n t , ^  •

In a n o th e r  Cabinet memorandum Harcourt a lso  po in ted  out t h a t ,  
contrary to  M urray 's con ten tion , there  woe a precedent f o r  a re je c t io n  of
a Finance B i l l :  namely, Hugh Childers'  Budget, r e je c te d  on Second Reading 
on 8 June 1885 on a motion by Sir  Michael Hicks-Beach. What happened



t h en ,  as Harcourt  showed, was th a t  a, roughly s im i l a r  Bill  was submitted 

the same se s s io n .  Harcourt r e i t e r a t e d  h i s  b e l i e f  th a t  he did not per­

so na l ly  envisage re j e c t io n  or  suspension, but  the  Government had to  be 266
prepared. Speed was o f  the essence,  to  pass a ' t a x  continuat ion '  b i l l ,

and to  ge t  the  new r e g i s t e r s  in England, Wales and Ire land operat ive  as
?67

soon as po ss ib le  and have Parl iament prorogued.

The f a c t  t h a t  h is  proposals were ignored again i l l u s t r a t e d  Har­
co u r t  ' s  l im i ted  influence in the Cabinet.  I t  decided Commons re s o lu t io n s  
were p r e f e r a b l e * ^  -in case of  r e j e c t io n  o f  th e  Budget, which had dominated 

the p o l i t i c a l  scene to  the  exclusion o f  a l l  e l s e  during the  1909 se ss ion .
I t  had con tr ibu ted  to  the  growing b e l l ig e re n ce  o f  the I r i s h  n a t i o n a l i s t s .  
Yet they a n t i c ip a te d  a poss ib le  showdown with the  peers and,only' one 

N a t i o n a l i s t  MP voted ag a in s t  the Finance B i l l  on Third Reading. Des­
p i t e  t h e i r  s t r a in e d  r e l a t i o n s  with the Government however, Harcourt r e -  
mained persona g ra ta .  In a note to  Harcourt on th e  eve o f  r e je c t io n  o f  
the  Budget by the p e e r s , John Redmond expla ined  t h a t  he had enclosed a 
copy of h is  l e t t e r  to Worley about the ‘very se r io u s  s i t u a t i o n '  because

269
‘I know your hear ty  f r ien d sh ip  to  I re land  and to  the  cause of Home R u le ' .

The s i t u a t i o n  was c e r ta in ly  'v e ry  s e r i o u s ' .  Once the Budget had
l e f t  the  Commons, i t  was doomed. As e a r ly  as  13 August Balfour had in -  
formed Garvin to  expect a general e le c t io n  in  January. T a r i f f  reform was 
the  p o l icy  to  be s e t  aga in s t  the Budget: 'T a r i f f  Reform -  fu l l  speed 
a h e a d ! ^  In a l e t t e r  to Lord Lansdowne, the  leader  o f the Unionist 
p e e rs ,  Milner s e t  out what was to be the  O ppos i t ion 's  argument, namely 
t h a t  the  Finance B ill  was:

a c o n s t i tu t io n a l  m onstrosity  a gross  instance of " tack­
ing" . . .  our adoption o f an unprecedented course was neces­
s i t a t e d  by the  unprecedented c h a ra c te r  o f the measure sub­
m itted  to  u s .  271

During Second Reading in the Lords on 22 November 1909, Lansdnwne s t a te d  
t h a t  the peers could not assen t  to  the BIT' ' u n t i l  i t  has been submitted 
to  the  judgement of the  c o un try ' .  Eight days l a t e r ,  the Lords firmly 
r e j e c te d  the  Budget by a massive 350-75 vo te ,  embarking on a p o l i t i c a l  
gamble which, to  some, seemed born of  madness.27%



When Parl iament  was prorogued on-Friday,  3 December MFs l o s t  

no time in taking t h e i r  p a r t i e s ’ case to  ' th e  people*. Well before the  
o f f i c i a l  s t a r t  of  the  e l e c t i o n  the campaign was underway. As in 1506, 
Harcourt con tr ibu ted  to  the  defence :o f  f ree  t rade  in Lancashire  by 
s t r e s s in g  th a t  a U nionis t  v ic to ry  would mean the imposition o f  t a r i f f s .
At a Liberal demonstration a t  Rawtenstall on 4 December he r e j e c t e d  Bal­
f o u r ' s  pessimism about th e  s t a t e  of the cotton indus t ry ,  c i t i n g  a d e c la ra ­
t ion  by a Mr Hindiey Smith of  the  Lever Bridge M il ls ,  Bol ton ,  to  the  
e f f e c t  t h a t  during the l a s t  decade the number of  B r i t i s h  sp in d le s  had i n ­
creased by near ly  the  e n t i r e  t o t a l  in Germany, and th a t  the  number of

273looms in England had increased  by 16%. - ; The comparison with Germany was 
s e l e c t iv e .

What Harcourt  did not  point  out  was t h a t  the USA had o u t s t r ip p e d
B r i ta in  - by 1909 the re  were almost 200 000 of the  leading make of Northrop
looms in the S t a t e s ,  compared to only 8  000 in B r i t a i n . H o w e v e r ,  in so fa r
as Liberal c, akers  in Lancashire were la rge ly  preaching to  the  converted

the accuracy o f  s t a t i s t i c s  was l e s s  important than the continued bogey of
'dear  food' represented  by t a r i f f s .  During his  'stump' o f  Lancashire  in
December, Churchil l  a lso  hammered home time and again the  c ru c ia l  p o in t
th a t  no t a r i f f  could be devised which could not s t r i k e  a heavy blow a t  a

275 "cotton trade to  which cheapness of production was v i t a l . Harcourt  did 
not make as g rea t  an impact as Church il l ,  whose a c t i v i t i e s  worried  the  
Unionists because of the  general  b e l i e f  t h a t  the r e s u l t  in  Lancashire 
would have a dec is ive  bearing on the outcome of the e l e c t i o n . ^

The Liberal campaign was o f f i c i a l l y  opened on 10 December, when 
Asquith addressed a packed A lbe r t  Hall as CB had done four years  e a r l i e r .  - 
The Prime Minister  r e f e r r e d  to the Government's commitment to  a scheme o f  
fu l l  self-government to  I r e l a n d ,  but the most ta lked about aspec t  of h is  
speech was his refe rence  to  ' s afeguards '  to ensure th a t  the  adm in is t ra ­
t ion could proceed with i t s  l e g i s l a t i v e  programme. The King denied t h a t  
th is  amounted to a promise by him to crea te  enough pee :3 to  overrule  
the veto of the Second Chamber .^ '  :So prec ise ly  what the Government i n ­
tended to do about House of  Lords reform remained uncertain during the 
e le c t io n .  Harcourt i n s i s t e d  in his  speeches th a t  i t  was ' im poss ib le '

- W * 'X ____



for  the constitutional status of the peers to remain unchanged.

Yet, although the peers had proclaimed a 'parliamentary  revo­

l u t i o n ' ,  and were ' p a th e t i c  f igu res  pantingly  followHngl the wake of
2 7 R  *

an army they pretended to  lead', ,  he did not advocate complete ab o l i t io n
of  the  Second Chamber. He c o n s i s ten t ly  supported the  'suspensory ve to '
plan ou t l ined  by CB to  the  Commons in June 1907. In terms of  th i s  p lan ,
the  peers could not delay l e g i s l a t i o n  more than one sess ion .  After  a

279maximum of  three confe rences , th e  peers '  veto could no longer be 
app l ied .  In the f iv e -y e a r  Parliaments advocated by the  p lan ,  a l l  con tro­
v e r s i a l  measures would have to  be introduced during the f i r s t  th ree  y ea rs .  
This would leave two years  fo r  the Commons to  deal with those 'minor, but 
va luable  measures which . . .  were ou ts ide  the  category of  party  w a r f a r e '

The Unionist peers in s i s t e d  they could put t h e i r  own house in 
o rd e r ,  and Harcourt 's  views on the constitutional  deadlock following the 
e le c t io n  wil l  be described below. During the  e le c t io n  i t s e l f ,  there was 
c e r t a i n l y  f i e r c e  ‘party  w a r fa re ' .  Parl iament d isso lved  on 8 January, and 
the voting began a week l a t e r .  The manifestos had appeared a few days 
e a r l i e r ,  s e t t in g  out what each party  considered to  be the most important 
is sues  of the  e le c t io n .  Asquith a t t r i b u t e d  the  pee rs '  r e jec t ion  of the 
Budget to  the  Unionis ts '  need to ' s ave '  t a r i f f  reform. Harcourt f u l l y  
agreed with t h i s ,  although his  add it ional  a s s e r t i o n  in one of his 

speeches t h a t ,  apar t  from providing fo r  the  navy and old-age pensions, the 
Budget was a measure o f  d i s t r i b u t i v e  j u s t i c e  between r ich  and poor28  ̂ did 
not t a l l y  so well with his e a r l i e r  a t t i t u d e  in Cabinet.

The meandering Unionist manifesto described the a t tack  on the
House of Lords as ' th e  culmination o f  a long-drawn c o n sp i ra c y ' , and
s t re ssed  t a r i f f  reform as the rnear " promoting home industry and employ-.
ment, and pro tec tion  from 'u n f a i r '  ,ngn competi t ion.  The section which
Harcourt p a r t i c u l a r ly  objected to was B a lfou r 's  c r i t i c i s m s  of Liberal
land po l icy ,  and s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  the F i r s t  Commissioner's small holdings 

28?
pol icy .  In a speech a t  Darwen, Harcourt r e f e r r e d  to Balfour 's  dismissal 
of the  Small Holdings Act in the Unionist  manifes to ,  denying once more 
th a t  the  Liberals  had abolished purchase and i n s i s t e d  on tenancy. The 
b i t t e r l y  contested e le c t ion  continued to 22 January,  and adding to the 
general acrimony was the ac t ive  p a r t i c ip a t io n  of the  su f f ra g e t te s  aga ins t  
the Government in f o r ty  cons t i tuenc ies .



The WSPU meeting a t  Hyde Park on 21 June 1908 had represen ted  the 
l im i t s  of peaceful p r o t e s t , ^ ' a n d  since then the s u f f r a g e t t e s  had uecided 

on more d i r e c t  a c t io n .  Harcourt  was one of the f i r s t  Liberal m in i s te r s  
who took the brunt o f  the new wave of m il i tancy ,  but he was not  the  only 
o n e . ^85 Sylvia Pankhurst r e c a l l e d  t h a t  during the s e r ie s  of meetings Har­

cour t  held in Rossendale in l a t e  1909 he was shadowed by window-breaking - 
su f f r a g e t te s :

The doors and windows of the  house where he was s t a y ­
ing were pasted over with posters  depicting f o rc ib le  
feeding ? 86  The nex t  n ight  [rio da te  given] e ig h t  men, 
with hose pipes a t t a c h e d  to  the main, were s e t  to  
guard the prem ises ,  b u t  the  pipes were cu t ,  and the

n o ?  • .
windows broken n e v e r th e le s s .

The overall  e f f e c t  o f  WSPU pressure during the e l e c t i o n ,  in Lanca­
sh i r e  and elsewhere, was n e g l i g i b l e  desp i te  the Labour P a r ty ' s  commitment

pop ,

to  women's suffrage in i t s  m an ifes to .  Labour took an an t i -U n io n is t  
s tance on a l l  major i s s u e s ,  and improved on i t s  1906 showing by obtaining 
40 s e a t s ,  11 more than be fo re .  What the r e s u l t s  revealed, according to  
the  analysis  of the  e l e c t io n  by Neal Blewett,  was sharp regional  d i f f e r e n ­
t i a t i o n ,  Urban, i n d u s t r i a l  and working-class areas tended to  vote L i b e r a l , 
whereas the opposite was t r u e  o f  r u r a l ,  suburban and middle-c lass  England . 269 

Class had not as y e t  d i sp laced  regionalism as the main determinant of 
Edwardian p o l i t i c s ,  when a vo te  fo r  Labour s t i l l  implied a l leg iance  to  
a p o l i t i c a l  working-class t r a d i t i o n s ,  and where some of the s t ronges t  support  
f o r  Unionism came from workers in predominantly 'm iddle-class '  cons t i tuen -  
c i e s . 290

The Unionist  recovery in the  countryside indicated t h a t  rural
vo ters  believed the Government intended to ' t ax  the l a n d ' ,  whereas t a r i f f s
might res tore  p rosper i ty  in the  countryside by keeping out fo re ign  foods.
Despite Liberal a l l e g a t io n s  o f  in t im ida t ion  of labourers by t h e i r  'mas- 

291t e r s ' ,  the rural  votes f o r  the  Unionists were general ly w i l l in g  ones.
Where the Unionists a lso  seem to  have gained was by obtaining the  vote of  
usual ly  habitual ab s ta in e r s  in an unprecedented turnout of 86.7% of vo te rs  
in the  United Kingdom, and 87% of a l l  r eg is te red  vo ters .  Those percent­
ages,  the highest ever recorded in a modern B r i t i sh  e le c t io n ,  revealed

292the  extent  of public i n t e r e s t .  Fo r  t h e  G o v e rn m e n t , i t  was a



somewhat pyrrh ic  v i c to r y :  with  275 seats  to  the  U nion is ts '  273, the 
L ibera ls  now needed the  support  of Labour and the 82 I r i s h  N a t io na l i s t s .
The massive m a jo r i ty  of- 1906 had vanished f o r  ever .

VII

The r e s u l t  o f  the  e le c t io n  in Rossendale saw Harcourt  returned 
aga ins t  the Unionis t  Kebty-FI e tcher  by 7 135 votes to  4 695. The turnout  was 

almost 1 000 vo te rs  g r e a t e r  than in 1906, and the F i r s t  Commissioner had 
a c tu a l ly  improved on h i s  previous majority  by 271 vo te s ,  although the 
s u f f r a g i s t  cand ida te ,  A.K.Bulley, had received 639 vo tr :*  Once again,  Ros~ 
sen da le 's  e l e c t o r s  had decided to  vote L ibe ra l .  Soon a f t e r  po l l ing  had 
ended, Harcourt wrote t o  the  Prime Minister  to  con g ra tu la te  him on his 
increased m a jo r i ty  as w e l l .  Describing h is  own e le c t io n  campaign, Harcourt 
noted th a t  the  outcome had a c tu a l ly  been le s s  c e r t a in  than the  r e s u l t s  in d i ­
cated .  He a t t r i b u t e d  t h i s  to  the  shortage of work, which meant th a t  many of 
his e l e c to r s  earned l e s s  than seven s h i l l i n g s  a week.

As a r e s u l t ,  Harcourt wrote:

I found them saying “things a re  so bad they c a n ' t  be 
worse -  we w i l l  t r y  a change". So ser ious  was the  po­
s i t i o n  t h a t  we had to  leave fo r  two days meetings of  
workers and canvassers  to explain to them the  l i n e  to 
take with these  people:  on one day I had seven meet­
ings o f  workers between 3pm and 10pm and spoke £ an 
hour a t  each meeting! But i t  a l l  came r ig h t  in  the  
end . . .  I was su rp r i sed  to f ind how l i t t l e  rea l  anger 
there  was about the  H of Lords: a l l  my people wanted 
to  know was t h a t  we "meant business" and were not  in 
fo r  a compromise -oh sham f ig h t ,  but they have no con-

pnq
ception of a c o n s t i tu t io n a l  quest ion.

Harcourt went on to  mention the disappointing outcome of the 
e le c t io n ,  and the  'very b lack '  fu tu re ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  in view of the funds 
Pease needed to  con te s t  ano ther  general e lec t ion  th a t  summer, which 

seemed ' i n e v i t a b l e ' .  Harcourt pa r t ly  blamed the C ab ine t ' s  dynamic \
Radical duo f o r  the  so r ry  s i t u a t i o n ;



158

I found a l l  over the  country t h a t  a l l  LG's speeches

and Winston's e a r l i e r  ones (not the Lancs campaign) had

done us*much harm, even with advanced men of the
lower"middle-class:  they exci ted  alarm in some minds
and d isgus t  in o t h e r s ,> and probably account fo r  the
heavy losses  in the  S o u t h . ^  ‘ #

I f  Harcourt was disappoin ted  by the e le c t io n  r e s u l t s ,  so too was
Asquith. As the F i r s t  Commissioner had pointed ou t ,  t h i s  was not th e  r i g h t
time to  ask the King f o r  a promise to c re a te  peers to  swamp the Unionis t
ve to .  In conversation with Lord Knollys, Vaughan Nash, Asquith 's  p r iv a te
se c re ta ry ,  had given the  impression t h a t  the  King had not made up h is  mind

295about the creat ion  o f  peers .  Nash had repor ted  t h i s  in mid-December, 
and s ince  then Asquith had wondered how he"would be able to  make good h is  
s tatement a t  the Albert  Ha'll. The King a c tu a l ly  welcomed the  e lec t ion  
r e s u l t s  because they s h i f t e d  the  p ressure  from him to the Government, and on 
25 January he had to ld  Esher o f  h is  dec is ion  not  to  c rea te  peers.  To Hal­
dane he expressed h is  b e l i e f  t h a t  a 'much more d e f in i t e  expression ' o f  
national  opinion was needed before  he could agree to such an act ion.  29^

By ear ly  February 1910, Harcourt had changed his  mind about the 
matter  of gett ing the King 's  guarantee .  He a c tu a l ly  wanted a House of  
Lords'  Bill  passed before  the  Budget, on the  grounds th a t  the  pr io r  pass ­
age of  the  l a t t e r  would deprive  the  Government o f  i t s  'most e f fec t iv e  
g r ievance ' .  To force  a House of Lords' B i l l  through, the Government would 
need the Royal .guarantee. 'Our CB p l a n ' ,  he noted, ' a t  l e a s t  leaves the  
co n s t i tu t io n  and the h e re d i ta ry  p r in c ip le  i n t a c t ,  though i t  r e s t r i c t s  
he red i ta ry  powers' . In both wri t ing  and conversation he t r ie d  to 
impress his views on Asquith. Thus H arcour t 's  scheme would, i f  necessary, 
e n ta i l  a second e le c t io n  to  be followed by a request  fo r  guarantees -  even 
i f  the  Liberal majority was no more than t e n ,  he noted - and th i s  meant 
th a t  he placed the s e t t l i n g  of accounts with the peers ahead of the voting 
of t a x e s ? 98

In f a c t  the Cabinet was generally in favour of the passage of 
. the Budget f i r s t ,  although Loreburn and Pent!and agreed with Harcourt.
More serious for  the Government was the I r i s h  t h r e a t  of voting against  i t  
unless the peers'  veto were d e a l t  with.  When the  Cabinet did draw up 
veto proposals in response to  t h i s  p ressure ,  Grey threatened to res ign ,  and 
McKenna, another p ro - ' re fo rm is t*  threa tened to  jo in  him. 298  Haldane de~



159

vised a compromise so lu t io n  In ear ly  April suggesting the  c re a t io n  of  a 

Second Chamber based on a popular instead o f  h e re d i ta ry  b a s i s ,  and which 

would allow the [Commons to  repeal r e s t r i c t i o n s  on the  p e e r s '  veto i f  i t  so 
wished in fu tu r e .  But Haldane's speech in the  Commons on Thursday,
7 April e l i c i t e d  an ind ignant  l e t t e r  to the Prime M in is te r .

Harcourt wanted to  make a verbal p r o t e s t ,  bu t  Asquith asked him 
to submit his  complaint  in w r i t ing .  The F i r s t  Commissioner objec ted  to 
Haldane's re fe ren ce  to  the  veto resolu t ions  and the r e c o n s t i tu t i o n  o f  the 
Second Chamber as p a r t  of  an ' i n d iv i s ib le  p o l ic y * :

Haldane 's  speech has excited much misgiving and some 
m is t r u s t  in  the  minds of many of our own Par ty  who 
share my views . . .  As I have d e l ib e ra te ly  a b s ta in ed  
from tak ing  p a r t  in  the debate on the Resolutions 
(though in v i t e d  by you to  do so) p a r t l y  on the  ground 
of i l l n e s s ,  but  l a rg e ly  a lso ,  as t  told you a t  the 
time, from the  d e s i r e  not to  embarass Grey 's  p os i t io n  
. . .  I must rese rve  to  myself the  r i g h t  a t  any time 
when I th in k  i t  necessary to s t a t e  pub l ic ly  t h a t  I am 
not p e rso n a l ly  committed in policy to  the  views ex­
pressed in  Haldane 's  speech. I t  i s  only in  such 
terms t h a t  I could agree to the pious opinions o f  
the Preamble o f  th e  Parliament Bil l  . 30^

The importance Harcourt attached to  obtain ing  guarantees from 
the King was hat  i t  would p laca te  the I r i s h ,  and a l so  boost  morale of the 
rank and f i l e  fo r  th e  next general e l e c t i o n ? ^  He had no i n t e r e s t  in r e ­
form of the Second Chamber, only the stopping of i t s  veto powers, and pro­
nouncements such as Haldane 's  could only obscure the issue  and delay the 
achievement of t h i s  g o a l . Yet, anxious as Harcourt was to reso lve  the 
'people versus p e e r s '  i s s u e ,  the  sudden death of Edward VII in h is  sleep 
on 6 May imposed a p a r t y - p o l i t i c a l  t ruce.  In a l e t t e r  to  Asquith,  who 
was sa i l in g  on the Mediterranean on the Admiralty's Enchantress a t  the  
time, Harcourt conceded t h a t  i t  would be unwise of the  Government to  t ry  
to ex trac t  guarantees from the new King, George V. Such an a ttempt would 
incur 'much public  odium ' . ^ 0 2

To t r y  to  reach an amicable agreement, the Government and



Opposition agreed in June to meet in a s e r i e s  of  t a l k s .  The. administrat ion 

was rep re sen ted  Ly Asquith, Lloyd George, Crewe and B i r r e l l .  Their Onion-- 

i s t  co u n te rp a r t s  were Balfour , Lansdowne, Austen Chamberlain and Cawdor.
On t h e  eve o f  the Const i tu t ional  Conference, Rosebery had proposed a com­

promise whereby in fu tu re  the peers would c la im no power to modify*
Finance B i l l s .  Harcourt was unimpressed:

In a l l  the t a lk  of compromise I can f ind  no basis  
of one: to  o f fe r  us inmunity f o r  f i n a n c ia l  b i l l s
in the  fu ture  i s  to  give us only what t i l l  Novem­
ber  l a s t  we believed we possessed -  and would 

leave us with a l l  our old & rea l  grievances abso­
l u t e l y  untouched . . .  We should t h e r e f o re  not  i n ­
d ic a te  to Rosebery any prospect  o f  compromise, but 
p o in t  out th a t  the pressing of  h i s  r e so lu t io n s  %w 
would compel us to proceed with our pol icy  immedi­
a t e l y  and th a t  he would be the  p r e c i p i t a n t  of  the
c r i s i s . 303

In the  event,  the c r i s i s  which did br ing about tb« f a i l u r e  of 
the Conference on 10 November 1910, a f t e r  twenty-two s i t t i n g s ,  was the
f a i l u r e  to  agree on Home Rule B i l l s .  The breakdown of the conference did
not dismay Harcourt ,  since i i  a lso  meant t h a t  the  Ripon plan based on 
i n t e r - p a r t y  negot ia t ions  would not now be d isp lac in g  the CB plan . 304  The 
p o s s i b i l i t y  -  not public ised - of  a c o a l i t i o n  had come and gone, 305 and 
now th e  c o n s t i tu t io n a l  s t ruggle  would f l a r e  anew as the Government r e v e r t ­
ed to  the  plan of passing a Parliament B i l l  curbing the Lords' veto. The 
secrecy of the  Conference had only fu e l led  susp ic ions  among the less  con­
c i l i a t o r y  on both sides th a t  some so r t  of  ' s e l l - o u t '  might be in progress.

This b e l i e f  threatened Austen Chamberlain's precarious hold over 
the  Unionist  t a r i f f  reformers , -3? 6 and had Harcourt  found out about Lloyd 
George's c o a l i t i o n  overtures ,  i t  would c e r t a i n l y  have j u s t i f i e d ,  to  his
s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  the unchari table  remark to Asquith t h a t  the Chancellor (and
C hurch i l l ) ' .w ou ld  be glad to get  an excuse t o  d e se r t  a sinking sh ip?6^
Yet th e  Government was s t ronger  by the end of  1910 than in January. The 
Budget,passed on 27 Apri l ,  was to have a profound long-term financia l

 ̂n ft * ”
impact, and important immediate p o l i t i c a l  e f f e c t s ,  „ T a r i f f  reform had 
l o s t  suppor t , 309  and Liberal v e to i s t s  l ik e  Harcourt could now point  to the



House o f  Lords as the major i s sue  in  the  coming e le c t io n .  Since the  

Lords had adopted the Rosebery re s o lu t io n s  ins tead  of  .agreeing to the 
Parl iament B i l l ,  they could be depic ted  as the in co r r ig ib le  opponents of 

the  people 's  w i l l .  Parl iament  d isso lved  on 28 November* in p repara t ion  
f o r  the  second e lec t ion  in le s s  than eleven months. By th a t  time Har- 
co u r t  had new, broader r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  in  the Cabinet,  as he began the  
most important phase o f  his  c a ree r .

"Wav'

%



CHAPTER THREE

COLONIAL AND DOMESTIC IMBROGLIOS ^

‘The Colonial  Office covers much t e r r i t o r y  and 
involves many r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,

.  Lord Milner* 1007.

' I  need hardly  t e l l  you how deeply touched I am 
a t  the  f a c t  t h a t  you consider  me capable o f  and 
s u i t a b l e  f o r  the Colonial O f f i c e ' .
-  Harcourt  to  Asquith, October 1910,

The Colonial O ff ice  was not one o f  the most sought a f t e r  govern­
ment p o s t s .  For the  p o l i t i c a l l y  ambitious i t  was a t  b e s t  a s tepp ing-s tone  
on the way to  more c o v e te d  appointments, * Although h i s  promotion on 
3 November 1910 marked th e  apogee of H arcour t1 s public  c a re e r ,  not much 
importance was a t t a c h e d  to  the choice of Colonial  Secre tary .  No specia l  
q u a l i f i c a t io n s  were demanded as a p r e r e q u i s i t e  f o r  the  ta sk  of  managing the 
Empire's co lon ia l  a f f a i r s , ^  and during 1905-14 the  l a s t  L iberal Governments 
focussed t h e i r  a t t e n t io n  on domestic a f f a i r s  and Imperial defence. Likewise* 
public p r id e  in  Empire was accompanied by a general in d iffe rence  to  co lo n ia l  
a f fa i r s*  except f o r  the occasional c r i s i s  p u b lic ised  by th e  press* In  
sh o r t ,  as  a  department th e  Colonial O ffice was something o f  a backwater.

Yet in s o fa r  as i t  regu la ted  the  mother c o u n try 's  re la t io n s  w ith  
the se lf-governing  Dominions as well as th e  Crown colonies* the O ffice  a ls o  
performed an important fu n c tio n , Harcourt took over the  O ffice  during th e  
l a t e r  s tages  of what Ronald Myam has described  as the  watershed between the  
Empire o f  the n ine teen th  century and the lo o se r  'confedera tion  of indepen- 
dent n a t i o n a l i t i e s '  to  be known as the Commonwealth*  ̂ Harcourt '$ record  
during t h i s  d e l i c a t e  t r a n s i t io n a l  phase of the  Empire's development was a 
chequered one. Me brought t o .h i s  new appointment considerable adm in is tra -  
t iv e  experience, and h is  handling of the O f f ic e 's  rou tin e  j u s t i f i e s  M a n s e rg h f  
contention in The Commonwealth Experience t h a t  he was underrated as Colonial 
Secretary. 4 But i t  was in the broader sphere of policy f o r m u l a t i o n  t h a t  
Harcourt revealed h is  l im i ted  s t a tu r e  as a statesman.



Of h is  predecessor Crewe, Pope-Hennessy, h is  b iographer ,  wrote 

th a t  he was n e i th e r  ’bold nor r ev o lu t io n a ry '  and Harcourt was e qua l ly  
cau t ious .  This caution derived from H arcour t ' s  commitment to  the  p r e s e r ­
vation o f  Imperial un i ty .  The Dominions Department of  the Colonial Off ice  
Sought t o  avoid antagonizing the  se l f -govern ing  colonies fo r  t h i s  same r e a ­
son, ® and t h i s  defensive s tance  was the order  of the  day during H arco u r t ' s  
tenure .  The concern to  preserve  Imperial un i ty  was i t s e l f  i n d ic a t iv e  o f  
Harcour t 's  change of a t t i t u d e  to  Empire, and marked a movement away from 
the ' L i t t l e  Englandism* of h i s  youth. Making unity  a r a i s o n  d ' e t r e  „ 
of  po l icy  e n t a i l e d ,  however, th e  avoidance of  any f r i c t i o n  with the 
Dominions, which was not in i t s e l f  a p o s i t iv e  policy* But Harcourt  be ­
l ieved  i t  was e s se n t ia l  to  avoid ‘rocking the  boat '  due to  h i s  conception 
of f u tu re  Imperial development.

Harcourt  envisaged an autonomous, but  c losely  l inked  a s so c ia t io n  
of  n a t ion s .  He re jec ted  the  more formal ,  federa l  v is ion of Empire r e p r e ­
sented by the  Round Table movement. O f f i c i a l l y  launched in 1909, the  
Round Table was the  brain c h i ld  o f  some of  the  b r ig h t  young men of M i lner 's  
fKindergarfceit1, They had re turned  from South Africa a f t e r  th e  r ec o n s t ru c ­
t ion  period imbued with £he Imperial fe rvour  of  thrsir mentor, and were 
more i n f lu e n t i a l  than t h e i r  numbers suggested.  ® By c o n t r a s t ,  Harcourt  
was in  favour of  Imperial devolu t ion  r a th e r  than fede ra t ion .  As he saw 
i t ,  t h i s  loose r  assoc ia t ion  o f  na t ions  would s t i l l  be c lo se ly  bound by a 
sense of  common kinship,  of  membership of  the  'B r i t i s h  r a c e ' .  By pinning 
his  hopes fo r  unity  on ’r a c i a l 1 s o l i d a r i t y  Harcourt revealed a Eurocentr ic  
b ias  typ ica l  of  h is  period.

The cooperation o f  the  Dominions* in p a r t i c u la r  the  Union o f  
South Afr ica ,  was in Harcour t 's  opinion a j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of  B r i t i s h  f a i t h  
in ‘the  genius f o r  s e l f  government possessed by most white r a c e s ’ . ^
Other races were not given any c r e d i t  fo r  the a b i l i t y  - l e t  alone 'g e n iu s '
« to  govern themselves* Such th inking  conformed to  the p reva len t  ideology 
of the  Edwardian period.  8 H arcour t 's  emphasis was, and remained, on 
the c o n s t i tu t io n a l  and p o l i t i c a l  development of the 'white races '  o f  the 
Empire. These very d e f in i te  ideas of what should form the bas is  of 
Imperial uni ty  informed H arcour t ' s  opcaw.Z throughout his  term of
o f f i c e .  The implementation of those  ideas meant t h a t ,  in p r a c t i c e ,  Har­
court  was prepared to s a c r i f i c e  black p o l i t i c a l  and/or economic i n t e r e s t s .



The Dominions governments1 treatment of  blacks was a s e n s i t iv e  

is sue ,  and attempted in t e r v e n t io n  b> the  Office would have negated Har- 

c o u r t ' s  ob jec t ive  of keeping the  Dominions on good terms with the m o t h e r  
country. Thus there  was a J a n u s - l ik e  aspec t  to Office p o l ic y :  i t  followed 
the guidel ines  l a id  down by Lord Elgin (1905*08) and Lord Crewe (1908-10) 
in ' n a t i v e '  pol icy  in the  Colonies ,  but  on the issue of b lack  i n t e r e s t s  
in the  Dominions Harcourt e lev a ted  non-intervention in to  something of a 
doc tr ine .  ^ Aware o f  the  e th n ic  and rac ia l  tensions simmering benea th , the  

f a c e  o f  t h e  Fax  B r i t t a n i c a ^ a r c o u r t  brought a l l  h is  cons iderab le  per­
suasiveness and diplomacy to  bear  on Dominions statesmen, and genera l ly  
succeeded in maintaining an uneasy peace. The a s p i r a t io n s  o f  the  Empire's 
blacks were s a c r i f i c e d  on the  a l t a r  of  expediency.

For four  and a h a l f  years  -  much longer than any o f  h is  succes-
10sors up to  mid-century with th e  exception of Leo Antery -  Harcourt pe r ­

formed t h i s  i n t r i c a t e  mediatory ro le  between the Dominions and the  mother 
country. Perhaps no o th e r  m in i s t e r  in  Asquith 's  adm in is t ra t ion  could have 
been so successful in avoiding any major rupture of r e l a t i o n s  during t h a t  
pe r iod ,  although there  was no shortage o f  controversial  ev en ts ,  ^  Para­
dox ica l ly ,  a la rge  p a r t  o f  t h i s  success was based on l a i s s e z - f a i r e  on 
rac ia l  i s sues ,  which b e l ied  the  humanitarian and e g a l i t a r i a n  p r in c ip le s  the 
Liberal Party professed to  s tand  f o r .  That Harcourt could be -  and was -  
more l ib e r a l  in  his  handling o f  the  Crown Colonies’ ' n a t i v e '  a f f a i r s  was r e ­
miniscent  of h is  ambivalent approach to  controversial  m a t te r s  nearer  home.

Perhaps l i t t l e  more could have been expected o f  Harcourt ,  because 
Colonial Sec re ta r ie s  of  the  post-Chamberlain period did tend to  be e f f i c i ­
ent  and conscient ious ,  r a t h e r  than introduce major new p o l i c i e s .  With the 
exception of his p o s i t iv e  e f f o r t s  in th e  ape a s  of p re se rv a t ion  and 
colonial  development, Harcourt  did not  diverge from t h i s  p re-Great  War 
pat tarn,Even i f  the Empire's socio-economic problems def ied  easy so lu t io n ,  
they were hardly l ik e ly  to  be resolved by the p reva r ica t ion  which Har­
court  ' s  sub t le  diplomatic methods represented.  In the long-term Harcourt 's  
passive Dominions pol icy  was doomed to  f a i l u r e .  That po l icy  was based on 
an u n r e a l i s t i c ,  and over o p t im i s t i c ,  conception of the f u t u r e  of the 
Empire* ^  With the b e n e f i t  of hindsight* i t  is  c le a r  t h a t  Harcourt was 
defending a l o s t  cause, because the cen t r i fuga l  impulses with in  the  
Empire proved to be i r r e s i s t i b l e .



From the headquar te rs  of the Colonisl Off ice  a t  12 Downing S t re e t ,  

Harcourt was re sp on s ib le  f o r  the  colonial a f f a i r s  of an empire which ex­
tended over a q u a r t e r  of  the e a r t h ' s  surface.  At h is  spacious desk, 
f lanked by a la rge  g lo b e ,  he annotated minutes and despatched in s t r u c t io n s ,  
using the d i s t i n c t i v e  red ink which was the p re roga t ive  o f  the  Secretary 
of S t a te .  Due to  i l l n e s s ,  Harcourt only took up h is  d u t i e s  in January 1911. 
I n i t i a l l y  he was 've ry  depressed '  a t  the thought o f  leaving Works. ^  As 
he subsequently admit ted  to  Under Secretary S i r  Charles Lucas, ' I  came to
the C.O. with a nervous c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  I  was  q u i t e  i n c a p a b l e  o f  t h e  
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work'.  Despite t h e s e  doubts Harcourt soon s e t t l e d  in  a t  h is  new de­
partment, and began to  show h is  grasp of the d a i ly  a d m in is t r a t iv e  rout ine .

Usually only j u n i o r  s t a f f  arr ived before 11am, and the  working 
day ended between 7 - 7 . 30pm, A la rge  s t a f f  was needed to  cope with the  
enormous volume of  correspondence. As Hyam put i t ,  the  s t a f f  anually  per­
formed a gigantic  ' b o t t l i n g '  operation* processing 50 000 incoming des­
patches and telegrams in to  manageable minutes and recommendations f o r  the

1 s
Colonial Secre tary .  Not long a f t e r  h is  a r r iv a l  a t  the  O ff ice ,  Har­
court  received a minute which was a year  out of  date!  From then on, he 
had o f f i c i a l s  provide the  y e a r ,  month and date on a l l  minutes.  ^  Total 
s t a f f  avai lab le  to  deal with a l l  t h i s  work was about 125, o f  whom most 
were c lerks of d i f f e r i n g  g rades ,  and copiers ,  a p a r t  from th e . a s s i s t a n t  
of th e  Permanent Under S e c re ta ry  and his  super io r .  Harcourt  brought his 
cousin Lionel Earle a long with him from Works.

Earle was H arco u r t1s principal  pr iva te  s e c r e t a r y ,  and one of 
his  a s s i s t a n t  p r iv a te  s e c r e t a r i e s  was Ralph Purse,  who replaced 
Charles Clay whom Crewe took with him en route to  the  India Office .  Furse 
was a staunch Conservat ive,  but  was assured th a t  he would not have to  do 
any p o l i t i c a l  work. In h is  memoirs Furse reca l led  t h a t  the  c le rk s  were 
not run-of- the-mil l  c i v i l  s e rv an ts .  They found the  chance to  grapple 
with tough problems s e n t  to the  Office a s tim ula ting  cha l lenge ,  despi te  
long hours and r a th e r  low s a l a r i e s ,  ^  Not t h a t  Harcourt  delegated a l l  
tasks to his departmental s t a f f .  As Furse noted,  h is  c h ie f  ' looked like  
an e l e g a n t d i l e t t a n t e , a c t u a l l y  he was a hard and thorough worker1.
Although he was on good terms with his s t a f f ,  Harcourt seems to have 
appeared as ' o ^ l r - n t i c  t o  t h e n  e r  t v  h i s  C a b i n e t  c o l l e e n i e s .

To c i t e  Furse once more, i t  was only a chance remark by
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Harcourt about the c r i t i c a l l y  i l l  former Colonial Secre tary  Alfred Lyttel

ton,  as they were d r iv in g  back to the Office a f t e r  lunch one day in 1913,
th a t  suddenly made him aware 'o f  a warm heart  behind h i s  h ab i tua l ly  a loof
facad e ' .  ^  However loyal  and e f f i c i e n t  j u n io r  s t a f f  were, an incoming
Secretary of S ta te  was above a l l  r e l i a n t  on the considerable  knowledge
and experience of permanent o f f i c i a l s .  Excluding his  b r i e f  spe l l  as
s tand- in  for  Churchil l  in  1907, Harcourt had had l i t t l e  experience of
colonial  a f f a i r s ,  and so found th i s  source of a s s i s t a n c e  very valuable .
A key o f f i c i a l  was the  P cm snen t Under S ec re ta ry ,  who not only supervised
the O ff ice ' s  o rd inary  a d m in is t ra t iv e  business ,  but  a l s o  provided advice

20to  the  Colonial S ec re ta ry  on policy matters .

When Harcourt  took over the Office ,  S i r  Francis  Hopwood 
occupied th i s  p os t .  Since h is  appointment in 1907 Hopwood had made him­
s e l f  v i r t u a l l y  in d ispensab le ,  and Harcourt was anxious to  r e t a in  his  
se rv ices .  Up f o r  d iscuss ion  a t  the i m r . in e n t  I m p e r i a l  C o n f e r e n c e
was the  proposed ’b i f u r c a t i o n  of the  Colonial O f f ice ,  and on th i s  and

21other  matters-Hopwood*s e x p e r t i s e  would be so re ly  missed. Hopwood 
himself wanted to  s tay  on, and Crewe backed H arco u r t ' s  reques t  to  Asquith 
fo r  Hopwood to  s ta y .  In the  end Hopwood was seconded as temporary a s s i s ­
t a n t  f o r  the Conference, but  Harcourt l o s t  the  tug o f  war with Lloyd ?

22George. The seasoned S i r  John Anderson proved to  be a worthy succes­
sor t o  Hopwood, and Harcourt  was to re ly  f requen t ly  on h is  advice.  This 
was not a n e g l ig ib le  f a c t o r  in  the decision making process .

In the  following survey of Harcourt 's  impact on Office pol icy ,  
i t  wil l  be pointed out  where h is  personal preference  o r  choice made i t ­
s e l f  f e l t .  Harcourt once jo c u la r ly  described h is  p os i t io n  as th a t  of a
'despot under democracy *. .?ontr»o!!  ed only by his own d isc re t ions  and

23by the sporadic c u r i o s i t y  a t  question time of f r i en d s  or  opponents' .
Apart from would-be c r i t i c s  in the Commons i t  was t ru e  t h a t ,  l ik e  CB, 
Asquith gave h is  m in is te r s  v ic tua l  oarta blanche in the  running of t h e i r  
respective departments. But in dealing with the  O f f i c e ' s  in te rnal  bus i ­
ness, Harcourt did not have unlimited freedom of a c t io n .  The influence 
of senior o f f i c i a l s  was i t s e l f  a c o n s t ra in t ,  in so fa r  as t h e i r  experience 
made i t  d i f f i c u l t  fo r  them to be overruled without good reason. This 
applied not only to permanent o f f i c i a l s  in London, but  to senior  o f f i ­
c i a l s  'on the spo t '  in the  colonies .



Many of  the  m a t te rs  re fe r red  t o  the  Off ice  were f a i r l y  t r i v i a l  

- in f a c t  Harcourt had to  deal with more o f  those  than l a t e r  Colonial 
S e c re ta r ie s .  ^  In t h i s  sense* he was simply ac t ing  as a rubber stamp, 
an individual a t  the  apex o f  a vas t  b u reau c ra t ic  pyramid. But on more 
important i s s u e s ,  l i k e  ' n a t i v e '  a f f a i r s ,  Harcourt  had to  proceed as i f  he 
had received hon% f ide  in formation,  unless  provided with evidence to  the 
contrary .  He was only a 'despo t '  within the  a rea  under h i s  effective 
con tro l .  He never l e f t  B r i t a in  during h i s  tenure  of  the  colonial  secre ­
ta rysh ip .  The O f f i c e ' s  bureaucra t ic  m i l l s  ground slowly - only 
proof o f  f l a g ra n t  abuses o f  power, or g ross  incompetence, could speed up 
replacement o f  an a d m in i s t r a to r .  Well aware o f  th e  l im i ta t io n s  to  h is  
au th o r i ty ,  Harcourt made use o f i n f d r m a l a n d  unofficial  sources of in fo r ­
mation. ^

dus t  as j u n i o r  o f f i c i a l s  in the  co lon ies  were expected to  adhere
to  the  in s t ru c t io n s  given to  them by co lon ia l  governors so too did the
l a t t e r  have to  bow t o  th e  d i re c t iv e s  emanating from 12 Downing S tree t ,
The chain o f  command could only be as e f f e c t i v e  as  i t s  component l in k s ,

27and r e l u c t a n t  obedience was frowned upon. In gene ra l ,  however, there  
were few major c la shes  between Harcourt and h is  governors ,  although he did 
not necessa r i ly  sympathize with t h e i r  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  For example, when the 
new governor of  F i j i  complained in October 1912 o f  overwork and s t r a in ,  
Harcourt 's  soothing reply did not correspond with h is  in te rn a l  note to 
Anderson. When the  governor of the Seychel les  Is lands  asked fo r  a 
t r a n s fe r  a f t e r  t h i r t y  years  of  service in  the  t r o p i c s ,  the malicious 
sense o f  humour which contemporaries noted in  Harcourt  a sse r ted  i t s e l f :  
nursing a co ld ,  Davidson wrote his  next l e t t e r  with  an outs ide  tempera­
ture  of  twelve degrees below zero on the steamer bearing him to his new

29post as Governor-General of  Newfoundland!

Harcour t 's  f i r s t  major task was p repa ra t ion  f o r  the  Imperial 
Conference of 1911« He had the Conference in mind even before his o f f i c i a l  
appointment* Lo-d Elgin had viewed th e  Colonial Conference of 1907 as 
a nuisance, and an expensive one a t  t h a t ,  ^  but  Harcour t 's  a t t i tu de  was 
d i f fe ren t .  He knew t h a t  the Conference could have an important bearing 
on the fu tu re  development and functions of the Colonial Office. Since 
December 1907 the Off ice  had been divided i n i :  a Crown Colonies Depart­
ment and a Dominions Department. At the forthcoming Conference, Harcourt



a n t i c ip a te d  t h a t  the  premiers of the Dominions would request th a t  a 
g r e a t e r  share of  h is  department 's  a t t e n t i o n  be devoted to t h e i r  a f f a i r s .
As John Kendle, the  h i s to r ia n  of  the  Colonial and Imperial Conferences 
has po in ted  o u t ,  Harcourt was r a th e r  amused by the ' human v a n i t i e s '  o f  the 
'new r i c h ' . ^

Yet Dominions a sp i r a t io n s  f o r  a g r e a t e r  say in Imperial a f f a i r s  
and c la ims f o r  a g re a te r  share of  the  O f f i c e ' s  a t t e n t io n  could not be 
ignored.  Harcourt  discussed these i s sues  with Asquith shor t ly  before the  
Conference began, and summarized h is  views in  a Cabinet memorandum. The 
' l e a s t 1 t h a t  could be o f fe red ,  Harcourt argued, was:

1. A b i fu rca t ion  of the C.O. below the Secretary of 
S ta te  ( i . e .  the  c rea t io n  of  two Permanent Under 
S e c re ta r ie s  - one f o r  Dominions and one fo r  Crown 
Colonies)

2. The addi t ion  to  the  S e c r e t a r i a t  of the Imperial
Conference of a Standing Committee which will inc.
the  High Commissioner or  o th e r  rep resen ta t ives  of 
the  dominions.

Harcourt then enumerated the a d m in is t ra t ive  d i f f i c u l t i e s  1 would cause .

Harcourt advocated t h a t  during the  Conference the Prime Minis­
t e r  should concentra te  on the second p o in t ,  while emphasizing the ob jec ­
t io ns  to  the  f i r s t .  Apart from the a dm in is t ra t ive  confusion and d u p l ic a ­
t i o n ,  Harcourt  f e l t  t h a t  the areas  contiguous to  the Dominions would have
to be kept  f r ee  of  Dominions control  and t r e a te d  as Crown Colonies -
t h a t  i s ,  administered d i r e c t l y  by Imperial o f f i c i a l s .  He foresaw the  
p o s s i b i l i t y  of fu tu re  Dominions expansion otherwise:

I t  i s  not unreasonable to  contemplate the  ul timate absorp­
t io n  of the West Indies by Canada; of the Pacif ic  Islands 
by Aus tra l ia  and New Zealand; of Rhodesia and the native 
p ro te c to ra te s  (even of Nyasaland) by South Africa, ^

In sum, H arcour t ' s  argument here was d i rec ted  ag a in s t  Dominions under­
mining of t h Q O f f i c e ' s  control over the Crown Colonies.



As i t  turned o u t ,  Harcourt's proposal of  a Standing Committee 
was r e je c te d  during the Conference, but  ne i th e r  did the Dominions premiers 
press f o r  b i fu rca t io n  o f  .the O ff ice .  The Conference began on 23. May 1911 
and l a s t e d  to 20  June. The des ig n a t io n  ‘Im per ia l1 conference marked i t  
a p a r t  from i t s  predecessors because now only the  premiers of the  Dominions
- Canada, A u s t r a l ia ,  New Zealand, South Africa and Newfoundland -  were 
i n v i t e d .  The new s ta tu s  of  the proceedings was emphasized by the  a t t e n ­
dance o f  the Prime Minis ter  who, to  Harcourt 's  approval, borrowed from 
CB's speeches on freedom of  a c t io n  with in  the  Empire in his own addresses .os
Harcourt  immersed himself in  th e  quest ions r a i s e d ,  chairing sess ions  
which Asquith could not a t t e n d .  The Colonial Secretary described the 
dominant theme o f  the  t a lk s  as cooperation.

To promote t h i s  cooperation* Harcourt u t i l i z e d  a l l  h is  usual
techniques of  i n d i r e c t  in f luence .  The delegates  had a f a i r l y  busy scbe- 
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du le ,  but were entertained between meetings. At Nuneham Harcourt had 
severa l  t c t e - h - t e t e s  with the  premiers* S i r  John Findlay#the Attorney- 
General of New Zealand, commented on the Colonial Secretary's methods in 
his subsequent book on the Conference. He praised  Harcourt's efforts, 
both in  the pre-conference preparation and during i t .  According to Find­
la y ,  i t  was only towards the  end t h a t  he realized with what ‘m a s t e r l y , 
a d ro i tn e s s '  the. Colonial S e c re ta ry  handled i t s  members and influenced the  
'conclusions o f  t h e i r  d e l i b e r a t i o n s ' .  At f i r s t  s ig h t ,  i t  seemed th a t  

. Harcourt had 'more sauvity o f  manner than depth or  force of  c h a r a c t e r ' , but 
on c lo s e r  acquaintance i t  became c l e a r  th a t  he was a man of ' i n f i n i t e  pene­
t r a t i o n ,  t a c t  and re s o u rc e ' ,  an * 'incomparable judge of men - t e s t i n g  t h e i r  
metal and deciding t h e i r  weight with the  ease and smoothness of  a machine, 
while  he himself  remains . . .  inscrutable behind his easy manners and r e ­
f ined  sauvi ty  . . . '

As long as Harcourt remained Colonial Secretary,  Findlay opined,
h is  ' i n d u s t ry ,  tact and judgement wil l  do much to improve the r e l a t io n s
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between the Motherland and her Dominions overseas ' .  / .U S in d la y ’ s - e v a l u i t * " -  

-ion oonnarc(3,nnturally,very differently with that of the Union
i="t -clcririrt Leo Laxre'F oonmentm rbout the anpointnent of
Harcourt in 1910,' "̂The Colonial Secretary was also congratulated
by colleagues for his running, of the conference,^Since he had 
achieved his personal rolitical ambition-a niece in the Cabinet.
- Harcourt did not expect to ascend political summits. So he WAS



amused by F ind lay 's  concluding d e sc r ip t io n  of  him as 'one of  the few 
younger Ministers to whom the h ighes t  publ ic  posi t ion in England i s  p o ss i ­
b l e ' ,  In a subsequent l e t t e r _ t o  Is l ing ton*  he referfed-to the  ' r a t h e r  
acute  d i s se c t io n  of  a l l  our c h a r a c te r s '*  noting th a t  th e re  w a s 'c e r ta in ly  
nothing to complain of in  i t ' .  ^

Harcourt had an equal ly  high opinion of  Findlay,  ^  but leav­
ing a s id e  the  mutual p r a i s e ,  the Colonial Secretary  achieved l i t t l e  of 
t a n g ib le  value during the  Conference i t s e l f .  Like other  commentators a t  
the  t im e ,  Massingham remarked on the re j e c t io n  of Harcourt 's  suggestion 
f o r  a Standing Committee o f  th e  Conference, along with t h a t  of New Zea^ 
land premier S i r  Joseph Ward f o r  an Imperial Council. ^  In an e f f o r t  
to r e t a i n  the  O ff ice ' s  a u th o r i t y ,  Harcourt had wanted the  Colonial Secre­
t a r y  to  c h a i r  th i s  committee. The e d i t o r  of the Nation saw t h i s  r e j e c ­
t io n  by the  South African and Canadian premiers of th is  'mild and t e n t a ­
t i v e '  move towards a purely c o n su l ta t iv e  body as s ig n if ican t*  I t  seemed 
to exemplify the growing in s i s te n c e  of the  Dominions on autonomy in  a l l  
spheres* and re je c t io n  o f  any c loser*  formal union fo r  m i l i t a r y ,  p o l i t i -

*
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cal o r  c o m m e r c i a l  p u r p o s e s # a n d  more  rwe o u g h t  n e v e r  t o  h a v e  e x p e c t e d 1.

The f a c t  was t h a t  such a committee even act ing in an advisory 
capaci ty  -  analogous to  the Conference as the Committee o f  Imperial De­
fence to  the  Cabinet -  s t i l l  implied a g re a te r  degree of  c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  
than Botha and Laurier were prepared to  accep t. I t  would represent  an 
in te rm edia te  au thor i ty  between them and the  Imperial Government, and the 
proposal was vetoed as unacceptable . The Nation had praised the Confe­
rence as an example of  'sane Im per ia l i sm ' ,  and agreed with Harcourt 's  
a s s e r t io n  th a t  cooperation was the  key note in th i s  gathering of equals .  
Yet some degree of c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  and coordination was necessary i f  the 
conferences were not to  remain merely forums fo r  debate. As K e n d le  
shows, Harcourt did not succeed in making the 1911 Conference a more 
successful  one than i t s  predecessors in th i s  respect.
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Harcourt h imself ,  however, did not measure the  success of  the  
Conference in terms of concrete  proposals . He accepted the autonomy of 
the Dominions and f i l e d  on good r e l a t io n s  to encourage voluntary coopera- 
t io n .  As i t  turned o u t ,  the c lo s e s t  dupl ica t ion  of his views by a 
Dominions' statesman was t h a t  expressed by General Smuts some years l a t e r ,  
during the Great War. This was a speech Smuts gave a t  a banquet held in 

his honour by Parliament on 15 May 1917. The speech pleased Harcourt so



much t h a t  on h is  re tu rn  to  14 Berkeley Square he a t  once wrote and des­

patched the following l e t t e r  to  Smuts' ho tel :

My Dear General Smuts,
I would sooner have made your speech of  ton igh t  

than anything I have ever done or  a t ta ined  in my 
l i f e i  My warmest congra tu la t ions  and g ra t i tu d e .

Your argument f o r  the hereditary  kinship o f  
the B r i t i sh  Commonwealth was unanswerable and o f  
inca lcu lab le  va lue .  Your pol icy  of consul ta t ion  
and cooperat ion p lu s  complete autonomy i s  so ab­
so lu te ly  the  pol icy  1 have always pursued and 
propounded ( a t  and a f t e r  the  Imp. Conference of  
1911) th a t  I am n a tu r a l l y  del ighted .
Tonight was the  funera l  of  the "Round Table".

Yours always s in ce re ly  
Harcourt 

Come to  Nuneham i f  you can! ^

For Harcourt, the most important achievement of  the  Conference 
was th e  perpetuation o f  the  s p i r i t  o f  cooperation t h a t  had led  to the  pro 
posal in 1907 of a conference to  be held every four years .  ^  The s to re  
of  goodwill l a id  up f o r  the  fu tu re  was his  main concern:

The Conference did not  a r r iv e  a t  any f lashy r e s u l t s ,  but  
i t  marked a real  advance towards Imperial co-operat ion in 
the complete confidence shown by the B r i t i sh  Government 
in the Ministers  a t tend ing  from the Dominions. I th ink 
i t  not only pleased them, but was of real value f o r  the 
fu ture .

This was the l in e  Harcourt took in a l l  h is  o f f ic ia l  correspondence. The 
premiers '  unanimous acceptance of  the prolongation of the  Anglo-Japanese 
a l l i a n c e ,  and the acceptance o f  the Declaration of London, ^  he a t t r i ­
buted to the benefic ia l  e f f e c t s  of allowing them to at tend th ree  meet­
ings of the CID. Harcourt hoped his policy would reap rewards in the 
Sphere of Imperial defence as we l l ,  to which he attached g re a t  impor­

tance.



The Committee o f  Imperial Defence (CIO) was an advisory body 

intended to provide the  Prime Minister  with information from various ex­
p e r t s  on a sp ec ts j o f  imperial defence. Formally c rea ted  on 4 May 1904, 

although i t  had e a r l i e r  an teced en ts ,  ^  the  CID had not been extensively 
used by the L ibera ls  s ince  the  change of  government. However, in 1905 
Harcourt had urged CB to  make himself the so le ,  permanent head of the CID» 
This was 'more than anything e l s e 1, he wrote, ' t h e  PMs Bureau and makes 
him supreme over h i s  c o l l e a g u e s ' .  Harcourt was ev iden t ly  thinking of 
'Lib-Imp' members o f  the  Cabinet l ik e  Asquith, Haldane and Grey in advo­
ca t in g  th i s  s t e p ,  so as to  counterac t  t h e i r  in f luence  on Imperial defence 
po l icy .  After  CB had duly i n s t a l l e d  himself as Chairman of  the  CID, a n t i ­
war m in is te rs  l i k e  Harcourt  f e l t  l e s s  uneasy about the  d i r e c t io n  of
f u tu re  Government p o licy .

■
Not t h a t  CB made much use o f  the CID; from 1905-08 there were 

only f i f t e e n  sess ions  of  th e  CID, compared to  the  eighty-two convened 
by h i s  predecessor Balfour  in l i t t l e  more than a q u a r t e r  o f  t h a t  time. ^  
Apart from the Prime M in is te r  and assorted m in i s t e r s ,  the  ch ie fs  of the 
army and navy always a t tended  meetings. So too did the  ubiquitous 
ReginaldBrett,Secon&Viscount Esher, who acted as an informal link be­
tween the  Crown and the  Committee keeping the King informed o f  i t s  d e l i ­
b e ra t io n s ,  M in is te r ia l  a t tendance varied according to the matters  to  be 
d iscussed.  A f te r  becoming Colonial Secre tary ,  Harcourt began to  put in 
r egu la r  appearances. As in  the Cabinet,  he p re fe r red  to  maintain a watch­
fu l  s i lence  unless d i r e c t l y  involved in the  d i sc u ss io n s .  In any case, 
most o f  the mat ters  on the  agenda f e l l  out of h is  province.

Army and navy r p e c i a l i i b  formed p a r t  o f  the  numerous sub-commit­
tees  which gathered and supplied data fo r  the CID. Whatever he might have 
thought of the speakers a t  CID meetings - l i k e  the  b e l l i c o se  Henry Wilson, 
the  Director of  M i l i t a ry  Operations-  they were exper ts  in t h e i r  pa r t icu la r  
f i e l d s .  Yet Harcourt did make some contr ibutions  of h is  own. One of  the 
f i r s t  was a t  his  f i r s t  CID meeting as Colonial Secre tary  -  the  108th, 
held on 26 January 1911* Bearing in mind the forthcoming Imperial Con­
ference ,  Harcourt recommended th a t  the s t r a t e g ic a l  aspects  o f  the  Anglo- 
Japanese a l l i an c e  (due to  expire  th a t  August) should be c le a r ly  explained 
to the v i s i t in g  statesmen from the Dominions, I t  would, he argued, have 
a 'useful  e d u ca t ive 1 e f f e c t  on colonial  opinion. 53 This suggestion 
was adopted and l e d ,  as noted above, to the unanimous acceptance a t  the



Conference o f  the renewal o f  the a llian ce .

Yet amicable r e l a t i o n s ^  and the renewal o f  the a l l i a n c e  did 
not* in fac t*  mean t h a t  B r i t i s h  in t e r e s t s  in the  Far East were f e l t  to 
be safe .  Harcourt did not a t tend  the next meeting* and asked the 
Committee's s e c re ta ry  about the arrangements agreed on fo r  Hong Kong. 
Previous po l icy  held t h a t  t h i s  base should be made st rong enough to 
r e s i s t  a t t ac k  fo r  a month. At i t s  109th sess ion  the CID decided to r e in ­
force B r i t i s h  f l e e t s  in the  Far East so as to  d e te r  any Japanese attempts 
to  land t roops in  the  v i c i n i t y  of  Hong Kong. But»Hankey concluded,

I suppose t h a t  i f  the Navy cannot hold the  Mediter­
ranean s t i l l  l e s s  can they m a te r ia l ly  r e in fo rce  the  
f l e e t  in China as aga ins t  Japan, Hence,the ques­
t io n  of Hong Kong i s  most se r ious ly  a f f e c te d .  ^

Although Anthony Morris has re fe r red  to Harcourt1s 'newly d is ­
covered r o l e '  as a s t r a t e g i s t  on the outbreak o f  war* Harcourt 's  corres­
pondence w i th H an k ey  and F i r s t  Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill 
underl ines h is  concern with s t ra teg ica l  i s sues  well before then.  When 
Harcourt asked Hankey to inves t iga te  possible  a reas  o f  cooperation with 
the Dominions, ^  he was not  j u s t  th inking o f  improved l i a i s o n  between 
them and the  Imperial Government. As discussed below, the  Colonial Secre­
ta ry  wanted to  promote cooperation to ease the  burden on the Royal Navy,

57
well aware t h a t  i t s  resources were l imited.  Hence a lso  his in t e r e s t  in 
seeing a g re a te r  Dominions pa r t ic ipa t ion  in the  CID, to make them aware of 
the  ex ten t  of B r i t i s h  global defence commitments. He a lso wished to avoid 
grea te r  r e l i a n c e  on fore ign  navies.

In p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h a t  of the French. I t  was in March 1912 tha t  
Churchill  f i r s t  ind ica ted  in  the Commons t h a t  m v a im ie p lo y m e n t  would be 
necessary. The F i r s t  Lord 's  reasoning was t h a t  t h i s  s tep was needed be­
cause of increased German naval s trength ,  as well as the  prospect  of 
Austro-Hungarian and I t a l i a n  construction of Dreadnoughts. In terms of 
the redployment, the  French would assume r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  fo r  the defence 
of the Mediterranean,  while the Bri t ish  f l e e t  would concentrate in home 
waters, defending the  channel area. This r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of exis ting 
B r i t i sh  naval resources would, Churchill reasoned, represent  a c loser

CO

approximation to B r i t a i n ' s  war-time naval d i s p o s i t io n s .  The opposi-
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tion in  Cabinet to C h u rc h i l l ' s  policy included Harcourt ,  Morley and 

former F i r s t  Lord McKenna.

At the  end o f  April 1912 Asquith had in s t ru c te d  the CID to  look 
into t h e  s t r a t e g i c a l  implications of redeployment, and f o r  Harcourt and the 
Cabinet d i s s id e n t s  th e se  were c lear :  a g r e a te r  dependence on France, and, 

thus, c lo s e r  coopera t ion .  Like Harcourt, C h u r c h i l l ' s  own advisers a t  the 
Admiralty did not want t h i s  c lose r  a ssoc ia t ion  with a country they d i s ­
t ru s te d .  For Foreign Secre tary  S i r  Edward Grey, increased naval expendi­
ture  seemed p re fe ra b le  to  a Cabinet s p l i t  over Anglo-French naval co­
opera t ion.  The F i r s t  Lord 's  redeployment scheme was re jec ted  a t  the  CID 
meeting held on 4 Ju ly  1912 but ,  as has been pointed o u t ,  h is defeat  was

CQ
more apparent  than r e a l .  The only long-term choice was more sh ip s ,  
or c lo s e r  cooperat ion with France. Harcourt th e re fo re  incl ined towards 
the former op t io n ,  and -  l ik e  Churchill -  he hoped the Dominions would 
a s s i s t .

Although they disagreed over C h u rc h i l l ' s  naval policy , both wel­
comed any a s s i s t a n c e  from the Dominions to  r e l i e v e  the  burden of what 
Joseph Chamberlain had once referred  to as the- ‘w e a r y  T i t a n ’ . ^  More 
regular  Dominions r ep resen ta t ion  on the CID seemed to be the means of 
making them aware o f  the  Imperial Government's needs. The Canadian p re *1 

mier took an e s p e c i a l l y  encouraging a t t i t u d e  in t h i s  respec t .  After  win­
ning th e  general e l e c t i o n  of 1911, S i r  Robert Borden's Conservative Govern-

fil
ment had repudiated the  Taft -Field ing  agreement, b u t  Borden s t i l l

C O

wanted to  cooperate with Br i ta in  in the sphere o f  Imperial defence.
After  re tu rn ing  to  Canada a f t e r  attending a CID meeting on 1 August 1912, 
Borden persuaded h is  Cabinet to  agree to  rep re sen ta t io n  on the Committee.
In a speech on 5 December he suggested the r e p re se n ta t iv e  could be a 
Canadian m in is te r  based in  London.

Harcourt a t  once seized on Borden's speech to propose a s im i la r  
o f fe r  to the o th e r  Dominions, in the form of a despatch which Harcourt 
l a t e r  had pr in ted  as a Command Paper. 63 Yet i t  turned out tha t  the 
Dominions did not favour  the closer  l ia i so n  with the CID on naval and 
m il i ta ry  mat ters  proposed by Harcourt, Each had d i f f e r e n t  reasons fo r  
t h e i r i a c k o f  e n t h u s i a s m ,  and a central objec t ion  was the continued 
control of the  Imperial Government over foreign po l icy .  ^  Although



the Canadian Government f i n a l l y  implemented i t s  1912 proposal ear ly  in 1914, 
the Dominions were unable to agree on a r e p re se n ta t iv e  means of  cooperating 
with th e  CID p r i o r  to  the Great War. Harcourt fumed th a t  the  Dominions 
complained about  t h e i r  lack of  say in pol icy  formulation,  y e t  when they  
were o f f e re d  an opportunity  they refused i t ,  ^  but  asKendle  no tes ,  due 
to r i v a l  I n t e r e s t s  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  see how the Imperial Government could 
have made the  CID more rep resen ta t ive .

There was a lso  another bas ic  c lash  o f  i n t e r e s t  between the 
Imperial Government and the  Dominions over naval con tr ibu t ions .  The 
Dominions wanted to  keep control over any sh ips  they donated, whereas the  
Admiralty wanted to  use them as i t  saw f i t .  Thus, when Churchill  advised 
Harcourt  during th e  1911/12 parliamentary recess  t h a t  Canada envisaged 
bu i ld ing  enough ships to  represent a l l  e ig h t  provinces,  Harcourt advised 
cau t io n .  According to Churchil l ,  New Zealand might a lso  be persuaded to  
c o n t r ib u te  a b a t t l e s h i p ,  and these  Dominions reinforcements of the B r i t i s h  
f l e e t  would have the  e f f e c t  of discouraging the Germans, who were t ry in g  
to inc rease  t h e i r  t o ta l  o f  Dreadnoughts, Also , the  more Dreadnough t s  
were b u i l t ,  t h e  more ' i n f e r i o r '  v e s se l s  could be placed on rese rve ,  and

67
t h i s  would mean a considerable saving in upkeep.

A t t r a c t i v e  as the  l a t t e r  prospect  seemed to  Harcourt, he poin ted  
out t h a t  the  reason fo r  the request  would have to be made public to  the  
New Zealanders ,  This would mean s t r e s s in g  the need to stay ahead o f  Ger­
many in  naval c ons t ruc t ion ,  and could embarrass the  Admiralty or 
S i r  Edward Grey. As fo r  Canada, the  MPs from Quebec had contr ibuted sub­
s t a n t i a l l y  to  Borden's v ic tory  In th e  e le c t io n .  They were not l i k e l y  to 

b a d :  -proposals f o r  la rge -sca le  naval c ons t ruc t ion ,  or  even i f  th ey  
d i d . i t  would probably be with awkward s t r i n g s  a ttached;

I be l ieve  t h a t  among the  Canadian public  a contr ibu­
t io n  o f  money or  ships to the  Royal Navy i s  even 
more unpopular than a " t in -p o t"  navy o f  t h e i r  own, ^

Although he a s s i s t e d  Churchil l ,  Harcourt 's  pessimism was j u s t i f i e d .

Not all par ts  of the Empire would f r e e ly  donate a b a t t l e s h ip  

- as the  Federated Malay States  did - without,  as Harcourt noted a t  a 
thank-you d inner ,  being a possession of  the B r i t i sh  Crown. ^  In



Canada, Borden pressed on with a Naval Aid B i l l*  which was to  provide f o r  
the  bu i ld ing  of th ree  sh ips .  As Asquith had p red ic ted ,  Borden found 

himself  in 'stormy w a te r s ' ,  ^  and the  Bi l l  was s t a l l e d  in endless debate 
in the  Canadian Commons, j u s t  as the e a r l i e r  Reciprocity Bill h a d  b e e i t  
Borden reported t h a t  Harcourt’ s Command Paper had been well rece ived ,  and 
t h a t  the  debate was nearing an end -  i f  only because o f  sheer  e n o u l ^ 1-  
but a f t e r  passing the  Commons the  B i l l  was defeated in the Senate . The 
Canadian L ibera ls  had had t h e i r  revenge on Borden, a t  the  expense o f  the  
Imperial Government.

I t  was not only in Canada t h a t  naval c o n t r i b u t i o n s  p r o v o k e d  
7?

domestic opposi tion* and Harcourt was careful  to see t h a t  the  Off ice  
kept a low p r o f i l e  on the i s s u e . . Even to congratulate  Borden on the  
progress o f  h is  B i l l  via cypher te leg raph ,  a t  the  time i t  seemed l i k e l y  
to  pass ,  Churchill  had to ask th e  permission of the Colonial Off ice .  ^  
Harcourt nonetheless  s t i l l  endorsed the  F i r s t  Lord's continued e f f o r t s  to  
get  more sh ips .  As the F i r s t  Lord explained to Borden ea r ly  in  1914,
Naval Estimates had reached the  ‘enormous t o t a l '  of  £51 500 000, and h a l f  
of  t h i s  increase  was due to  th e  need to  provide more b a t t l e s h ip s  f o r  th e  
Mediterranean. He suggested sending Second Sea Lord S i r  John J e l l i c o e  to  
d iscuss  an 'Emergency' Canadian Naval Bi l l*  and questions o f  'permanent* 
pol icy .  74

Provided with a copy o f  t h i s  message to  Borden, Harcourt ac ted
as C h u rch i l l ' s  emissary and obtained Asquith 's  consent to J e l l i c o e ' s  mis­
sion;  but both he and the Prime M inis ter  f e l t  t h a t  J e l l i c o e  should be 
f u l l y  b r ie fed .  75  Churchill  agreed ,  and a lso  complied with H arcour t ' s  
request  to  provide him with a copy o f  the in s t ruc t ions  given to  J e l l i c o e  
before hand. Also,as Harcourt s t i p u la t e d ,  Churchill provided an i n t r o ­
ductory l e t t e r  from the Admiralty to  Borden, ‘so th.fit  nothing o f f i c i a l
i s  done by the  0 . 0 . '  76 However, J e l l i c o e ,  who was to be made Commander
- in -ch l@ f  of  the  Grand F lee t  l a t e r  t h a t  year,made no s i g n i f i c a n t  progress  
on his  undercover mission. As Borden had pointed out to  Churchill  the  
previous summer, the issue could not be resolved unt i l  r e d i s t r i b u t io n
and a general e le c t io n ,  which would probably not take place before

77
autumn 1915. But time had run out .

When war began only a few weeks a f t e r  J e l l i c o e ' s  mission,

Canada had only two small t-nniTLinc s h i n n  i n  o o r i z i a r i o A . R o n e t ^ e l e s s



Harcourt had t r i e d  to  a s s i s t  Churchill  as best  he could. I t  would seem 
t h a t  he did so because i f  the  Dominions provided more sh ip s  t h i s  would 
help reduce the Navy Es t im ates ,  and reduce a lso  the e x te n t  o f  B r i t i s h  

r e l i a n c e  on the French navy in the  Mediterranean. He was aware of the 
d i f f i c u l t i e s  Churchill  f aced ,  and th i s  may account fo r  h is  muted opposi­
t io n  to  the F i r s t  Lord 's  Naval Estimates fo r  1914/15. Harcourt  would 
have prefe r red  to avoid any form of c lo se r  m i l i ta ry  cooperat ion with
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France, naval or  o therwise.  Hence h is  reac t ion  to th e  CIO meeting o f  
23 August 1911 which had d iscussed p rec ise ly  t h i s  t o p ic ,  in  the  absence 
o f  the  ca re fu l ly  excluded Cabinet p a c i f i s t s .

Harcourt wrote to  Runciman t h a t  the meeting was

to decide on where and how B r i t i s h  troops could be
landed to a s s i s t  a French Army on the Meuse! $ I -

The Colonial Secretary declared his in ten t ion  to r e t i r e  to  the  back benches
79

long before  such 'c r iminal  fo l ly*  was approved. When war broke o u t ,
Harcour t ls i n t e r e s t  was to focus pr imari ly  on Anglo-French naval coopera­
t io n .  The war, of  n e c e s s i t y ,  enforced such cooperat ion.  But i t  i s  c l e a r  
from a perusal of pre-war CID papers t h a t  where B r i t i sh  s e c u r i t y  was 
d i r e c t ly  involved th e re  was a cautious a t t i t u d e  towards France, en ten te  
o r  not .  This caution was very  evident a t  the CID meeting of  3 March 1914,
when the  question of  a channel tunnel came up f o r  d iscuss ion .

The proposal had a lready  been discussed in 1907. This time
80

most of  the  argument centred on the secu r i ty  of  the tu n n e l .  The f in a l  
consensus of opinion was t h a t  the re  Jtad to be a means o f  destroying it .®^
B u t  g e n e r a l l y  the  CID was more concerned with how to  deal with more 
i d e n t i f i a b l e  foes r a th e r  than a l l i e s  who might become h o s t i l e .  Some o f  
the decisions taken were very p r a c t i c a l ,  and came into e f f e c t  a t  the 
outbreak of war. For in s ta n c e ,  in terms of a CID decis ion  taken in 1912, 
the English c a b l e  ship T e l o o n i a  s a i l e d  o u t  n o t  l o n g  e f t e r ' m i d n i g h t  orv 
4 August 1914, when the ultimatum to Germany expired. Four out  of f i v e  
of Germany's t r a n s a t l a n t i c  c a b l e s  were cu t ,  seal ing her o f f  from her 
overseas colonies ,

What in te res ted  Harcourt ea r ly  in the war was how economic 
pressure  was to be brought to  bear on Germany. He jo ined  the Cabinet 
sub-committee set  up to consider  t h i s  question.  The d i l i g e n t



Captain Hsnkey ,  promoted to Lt. -Colonel by November 1914, kept the  
committee's members well supplied with information, such as aspects  o f  

t rad ing  with the enemy in terms o f  in te rna t io na l  law. Along with an 
expert  on those mat ters ,  he provided a memorandum which surveyed the

oq
issue  over the past  hundred y e a r s .  But with the exception of t h i s  
i s s u e ,  Harcourt 's involvement in  the  a f f a i r s  of  the CID e f f e c t i v e ly  
ended during the war. From August 1914 onwards, the Cabinet undertook 
to deal with matters formerly handled by the  CID» and Harcourt had 
attended only one of i t s  meetings by mid-January 1915.84 Moreover, 
the war delayed the convening o f  the next Imperial Conference, due in  
1915, and i t  was not held un t i l  1917, well a f t e r  Harcourt 's  r e s ig n a t io n .

The Imperial Conference of  1911 did not r e a l ly  come to g r ip s  
with the problem of ethnic and r a c i a l  tens ion  in the Empire. Far from 
t ry ing  to devise a j o i n t  policy on these  v o l a t i l e  i s sues ,  the Dominion 
governments steered c lea r  of them by mutual consent .®5 Due to i t s  non­
in te rv e n t io n is t  policy in Dominion a f f a i r s ,  the Colonial o f f ice  was not  
about to press the issue ,  and t h i s  c o n s t i tu te d  the  major d if ference  be­
tween i t s  'na t ive '  policy in the former and the Crown Colonies. But 
the re  was a more fundamental uniformity  in the O ff ice ' s  'n a t ive 1 p o l ic y .  
I t  was the product of im p l ic i t  e th no cen t r ic  assumptions forming p a r t  o f  
a widely shared, and v i r t u a l l y  unquestioned,  ideology. Racism and 
cultura l  chauvinism were by no means unique to B r i t i sh  o f f i c i a l s .  I f  
there  was one universal ly  shared b e l i e f  informing European colonial 
p o l ic ie s  p r io r  to the Great War i t  was t h a t ,  as a r e c e n t  study put  i t  
in the  South African context,  blacks were objec ts  of po l icy .®6

Harcourt.  and presumably $ most of  his s t a f f  saw themselves as 
progressive, enlightened public  se rvan ts .  Like t h e i r  foreign counter­
p a r t s ,  Br i t ish  colonial o f f i c i a l s  were ce r ta in  th a t  they knew what was 
best for  the ruled. This i s  c l e a r ly  ev iden t  from the smug pa te rna ­
lism of the memorandum c i ted  below.Prepared by an o f f i c i a l  fo r  in te rn a l  
reading by Office S ta f f ,  i t  s e t  out the  vaison d 'e tre  for  the B r i t i s h  
presence:

The Colonies have been acquired f o r  various reasons,
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sometimes without  any very conscious reason a t  a l l  
. . .  But given the f a c t  th a t  there  we a re  and 
there we must remain, one pr incipal  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  
of our presence and s t a y ,  a t  l e a s t  to  ourse lves 
as a n a t i o n ,  must be t h a t  we help the na t ive  races 
to l i v e  t h e i r  l iy e s  in a manner ca lcu la te d  to 
give them the  g r e a t e s t  amount of s a t i s f a c t i o n  and 
well-being.  This manner cannot, as a r u l e ,  be 
th a t  which the na t ive  would choose i f  l e f t  to  him- 

. s e l f .

A genuine concern f o r  the  moral 'well be ing 1 o f  the  ' n a t i v e 1 

as well as the physical  was coupled with a corresponding i n a b i l i t y  
to  see 'n a t iv e '  a f f a i r s  from the  indigenous peoples1 p o in t  o f  view:

Customs and methods repugnant to humanity nave to  be
el im ina ted ,  and, on a ra the r  lower p lane ,  a f u l l e r
use has to  be made o f  the resources o f  the country
than the  unaided na t ive  could conceive o r  a t t a i n  . . .
The whole problem i s  to  build on the e x i s t in g
native  o rgan iza t ion  to the f u l l e s t  poss ib le  e x te n t ,
removing what i s  v i c i o u s  in i t ,  a l t e r i n g  what i s
d e fe c t iv e ,  keeping and using hridt i s  good, o r  a t

87l e a s t  no t  p o s i t iv e ly  bad.

This document sums up, in essence, B r i t i s h  o f f ic ia ld om 's  con­
ception of i t s  ro l e  in African and other  co lonia l  possess ions .  The 
colonial adm in is t ra to rs  were expected to implement the ' c i v i l i z i n g '  pro­
cess .  Central to  t h i s  process ,  which came to  be re fe r red  to as the

D O

'White Man's Burden ',  was the  systematic development of  human resources. 
Yet the r o c i p l l ^ b i a s e d  conceptions and s te reo types  p reva len t  during the 
period under cons idera t ion  meant tha t  there  was a continual discrepancy 
between good in te n t io n s  and p rac t ice .  Harcourt introduced no major 
changes in Liberal 'n a t iv e '  po l icy ,  which remained e s s e n t i a l l y  continuous 
b o t h  before and during his tenure .  White ru le  in the Dominions and the 
colonies was taken fo r  granted. In B r i t i sh  Africa in p a r t i c u l a r  the 
c le a re s t  example of  the O f f ice ' s  commitment to white supremacy was i t s  
re la t ions  with the  Union of South Africa. There was as l i t t l e  to
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choose between Liberal  and Unionist co lonial  po l icy  as in foreign po l icy .

A s im i la r  co n t in u i ty  was evident  in the Office’s a t t i t u d e  to  
the development o f  natural  resources in the  co lon ies .  The ' f u l l e r  u s e 1 

of resources r e fe r red  to in  the memorandum quoted above re f le c ted  the 
pervasiveness of  th e  Social Darwinian concepts which, c lose ly  i n t e r ­
re la ted  with racism, provided some of the  'unspoken1 assumptions of 
European soc ie ty  before the  Great W a r .^  One o f  those preva lent ,  Euro­
c e n t r i c ,  assumptions was t h a t  Social Darwinism j u s t i f i e d  appropria t ion  o f  
the natural  resources of  the  less  advanced o r  'favoured ' race by the  
f i t t e r  one. Whether t h i s  was in the na t ional  i n t e r e s t  o r  t h a t  of 
'world'  c i v i l i z a t i o n , ^  the  r e s u l t  was t h a t  a l l  too of ten  colonial 
development and e x p lo i t a t io n  were synonymous. Sometimes i t  was in the  
guise of  d i s in te r e s t e d  s c i e n t i f i c  resea rch ,  as in  the  Belgian Congo.

In the B r i t i sh  c a s e  theVather lower plane*of economic policy 
meant t h a t  p ro tec t ion  of the  indigeni from would-be e x p lo i t e r s  comple­
mented the  home government's des i re  to r e t a i n  as much control as poss ib le  
over natural  resources.  The search for  s t r a t e g i c a l l y  - v i t a l  raw m ate r ia ls  
l ik e  o i l  was c l e a r ly  to se rve  the i n t e r e s t s  of the  metropole ra ther  than

op
i t s  colonial  pe r ip h e r ie s .  Nonetheless, on t h i s  issue  Harcourt did 
show himself  to be in l in e  with the humanitarian id ea ls  his party rep re ­
sented.  In the colonies he cons is ten t ly  sought to  prevent exp lo i ta t ion  
of 'native* labour. Despite keen i n t e r e s t  in fu r th e r in g  colonial 
development , 93 he would not permit e x p lo i t a t io n  of the  indigenous h a b i t a t  
e i th e r  and proved to  be on to f  the more conservation-minded Colonial Secre­
t a r i e s .  Sometimes, however, he was overtaken by even ts ,  and fa i led  to 
safeguard 'n a t iv e '  i n t e r e s t s .

B r i t i sh  Africa was a microcosm o f  Empire, ranging from the s e l f  
governing Union in the  south to the patchwork of  possessions in eas t  and 
west, a legacy of  the  l a t e  nineteenth century 'scramble '  f o r  colonies . 
Because of th i s  d iv e r s i ty  and the considera tions c i t ed  above, a 'uniform' 
colonial policy was out of the question, To take the  example of land 
policy to i l l u s t r a t e  regional v a r ia t io n s ,  more l a t i t u d e  was allowed 
would-be white landowners and s e t t l e r s  in the  Rhodesias, Kenya and 
Nyasaland then in Nigeria ,  the  Gold Coast and Uganda, where large t r a c t s



of land were held ' i n  t r u s t 1 by the Crown f o r  the indigenous peoples.
94

The promotion of  a g r i c u l tu r e  by white s e t t l e r s ,  as in Nyasaland, was 
counterbalanced by the  concern to avoid ' t h e  c re a t io n  of a landless

QC
native  po p u la t io n ' .

This l a t t e r  considera t ion  did not  a f f e c t  the  O ff ice ' s  a t t i t u d e  
to the  Union o f  South A f r i c a ' s  Natives '  Land Act of  1913. Aptly descr ibed  
as ' r e ac t io n a ry  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  ca r r ied  out with harsh s e v e r i t y ' , ^  the Act 
r e s t r i c t e d  African land ownership to sp e c i f ied  a re a s .  The new law c re a te d  
anger and uncer ta in ty  among Afr icans,  confirming t h e i r  fea rs  about t h e i r  
fu tu re  s t a tu s  in the  Union. The Office had no i n t e n t io n ,  however, o f  
intervening in  a m a t te r  i t  categorized as an in te rn a l  matter  o f  a s e l f -  
governing Dominion. Also,  from the  O f f i c e ' s  po in t  o f  view, the  1913 Act 
did not represen t  a d i s tu rb in g ly  new depar ture  in the  land policy of the  
Union: i t  formed p a r t  of  p o s t -South African War •'reconstruction1 policy, 
Harcourt knew too t h a t  the Union's Prime M inis ter  l inked the Land Act 
with the  wider issue  o f  South African expansion.

- -

Herbert Gladstone,  the  Union's f i r s t  Governor-General,sympathised 
with General Botha 's  expansion is t  ambitions,  and had frequent consu l ta t ions  
with him. Gladstone envisaged the Land Act as only one pa r t  of  a broader

go
land policy which would eventual ly  lead to Union control  over Bechuanaland. 
Harcourt opposed Union expansion however. As e a r ly  as 1911, a f t e r  Botha’s 
f i r s t  overtures  over Swaziland, Harcourt had made use o f  the  Imperial Con­
ference to impress h is  views on the V is i t in g  premier. As Harcourt saw i t ,  
apar t  from the  various c o n f l i c t in g  land claims in Swaziland, t r an s fe r  
would a lso  lead to increased pressure f o r  the incorpora tion of  Basutoland
and Bechuanaland. This might, in tu r n ,  arouse considerable  African h o s t i -
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l i t y  and even lead to r eb e l l io n .

Moreover, the  pressure of external  opinion precluded any e a r ly  
t r an s fe r  of the  High Commission t e r r i t o r i e s .  Cit ing the  case of Bechuana­
land, Harcourt explained to  Gladstone th a t  ' t h e  bare suggestion of handing

amal to  the Union would bring the whole missionary world and o the rs  
100upon me a t  once ' .  In opposing Union expansion, Harcourt 's  policy was in 

l ine  with t h a t  of Elgin ,  who vetoed renewed Transvaal control over Swazi­
land in 1907, and t h a t  of Crewe, who could have authorized the t r a n s f e r  of

101
all  three  t e r r i t o r i e s  in  1908, but chose not to .  Perhaps Harcourt



underestimated the  extent  of  African opposi t ion  to  the 1913 Land Act,
102

and c e r t a i n l y  African opinion was divided over segregation per  se ,  
but in any case h is  main concern continued to  be prevention of  Union 
absorpt ion o f  the  t e r r i t o r i e s .

Formed not long before the  Land Act, in  1912, the  South Afr ican 
Native National Congress (SANNC, l a t e r  ANC) voiced African p r o t e s t ,  and 
began to  r a i s e  funds to  s t a t e  th e  ‘n a t iv e s '  case in England, When Har- 
court  found out  about t h i s ,  he made i t  c l e a r  to  Gladstone t h a t  there  
should be no suggestion t h a t  His Majesty’s Government would be w i l l in g  
to receive  the  deputa t ion ,  even a f t e r  th e  Congress had exhausted a l l  
means o f  ' l o c a l  a p p ea l1. Gladstone,  however# reported t h a t  he had been 
unable to  dissuade the  de legat ion  from leav ing .  When the delegat ion  
a rr ived  in  England, the  Anti^Slavery and Aborigines* Pro tec t ion  Society  
offered  i t s  a ss is tance*  and requested the  presence o f  two or  th ree  o f  i t s  
rep re sen ta t iv e s  a t  the forthcoming in te rv iew  with the Colonial Secre ta ry .

Harcourt would not agree to t h i s ,  and considered whether he 
should meet the  delegat ion a t  a l l .  F i n a l l y * o n  Monday 22 June, some weeks 
a f t e r  the  de lega tes  had a r r iv e d ,  SANNC p re s id e n t  John Dube was informed 
by Lambert (head o f  the  Dominions Department) t h a t  the Secre tary  of  S t a t e  
would meet th e  de legat ion  th a t  Wednesday a t  4.30pm. Dube and h i s  c o l l e a ­
gues were duly ushered into  H arcour t ' s  presence on 24 June. Harcourt p re ­
sumably a lready  had his u l t im ate  rep ly  ready before the  quest ions -  he 
heard the  de lega t ion  o u t ,  and did not take  any n o t e s . T r a v e r s  Buxton 
and John H a r r i s ,  respec t ive ly  the  Secre tary  and Organising Secre tary  o f  
the Soc ie ty ,  continued to press  the  Colonial Off ice to  obtain some token 
of  good f a i t h  from the Union Government. This approach was terminated by 
the O f f i c e ' s  t e r s e  rep ly ,  forwarded by Lambert, tha t  Harcourt had nothing 
to add to h is  previous r e p l y . ^

Now the  Society advised the  de lega tes  to appeal to th e  B r i t i s h  
Parliament and na t ion .  Towards the  end o f  J u ly ,  Harcourt found himself 
obliged to  expla in  o f f i c i a l  pol icy  on the 1913 Land Act during the Colonial 
Office Vote. From the m in is te r ia l  benches, the  member fo r  the London 
suburb of cen t ra l  Hackney asked the Colonial Secretary to bring a l l  ' r e a ­
sonable influence1 to bear on the Union Government to grant the  Africans 
a f a i r  quid pm  quo fo r  the loss  of  t h e i r  former r ights  of land purchase. 
This was when Harcourt pointed out t h a t  the  Act embodied the reso lu t ions
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of  the Lagdpn Commission. R ef lec t in g  his  b r ie f in g ,  he a lso  r e f e r r e d  to 
the  've ry  undesirable '  sq u a t t in g  by Africans on absentee l an d lo rd s '  
farms, which of ten  led to s tock  t h e f t s .

Harcourt repeated h is  argument during the in terview th a t  send­
ing a B r i t i s h  Commission to i n v e s t i g a t e  the  operation of the  Act would be 
unprecedented, and poss ib ly  an i n s u l t  to  the  Union Government. Harcourt 
a lso  argued th a t  even i f  General Botha d id  break his word, he had no power 
to enforce i t s  being kept. I f  the  Union Government could not  be t r u s t e d  
on t h i s ,  he a s se r te d ,  they could not be t r u s t e d  on anything. As proof 
t h a t  th e  Union Government was t ru s tw or thy ,  Harcourt c i t ed  th e  Indian 
Immigration Act, accepted by th e  Indians as t h e i r  'Magna C h a r f c a ' J ^

What Harcourt emphasized above a l l  was t h a t  the  Act ,  which had
now been on the Union's s t a t u t e  book f o r  about twelve months, was a tempor­
ary o r  ' t r a n s i t o r y '  measure. He to ld  the  Commons th a t  a Native Lands 
Commission was looking in to  m odif ica t ion  o f  the Act. But, as Gladstone 
himself  had admitted to  Harcourt ,  the  Commission would take a 'p r e t t y  
long t ime' over i t s  inquiry .  Harcourt showed l i t t l e  understanding of 
the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  th e  Act c re a te d  f o r  A f r i c a n s J 07 In the ev en t ,  Harcourt 
had been t r an s fe r red  from the  Colonial Office  by the time the  Beaumont 
Commission released i t s  f ind ings  in 1916. These were be la ted ly  imple­
mented in the 1936 Native T ru s t  and Land Act which almost doubled the  area 
o f  ' ina l ienab le*  African land -  to  barely  more than 13% of  th e  Union's 
to ta l  land area.

The Office viewed the  overseas holdings and e n te rp r i s e s  o f  p r i ­
vate  c i t i z e n s  with apathy, bordering a t  times on h o s t i l i t y . 108  The Office 
was as se n s i t iv e  to a chal lenge to i t s  p o l i t i c a l  control over the colo­
nies as to i t s  control over na tu ra l  resources.  Thus while Harcourt 
approved land being made a v a i la b le  to would-be white farmers in East 
A fr ica ,  on d e f in i t e  te rm s , 100 he would not give the co lon is t s  more say in
government, much to t h e i r  d i sg u s t .  Other supplicants  had even le s s  chance

110of gaining more say in t h e i r  own a f f a i r s .  Whereas in some colonies 
the Office was prepared to a s s i s t  white s e t t l e r s  or concess iona ires ,  i t  
i n s i s t e d  on the f ina l  say in a l l  mat ters .  As Professor John G a r l a n d  
notes in his recent study of the  O f f ice ' s  re la t io n s  with l ? i e § $ i i R , t h i s



possessiveness e s s e n t i a l l y  represented  an administrative manifestation^ 
t e r r i t o r i a l  imperative.

This was why the  Office  was uneasy about the  i n i t i a t i v e s  of  
developers l ik e  William Hesketh Lever in West Africa and the P ac i f ic .
Lever pressed fo r  more co t ton  and palm o i l  p lan ta t ions  in West Afr ica ,  
and the Office did acknowledge t h a t  g rea te r  technical  e f f i c ie n c y  was 
needed by indigenous producers ,  to  enable them to compete on the i n t e r -

11?
national  market with the  products from foreign p lan ta t ion  developments.
Yet, a t  the same t ime, the  Office was re lu c ta n t  to  d isca rd  i t s  s tanding 
po l icy  t h a t  indigenous peoples should hold t h e i r  land undisturbed,  to 
c u l t i v a t e  or  not as they  saw f i t .  Also, Lever claimed control  over the  
l iv e s  of his work fo rc e ,  and the ‘benevolent d i c t a t o r s h i p 1 over workers, 
s teh  as a t  the 'model* West African v i l l a g e  of Port  Sunl igh t  perturbed 
the O f f i c e * ^

K
Lever did not  have an easy time of  i t  in the  P a c i f ic  e i t h e r ,

where his e s ta te s  had grown to  300 000 acres on the Solomon Is lands ,
th ree  percent of t h e i r  t o t a l  a rea .  Of t h i s  30-35 000 acres  were under
c u l t i v a t io n .  But from 1912 onwards Lever found th a t  h is  need fo r  more 
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labour T clashed with O ff ice  r e s t r i c t i o n s  on importat ion o f  foreign 
labour.  These sane r e s t r i c t i o n s  a f fec ted  French labour needs in the 
New Hebrides Condominium, and the p o l i t i c a l  considera tions  behind th a t  
pol icy  are  discussed below. But from both the  point  o f  view of  the 
French p lanters  and Lever, the  Liverpool soap and margarine magnate, the 
O f f i c e ' s  stance seemed l i k e  unreasonable obs t ruc t ion .  I t  a l so  seemed to 
developers t h a t  the Off ice  made l i f e  very d i f f i c u l t  f o r  them, in i t s  pro­
t e c t io n  of 'n a t iv e '  i n t e r e s t s .

The Unionist peer  Lord Balfour o f  Burleigh, a d i r e c to r  of the 
P ac i f ic  Phosphate Company (one of Lever 's  j o in t l y  held ven tu res ) ,  wrote 
p la in t iv e ly :

. . .  we have endeavoured to m ee t  you f a i r l y ,  a t  l e a s t  
we have endeavoured to do so. We accept e n t i r e l y  the 
p r inc ip le  of a fund fo r  the benef i t  of  the na t ives  and 
are w il l ing  to con tr ib u te  l i b e r a l l y  towards i t .  We are
not anxious to  r a i s e  the  question of t h e i r  removal from 
the Island . . . (Ocean Is land ,  which was r ich  in phosphates]
. . .  I share what I believe to be your opinion,  but  tha t



i s  a poin t  to  be ra i sed  i f  and when i t  were to turn  
out th a t  i t  i s  c l e a r l y  fo r  t h e i r  b en e f i t  t h a t  i t  
should be d o n e . ^ 5

The quest ion  o f  the  l o c a l s '  removal from Ocean Is land arose 
because the phosphate mining operations had had a highly  d e s t ru c t iv e  
e f f e c t  on the i s l a n d ' s  environment. In the event they s tayed ,  but 
Harcourt made sure t h a t  the  Company observed c e r t a in  cond i t ions .  Among 
these  was th a t  mined out  land would rever t  to the  i s l a n d e r s ,  replanted 
by the  company at le a s t  to  the  same extent  t h a t  i t  had been fo res ted  be­
fo re .  On the 2 5 0 ac res  o f  company land, vegeta t ion  not  a f fec ted  d i r e c t ly  
by th e  operations was to  be l e f t  alone. Fresh water  was to  be supplied 
by the  company - a t  l e a s t  one gallon  per a d u l t ,  a t  th ree  fa r th in g s  a 
g a l l o n . ^ 6

Both the P a c i f i c  Phosphate Company and Lever 's  P ac i f ic  Plan­
t a t i o n s  discovered a l s o  t h a t  the halcyon days o f  a cq u is i t io n  of freeholds 
were over. In f u t u r e ,  Harcourt ordered, i t  would only be l e a se s ,  not 
exceeding 99 years .  And these leases  would be sub jec t  to periodical  
reappra isa ls  of r e n t .  A Colonial Office memorandum on Ocean Island 
pointed out  t h a t  in th e  period 1899-1905 i t  was d e s i rab le  to have p lan t ­
ing es tab l ished  in th e  Solomons. Now there  was no quest ion of 
Messrs Levers being allowed land f o r  trading s t a t i o n s ,  toge ther  with lands 
f o r  c u l t iv a t io n .  Such gran ts  would enable the Company to acquire  the
bes t  pieces of land and enable i t  to e s tab l ish  a monopoly aga ins t  o ther  
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claimants .

By the time war broke out in 1914, the s i t u a t io n  had not changed, 
to Lever 's  d isgus t .  ' I  cannot understand the a t t i t u d e  of the  Colonial 
O f f i c e ' ,  he wrote to  one of  his  sympathizers Captain W o o d f o r d , a  f o r m e r  
Chief Commissioner o f  the  Solomons. I t  seemed to  Lever that  ' i n t e r l a c i n g 1 
Government departments were very d i f f i c u l t  ' to  in f luence  fo r  the good and 
progress of the Empire where they feel a l i t t l e  in c o n f l i c t  . . .  We must 
however be p a t i en t .  Probably t h e i r  nerves are a l i t t l e  s t ra ined  a t  pre-

1 1 Q
sent  with the war ' .  Like Burleigh, Lever was m y s t i f i e d  by o f f i c i a l
po l icy ,  unaware - a s  in t h i s  case - of i t s  p o l i t i c a l  determinants . Yet 
the Office could be most cooperat ive  when i t  wished to :  fo r  six years ,  - 
un t i l  1913, the Southern Nigerian government was allowed to subsidize  a



pr iva te  company in search  of  o i l . ^ 9

The conclusion of t h i s  sect ion examines Harcour t 's  involvement 
in Office land pol icy  in  Kenya and Southern Rhodesia. The e f fe c t s  of 
in te rvent ion  should no t  be overestimated,  because in both colonies the 
geographical impact o f  co lon ia l ism  was l imited and va r ied .  In some 
parts o f  Kenya and Southern Rhodesia extensive white se t t lem ent  had a 
major inf luence  on the  local  economy, but in o th e r  a reas  Africans con­
tinued,  even i f  the  land had been nominally s e t  a s ide  f o r  white occupation, 
to farm without much in te r f e r e n c e  from white farmers o r  labour r e c r u i t e r s . 1^0 

In both co lon ies ,  Harcourt  invoked* t h e  O f f i c e f e a u t h o r i t y  a s  a n ' a r b i t t r  d f  
land d isp u tes .  In Southern Rhodesia the B r i t i s h  South Africa Company (BSAC) 
was the  l a rg e s t  s i n g l e  landowner.

In h i s  po l icy  on th e  BSAC Harcourt was once again guided by one 
of his  predecessors ,  in t h i s  case Lord Elgin. Elgin had informed Selborne, 
the)High Commissioner, t h a t  th e  B r i t i sh  Government objected to Southern 
Rhodesia c rea t ing  a p ub l ic  deb t .  All expenses over and above those which 
could be made good from the  revenues of the colony should be borne by the 
BSAC. Harcourt agreed with t h i s  policy, and was alarmed by a BSAC land 
settlement scheme proposed f o r  1914, whereby the  Chartered Company pro­
posed to  make use of  th e  unoccupied lands of Southern Rhodesia as i f  
these were i t s  p r iv a te  p roper ty .  The BSAC proposed to sink £250 000 into 
the scheme, but would c l e a r l y  draw on the colony 's  revenues i f  th i s  sum 
proved in s u f f i c i e n t .

1 <
For the  reasons c i t e d  below, the  Office  did not a sudd<K

i n f l u x  o f  s e t t l e r s  i n t o  S o u t h e r n  R h o d e s i a , a n d  w a n ted  e e t t l e m e n - M o W  
on a sound f i n a n c i a l ,  ’b a s i s *  Ab^in a widely-reported speech arguing 
against  incorporation by the Union in 'K o v e x b ed 9 1 3 ,  Dr Jameson, the 
pres ident  of the  BSAC, had c i t e d  one of Harcourt 's  statements in 1911 
about his convic tion t h a t  the  Union would eventual ly  incorporate  Southern 
Rhodesia,1^2 The intended e f f e c t  was to dissuade the white s e t t l e r s  
from such a course,  and as Jameson's biographer no tes ,  Harcourt acted 
sw if t ly  to oppose the  BSAC land scheme. In a telegram to Herbeft Glad- 
stone on New Year's Day 1914 he announced his in te n t io n  to appeal to 
the Judic ia l  Committee of the  Privy Council. The decision was 
favourable to  the Colonial Office:  the unalienated lands were adjudged 
to be Crown land, not  under BSAC ju r i s d ic t io n .
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This now made the d e f i c i t s  of  the  BSAC the  l i a b i l i t i e s  o f  the  
Crown, but  th e r e  would now be no sudden considerab le  numbers of s e t t l e r s  

to a c t  as a counterweight to incorporation by the Union o f  South A fr ica .  
The s e t t l e r s  a l ready  in Southern Rhodesia were re l ieved  th a t  they would 
not have to  make good d e f i c i t s  incurred by the BSAC in the course of  
implementing i t s  se t t lement  schemes. One o f  them* Hugh Moffat - a 
descendant o f  the  famous doctor who had ac ted  as a* t r a i l - b l a z e r ' i n  the  

Z am bez i  Valley -  expressed the local approval of Harcourt 's  s tance:

I t  would be a great  day fo r  us i f  heQlarcourf) could 
come back to  his old pos i t ion .  He does not  know
how . . .  gra teful  some of us a r e  f o r  the  pos i t ion  he
took up with the  Chartered Company . . .  he fought 
f o r  us and protected our I n t e r e s t s  as f a r  as he 
could in 1914.124

The successful appeal to  the Privy Council in e f f e c t  r e a l ly  
meant t h a t  th e  O f f ice ' s  asse r t ion  of i t s  t j t h o r i t y  happened to  coincide 
with the  s e t t l e r s '  i n t e r e s t s .  S im i la r ly ,  in Kenya approval of  white 
se t t lem ent  d id  not  extend to considerable  d is rup t io n  of indigenous 
people, and in  1912 the Office wanted to  e s t a b l i s h  why the Kenyan 
a u th o r i t i e s  had permitted such disrup t ion  without re fe r r in g  back to  
12 Downing S t r e e t .  There was no actual shortage o f  land pe r  ee in 
Kenya, but  the  highlands were the  most sought a f t e r  fo r  purposes of 
se t t lem ent .  For the white s e t t l e r s ,  only c e r t a in  areas in the  highlands
were ' f i t '  f o r  occupation. In o ther  a reas  fevers  and s leeping-sickness
were r i f e ,  and the l a t t e r  disease - t rypanosomiasis ,  as i t  was c a l le d ,  
wrought havoc among domesticated animals.

White s e t t l e r s  wanted access to  the  prime s i t e s  occupied by 
local Afr icans .  The Masai were p a r t i c u l a r ly  a f f e c te d .  They were moved. 
S e t t l e r s '  requests  f e l l  into two ca tego r ies .  As one farmers '  a ssoc ia t ion  
complained, specu la to rs  were tying up la rge  t r a c t s  of  land, and the 
Government was asked to a s s i s t  in the immediate occupation and develop­
ment of  t h i s  valuable  farmland.

A f te r  consulta tion with S ir  Percy Girouard, the Governor of 
the East African P ro tec tora te ,  Harcourt was prepared to agree to such
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reques ts .  The o th e r  category was already-occupied land,  such as 
th a t  o f  the Masai on the  Laikipia  p la teau .  In t h i s  case ,  the Masai could 
only be allowed to move -  in terms o f  Office pol icy  -  i f  the move was 
not judged de tr imenta l  to the Mar i n t e r e s t s .  Evidently, the Masai 
ch ie fs  concerned were persuaded t tw c the move wae in the in te re s t s  o f  
t h e i r  people.  The move began in l a t e  1911.

I t  was not  long before i t  became c le a r  t h a t  a l l  was not w e l l ,
from information reaching the Off ice .  Early in January 1912, Mr Byles,
then Sec re ta ry  o f  the  Anti-Slavery and Aborigines'  Protect ion Society,
received l e t t e r s  from 'An Englishman' th a t  the  Masai were suffering g re a t
hardship on t h e i r  way south to the reserves provided f o r  them. Byles
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submitted th e  l e t t e r s  to Harcourt.  The Colonial Secretary had a lso  
received these  l e t t e r s  from the Radical MP Jos iah  Wedgwood, and asked 
Byles to  provide him with the photographs a lso  re fe r red  t o ,  in the 
possession of Travers  Buxton. Harcourt assured Byles he could rely on 
the Colonial Secre ta ry  in the m at ter  -  an o f f i c i a l  from the Office had 
been se n t  to  East Africa to make 'c o n f id e n t ia l  enquir ies

Harcourt did not explain why these enquir ies  were necessary.
At the  time he wrote to Byles, he was well aware th a t  the move of the  
Masai had

on the most favourable cons t ruc t ion  . . .  been gravely 
mismanaged. There had been no adequate preparation 
before the  move nor proper control and supervision 
during i t s  progress. In any case u l t imate  responsi­
b i l i t y  must r e s t  on you as Governor, but you cannot 
f a i l  to  recognise th a t  in view of  what has passed 
you have a special  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y ,  and you will 
understand th a t  my confidence in the  fu tu re  handling 
of the m a t te r  has been g rea t ly  shaken.

Harcourt in s i s t e d  in the same telegram th a t  those Masai who 
had not been adequate ly  provided f o r  in the south be returned to the 
Northern Reserve, and that  .ny fu tu re  move must be preceded by adequate 
p repara t ions ,  supervis ion  and provision of water supplies ,  The area 
awaiting the Masai in the south had to be ready, and the f u l l  consent 
of the  Masai had to  be obtained. In the Commons, Harcourt told  back-
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benchers who wanted to  question him t h a t  the Office had despatched 
an o f f i c i a l  in  an 'u no f f ic ia l  c ap ac i ty '  to  make a 'very c a r e f u l '  i n v e s t i ­
g a t i o n . ^ 29 This i s  what he had to ld  Byles , but no record of the  f ind ings  
makes c l e a r  the  actual  extent  o f  losses  suffered  by the Masai.

The r e l a t i v e l y  shor t  coverage the issue  received in the 
Commons seems to  be a t r ib u t e  to  Harcour t 's  a b i l i t y  to cover up the 
blunders of  East African o f f i c i a l s .  I f  there  was bad f a i t h  involved,  
Labour leader  Ramsay MacDonald wrote, i t  was not  because of  Harcourt:

My dear Harcourt,
I have had another  l e t t e r  from my Mombasa f r i en d .

He says t h a t  he has had evidence t h a t  the  Governor i s  
searching fo r  him, and th a t  an Agent of the Governor 
has been enquiring of  various l ik e ly  people why I have 
an i n t e r e s t  in B r i t i s h  East Afr ica ,  and who is  supply­
ing me with m> f a c t s  . . .  I wrote to my fr iend saying

130t h a t  your act ion in the Cole  case showed, however
much we deplore what you did about the  Masai, . . .  t h a t
you would not  knowingly agree to anything dishonourable

131
on the p a r t  of the  a u th o r i t i e s  out there .

Leaving aside the incongruity  of the  Colonial Secretary  having 
to  r e s o r t  to  cloak-and-dagger t a c t i c s  to  t ry  to  assess the  real  s i t u a t i o n ,  
he c l e a r ly  believed tha t  the  anonymous 'Englishman' had exaggerated Masai 
hardships.  In an annotation to  one o" the l e t t e r s  received, But le r  com­
mented t h a t  the  s t r i p  of unoccupied landnoarlake,Nyanza forming p a r t  of 
the  new Masai reserve was not in fes ted  with t s e t s e  f l i e s .  S i r  Percy Giro- 
uard had s t a te d  t h i s  ' c a t e g o r i c a l l y '  . Examining photographs of  the
rou te  taken by the Masai, Harcourt saw no sign of the 'Golgotha' amidst
which 'many l i t t l e  heaps of t i n y  bones'  would be t rying to hide. He 
wrote to  Wedgwood, to  deny the  a sse r t io n s  made by the 'Englishman', who 
was dismissed as 'even more inaccura te  than most of his c l a s s ' .

He wrote th a t :

There i s  no t ru th  in the s to ry  of deaths,  e i t h e r  of 
humans or of c a t t l e ,  w hi ls t  they were on the escarp-
ment beyond that  which i s  inev i tab le  to human and 
animal l i f e  in a l l  places and a t  a l l  t imes.



I had a ca re fu l  examination of the whole ground 
made. Only one human body (or  remains) could be 
found, and you a re  probably aware tha t  the Masai 
never bury t h e i r  dead. The carcases of c a t t l e  and 
sheep were counted and they did not exceed the o r d i ­
nary m o r ta l i ty  when grazing a t  home, and th e re fo re
did not amount to  t h a t  which might have been expected 

132during a move.

The conclusion of  H a reo u r t ' s  l e t t e r  is  infused with a su p e rc i ­
l io u s  humour r a th e r  in ap p ro p r ia te  to  the  seriousness of  the  su b je c t  under 
d i sc uss io n :

You may be q u i te  confiden t  t h a t  I a » kaeping an 
anxious eye on the  whole of t h u ,  matter,  and t h a t  
unless I am d e l i b e r a t e 1  ̂ deceived (which I do not 
think l ik e ly )  the Masai i l l  be extremely well 
t r ea ted  and w i l l  f ind  themselves in possession of  
a reserve beyond the  dreams of  avarice both in 
qua l i ty  and q u a n t i ty  when they are  f in a l ly  concen­
t r a t e d  in the South.

Of course the re  i s  not the  s l ig h te s t  t r u th  
in the suggest ion t i ia t  we have wished or in tend­
ed to dr ive them across  the German f r o n t i e r .

I suppose some day, but i t  may not be t i l l  
you reach an extreme old age, you will re a l iz e  
th a t  I am the most humane and the most admirable 
adminis t ra tor  in the  country ,  except yourse l f .

Wedgwood re p l ie d  in kind,  admonishing the Colonial Secre tary  
not to 'assume the cloak of a m a r ty r ' ,  and that  he did  now consider  
Harcourt  to  be ' the  most humane although he pointed out  t h a t  decep­
t io n  was poss ib le ,  because even Harcourt did not have eyes l i k e :
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. . .  double b a r re l  high power [ ed ]  magnifying g las ses

to see . . .  ac ross  two continen ts .  These s e t t l e r s  in
East Africa consider  i t  t h e i r  bounden duty to  t h e i r
neighbour, and now more so than ever, to b l ind fo ld
the Colonial Off ice .  You are  as much th e i r  enemy as

133
though you were Winston in Belfas t  . . .

The Masai a f f a i r  ind ica tes  th a t  the government of  B r i t i sh  East 
Afr ica might also have seen i t  as t h e i r  'bounden duty1 to  b l indfo ld  the 
Colonial Office.  Apart from the f a c t  th a t  others could have buried the 
Masai dead, in t h i s  badinage between two old p o l i t i c a l  colleagues the 
real  meaning of the episode was l o s t .  Whatever the extent of  Masai 
lo s se s ,  they had l o s t  by the  move as such. Had there  been unanimity 
abount the move, lawyers representing  01-le-Njogo and o th e r  Masai would 
not have s ta r ted  proceedings to t ry  to  recover the  Laik ip ia  p la teau .
The attempt was taken as f a r  as the Privy Council, but in the  end the 
Masai dropped t h e i r  a p p e a l .

Governor Girouard resigned in 1912, and was replaced by Henry
B e l f ie ld ,  who held tenure  u n t i l  1919. The s i tu a t io n  by the end of 1912
was t h a t  the Masai from Laik ip ia  had been relocated in about 300 000 acres
in the south, while th e  Colonial Office began a l e i s u r e ly  survey of the

134plateau fo r  the purposes of  white se t t lem en t ; The general th ru s t  of
land pol icy, agreed to  by Harcourt ,  was, as Robert Gregory has described
i t ,  highly conducive to  white i n t e r e s t s .  In July 1914, during the
same Colonial Office Vote in which he defended the Union's Land Act,
Harcourt told  the Commons t h a t  'a c t ing  on advice1 the Masai had d ropp ' i

1
t h e i r  appeal, 'abundantly s a t i s f i e d '  with t h e i r  new rese rv a t io n s .
More l ik e ly ,  the 'adv ice '  was th a t  the re locat ion  would be adjudged an

137'a c t  of s t a t e ' , making f u r t h e r  l i t i g a t i o n  po in t le ss .

A major determinant  of the Colonial O ff ice 's  pol icy  on labour- 
re la ted  issues was p o l i t i c a l .  Prior  to the Great War, Office  policy was 
e s se n t ia l ly  directed a t  preventing any ethnic or rac ia l  tens ions  which 
might be caused by the movement of foreign,  and s p e c i f i c a l ly  b l a c k , 
labour within the Empire. The labour issue took on p o l i t i c a l  overtones 
because each Dominion had i t s  own immigration and labour p o l i c i e s ,  and



did not accept any p re s c r ip t io n  from the Mother country in t h i s  sphere. 
This was why the Imperial Conference of 1911 never r e a l ly  came to grips 
with the issue of immigration, l e t  alone a common, agreed upon labour 

policy.

To take the case of indentured Indian labour,  the Indian Govern
ment was concerned by the  t reatment of Indian workers in foreign climes.
What concerned the O ff ice ,  by co n tra s t ,  was the p o l i t i c a l  f r i c t i o n  Indian
or o ther ,  labour migration might give r i s e  to .  This was why the Office
turned down the request  of  the  German chavgS d' a ffa ires  in London fo r

1
the i n t r o d u c t i o n  of Indian ' c o o l i e s '  to  the Ltideritz diamond mines.
Nor did nonindentured B r i t i s h  Indians have unrertrictz4freedom of 
movement within the Empire. Harcourt re fe rred  to  th i s  i s sue  in the Com­
mons in 1913, noting t h a t  the re  was no question of proposing compulsory

139admission of 'coloured races '  to  Canada, A us tra l ia  or South Africa.

There was l i t t l e  Harcourt could do, in the  face of diverse 
Dominions immigration and labour p o l ic ie s ,  i f  he was to  preserve the har­
mony which he regarded as the  key to forging c lo s e r  Imperial un i ty .  Thus 
although he managed to  get  unemployed Maltese workmen placed in B r i t i sh  
Columbia, the 'white A u s t r a l i a '  policy excluded them as 'colomred'.  In 
p rivate  correspondence with Henry Stead, e d i to r  of the Austra l ian  Review 
of Reviews, he complained t h a t  the Australian stance was ' lu d ic ro u s '  

b u t  did not take up the  issue publicly with the Dominion's government. 
Racial prejudice in the  Dominions was not confined to South Africa ,  as
the t reatmentof Sikhs in B r i t i s h  Columbia showed, and the a t t i t u d e s  to

141Japanese in Canada and New Zealand.

Harcourt monitored white public opinion about the Japanese in 
both the United S ta te s  and B r i t i sh  t e r r i t o r i e s .  From Washington S i r  
Cecil Spring-Rice, the  B r i t i s h  Ambassador, wrote in 1913 th a t :

There i s  one question which you spoke to me about 
as a very important  one and i t  is  growing more impor­
t a n t ,  namely the Japanese Question. The Japanese 
do not seem to r e a l i z e  that  the United States would 
sooner quarre l  with Japan than with Cali forn ia  and 
the Americans do not seem to rea l ize  t h a t  Japan i s  a 
country which is in earnest and which does not



e a s i ly  forget

Spring-Rice a lso  refer red  to an t i - Japanese  sentiment in B r i t i sh  
Columbia as well as the West Coast:

The danger i s  not the number of Japanese or  the amount
of  land t h a t  they own but the f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  now
qu i te  c l e a r  th a t  the white populat ion cannot compete
with the Japanese e i th e r  in labour or  in business o r ,

142what i s  more se r io us ,  in f igh t ing .

The fo re ign  labour issue was complicated by th i s  r a c i s t  dimen­
sion, p a r t i c u l a r l y  in the  P a c i f ic .  There was a general white antipathy 
to Asia t ics  which stemmed a t  l e a s t  as f a r  back as the  'Yellow P e r i l '
(one of the stock phrases in Kaiser Wilhelm I I ' s  r e p e r to i re )  of the 1890s. 
The ' p e r i l 1 was from the t h r i f t y ,  hard-working Chinese who posed an 
economic t h r e a t ,  and were de r is ive ly  described by whites as the 'Jews of 
Asia ' .  Aware of  t h i s  general white h o s t i l i t y ,  Harcourt did not want to 
compound bad f e e l in g  by allowing the import o f  indentured Chinese labour 
to the New Hebrides Condominium. Since the new convention of 
20 October 1906 the archipelago had been j o i n t l y  ru led  by B r i t i sh  and 
French r e s id e n t  commissioners, each with t h e i r  own s t a f f .  The par tner­
ship was not a happy one, and during Harcourt 's  tenure  the labour issue 
came to a head.

The French argued th a t  French na t ion a ls  on the is lands were 
mainly p lan ta t io n  owners. By con tras t ,  the m ajor i ty  of the Britons in 
the Condominium were involved in commerce or  t rade  -  and hence did not 
need large numbers of labourers .  During t h e i r  tou r  of the Pac i f ic ,  mem­
bers of the Dominions Royal Commission^ 3 reported  t h a t  using Indian 
labour in the  New Hebrides was preferable to  Chinese labour, but both 
options were out  of the  quest ion.  I t  was t ru e  t h a t  Indian labour - 
immigrants - was used in F i j i ,  but i f  the French request  was granted, 
then s im ila r  labour demands in the Solomons could hardly be denied. The 
Office 's refusal  was d i r e c t l y  re la ted ,  as described below, to e a r l i e r  
events in the Transvaal Colony.

Chinese labour was an explosive i s su e ,  both in Br i ta in  and the 
Transvaal. The t h r e a t  white workers perceived to t h e i r  jobs in the



form of cheap, ' s l a v e '  labour had madea su b s ta n t ia l  contr ibut ion  to 
Liberal v ic to ry  a t  the pol ls  in 1906, and r e p a t r i a t i o n  of t h i s  labour had 
c o n s t i tu ted  the key plank in the platform of Met Volk in the Transvaal 
e lec t ion s  of 1907. To t h e i r  dismay, the L ibera ls  found th a t  r e p a t r i a t i n g  
the Chinese in the  Transvaal was not so s t ra igh t fo rw ard  a task .  Only 
when the th re e -y e a r  con trac ts  negotiated by the gold mining companies 
and the  Chinese expired in 1910, did the l a s t  o f  the  indentured labourers  
leave South Afr ica ,  Not affected by B r i t i sh  po l icy  considera t ions ,  the 
French continued to  press fo r  the use of Chinese labour.

The members of  the Dominions Royal Commission who conferred 
with the  French reported to  the Office th a t :

We have found i t  d i f f i c u l t  to explain  to  [them] our 
o b jec t ions  to indentured labour in general and 
Chinese labour in p a r t i c u la r  . . .  The bas is  of our 
ob jec t ions  i s ,  in f a c t ,  mainly p o l i t i c a l .  I t  will  
not  be easy to s a t i s f y  the  B r i t i sh  public  t h a t  there 
i s  any e sse n t ia l  d if ference between the  introduction 
o f  Chinese labour into the New Hebrides and i t s  i n t r o ­
duction in to  the Transvaal . . .  Apart from the p o l i t i ­
cal quest ion a t  home, we recognize t h a t  His Majesty's 
Government cannot agree to  the in t roduc t ion  of 
Chinese labour . . .  unless the assen t  of Austra l ia  and 
New Zealand i s  f i r s t  obtained, and . . .  the prospects 
o f  obtain ing  i t  a re  unfavourable . . .  Aus tra l ia  is  
a t tempting to carry on t rop ica l  a g r i c u l tu re  by means 
of  white labour,  and the competition of coloured 
labour ,  even when there i s  obviously no possible  
a l t e r n a t i v e  to i t ,  is  in tense ly  unpopular.

However unfounded Australian fea rs  of a 'Yellow P e r i l '  in the  
Western P ac i f ic  were, they concluded, these had to be respected by the  
Imperial Government. Moreover, in the case of treatment of labour,  the  
French re luc tance  to share in j o in t  r e sp o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  control of fo re ign  
labour in the Mew Hebrides was another objection to the scheme. Without 
such machinery f o r  j o in t  supervision and c o n tro l ,  there  would be a 
g rea te r  p o s s i b i l i t y  of exp lo i ta t ion  by unscrupulous employers



The Office had no in ten t ion  of opening another Pandora's box 
over Chinese labour ,  but i t s  decision did not enhance Anglo-French r e l a ­
t io n s  on the i s l a n d s .  The Governor of F i j i  ventured a comment in one of 
his l e t t e r s  about the 'qu i te  hopeless '  s t a t e  of a f f a i r s  in the Condominium,
Harcourt agreed,  but noted tha t  'we must, fo r  the  p resen t ,  make the  bes t
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of t h i s  d i f f i c u l t  and almost impossible s i t u a t i o n ' .  Unable to  obtain  
Chinese labour ,  the  French p lan ters  bypassed B r i t i s h  opposition by import­
ing labour from Java.  As a Cabinet memorandum in July 1914 conceded, theMg
B r i t i s h  Government could not stop the French from doing t h i s .  When 
war broke o u t ,  Harcourt hoped t h a t  B r i ta in  would obtain fu l l  control  of 
the Condominium as one of  i t s  ' s p o i l s '  from the h o s t i l i t i e s  in the  Paci­
f i c .  This was not to be.

Despite Harcourt 's  low-key handling of  controversial  i s s u e s ,  
several of the  c r i s e s  in the Union of South Afr ica  p r io r  to  the Great  War 
caused f r i c t i o n  with other  departments of  the Imperial Govement, and 
threatened a t  times to  a f fe c t  the  B r i t i sh  p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n ,  by embar­
rass ing  the Liberal  administra t ion.  Helped by the  good re la t io n s  e s t a b ­
l i shed  with the  Union's leaders since the Imperial Conference of 1911, 
Harcourt managed to defuse these v o l a t i l e  s i t u a t i o n s ,  although a t  times 
he had to improvise responses to  an unexpected turn  of events.  B r i t i s h
non-intervention in the internal a f f a i r s  of the Union was not equ iva len t

147to lack of i n t e r e s t .  Apart from economic cons idera t ions ,  there  w e r e  
a lso s t r a te g ic a l  i n t e r e s t s  a t  i s su e .  The l a t t e r  i n t e r e s t s  a ffec ted  the 
Colonial Off icers  policy in the Dominions and the  sub-continent,  and 
in the  sphere of foreign  policy the  Union did not  have complete freedom 
of act ion

An event l ike  the white workers'  s t r i k e  of July 1913 h igh l igh ted  
the d i f fe rences  in policy emphasis within the various departments o f  the 
Imperial Government. The Imperial garr ison in the  Union represented a 
legacy from the S o u t h  A f^ ica f i  .Varjby 1 June 1913, the to ta l  had decl ined 
from a peak ojr 32 380 ' e f f e c t iv e s '  in July 1903 to  7 031 . ^ 9 There were 
several j u s t i f i c a t i o n s  by the War Office for  keeping a 'presence ' in the 
Union - the only Dominion with a s izeable  ga rr ison ,  Haldane had argued 
in the  Commons th a t  the Union was a convenient 's to rehouse '  in case of 
t rouble  in India and Egypt, and a lso  th a t  the troops would be used to
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quell  any 'n a t i v e '  upr is ings .  Jack Seely, who succeeded Haldane in
1501912,continued to emphasize the s t r a t e g i c a l  arguments.

By c o n t r a s t , s o u t h  A f r i c a n  G overnor -G enera l  Herbert  Glad­
stone emphasized th a t  the t roops ' funct ion  was to re in fo rce  the Imperial
Government's r e sp o n s ib i l i ty  to the Africans in the High Commission t e r r i -  

151t o r i e s  (pending any agreement over t h e i r  ' t r a n s f e r '  to  the  Union).
The Union Government wanted i t s  own - s o l e ly  white -  defence force  which,
with B r i t i s h  advice, was created by the Defence Act of 1 9 1 2 . The
change over was se t  in to  motion, and the 1913.s t r i k e  f o r t u i t o u s l y  occured
during t h i s  t r a n s i t io n a l  period,  in which local forces had been disbanded
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and the  new ones were s t i l l  being formed. White miners appealed to  
railway workers to jo in  them , and a l so  a p p e a l e d , u n s y s t e m a t i c a l l y , t o  
African mineworkers. There were Only 1 500 police ava i lab le  in the  e n t i r e  
Union, and Smuts telegraphed Gladstone on 30 June 1913 about the  very 
ser ious  s i tu a t io n .  i

The Governor-General s e t  out  from Cape Town a t  once,  and a f t e r  
a r r iv in g  in P re to r ia  he came to  the  conclusion th a t :

there  may be large loss  of  l i f e  . . .  tempers are up;
there  i s  a formidable mass of men to deal with -

1F4many of them armed with r ev o lve rs .  v There i s  a
g rea t  area to watch . . .  The na t ive  peri l  hangs l i k e

155a pall  over the white d ispu te .

I t  was the so-ca l led  'na t ive  p e r i l '  on the  Witwatersrand, commented on 
by the  B r i t i sh  p r e s s , a s  much as white worker mil i tancy t h a t  led Glad­
stone to condone the decision of S i r  Reginald Hart,  Commander in Chief of 
the Union's Imperial troops,  to allow General Smuts the use o f  2 000 of  
them, supplemented by 1 400 special  constables .

In tu rn ,  Harcourt supported Gladstone, although t h i s  was awkward
fo r  him insofar  as only the War Office had the f in a l  say over the use

157
of Imperial troops.  He managed to  p laca te  the Government's c r i t i c s  
in the Commons as well.  However the  1914 s t r i k e  by white workers in the  
Union created even more d i f f i c u l t i e s  fo r  Harcourt,  because t h i s  time the 
Union's Government deported nine of  the s t r i k e r s '  leaders to  England,



without t r i a l .  Harcourt was h o r r i f i e d  by the deporta t ions  because of 
t h e i r  impact on B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c s  -  not  only Labour r e a c t i o n  but  i t s  
implications for  post-Home Rule I r e l a n d . ^  Yet he supported Gladstone, 
who approved of the depor ta t ions  of 27 January. By t h a t  time the s t r i k e  
was in i t s  th i rd  week, and m art ia l  law had been enforced s ince  14 January.

This time, however, the Governor-General was determined not  to
allow the use of Imperial t ro o p s ,  as he informed both Hart and Botha-, But*
he had a low opinion of some of  the  s t r i k e r s '  leaders  while conceding

161t h a t  they had genuine g r ievances .  In f a c t  Imperial t roops  were used 
Ifi?

again ,  but the main a sp ec t  of  the  Union Government's handling o f  the 
s i tu a t io n  which concerned B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c i a n s  was the  d ep o r ta t ion s .
During the debate in the  Commons in mid-1914 over the  deporta t ion  issue  
Harcourt faced a d i f f i c u l t  t a s k ,  as he subsequently expla ined to  Gladstone

I t  was e s se n t ia l  (1) t h a t  I should not approve the
action of the  South African G overnm en t on account.
of the  Labour P a r t y . (2) Disapprove of i t ,  on account
of the Tory P a r ty .  (3) Comment on i t  on account of
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the Dominions g e n e ra l ly .

Harcourt did manage t o ,  as he put i t ,  ' s t e e r  a devious course '  
between the various p i t f a l l s ,  and so s a t i s f i e d  both B r i t i s h  and overseas 
opinion. Henry Stead, h i s  Aus tra l ian  correspondent,  informed him t h a t  
Mr.Watt, the leader  of the  Aus tra l ian  l i b e r a l  Party , considered h is  
speech ' the  f i n e s t  expos i t ion  of Imperial statesmanship he had read f o r  
a long time1, * 64 Professor  Fremantle,  an English-speaking supporter  of  
Hertzog who had v i s i t e d  Nuneham, wrote to  express the general approval 
in the Union of the speech, which was f u l l y  reported. In h is  re tu rn  
l e t t e r  Harcourt noted t h a t :

I have apparent ly  succeeded beyond a l l  expec ta t ions ,  
for  I have received from South Africa, indeed from 
a ll  parts  of the  world, most gra te fu l  and apprec ia ­
t ive  l e t t e r s ,  so 1 fee l  rewarded by the f a c t  t h a t  
a t  l e a s t  I have not worsened a very d i f f i c u l t  s i t u ­
a t i o n . ^

Despite the success of  H arcour t 's  evasive t a c t i c s ,  the f a c t
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remained tha t  the  U n ion 's  labour policy* and the use of Imperial troops,
could be used as p o l i t i c a l  weapons by the c r i t i c s  of the  Imperial
Government, The d e p o r te e s  were hosted by the Labour P a r ty ,  although t h i s

1 fifi
graved to be an onerous burden on the Pa r ty 's  f inances .  The Labour
leader  Ramsay MacDonald wanted the men r e p a t r i a te d ,  both f o r  t h i s  reason
and fo r  t h e i r  own good, although South African Labour Pa r ty  leader
Frederic Cresswell hoped t h a t  the Union Government would make i t s e l f
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unpopular by r e fu s in g  t o  allow them back* The coming o f  war helped 
to create  g rea te r  s o l i d a r i t y  between the B r i t i sh  Labour Pa r ty  and theigo
Government and t h e i r  c o u n te rp a r t s  in the Union. I t  a l s o  helped tha t  
Gladstone's successo r ,  Sydney Buxton, had a more sympathetic  a t t i t u d e  to 
labour, and helped t o  n e g o t i a t e  the return of some of  the  deportees .

In March 1914, p r i o r  to Gladstone's d epar tu re ,  Harcourt  informed
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Gladstone t h a t  the  O f f i c e  endorsed the withdrawal of the  remaining troops.  
This would obviate  any embarrassing incidents in f u t u r e ,  and during the 
War the Union made use  o f  i t s  own forces in German South West Africa, and 
subsequently in East  A f r i c a .  The rebel l ion by Afrikaner d i s s id e n ts  in 
October 1914 r a i s e d  th e  quest ion  of whether the  Imperial t roops  should 
have been re ta ined  in  th e  Union. At a Cabinet meeting on 23 October, Har­
court  suggested sending Aus tra l ian  and New Zealand troops en route  to  
England via the  Cape, f o r  poss ible  use in South Afr ica .  The Cabinet sub­
sequently agreed to  Hobhouse's suggestion th a t  the troops could be sent  
to C o lo m b o ,c e y Io n , f i r s t ,  and then diverted to  South Afr ica  v ia  Mauri­
t i u s ,  instead of  proceeding to  England via the  Suez o& nal  a s  o r i g i n a l l y  
plannedl^Yet Harcourt  had not  taken into considera tion th e  resentment 
Australian troops would cause ,  due to t h e i r  ro le  in the  S o u t h  A f r i c a n  War.

This was po in ted  out to him by Asquith and Crewe a t  another 
Cabinet meeting held on 30 October. When Botha confirmed on 4 November 
tha t  he did not want he lp  from Australian or any o ther  fo re ig n  troops 
unless absolutely  n e ce ssa ry ,  the plan was d r o p p e d * ^  For tunate ly  fo r  
Harcourt 's policy o f  amicable re la t ions  with the Union, h i s  proposal 
was a well-kept o f f i c i a l  s e c re t  unt i l  well a f t e r  the Great War, The /  
plan had only been considered  by the Cabinet /aw tr  A" and showed
tha t  as a 'pragmatic '  im p e r ia l i s t  Harcourt was w i l l ing  to  use any 
methods to hand, in time of war as well as peace, South African public 
opinion would only have been fu r th e r  divided by rev e la t io n  of a plan 
which the Union Government was extremely re lu c tan t  to  adopt.



Both before and a f t e r  the Great War, the  Union Government was 
a lso  unwil l ing to  accept any in te r fe rence  in i t s  in te rna l  rac ia l  p o l ic i e s .  
The O f f i c e ' s  reac t ion  to  the Union's land po l icy  has a lready been examined. 
In the  case of the  Indians in the  Union, the  Colonial Office found i t  
more d i f f i c u l t  to  maintain a non-committal s tance .  Unlike the other d i s ­
advantaged groups,  the Indians in South Afr ica  had o f f i c i a l s  in Whitehall 
to p lead t h e i r  case .  The Colonial Office  had to  take note of  Indian 
complaints forwarded to the India O ff ice ,  and from there  to  H arcourfs  
department. Among the grievances were r e s t r i c t i o n s  on Immigration, the 
exclusion of  ’polygamous1 wives from In d ia ,  enforced segregation of  In­
dians in  bazaars and the £3 tax on non-indentured Natal Indians.

Since h is  a r r iv a l  in Natal in  May 1893, Mohandas Gandhi had 
achieved prominence and wide recogni t ion  as a spokesman of  Indian g r i e ­
vances, In 1912 Gandhi f i n a l l y  managed to  persuade G o p a l  G o k h a le ,  
a prominent member of the Itidian l e g i s l a t i v e  Council,  to  v i s i t  South Af­
r i c a .  Gokhale l e f t  confident  ly  expecting the  removal of rac ia l ly-based  
r e s t r i c t i o n s  on immigration, and the £3 head tax  J 72  The signif icance 
of Gokhale's v i s i t  was t h a t  i t  helped Gandhi t o  mobilize Indians on a 
mass b a s is  the following year ,  c i t i n g  the  f a i l u r e  to  repeal the  £3 tax 
in p a r t i c u l a r  as a breach of f a i t h  by t h e  Union Government Using 
his usual i n d i r e c t  methods, Harcourt had attempted to  get Gokhale to  
prevent  a resumption o f  Gandhi's passive r e s i s t a n c e  t a c t i c s , 17* but to 
no a v a i l .  The resumption of the Satyagraha,  o r  ' t r u t h - f o r c e ' , campaign 
on 12 September 1913 met with an uncompromising response by the Union 
Government.

The S a t y a g r a h i s i  supported by la rg e  numbers of women, were 
a r r e s t e d  m  masse. Existing j a i l s  were f i l l e d ,  and compounds were con­
verted  in to  p r isons .  The Indian Government was monitoring the d e te r io r ­
at ing  s i t u a t i o n  with growing anger, and Indian a l l e p n t i o n s  a b o u t  m i s ­
t reatment  of pr isoners  led to a major confron ta t ion  between the Colonial 
Office and the  India Office. In a sca th ing  speech a t  Madras on 28 Novem­
ber 1913, the  Viceroy of India expressed h is  approval of the S a ty a g r a h i s ’ 
s t ru g g le  ag a in s t  the Union's 'un jus t  and invidious' laws, Gandhi 
commented th a t  Hardinge's firmness ' c rea te d  a good impression a l l  round' 
but Gladstone and the Colonial Office were completely taken by surpr ise .  
Harcourt was fu r io u s ,  not only because the  Viceroy had bypassed all  
ordinary channels of in ter 'departmental  communication via his widely*
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reported speech.

The impl ica t ion  a l s o  was that  the Colonial Office had not  been 
firm enough with the  Union Government, to get i t  tc  modify i t s  Indian 
policy. And what e s p e c i a l ly  perturbed Harcourt was the e f f e c t  t h i s  
a t tack by a senior  Imperial o f f i c i a l  would have on r e l a t i o n s  between the 
Imperial and Union Goverments. He complained to Crewe, the  Sec re ta ry  fo r  
India,  and Hardinge 's  s u p e r i o r ,  about t h i s  'most deplorable '  b lunder
which could only make the Indian s i tua t ion  ' i n f i n i t e l y  more d i f f i c u l t ' :

I have, through many months, and even years ,  endeavoured 
to  improve the  lega l  and administrat ive pos i t ion  o f  the  
Indian in S. Afri  ca and though the Immigration B i l l  
recen t ly  passed d id  not meet a l l  t h e i r  c laims,  i t  had
a t  l e a s t  to  some degree improved th e i r  pos i t ion  and 1

had hoped th a t  by my pr ivate  communications, both oral 
and w r i t t e n ,  f u r t h e r  administrat ive  improvements would 
be rap id ly  a t t a i n e d  J 71

Crewe coolly  defended Hardinge, pointing out th a t  the  Viceroy 
could not be expected to  adopt  a 'detached and j u d i c i a l 1 s tance  without 
seeming to the  Indian p u b l ic  in d i f f e r e n t  to  what happened ou ts ide  India 
i t s e l f .  Despite the  wrath o f  the  Colonial Office,  Crewe did not  take  the 
Viceroy to  task  - he simply informed him, with typical  English u n de rs ta te ­
ment, t h a t  the King had expressed concern about 'one or two of  your 
expressions’ . (George V a c t u a l l y  wrote to  Hardinge about h is  ' e x p re s s io n s ' . )  
Hardinge was to remain in  o f f i c e  until  1916, despi te  S i r  John Anderson's
wistful suggestion t h a t  perhaps he could be removed on the grounds t h a t  a

17ft
previous, a s sass ina t ion  a t tem pt  had affec ted  his sanity! As suggested 
by Hardinge, a commission was s e t  up to inves t igate  the Sa tyagrah is '  
grievances, re su l t in g  in the  makeshift Smuts-Gandhi agreement of 1914, 
embodied in an Indian R e l i e f  Act which the Union Government regarded asn o
a f inal  se t t lement.

Harcourt 's  p o l icy  of s teer ing c lea r  of controversy a lso  a ffec ted  
his a t t i tu d e  to m iscarr iages  of j u s t i c e .  In East Africa he intervened in 
the Cole case ,  as descr ibed  e a r l i e r ,  although th i s  was not the  only in ­
stance of legal abuses t h e r e , ^  In Southern Africa ,  the 'b lack  p e r i l 1 

obsession of white j u r i e s - w a s  c lea r ly  evident in some of the causes aiWhves
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