
of the  p e r i o d ,  but the Colonial Office did not  in te rvene .  A typ ical  case

was a t r i a l  a t  Umtali, Southern Rhodesia, where a young African from
Mozambique was Sentenced to  death fo r  rape. Due to i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  during
the t r i a l ,  and what he thought were extenuating circumstances,  Gladstone
exercised  h i s  prerogative as High Commissioner to  commute Alukuleta 's

181sentence t o  imprisonment,

Soon a fte rwards ,  in mid-January 1911, Gladstone f e l t  the f i r s t
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rumblings: a meeting was held a t  Umtali to p r o t e s t  h is  in te rven t ion .
The storm b u r s t  in earnes t  in February, with headl ines  b la r ing  'Black 
P e r i l '  in both Southern Rhodesia and the Union. Harcourt ,  v h o  was a l so  
c r i t i c i s e d  f o r  standing by Gladstone, was sen t  a r ep re sen ta t ive  sample 
of  c l i p p i n g s .  In the  Cape Times i t  was suggested t h a t  t h i s  'precedent '  
meant t h a t  a Governor-General was now a f ina l  source o f  appeal to  over­
tu rn  capi m te n ce s ,  the prelude to  chaos. As l e t t e r s  to  the Pre tor ia  
News and < pe Argus t e s t i f i e d ,  Harcourt and Gladstone did have defenders. 
In the  l a t t e r  paper a 'South African' wrote t h a t  'punishment fo r  the gu i l ty  
i s  one t h i n g ,  b l ind  and indiscr iminate  vengeance . . .  another ;  and the  
s t o r i e s  we hear  from the Rand of na t ives  being kicked and thrashed by 
roving bands of  v ig i l a n t s  and, i f  suspected of molesting a white woman, 
m uti la ted  w ithout  even a pretence of a t r i a l ,  a re  not e d i f y i n g ' J 83 But
the  general tone was one of  alarm .

Although he stuck to his  guns, Gladstone was taken aback by the 
growing h y s t e r i a :  ' I t  was too r id iculous  f o r  words. Women who had never 
touched f i rea rm s  and would probably be too f r igh tened  to  pull the t r i g g e r ,  
c a r r ied  rev o lv e r s  about with them1. Male chauvinism a s id e ,  there was no 
doubt t h a t ,  as Henry Burton, the Union's Minis ter  of Native A ffa i r s ,  in ­
formed Herbert  Stanley (Gladstone's p r iva te  se c re ta ry )  there  had been a 
' r e g r e t t a b l e '  increase  in the number and g rav i ty  of 'Black P e r i l '  cases ,  
and an unprecedented tendency on the  par t  of  the white population to  t ry  
to  take the  law in to  t h e i r  own h a n d s . ^  New rep o r ts  of a t tacks  on white 
women were i n te r p r e te d  by the public as a reac t io n  to the apparent carte  
hlanchc provided by Gladstone, Commenting on the  a t t ac k  on a white g i r l  
a t  Lyndhurst on Thursday 2 February, the Rand Daily Mail asked for  severer
sentences ,  s ince  'mistaken leniency' might convey the impression t h a t  such
crimes were not se r ious .  I f  the 'ou t rages '  continued ' th e re  will assuredly 
be an o u tb u r s t  of anger which all  wil l afterwards r e g r e t 1J 85  In f a c t ,  as 
noted, white  v ig i l a n te s  soon swung in to  ac t ion .



To provide Harcourt w i th  r e p l i e s  to c r i t ic ism  in the  Commons 
of  h is  ruling in Rex versus A luku le ta ,  Gladstone despatched numerous s t a ­
t i s t i c s  showing th a t  the inc idence  of death sentences f o r  rape was low
in previous cases.  ' I  may be o b s e s s e d ' ,  he wrote anxiously, 'bu t  these

186f ig u r e s  appear to me to smash up the a l lega t ions  against  me' .  In view
of the  racism a n d e t h n o c e n t r i s m  permeating a l l  levels  of white so c i e ty
-  in  the  colonies and the mother country - Gladstone had cause fo r  con- 

187cern .  An unpleasant s p i n - o f f  o f  the  anti-black fee l ing  aroused in
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Southern Rhodesia was the t r i a l  o f  Sam Lewis in Bulawayo. The evidence 
suggests th a t  i t  was p re c i s e ly  because of the emotive nature  of  these  
'Black P e r i l '  cases t h a t  the  O f f ice  did not intervene: i t  could have made 
the metropolitan government very  unpopular.

Harcourt c e r t a in ly  d id  not  approve of white ju ro r s  a c q u i t t in g  
k i l l e r s  l ike  Sam Lewis, but t h e r e  may have been wider s t r a te g ic a l  c o n s i ­
dera t ions  which precluded an o f f i c i a l  attempt by the Imperial Government 
to  urge reform of the ju ry  system. One of these s t ra teg ica l  f ac to r s  seems 
to  have been the long-term f u t u r e  of  Southern Rhodesia v i s - a - v i s  the 
Union of South Africa.  Perhaps i t  was not merely youthful specula t ion  
which led Colonial Under-Secretary Winston Churchill to wri te  in 1906 t h a t  
Southern Rhodesia might 'u l t i m a t e l y  be the  weight which swings the balance 
in South Africa decisively on th e  s ide  of the Br i t ish  Crown'.
Southern Rhodesia could only f u l f i l l  such a function by being jo ined to  
the  Union.

Southern Rhodesia was the  ' j o k e r '  in the pack: i f  i t  became too  
powerful i t  might not jo in  the  Union -  incorporation would, to some e x t e n t ,  
be a function of i t s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  'go i t  a lone1 economically. Chinchil l  
was re fe rr ing  to p o l i t i c a l  i n f i l t r a t i o n .  According to Colonel Burns-Begg, 
the Administrator of Southern Rhodesia, 'responsible  people'  the re  be­
l ieved  tha t  the Imperial Government was quite capable of making a deal 
with the  BSAC and the Union over the  incorporation of Southern Rhodesia. 
Burns-Begg also noted th a t  a l though the Southern Rhodesians were then 
opposed to the idea of incorpora t ion  by the Union because of the loss  of 
p o l i t i c a l  say, th is  might not remain the case. I f ,  as argued above, the  
Off ice was thinking in the long-term about the p o l i t ica l  fu ture  of the 
sub-continent,  then th i s  information placed Harcourt in a dilemma.

Intervention would a lmost  d e f in i te ly  make the Imperial Govern­
ment even more unpopular. This would jeopardize the establishment of



d i rec t  B r i t i sh  a u th o r i ty  over Southern Rhodesia i f  and when th a t  option
191was presented by the  expiry  of th  e BSAC c h ar te r  in October 1914.

Worse s t i l l ,  as Burns-Begg ind icated ,  in tervent ion  might d r ive  Southern 
Rhodesia into  the  arms of  the Union. In terms of  a long-range policy of 
'wait and s e e 1, such an outcome would be no more d e s i r a b le  than BSAC 
acquis i t ion  of Bechuanaland, or o ther  more s e n s i t iv e  s t r a t e g i c a l  points  
l ik e  B e i r a J 9^

Southern Rhodesia had not as y e t  a t t r a c t e d  any s izeab le  numbers 
of B r i t i sh  immigrants. Premature incorporation by the Union would mean 
the end of any hopes o f  B r i t i s h  domination via a stronger Southern Rho­
desia .  Timing was a l l - im p o r ta n t .  Harcourt chose not to  u t i l i z e  the 
' c o r rec t iv e '  r o l e  o f  the  Imperial Government. I t  was 'much b e t t e r 1, he 
wrote to  Burns-Begg, ' t h a t  the suggestion f o f  reform] should o r ig ina te  
in Rhodesia r a t h e r  than Downing S t r e e t ' J 9 This was c e r t a i n l y  a ca re ­
fu l ly  ca lcu la ted  dec is ion  which re f lec ted  the O f f i c e ' s  c o n s i s t e n t  concern 
not to endanger Imperial p res t ig e  - and inf luence .

The Colonial  Office a lso  took care to l e t  the Dominions go
th e i r  own way in the  spheres of  f i sca l  policy and t r a d e .  During
the Imperial Conference of  1911 the Imperial Government formally  resigned
the power to conclude commercial t r e a t i e s  binding on th e  Dominions. In
const i tu t iona l  theory t h i s  marked an advance, allowing them to  deal with
foreign powers on an equal foo t ing .  But even t h i s ,  as The Nation commen-
ted ,  was merely recogn i t ion  of a fa i t  accompli since the  Dominions already

194acted independently. Even before the Conference, Harcourt  had sought 
to  avoid any d issens ion  between the Dominions over the  i s su e  of Imperial 
p r e f e r e n c e .  All the same, as a fervent  f ree  t r a d e r ,  Harcourt found 
the Imperial f i s c a l  se t -up  irksome.

P ro tec t ion  was fashionable  i n te rn a t io n a l ly ,  and B r i ta in  was 
s t i l l  the only major country c l i n g i n g  obs t ina te ly  to  i t s  Cobdenite 
t r ad i t io n .  In one l e t t e r  to Australian Governor-General Lord Denman 
in 1912, Harcourt remarked on the 'monstrous' r en t  Denman was paying 
for  a house in , Wryly concluding th a t  ' every th ing ,  I suppose is
much dearer in A us t ra l ia  than a t  home. This is  one of  the  b lessings of



P r o t e c t i o n ' Y e t  i f  the Dominions were allowed to  formulate t h e i r  own 
f i s c a l  and commercial p o l i c i e s ,  they a l so  had to be allowed to  make t h e i r  
own mistakes.  The complications arose  when the agreements the Dominions 
sought to  conclude with foreign powers might a f f e c t  B r i t i sh  in te r e s t s .
From the  Colonial O f f ice 's  point  of  view i t  was as awkward - i f  not more 
so -  i f  they t r i e d  to c re a te  agreements with Crown Colonies fo r  which i t  
had some degree of r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .

The Canadian/United S ta te s  r e c ip ro c i ty  t a lk s  of 1911 fe l l  in to  
the  f i r s t  category, and the subsequent Canada/West Indies rec ip roc i ty  
agreement belonged to the l a t t e r .  Harcourt was very in te re s te d  in the 
former t a lk s .  F i r s t l y  kauri er’s Liberal  adm in is t ra t ion  was dealings 
d i r e c t l y  with the i!5 Government, w i t h  the  a s s i s tance  of Bryce, the 
B r i t i s h  ambassador in Washington s ince 1907, Harcourt was anxious to  see 
t h i s  experiment in independent Dominion negotia t ion  succeed. Also, 
these  negotiat ions over proposed mutual reduction of t a r i f f s  had impor­
t a n t  implications fo r  B rit ish  p o l i t i c s .  The ta lks  seemed to  represent  a 
f u r t h e r  nail in the coff in  of  t a r  i f f  reform, following Balfour 's  pledge 
of a referendum on his p a r t y ' s  f i s c a l  p o l icy .  The Canadian farmers 
were desperately anxious to export t h e i r  produce to the United S ta tes .  A 
g r e a t e r  degree of f ree  t rade  was needed, via the lowering of tariff rates.

Although he was Vice-President  of  the  Free Trade Union, which 
promoted a n t i -P ro te c t io n i s t  a c t i v i t i e s ,  Harcourt could only support i t  
to  a l im ited  extent  public ly because of  h is  o f f i c i a l  pos i t ion .  Hence, 
whfift Wallace Carter ,  the Union's General Secre tary ,  asked him to be one 
of th e  s igna tor ies  to a Union address to  the  Manitoba Grain Growers' 
Associa t ion ,  Harcourt had to  decl ine .  He explained th a t  as a Cabinet 
member he f e l t  i t  wrong to  append his s igna tu re  to a document which might 
be c r i t i c i z e d  in Canada, and embarrass i t s  Government. English ministers  
should not appear as 'moving s p i r i t s '  in the  a d d re s e d e s p i t e  his approval 
of the  a n t i -P ro te c t io n i s t  t e x t ,  which c a l le d  fo r  'disavowal of any desire  
fo r  a Preference on the B r i t i sh  m a rk e t ' . The address pointed to the 
s o l i d a r i t y  of in te re s t  between opponents of  f ree  t rade  in Canada and 
B r i t a i n , ^

The preliminary ta lk s  over r e c ip ro c i ty  began in Ottawa in 
November 1910, the same month th a t  Arthur Balfour made his controversial  
pledge on a t a r i f f  reform referendum. Lord Grey, the  Canadian Governor-
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General and a cousin o f - t h e  B r i t i sh  Foreign Secre tary ,  kept Harcourt 
f u l ly  informed about the  proceedings. Grey a lso  sent  Bryce a copy of 
his report  to Harcourt  on the  exploratory t a l k s .  The agreement even­
tu a l ly  drawn up between President  Taft  and Canada's M in is ter  of Finance 
William Fielding (a former Prinme Minister) c r y s t a l l i z e d  Canadian pa r ty -  
p o l i t i c a l  d i f fe ren ces  in th e  same way th a t  Chamberlain's a t t a c k  on f ree  
trade in 1903 had done in B r i t a i n . ^ 8 The Reciprocity B i l l  was also the 
subject  of heated debate  in England, and took up much of  the two-day de­
bate in the Commons over  the  Address opening the 1911 sess ion  of P a r l i a ­
ment.

Harcourt asked Lord Grey to explain to Canadian Ministers  t h a t  
his  non-intervention was d e l ib e ra te ,  and supported by Asquith. No 
'responsible* Opposition speakers had attacked Canada's f i s c a l  po l icy .^9® 
After  at tending the Imperial  Conference, Laurier re turned  to  Canada* In 
September, the Canadian general e lec t ion  saw the Conservatives triumph 
over L aur ie r ' s  L iberal  P a r ty ,  and S ir  Robert Borden became th e  new pre ­
mier. Harcourt, to  use h is  own words, found the 'overwhelming' defeat  
of Laurier ' t o t a l l y  unexpec ted ' .  His wife expressed the general dismay 
of English and Canadian L ibe ra ls :  ‘The Canadian e le c t io n s  a re  an abso­
lu te  su rp r ise .  No one seems to have expected such a l a n d s l id e  and Lord 
Grey wrote to  Loulou a week or two ago an t ic ipa t ing  a small majority fo r  
Laurier ' . 208 The p rev ious  Canadian e lec t ions  had, a c t u a l l y ,  been qu i te  
close.

This t ime, L au r ie r  wrote to Harcourt,  the Reciproci ty  Agreement 
'hastened the i n e v i t a b l e ' .  I t  had 'arrayed together  a l l  the  f inanc ia l  
i n te re s t s  in the land and a l l  these in te re s t s  are entrenched behind a 
high t a r i f f ' . 20  ̂ As Harcourt  r igh t ly  surmised in h is  l e t t e r  of commisera­
t ion to Laurier ,  the  change of government meant a lso  a change o f  n a v a l  
policy,  as well as th e  repudiation of the Reciprocity agreement. Harcourt
also feared th a t  i t  might lead to a revival of the a g i t a t i o n  f o r  protection 
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nearer home. Perhaps i t  did  hasten Balfour 's  re s igna t ion  of the Con­
servative leade rsh ip ,  leav ing  the f i e ld  c lear  fo r  the t a r i f f  reformers.
The e lection r e s u l t s  were a lso  a blow for  President T a f t , 208  and less  than 
a year l a t e r  the Democrats had taken off ice .  I ro n i c a l l y ,  one of the planks 
in Woodrow Wilson's 'new freedom1 platform was t a r i f f  r e v i s io n .

While the  outcome of the Canadian/US nego t ia t ions  had been a

*



setback f o r  f r e e  t rade ,  Harcourt was le s s  concerned by the p l ight  of the 
West Ind ies  sugar  industry.  As Ronald Hyam has commented, there i s  
l i t t l e  to  choose between the Unionist and L ibera l  handling of  th is  issue:  
i t  was uniformly inep t .  The West Indian in d u s t ry  had been h i t  by the 
loss of  the  Market, and the Brussels Sugar Convention of 1902 by which 

s i g n a to r i e s ,  including Great B r i ta in ,  abo lished  subs id ies  to sugar pro­
ducers. Canada replaced the US as the main o u t l e t  fo r  West Indian sugar, 
and the  i s l a n d s  were anxious to  se t  up a r e c i p r o c i t y  agreement. After 
some p r e v a r i c a t io n  the Colonial Office agreed to  s e t  up a Royal Commission 
to i n v e s t i g a t e  the  issue ,  and when i t  recommended an agreement, West In­
dian d e le g a te s  eagerly  se t  out  for  Ottawa. The agreement signed by 1913 
seemed to  be the  bes t  avai lable  op t ion .20^

In rep ly  to questions in the Commons about why Crown Colonies 
were allowed to  be drawn in to  t a r i f f  systems such m  those of Canada, 
Harcourt was advised by his s t a f f  to expla in  the*  the  e lected l e g i s l a t iv e  
bodies o f  th e  is lands  exercised complete con tro l  over f i s c a l  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  
and could not  be overruled without provoking a major cons t i tu t iona l  c r i s i s .  
As f o r  f r e e  t r a d e r s '  objections about t a x a t io n  assoc ia ted  with t a r i f f s ,  
the  Commission had made i t  c l e a r  th a t  t h i s  would be amended, o r  th a t  a t  
l e a s t  p a r t  o f  the  revenue losses from reduc t ion  o f  du t ie s  would be made 
good w ithout  tax ing  a r t i c l e s  o f  'general u t i l i t y ' . 2^  Despite Harcourt 's 

•public endorsements o f  the agreement, i t  came as a shock fo r  the West 
Indies some months . l a t e r ,  in 1914, when Canada announced i t  would extend 
i t s  p r e f e r e n t i a l  t a r i f f  to Mauritian c a n e  s u g a r .

Although the Canadian/West Indian r e c ip r o c i ty  agreement did not 
s p e c i f i c a l l y  provide fo r  extension of t a r i f f s  to  the United Kingdom or 
o ther  p a r t s  o f  the Empire, there was a loophole . 206  Harcourt 's  advisers 
the re fo re  argued t h a t  since Canada was ac t in g  with in  i t s  r ig h ts ,  the West 
Indies had no reason to feel l e t  down -  the  de legat ion  a t  Ottawa had had 
ample oppor tun i ty  to study the agreement. All t h a t  the Office coul I do, 
and i t  was small consolat ion,  was to point  out  t h a t  the West Indies were 
equally  f r e e  to extend preference elsewhere w i th in  the Empire, and tha t  
a t  l e a s t  the  agreement"with Canada vm  binding f o r  10 years ,  whereas the 
new p r iv i l e g e s  of the  small Indian Ocean i s land  could be withdrawn a t  
any time. I t  was deemed wiser not to p ub l ic i se  the f a c t  th a t  Borden, 
the Canadian premier,  had advised Harcourt p r iv a te ly  about his  country 's
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in ten t ions  beforehand. For the Office, the  sugar issue h ad  become a 

tedious burden. As in other colonies , i t s  po l icy  was one of r e t r e n c h m e n t



and there  had been a gradual diminuation of grants over f ive  years s ince
1908. However, apar t  from sugar ,  the is lands  had l i t t l e  o ther  sources of
revenue - only J n  Trinidad was cocoa more important. Cowell, the O f f i c e ' s
res iden t  expert  on West Indian t r a d e ,  argued tha t  i t  was not being ' loyal*
or ' i m p e r i a l i s t i c '  to  consume West Indian cane sugar instead of  beet sugar .
Nor, in cane sugar imports, did  the  West Indies dominate the B r i t i sh  
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market. Cowell 's arguments summed up the  O ff ice 's  e s s e n t i a l l y  pragma­
t i c  approach to the West Ind i e s ,  another vict im of the l imited  resources 
a l loca ted  to  colonial  development.

Now th a t  he had to contro l  a large Government department himself,, 
Harcourt was made f u l ly  aware of  the c o n s t ra in ts  oh the spending of 
the B r i t i sh  taxpayers '  money. During the Edwardian period the re  was s t i l l  
not a g rea t  deal of money being spent  on coionUt development, but  even so 
there were s t i l l  large sums involved. Harcourt 's  Whitehall o f f ice s  were 
located next to  those of  the  Chancellor o f  the Exchequer. But the Colo­
nial Secretary did not deal d i r e c t l y  with the  guardian of the  national  
purse over f inancia l  a l l o c a t io n s :  th i s  was done in lengthy Commons com­
mittee  sessions devoted to  annual Colonial Estimates.

The normal procedure was th a t  money was made ava i lab le  in what 
was c a l led  grants-in-aW, to  those  colonies and pro tec tora tes  which had 
tha bes t  prospects of becoming f in a n c ia l ly  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t .  The Treasury 

hhad no in ten t ion  of pouring $©c<\money a f t e r  bad, and p r i o r i t y  was given 
to 'promising' areas l ik e  N ig e r ia ,  the East African Pro tec to ra te  and Uganda. 
The objec t ive  was to enable them to  stand on th e i r  own f e e t  a f t e r  which 
they would receive no f u r t h e r  a id .  Within th is  scheme a wide range of 
f inancia l  permutations was p o ss ib le .  Terms of repayment were a major 
problem. Technically, the p ro tec to ra te s  were not Br i t i sh  co lon ies ,  and 
since they did not form p a r t  o f  the  Empire were therefore  'foreign* 
countr ies .

In parliament,  c r i t i c s  asked Harcourt what guarantee there  was t h a t  
money invested in the p r o te c to r a te s  would be repaid. In a memorandum pre-  
pared fo r  Harcourt to provide him with a reply to t h i s  l ine  of a t t a c k ,  i t
was pointed out th a t  the p r o t e c to r a te s '  sole  l ink with foreign powers 
was the B r i t i sh  Government. There was no question of t h e i r  seeking fore ign



support or  p ro te c t io n  should they want to renege on t h e i r  debts .  As fo r  
t h e i r  seeking to  d e fa u l t  of t h e i r  own accord, t h i s  was precluded by the 
var iab le  na tu re  of  the B r i t i sh  Government's control  over t h e i r  internal 
a f f a i r s f  Harcourt  and the Treasury did not always see eye-to-eye on 
projec ted r a t e s  o f  repayment, but in these and o the r  disagreements an 
agreement was u sua l ly  reached - and which usual ly  went in favour of the 
Off ice / ' 09

But in inter-departmental  disputes over money the  Treasury did not 
go out  of i t s  way to  support the Colonial Off ice .  In the case of Malta, 
fo r  example, the  O f f i c e ' s  funds were con t inua l ly  tapped with nothing to 
show fo r  i t .  This was because of the unusual s i t u a t i o n  on the island: 
there  was no d i r e c t  taxa t ion ,  and the Roman Catholic  Church held much of 
the land ,  which made i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  If vy a land t a x .  So cos ts  of muni­
c ipal  works had to  be defrayed from customs d u t i e s ,  which created a 
lengthy squabble between the Colonial and War o f f i c e s  and the Admiralty.
The Colonial Office  complained th a t  the expensive municipal works, includ­
ing drainage systems, were used by the troops s t a t io n e d  on the i s land ,  
but the War Off ice  and the Admiralty did not c o n t r ib u te  towards maintenance.

The Treasury agreed t h a t  the Colonial Office should not bear the 
burden by i t s e l f ,  but  remained n eu tra l ,  urging the th ree  departments to  
agree on a d e f i n i t e  breakdown of the combined c o n t r ib u t io n .  This c o r re s ­
pondence began in October 1905, and was s t i l l  dragging on when Harcourt 
was appointed.  In November 1 913, Harcourt decided to  inform the Trea­
sury t h a t  the  customs immunity given to the army and navy in Malta would
be l i f t e d ,  so as to  provide the revenue necessary to  redress  the balance
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of c o n t r i b u t i o n s , - The protracted dispute i l l u s t r a t e d  the Colonial 
O f f ice ' s  lack o f  pull  u is -d -v fs  the o ther  departments,  and the s i tu a t io n  in 
S o m r l i l a n d b y  1913  f u r th e r  emphasized th a t  Harcourt was f a r  from being 
a 'despot  under democracy' when there was a departmental c lash of i n t e r e s t s .

Since the c rea t ion  of a p ro tec tora te  in S o m a l i l e n d in 1 8 8 4 ,  the 
trend of B r i t i s h  policy had been towards disengagement. As Harcourt 's 
f a th e r  had put i t  to  foreign Secretary Rosebery, apropoo the annexation 
of Uganda in 1892, 'We have as much Empire as the na t ion  can carry '
When the L ibe ra ls  took o ff ice  in 1905 they implemented the option t h e i r  
Unionist predecessors  had considered - a r e t r e a t  to the  coas t l ine  .
Following the decis ion  in October 1909 to withdraw from the i n t e r io r ,



the  move was completed by the end o f  March 1910, with the B r i t i sh  hold­
ing the  l ine  Bur&o-Berbera. The ' f r i e n d l y  t r i b e s '  of the i n t e r io r  were 
provided with arms by the B r i t i s h ,  with which they were supposed to  de­
fend themselves agains t  the a t t a c k s  o f  the dervishes led by th e i r  Mullah, 
Mohammed Bin Abdulla.

As Ronald Hyam notes in h i s  examination of Liberal policy in 
Somaliland, the Imperial Government regarded the Mullah as a 'mad*bandit , 
underestimating his p res t ige  as  a na t ional  f igure  of re s i s tan c e  to  the  
' i n f i d e l s ' .  Harcourt did not  take  a more sympathetic view of  the Mullah 
than Office officials o r ,  f o r  t h a t  m a t te r ,  of other  n a t i o n a l i s t  l e a d e r s , 5̂ 2 

Early  in 1912 i t  was feared t h a t  the  Mullah might launch an a t tack  on the 
coasta l  towns. Harcourt u rgen t ly  c a l l e d  on the Admiralty to  despatch a 
ship to the  Somali coas t .  The Admiralty grudgingly consented, although 
i t  did not intend to  keep a sh ip  o f f  the  coast  fo r  any considerable  length 
of  time. The Colonial Secre ta ry  regarded a continuous naval presence of  
the  'h ighes t  importance' because i t  would a lso  help to curb the 
arms trade between the Arabian and Somali coas ts .

yM 4
The Admiralty Aid A o t  agree , W  the dispute  over naval 

p a t ro l s  was s t i l l  continuing a y e a r  l a t e r .  Although the armed dhows 
p a t ro l l in g  the coast  had m ade few captures  during the preceding decade 
the  Admiralty thought t h e i r  presence had a de te r ren t  e f f e c t  on the arms 
t r a d e .  I t  therefore  re je c ted  the  Somali adm in is t ra t ion 's  o f f e r  of  £1 000 
towards the cost of  keeping a c r u i s e r  o f f  the coast ;  the annual co s t  of  
such surveillance would be not  l e s s  than £35 0 0 0 . I t  was, once again ,  
a case of inter-departmental p as r ing  of the buck; the Colonial Office 
thought th a t  the question should be s e t t l e d  between the India Office2^  
and the Admiralty, but the l a t t e r  department had to meet hinny co n f l ic t in g  
claims for  ships* and the re were only so many to go around. Thus the 
Admiralty wanted the departments concerned to reach agreement. Harcourt 's  
d i f f i c u l t i e s  In get t ing  naval a s s i s t a n c e  was a function of  the Colonial 
O f f ice ' s  lack of inf luence ,  the  Admiral ty 's  limited resources,  and the 
flaws in the policy of coas ta l  concen tra t ion ,  or what i t s  c r i t i c s  ca l led  
the policy of ' s c u t t l e ' .

However Harcourt put  the  sole  blame for  the t r a f f i c  in arms, 
which he sought to get the Admiralty to  con tro l ,  on the French. I t  was 
' common knowledge', he complained to  the Foreign Office,  t h a t  the arms



trade was kept going by the French Government ~ t h a t  the  arming of the 
' f r iend ly  t r i b e s '  had been forced on the B r i t i sh  Government as the only
way of re l iev ing  an ' i n t o l e r a b l e '  s i tua t ion  created by th e  French them-
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selves. Harcourt d id  not acknowledge tha t  the B r i t i s h  decision to  
reduce the Somali g a r r i s o n  to  reduce expenses had helped to  crea te  the 
' i n to le r a b le '  s i t u a t i o n .  As the Admiralty had pointed ou t  in 1912, the 
c r i s i s  then was due t o  the  in su f f ic ien t  numbers of t ro o p s ,  mainly Indian - 
f ive o f f ice rs  and 520 s o l d i e r s  - stationed on the c o a s t .  I t  was t ru e  
that  the arms t r a f f i c  was being perpetuated via French-contro l led  Jibuti. 
But Harcourt 's  usual an t i -F rench  bias blinded him to the  f a c t  tha t  Br i­
t i sh  policy was not  beyond reproach.

Despite h i s  prominence in Colonial Office despa tches ,  the 
Mullah was not r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  a l l  the unrest  in the  i n t e r i o r  of Somali­
land. The arms the  B r i t i s h  provided to the ' f r i e n d ly  t r i b e s '  f o r  defence 
against the dervishes were misused. They were u t i l i z e d  f o r  in terneeine  
s truggles ,  or exchanged f o r  camels! In the vacuum l e f t  by the  B r i t i sh  
withdrawal to the  c o a s t ,  there  was a general collapse of  law and order . 
Caravans were a t t a c k e d ,  and t r a v e l l e r s  were robbed and murdered. S ta rv ­
ing refugees, mostly women and children,  f i l l e d  the s t r e e t s  of Berber*
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and Bulhar. To t r y  t o  supplement the undersized co as ta l  garr ison Har­
court authorized the c r e a t i o n  of a camel constabulary in  June 1912. This 
was to  be a peace keeping fo rce .  The original  contingent  o f  150 so ld iers  
and three o f f i c e r s  was doubled by 1913, by which time Mr. R ic h o r d  
i C o r f i e ld  had  b e e n  p l a c e d  I n  command.

Under C o r f i e l d ' s  leadership  the Camel Corps adopted an offensive 
policy against  the d e rv i s h e s ,  and by mid-1913 both Commissioner Byatt and 
Harcourt were uneasi ly  reminding C o r f i e l d  th a t  he should keep his  
small force c lose  to  th e  j o s t .  But Corfield sought a d e c i s iv e  encounter, 
and on 10 August Harcourt  was no t i f ied  th a t  he had been k i l l e d  in a 
skirmish in which the  outnumbered corps had suffered severe c a s u a l t i e s .
The event created a s t i r  in the Br i t ish  press,  which was always on the 
a le r t  for  news of a m i l i t a r y  setback. Harcourt 's explanat ion during the 
ensui ig parliamentary ques t ion ing  was th a t  Corfield had exceeded his 
b r ie f ,  and had completely disregarded ins t ruct ions  to avoid a pitched0 1 Q
b a t t le .  The v ic to ry  over the Camel Corps bolstered the Mullah's p res­
t ig e ,  and he continued to ^ a n p g a c r o s s  the in te r io r  almost a t  w i l l ,  
until  his defeat  by a B r i t i s h  expeditionary force in 1920.220
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In i t s  dealings with the sen ior  departments the Colonial Office 
had to  play a suppl ica tory  role* and to  some e x ten t  t h i s  was also t rue  of 
r e l a t i o n s  with the Treasury, despite  the modus v iven d i  r e fe r red  to 
e a r l i e r .  Even i f  i t  general ly  managed to  j u s t i f y  i t s  expenditure, the 
Office  c e r t a in ly  did not always have i t s  own way. As the a s s i s t a n t  
Under Secretary George Fiddes co mmented in  exasperat ion soon a f t e r  Har~ 
c o u r t ' s  appointment:

I put a severe r e s t r a i n t  on myself w hen  minuting) 
but I fee l  p re t ty  s ick  with the  Treasury. They 
combine the rapaci ty  of a Harpagon with the  bus i -  
ness i n s t i n c t s  of an Oxford don. '

F iddes 1 ch ie f  a lso  found the Treasury 's  a t t i t u d e  to  expenditure g a l l in g ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  because some of his  pe t  p ro je c t s  never saw the  l ig h t  o f  day . 222

Harcourt 's  p r iva te  sec re ta ry  J.C.C,Davidson re fe r red  once to his 
s u p e r i o r ' s  'well-known bent '  f o r  railway c ons t ruc t ion ,  and th i s  was ce r ­
t a i n l y  one sphere in which Harcourt was not such an ardent  'economist ' .
Like Joseph Chamberlain, Harcourt knew t h a t  considerable  extension of 
rai lway l in e s  was needed to  m ake the na tura l  resources o f  the colonies 
a c c e s s ib le ,  as in B r i t i sh  Guiana , 223  Writing to  S i r  Hugh C l if fo rd ,  the 
Governor of the Gold Coast,  in 1913, Harcourt commended h is  'forward' 
rai lway development policy and '{tho u n o f f i c i a l l y ! )  blow "the expense" ' .22^ 
On th e  fact- of i t ,  the immediate development of colonial  resources and 
conservation seemed to  be warring o b jec t iv e s .  However, as  noted e a r l i e r ,  
the  pace of development was not uniform in a l l  colonies -  colonial develop- 
ment was not a p r i o r i t y  and of ten natura l  resources were held in t r u s t .

The common fa c to r  determining the O f f i c e ' s  a t t i t u d e  to both 
conservation and development was th a t  i t  should have control in e i t h e r  
case .  Whereas the development allowed served immediate needs. presdVation 
of resources was a long-term investment- providing fo r  the faiiw e  needs 
of the  Empire. I t  was on t h i s  basis  t h a t  the Office placed r e s t r i c t i o n s  
on developers before and a f t e r  Harcourt 's  tenure ,  but i t s  'possessiveness1 

while he was in o f f ice  a lso  re f le c ted  h is  concern to preserve the 
natural  hab i ta ts  of the colonies fo r  t h e i r  i n t r i n s i c  value. Harcourt was 
more conservation-conscious than many of his predecessors ,  and his e f f o r t s  
ranged from preservation of f lo ra  - such as the lowland fo re s t s  of Ceylon22-



“ to  fauna. To c i t e  an example of Harcourt 's handling of one ca5< i f i th e .  
l a t t e r  category, he r e s i s t e d  considerable pressure from East African 
co lon is ts  in 1913 f o r  u n r e s t r i c t e d  k i l l ing  of wiTd l i f e .

The white s e t t l e r s  believed tha t  big game was a c a r r i e r  of 
the trypanosome, the s le e p in g  s ickness, k i l l in g  t h e i r  l i v e s to c k .  In a 
public speech, Harcourt  remarked d r i ly  tha t  i f  the advocates of  th i s  
policy had t h e i r  way, the  fauna of tropical  Africa would be wiped o f f  
the map, and out of  th e  na tu ra l  h is to ry  books. To in v e s t ig a te  the cause 
of the sleeping s i c k n e s s ,  Harcourt assembled a d is t ingu ished  team of 
sc ien t is ts  and na tura l  h i s t o r i a n s ,  and placed Alfred L y t t e l t o n ,  the 
former Unionist Colonial  S e c re ta ry ,  in charge of  the research  committee. 
Harcourt was adamant t h a t  any s teps ‘however d r a s t i c '  would be taken 
a f te r  t h e i r  necess i ty  Was proved. Had he been le s s  conservat ion-conscious ,  
the la rge-sca le  s l a u g h te r  proposed would have se r io u s ly ,  i f  not  i r revoc­
ably,  damaged the  eco lo g ica l  balance in East Africa.

Harcourt 's  s t a n c e  on t h i s  issue ranks as one of h is  most p o s i ­
t iv e  achievements as Colonia l  Secretary,  but in the long-term the  fauna 
and f lo ra  of East A fr ica  and oth e r  parts of the  Empire could not  i n d e f i ­
n i t e ly  be held ' i n  t r u s t '  on behalf  of the 'u nsoph is t ica ted '  indigenous 
peoples. The O f f i c e ' s  r e s i s t a n c e  to  encroachments by developers and con­
cess ionaires ,  whom Harcourt  j o c u la r ly  referred to in 1914 as the 'soap­
b o i le r s '  of the world , 2 ^ 8  was le s s  pronounced in the post-Great  War per iod .  
As the Governor of th e  Gold Coast noted, the war i t s e l f  'pu t  a l i d '  on
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colonial development f o r  th e  time being. But in another sense war 
stimulated the search f o r  c e r t a i n  natural resources when, in 1914, the  
Imperial Government became aware of how dependent the B r i t i s h  economy was 
on raw materials the a c q u i s i t i o n  of which had been taken fo r  granted.

The unsystematic  development of colonial resources by the 
Colonial Office during the  Edwardian period a lso  included i t s  u t i l i z a t i o n  
of human resources. Eurocentr ic  prejudices ensured se l e c t iv e  use of 
the services of indigenous peoples,  who could have made a g rea te r  c o n t r i ­
bution to the development of  t h e i r  respective lands. A typical  example 
was the sphere of medical care  and research. Great importance was a t tached 
to the specialized re sea rch  conducted a t  the Liverpool and London schools



of Tropical  Medicine, to  f ind ways of curbing the  ravages of malaria 
and s le ep in g  s ic k n es s .  Liverpool businessmen l i k e  John Holt ,  who con­
t r ib u te d  t o  the  founding of the former School in 1899, were prepared 
to spend v a s t  sums to  be r i  d of malaria ,  ‘the  bugbear of our t rade ,  
and th e  v i t a l  enemy to  European existence in West Afr ica '

Joseph Chamberlain, who had founded the London School as 
Colonial S ec re ta ry  a few years la te r  than i t s  Liverpool counterpar t ,  
followed H a rc o u r t ' s  e f f o r t s  in support of h is  c re a t io n  with great  i n t e r e s t .
The success  o f  the  development of the t ro p ic a l  c o lo n ie s ,  he informed
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Harcourt ,  l a r g e ly  depended upon the work o f  the  School. Harcourt qu i te
agreed: key s e c t io n s  of the School, l ik e  the  Sleeping Sickness Bureau
and th e  Entomological Research Bureau, were heav i ly  r e l i a n t  on private
donations and sub s id ie s .  Together with Austen Chamberlain, ' J o e ' s 1

e ld e s t  son,  Harcourt  managed to  ra i se  thousands of  pounds in contr ibutions
to  fund the  School 's  researches.  In j u s t  one of  his  fund-raising speeches,
a t  t h e K a n s io n H o u s e ,  he col lec ted  £2 393, However a l l  t h i s  e f f o r t  was
not d u p l ic a te d  in attempts to  provide the  personnel to  d i s t r ib u t e  the new
medicines and vaccines under development.

Colonial o f f i c i a l s  appointed to  West and East Africa were given 
a sh o r t  t r a i n i n g  course ' i n  subjects l i k e l y  t o  be of serv ice  to  them in 
t h e i r  w ork ' .  These included lec tures  on t r o p ic a l  hygiene and s a n i ta t io n ,  
criminal law - evidence and procedure, elementary accounting, t ropical  
economic p roduc ts ,  elementary surveying, and, ‘ in  some c a s e s ' ,  anthropo- 
logy. In a g r i c u l t u r a l  m at te rs ,  the ad m in is t ra t io ns  of colonies l ik e  the 
Gold Coest p re fe r red  qua l i f ied  curators fiom a g r i c u l tu r a l  co l leges ,  
r a th e r  than ‘a s s i s t a n t s '  sent  from Kew Gardens, the  clearing-house fo r  
the  var ious  experimental seeds and p 'a n ts  s e n t  to  the colonies .  Where 
did the ' n a t i v e s '  f i t  in to  these various schemes? The memorandum re-
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forred  to  e a r l i e r  l i s t e d  the number o f  c a r e e r  oppor tun i t ies  open to 
the in d ig e n t  In Government se rv ice ,  commenting on the need to  increase 
the v a r i e ty  of ca tegor ies .

The main o u t le t s  were as so ld ie r s  and policemen, a r t i s a n s ,  
labourers ,  ra i lway workers, c le rks ,  customs o f f i c e r s ,  minor p o l i t ica l  
posts and m ag is t ra te s .  However the t r a in in g  and education of the 
indigeni was l e f t  to  the missionaries .  In a l e t t e r  prepared by Senior 
Clerk Frederick  But le r  to Reverend John H a r r i s ,  Harcourt wrote tha t :



I should be glad to  see the  missions embark on 
a more extensive programme of indus tr ia l  and 
technical education of  the  natives . . .  I should 
welcome any extensi  on of  educational e f f o r t  
which would d iv e r t  the  s t ream |of  t ra ined  locals]  
into  the channel of production (to) ensure an 
adequate supply of  the  a g r i c u l t u r a l i s t s ,  mer­
chants and a r t i s a n s  on whose presence the
prosperi ty  of a developing t e r r i t o r y  must u l t i -  

234mately depend.

As Harr is ,  the Sec re ta ry  of  the Anti-Slavery and Aborigines Pro­
te c t io n  Society pointed out  to  Harcourt ,  to do th is  the missionaries would
need considerable support -  not  only subs id ies ,  but ass is tance  from local

235o f f i c i a l s .  Thus the orius o f  providing t ra in ee  ^adres f e l l  on the
missionaries  instead of the  m etropoli tan  government. As l a t e  as 1916,
a f t e r  leaving the Colonial O f f ice ,  Harcourt s t i l l  found time to c r i t i c i s e
the r e s u l t s  of the education programme in West Africa as 'very u n s a t i s f a c -  
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t o r y ' ,  but Br i t i sh  o f f ic ia ldom  had taken no d i rec t  act ion to improve 
the s i t u a t io n .  Moreover, in a t  l e a s t  one category, t r a in in g  was a c t u a l l y  
discouraged. Despite the comment an the  need to  provide more job c a t e ­
gor ies  in the memorandum c i t e d  above, a question mark was appended to  the  
f in a l  entry on the l i s t  of j o b s ,  namely doctors.

The shortage of medical s t a f f  was acute. Since 1904, African
doctors had been excluded from the  West African Medical S e r v i c e . ^  The
Liberal Government did not reverse  t h i s  policy. The Colonial Secretary
knew, of course, about the lack  of medical personnel, nurses as well as
doctors .  In a speech in 1912 p ra i s in g  the work of the Colonial Nursing
Associa t ion,  he pointed out t h a t  in some instances a s ingle  nurse . .

238wa~ responsible fo r  an area of 250 miles .  When the Office sent
around a questionnaire asking var  ious colonial governors about t h e i r
views on the increased use of African doctors , the vast  majority declared
against  the idea. The lo c a l s ,  one of the governors rep l ied ,  preferred to

239e n t ru s t  themselves to white doc tors .  Thus whites continued to  provide 
medical services in both rural  and urban areas .

Perusal of Colonial Off ice  records makes i t  c lear  th a t  in the 
constant  concern about public  hea l th  in East and West Africa,  i t  was the 

white  publ ic ,  and p a r t i c u la r ly  co lonia l  o f f i c i a l s ,  whose i n te r e s t s  were



being considered.  Whatever t h e i r  o r ig ina l  s ta tus  in Europe, any white 
o f f i c i a l  in any European overseas t e r r i t o r y  was p a r t  o f ,  as A.P. Thornton 
has a p t ly  put i t ,  a nohlesse^de peau. The 'white a r i s t o c r a c y 1 needed 
careful  p ro te c t io n ,  and colonial segregation p o l ic ie s  kept them f ree  of 
'contamination1 by Africans or Indians.  In Nairobi , f o r  example,the pro­
posed segregat ion of  re s id en t ia l  and commercial areas  was a sore poin t  
for  the  Indian c o m m u n i t y . H a r c u u r t  was not content  to  defer  so le ly  to 
the opinion of the  men 'on the s p o t ' .  During an in terview a t  his  p r iva te  
room in  the Commons in April 1913, he asked Seymour Price  Williams, a 
consulting e n g l n e e r , t o  provide h is  u n o f f i c i a l ,  con f iden t ia l  impressions 
during his  forthcoming v i s i t  to  Nairobi.

Williams reported t h a t  the  Indian bazaar in  the  cen t re  of  Nairobi
was:

a co ns tan t  source of  danger to  the heal th  o f  the  
white populat ion.  I f  some person would s e t  f i r e  
to the  bazaar  th a t  i t  might e i t h e r  be r e b u i l t  on 
s a n i ta r y  l in e s  or  cause i t s  removal to another 
pa r t  of  the  town i t  would be a Godsend to Nairobi .

Yet, desp i te  h is  condemnation of  the bazaar ,  Williams a lso  acknowledged
th a t  his  conversations with many of  N a i rob i 's  leading c i t i z e n s  revealed

241th a t  lack of funds was the  real reason f o r  the unsani ta ry  condit ions.
Nonetheless, the  'n e c e s s i ty '  fo r  segregation was not  an issue  from o f f i -

24?cialdom's po in t  o f  view -  only the  methods.

One o f  the  more b izarre  ideas mooted was to have a l l  white- 
occupied dwellings placed or. ccncrete blocks s e t  well above ground. How­
ever any proposa ls ,  in West or Last A f r i c a  invar iab ly  hinged on the  
maintenance of  a s a n i t a r y  t ^n ' of varying s i z e .  An i l l u s t r a t i o n  of 
th is  type of ' s o l u t i o n '  wac « proposed demolition of the  African v i l ­
lage a t  E l s s e k a d o , near5ekawMfOn the Gold Coast.  This was intended to 
maintain a ' s a f e '  d is tance  of 233 yards -  usually  i t  was more. To his 
c re d i t ,  the co lony 's  Governor S i r  Hugh C lif ford  questioned the fa i rness  
of obl iging the  ' n a t i v e '  taxpayer to bear the burden f o r  a scheme which 
would cost  a t  l e a s t  £37 000 including demolition, removal and relocat ion 
of the  v i l l a g e r s .  C l i f fo rd  espec ia l ly  objected to  the recommendations - 
which subsequently proved impracticable -  of the colony 's  senior  sa n i ta ­
tion o f f i c e r  t h a t  a zone of 440 yards in depth be maintained around a l l
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bu i ld ings  housing government o f f i c i a l s .

The Governor asked f o r  recons idera t ion  of  ex is t ing  in s t ru c ­
t io n s  t h a t  governors could not d is regard  the  advice of these san i ta t ion

243a d v ise r s  without consulting the Sec re ta ry  of S ta te .  Harcourt r e ­
i t e r a t e d  the Off ice 's  long-standing p o l icy .  Whether i t  was 440 yards or 
n o t ,  th e re  had to be some 'co rd on ' .

Harcourt 's reply read:

[yjou represent t h a t  the  e x i s t i n g  s i t e  o f  Essekado 
was selected by Government and a l l o t t e d  fo r  the 
use of the Chief and h is  people when they were 
evicted from t h e i r  former home in 1898; and 
th a t  i t  would be an a c t  o f  i n ju s t i c e  to  remove 
them compulsorily a second time . . .  [Yet]
Dr Rice, in h is  r ep o r t  of  the  9th of May, 1910, 
said th a t  the only p oss ib le  l i n e  of European 
extension a t  Sekondi was to  th e  north ,  and th a t  
a t  present Essekado did not permit  of  t h i s  . . .
Irrespective of  any standard s e t  up by the san i­
tary a u th o r i t i e s ,  i t  i s  impossible to  contemplate 
with equanimity a s t a t e  o f  th ings  which must re ­
su l t  in bring^lhe European q u a r te r  o f  Sekondi 
within a distance of  very much less  than 23d 
yards from a na t ive  v i l l a g e ;  and the expenditure 
of a large sum of money might be held amply j u s t i ­
fied i f  i t  could permanently a v e r t  the development 
of so undesirable and dangerous a s i tu a t io n  . . .
Sekondi, thanks to the  a t t e n t i o n  which i t  has 
been receiving s ince the  outbreak of yellow 
fever in 1910, is  a t  p resen t  a f a i r l y  healthy 
town for  Europeans, and i t  i s  necessary to 
[avoid} . . .  condit ions which might [ lead] . . .  
to the increased frequency of those ailments 
which, as experience tends to show, are  l ike ly  to 
be induced in the European by l iv ing  too near to 
the na t ive .244
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Vast amounts were a l loca ted  to public works, but  white 

a t t i tu d es  precluded d iv e r s io n  of  even a small percentage of  those  funds 
to public heal th  programmes which would have removed any 'need ' fo r  r ac ia l  

segregation.

No survey o f  Harcour t 's  handling of colonial  a f f a i r s  would be 
complete without some remarks on his* s e l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  G o v e r n o r - G - e n e r a l s .  
These o f f i c i a l s  were the  rep re sen ta t ive s  of  the Crown, and the  main i n t e r ­
mediaries between the  Imperial  Government and the Dominions. The impor­
tance of the post  meant t h a t  se lec t ion  procedures should have been r igorous ,  
and based on ob jec t iv e  c r i t e r i a  l ik e  appropriate experience and meri t .

i>T'
The r e a l i t y  was somewhat d i f f e r e n t .  For the less^oovernorships there  were 
alway numerous a p p l i c a n t s ,  and vacancies were f i l l e d  by former Colonial 
Office o f f i c i a l s .  This  was, e f f e c t iv e ly ,  a 'closed shop' -  as Harccuri 
explained to one o f  t h e  a p p l i c a n t s ,  the only governorships a v a i la b le  ou t -  
side of the Colonial s e r v i c e  were those in South A u s t ra l ia .  I t  was also 
s ign i f ican t  th a t  th e  c o s t s  o f  Governors exceeded t h e i r  o f f i c i a l  income.

This app l ied  even more to the Governor-Generals, and even men 
of  independent means found i t  hard to make ends meet. For example, 
because of his  la rge  en tou rage ,  Arthur, the Duke of Connaught, asked fo r  
a £10 000 increase o f  s a l a r y  and allowances which th rea tened  t o  c a u s e 1-dis­
sension in the Canadian p a r l iam en t .^®  In October 1910 Lord Dudley, the 
Governor-General o f  A u s t r a l i a ,  protested t h a t  he could not  provide fo r  the 
various o f f i c i a l  fu n c t io n s  to  celebra te  George  V ’S' coronation out  of 
his own pocket, and asked f o r  a special allowance of £2 0 0 0 . Dudley 

.eventually resigned, and h is  successor had to be someone who could spend 
a t  l e a s t  £10 000 a year  over and above his salary. During a t a lk  with 
Harcourt a t  Windsor in  e a r l y  1911, George V suggested t h a t  a l l  the 

g o v e r n o r s  of the dominions should receive annual s a l a r i e s  of  £24 0 0 0 .

Harcourt po in ted  out th a t  th is  would involve an annual p a r l i a ­
mentary vote, and draw 'unnecessary ' a t ten t ion  to the cos t  of  the Domin­
ions to the B r i t i sh  taxpayer.**5® The King wanted Dominions represen ta ­
tives 'worthy of t h e i r  p o s i t i o n 1, his private  secre tary  reported to Har­
court ,  and reg re t ted  t h a t  Asquith supported the Colonial S e c re ta ry ' s  
rejection of his prc-?Obul Bigge's l e t t e r  noted th a t :



the re  i s  no disguising the f a c t  t h a t  the  Dominions 
become more p a r t i c u la r  and c r i t i c a l  e v e r y ,  d a y  a s  t o  
the  represen ta t ive  o f . th e  Crown chosen fo r  them by 
the  Home Government and i t  would seem almost in e v i t ­
able  th a t  the  time must come when they  wil l  have to 
choose between moneyed mediocri ty and s a la r ie d  
s u p e r i o r i t y . 2^

The search fo r  a successor to Dudley continued,  and Harcourt
proposed Lord Denman, 'an able  and ambitious young man' with a 'capable
and s u i t a b l e  wife '*  and explained the f u l l  l i s t  o f  necessary a t t r ib u t e s  252
to  Bigge. One o f  the  q u a l i t i e s  fo r  whic'i Harcourt had recommended 
Denman was his  a b i l i t y  to cooperate with a Labour government, but the 
new Governor-General 's tenure was a complete f a i l u r e  in t h i s  respect .  In 
view o f  what happened to Denman, Harcourt must have been rel ieved th a t  he 
did not  have to deal with a federal system of government in South Africa 
as w e l l .  In l a t e  1912 Denman was evicted from h is  o f f i c i a l  residence a t  
Sydney. The house was provided by the Labour Government of New Southpcq
Wales. I t  was on loan, but the Sta te  government did not agree to l e t  
Denman use i t  rent  f r e e ,  requesting a 3)% r e n t a l  based on the capita l  
va lue ,  which meant a rent  of about £3 500 a y e a r .  The S ta te  and Federal 
governments could not reach agreement.

The c r e s t f a l l e n  Denman wrote t h a t  h i s  ev ic t io n  was 'a rude 
shock to the  cause of  Imperialism in t h i s  c o un try 1 and c i ted  the 'h o s t i l e  
f o r c e s *  arrayed aga ins t  him and poor heal th  as reasons fo r  ending his 
tenure  before i t s  exp iry . 254  Harcourt was dismayed, not ing tha t  the 
ac t ion  had been aimed a t  the  Federal Government, and th a t  in any case 
F i s h e r ’s Labour m in is t ry  might soon be voted o u t . 255  His plea gained a 
t* 'oorary rep r ieve ,  but Denman f i n a l l y  did res ign  bare ly  a year l a t e r ,  
amid Austra l ian  press speculation tha t  the ev ic t io n  had contributed to 
his d ec is ion .  Harcourt had hoped for  b e t t e r  of  Denman 256 but the 
federal  system made Governor-Generals in A us t ra l ia  vulnerable ,  and 
l i a b l e  to become ' t h e  shutt lecock of a l t e r n a t e  p a r t i e s ’ * as the 
Colonial Secretary put i t .  In the Union of South Africa Harcourt 's 
c lose r  personal ties with i t s  minist ry and Herbert Gladstone ruled out 
such embarrassing episodes. Not tha t  Harcourt had se lec ted  Gladstone, 
but they were old f r i en d s .
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The Corpus C h r i s t i  a f f a i r  of 1 9 0 8 ^  had indicated tha t  
Gladstone was not the  bes t  poss ib le  candidate f o r  the governor-general-  
ship of South A f r ica ,  but  as described above, Harcouct stood f a s t  by 
him in a l l  major c r i s e s .  He did put his foot down over minor matters  -  
l ik e  allowing Gladstone 's  attendance a t  parliamentary debates258 -  but  
did not consider  r e c a l l i n g  him. When Gladstone l e f t  South Africa in 
1914 there  was again local  press  speculation t h a t ,  as in t h i s  case, the  
departure was l inked to  Gladstone 's  mishandling of  the 1914 s t r i k e .  But 
Gladstone had wished to leave ,  fo r  personal reasons, well before the  
s t r i k e .  The f a c t  t h a t  a Governor-General might be a f r iend  in t ro ­
duced a sub jec t ive  element in to  a Colonial S ec re ta ry 's  assessment o f  h is  
performance. I t  might a lso  a f f e c t  the choice o f  a Governor-General.

This random human f a c t o r  should not be overemphasized, but in 
a t  l e a s t  one ins tance  H arcour t ' s  personal views did have a very important 
bearing on his  s e l e c t io n  -  f o r  the governorship of Nigeria,  S i r  Fred­
erick  Lugard was not one of  Harcourt 's  c lo ses t  f r i e n d s ,  b u t  the Colonial 
Secretary g rea t ly  respected  him as an adminis t ra tor .  As High Commissioner 
of Northern Nigeria during 1900-06, Lugard had i n i t i a t e d  the supposedly 
dynamic system o f  i n d i r e c t  r u l e  perpetuated by his successors ,  S ir  Percy 
G i r o u a r d t S i r  H e s k e t h  B e l l ,A s  John F l in t  has remarked, in Northerns 
Nigeria 'B r i t i s h  pragmatism was carr ied  to . . .  negative extremes, de sp i te
the impression of  p o s i t iv e  energy created by the wri t ings and theor iz ings

260of northern o f f i c i a l s ' .  Lugard was the most vocal and forceful  advo­
cate  of in d i re c t  r u l e ,  but  the  policy a lso  had in f lu e n t ia l  supporters  
l ik e  Edmund Morel, a p r o l i f i c  w r i te r  on West African a f f a i r s .

On the face o f  i t ,  i n d i re c t  ru le ,  or  administrat ion via an 
administrat ion of local  c h i e f s ,  seemed to l im i t  B r i t i sh  in te rven t ion  in 
Nigerian in te rnal  a f f a i r s  to  a minimum. Yet the merits  of  in d i r e c t  ru le  
were then - and s t i l l  a re  -  hot ly  debated. In p rac t ic e ,  the  system was 
no so equitable  because of  th e  chosen instruments of B r i t i sh  ru le .  Br i ­
t i s h  res idents  d e a l t  with the  e s se n t ia l ly  feudal Muslim emira tes ,  and 
a f t e r  amalgamation of north  and south, the lack of say in government 
of the predominantly C h r i s t ia n  and Protestant  'educated e l i t e '  centered 
in the south was accentuated .  Lugard's re turn to Nigeria in 1912 in te n ­

s i f i e d  the clamour f o r  a b o l i t io n  of a system with which he became inex­
t r ic ab ly  l in k e d ,26^



I n d i r e c t  ru le  imposed less  s t r a in  on the  Colonial O f f ice ' s  l im i t ­
ed resources o f  administrat ive  personnel , but  as a system i t  could not

pep
pay i t s  own way. There was no customs revenue to  draw on, as in the 
southern p r o t e c t o r a t e s ,  and revenue from the l o c a l s  in the  north was in ­
s u f f i c i e n t  to  cover administ rat ive expenditure ,  long before Harcourt’s 
appointment. The enormous d e f i c i t s  incurred by the northern p ro tec tora te  
had to  be made good by equally massive g r a n t s - i n - a id .  In January 1912, 
the Treasury was considering a l loca t ing  a sum o f  £190 000, a t  a time when 
the Governor o f  the  south could boast th a t  revenue and t rad e  had trebled 
during h i s  t e n u r e ,  placing Southern Nigeria in ' t h e  very f i r s t  rank of 
Crown C o lo n ie s ' . ^ 63

Given t h i s  disparate  economic development between north and 
south, amalgamation suggested i t s e l f  as a means o f  r e l i e v in g  the s t r a in  
on the Colonial  Office and Treasury. The proposal had beer made to 
Joseph Chamberlain as ear ly  as 18SB, and by l a t e  1911 Harcourt had decided 
to take p o s i t i v e  ac t ion .  He sought the r i g h t  man f o r  the t a s k ,  and de­
cided on Lugard, then the governor of  Hong Kong:

I know your hear t  has always been in  the  work 
th e r e  and th a t  I could not anywhere obta in  s i  
admirable an administrator fo r  t h i s  g re a t  r e ­
o rgan iza t ion  -  in f a c t ,  i f  I cannot have your 
h e lp ,  I th ink I shall l e t  the p r o j e c t  drop f o r  
the  p re s e n t ,  as i t s  success must depend on the 
q u a l i t y  of the man whom I could o b ta in  to carry  
i t  o u t . 264

Speaking in the  Commons a few months l a t e r ,  Harcourt expressed 
his s incere  convic t ion  th a t  Lugard -  and none o ther  -  was the  man to 
unite Niger ia .  During his marathon speech on colonial  development on 
27 June 1912 he s ta te d  th a t  Northern Nigeria was ' i n  the t r u e s t  sense 
the product o f  his  [Lugard'sJ fo res igh t  and g e n iu s ' .  There i s  an i ro n i ­
cal ring to  t h i s  in view of current  opinion among h i s to r ia n s  about in­
d i rec t  r u l e ,  but  c le a r ly  Harcourt had as high a regard fo r  Lugard as his 
fa ther  S i r  William had disl iked him for  dragging the B r i t i s h  into 
Uganda. 265  Apart from the agi ta t ion  in the  p res s ,  l i k e  Morel 's in 
favour o f  'Lugardism' - so to speak - S i r  F re d e r ic k 's  most p e rs i s te n t  
propagandist was poss ibly  his wife, Flora.



Her indefa t igable  lobbying might well have t i l t e d  the balance 
in favour of amalgamation p e r  ee s in c e ,  as indicated in the l e t t e r  
quoted above, Harcourt was r e lu c ta n t  to-proceed without Lugard.
Margery Perhum has described Mrs Lugard 's  influence over Harcourt -  the  
t a l l  ( 6 '4") f igure in wing-collars  was a regu la r  v i s i t o r  to the Lugard s '  
English r e s i d e n c e . ^  To the ou ts id e  observer ,  the frequency of those  
v i s i t s  might have suggested an i l l i c i t  l i a i s o n ,  but Lugard was not amused 
by the  suggestion . 267 Lu gard did n o t ,  in  f a c t ,  propose complete admin­
i s t r a t i v e  amalgamation: only t h a t  o f  the  railways* marine department and 
customs service .

Lugard would be Governor-General, but  sub-governors in north 
and south would prepare separa te  budget es t im ates .  The vea l novelty was 
extension of the ' e f f i c i e n t '  r u l e  o f  the  north to the  southern p ro te c to r ­
a te .  There was l i t t l e  divergence from the ideas he had conceived years  
e a r l i e r .  I t  was ind ica t ive  t h a t  he submitted a memorandum on Nigerian 
land tenure even before his re tu rn  t o  Nigeria .  As S i r  John Anderson per ­
t i n e n t l y  noted:

I t  would have come with more fo rce  i f  i t  had been
writ ten a f t e r  S i r  Frederick  Lugard had renewed his
acquaintance with N. Niger ia .  I t  i s  ra the r  an

268academic exercise . . .

The new ru le r  of Nigeria was obviously determined to impose i n ­
d i r e c t  ru le  w i l ly -n i l ly ,  lacking empathy f o r  the fee l ings  and views o f  
the  Nigerians themselves. The por t  o f  Lagos, which by th i s  time had a 
populat ion of about 60 0 0 0 , had an 8 km-long f ron t  of  potent ia l  harbour. 
Lugard's a t t i tu d e  to Lagos was revea l ing .  The nearest  deep-water ha r ­
bour to  the  west was as f a r  away as Freetown in S ierra  Leone. Yet, 
when he looked a t  Lagos, Lugard did not see the gateway fo r  what could 
be the  development of an economic g ia n t .  All he saw was a low-lying i s ­
land packed with f a r  too many ' n a t i v e s ' ,  who made segregation impract ic­
ab le ,  which meant - as f a r  as he was concerned, th a t  Lagos would not be 
the cap i ta l  of a new, united N ig e r ia . 269

Lugard seems to have been equally  in sens i t ive  to the  need fo r  
in te rna l  reforms - in p a r t i c u l a r  j u d i c i a l .  This time i t  was less  a case 
of lack of p ro fess iona l ly - t ra ined  personnel ,  but the e th ics  of th a t



personnel. The Chief J u s t i c e  o f  Northern Nigeria c o n t in u a l ly  reminded 
the Office t h a t  legal  abuses were r i f e .  He was e s p e c ia l ly  c r i t i c a l  o f  the 
qua l i ty  of the  legal p r a c t i t i o n e r s  in the Nigerian p ro v inc ia l  c o u r t s .  The 
b a r r i s t e r s ,  he wrote, were not  r e a l ly  in te res ted  in t ry in g  criminal cases ,  
but sought th e  more p r o f i t a b le  c iv i l  cases. They apparen t ly  fomented 
l i t i g a t i o n  (over land ,  e tc )  charging in f la ted  fees f o r  t h e i r  s e rv ice s .

In a covering note to  Harcourt apropos the l a t t e r  memorandum, a l l  
Lugard could w ri te  was: ' I  am sorry t h a t  Speed's memo was o f  such an un­
helpful k in d ' . 2 ^0 I t  was t r u e  t h a t  the ju d ic ia l  problem was nothing new.
As Egerton had w r i t ten  to  Lord Crewe, Harcourt*s predecessor

. . .  within the  l a s t  few years . . .  native b a r r i s ­
t e r s  from S ie r ra  Leone and the Gold Coast . . .  have 
adopted the  hab i t  o f  sending th e i r  agents through 
the  country [ t h e  Southern P ro tec to ra te ]  tou t ing  
f o r  cases and inducing towns . . .  to  pay e x to r t io n ­
a t e  fees to  bring s u i t s  in  the Supreme Court . . .
Naked savages are  now, through the agency of

271
lawyerss bringing cases before the Supreme Court.

Speed did not  have the  answers, but was simply doing his  duty to 
the 'naked savages'  by pointing to  judicial abuses. Despite  such d e fe c t s ,  
the  Colonial Office paid l i t t l e  heed to complaints in the  Nigerian press 
about the administrative system* and the in f le x ib le  na ture  o f  Lugard's 
ru l e . 2 '72 Nigeria was duly amalgamated on New Year's Day 1914. I t  was 
not any mat ter  r e l a t in g  to  Nigerian a f f a i r s  which f i n a l l y  broke the spe l l  
Lugard - o r  his wife -  seems to have cas t  over Harcourt.  W hils t  m  Eng­
land, Lugard stepped out o f  his depth when v i s i t v y  B e l f a s t .  The 
'Cwrragh mutiny' in March 1514 had jo l t e d  the Imperial Government, and 
thousands of armed Uls te r  Volunteers threatened mayhem a t  any moment.

This was hardly the time f o r  a senior  co lo n ia l o f f i c i a l  to 
muddy the waters by p ra is ing  the Ulstermen for a display o f  ' g r i t  and 
determination' that would 'never be fo rgo t ten 1 and to congra tu la te  
them in the name of  the overseas dominions, Not s u r p r i s in g ly ,  the 
I r ish  Times of  Saturday 11 July 1914 reported the speech in f u l l .  In 
reply to Harcourt8s inquiry on the 15th, Lugard sheepishly admitted th a t  
he spoke 'without  previous thought*, and t h a t  the repor t  was ' s u b s ta n t i a l ly



c o r r e c t 1, Had, he maintained, Harcourt seen:

the extraordinary  s e l f  s a c r i f i c e #  the devotion, 
and the in tense  loy a l ty  o f  these men you would 
yourse lf  have been c a r r i e d  away by admiration 
whether you agreed with t h e i r  idea of l ib e r ty  
or n o t . 273

Harcourt was not ' c a r r i e d  away' ,  and despatched a note which
read:

After anxious considera t ion  -  and consulta­
t ion with the Prime M in is ter  -  I have 
decided to accept your apology fo r  your 
very grave breach of  th e  bes t  t r a d i t io n s  
of the  Colonial Services . . .  I am sorry to 
be obliged to  add th a t  t h i s  inc iden t  must 
in the  fu ture  gravely a f f e c t  my est imate of

?‘/4the value of your judgement and d i sc re t io n .

Harcourt had allowed Lugard to  escape l ig h t ly ,  in terms very 
s im i la r  to his censure of Girouard in 1912. Lugard remained in o f f i c e  
u n t i l  his ret irement in 1919. Exemplifying the general r e l i e f  in Nigeria 
was the  comment of the Lagos Weekly Record, which bade farewell  to  a;

victim of exaggerated pe rsona l i ty  induced by the 
au tocra t ic  power conferred upon him through the

p7K
indiscre t ion  o f  a Lewis Harcourt.

II

On the domestic f r o n t  major indus t r ia l  s t r ikes  and sporadic 
violence by the m i l i ta n t  s u f f r a g e t t e s  made the period 1911-14 an e spec i ­
a l l y  trying one for  the  Liberal Government, 276 Nor did the Liberal * 
v ic tory  in the December e le c t io n s  of 1910 slow the tempo o f  the s t ru g g le



between the  Government and the Unionist Opposition. Despi te  the 
passage o f  the Parl iament Bil l  curbing the veto of the  peers  in 1911, the 
old f ig h t s  over Education, Welsh Disestablishment and Home Rule for 
the I r i s h  continued with a new, embittered f e r o c i ty .  In and out of P a r l i a ­
ment i t s e l f  the Government's measures of social  reform met with serious 
res is tance .  During t h i s  succession of c r i s e s  Harcourt showed his con t in ­
ued commitment to the  t r a d i t i o n a l  goals of  Gladstonian l ib e ra l i sm .

The pressure  on the Government, p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h a t  o f  the 
su f f r a g e t t e s ,  only served to  accentuate h is  reac t ionary  tendencies .  As 
during 1905'10 he continued to in te rp re t  the  I n t e r e s t s  o f  the  Liberal 
Party in terms o f  his  personal p o l i t i c a l  and ideologica l  c r i t e r i a .  Lore- 
burn, the  most voc ife rous  of  the Cabinet 's 'econom is ts ' ,  r e t i r e d  due to  
f a i l in g  heal th  in mid-1912, and Harcourt inh e r i ted  h is  m ant le ,  though 
he made as l i t t l e  impact on armaments policy.  Harcourt continued to 
judge the  New Liberalism on the basis of f inanc ia l  soundness. So he 
thoroughly disapproved o f  the Chancellor of  the Exchequer's increased 
u t i l i z a t i o n  of the  Sinking Fund due to the  i n a b i l i t y  o f  revenue to meet 
Budget needs -  by 1914 the  annual f inancial  provisions envisaged a977
national outlay of  over £200  000  000 fo r  the  f i r s t  time.

Harcourt a lso  continued to demonstrate his s e l e c t i v e  i n te r e s t  in 
electoral  reform by h is  opposit ion to female enfranchisement,  which a lso  
was to delay universal  a d u l t  suffrage,  and his support  o f  the  Liberal 
e ffor ts  to  abolish  p lu ra l  vot ing.  Although his ideas on domestic policy 
underwent no major changes, Harcourt involved himself  more in foreign 
policy p r io r  to  the  Great War. Whereas informal tinny s t a f f  ta lk s  and a 
naval agreement in  1912 bound Bri ta in  more c lose ly  to F rance ,^®  Harcourt 
sought to  create  b e t t e r  r e l a t io n s  with Germany via  rev i s io n  of the se c re t  
Anglo-German t r e a ty  o f  1898 about the fu ture  d i sp o s i t io n  of  Portuguese 
colonies in Africa.  S i r  Edward Grey did not ob jec t  to  Harcour t 's  i n i t i ­
a t iv e s , ^ 9 but u l t im a te ly  they were made i r r e le v a n t  by the  escalat ing 
naval r i v a l ry  which c o n s t i tu ted  the real measure of the  s t a t e  of Anglo- 
German r e l a t i o n s .

Due to  his awareness of the needs of Imperial defence,  as d is -  
cussed e a r l i e r ,  Harcourt did not contest  the in f la ted  naval estimates of 
1914/15 with his  usual vigour . This was a t  l e a s t  p a r t l y  due to his con­
viction th a t  the  navy was B r i t a i n ' s  f i r s t  l ine  of  defence,  and in his
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continuing opposi t ion to conscr ip t ion  he s t r e sse d  the  importance of the  
navy -  a f t e r  i t s  d e fea t  invasion would be f u t i l e ,  because Bri ta in  could 
be s tarved into s u b m i s s i o n , ^  In what has ap t ly  been ca l led  the Radi 
- e e l  d e m is e  o f  1912-14, Harcourt 's  f a i l u r e  to achieve a genuine 
dStente with Germany exemplified the inef fec t iveness  o f  the Cabinet 
p a c i f i s t s .  They possessed en masse, considerable  c lo u t ,  but could not 
bring i t  to bear because they had no a l t e r n a t iv e  to Grey's entente pol icy  
and the  involvement with continental  power-poli t ics  t h i s  policy i m p l i e d . ^

Despite the  large  turnover o f  individual se a t s  the general 
e lec t io n  o f  December 1910 l e f t  the  e le c to ra l  landscape la rge ly  unaltered.  
Had i t  not been f o r  the I r i s h  and Labour votes the Government could 
count on in  the Commons, the re  would have been a parliamentary deadlock. 
The I r i s h  N a t iona l is ts  won 84 sea ts  and Labour 42, and the Government 
and the  Unionists had 272 each. In Januarjf 1910 the major issues had 
been the re jec t ion  o f  the 'People 's  Budget' and f i s c a l  po l icy ,  but in 
December i t  was the  c o n s t i tu t io na l  issue -  the  quest ion of l im i ta t io n
of  the  powers of the  House o f  Lords in i t s  fu tu re  dealings with the
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Commons. Balfour ensured the primacy o f  the c o n s t i tu t io n a l  issue by 
his declara t ion  a t  a Unionist r a l l y  a t  the  Albert  Hall on 29 November.

The leader  of the  Opposition s ta te d  t h a t  f i s c a l ,  i e  t a r i f f  
reform would be made the sub jec t  o f  a referendum after  a Unionist vic^ 
to ry .  Austen Chamberlain was 'b roken-hearted ' by t h i s  blow to his 
f a t h e r ' s  po l icy , 283  but many Unionists were re l ieved  to be r i d  of the  
a lba tross  of 'stomach tax '  which had cost  them dear ly  in two previous 
e le c t ion s .  Liberals  in te rp re ted  B a lfou r 's  move as a cynical ploy. For
Asquith i t  was ' th e  l a r g e s t  recorded experiment in vote catching1. Har-
court  predicted t h a t  i t  would lead to  Ba lfour 's  deposition as Opposition 
leader  and fa i l  in i t s  objec t ive :

Q t  is ]  in my opinion, the most immoral p o l i t i c a l  
proceeding which I can remember in my l i fe t im e .
I am happy to say i t  has not achieved i t s  purpose,
which was to win sea ts  in Lancashire, I t  has, on
the con tra ry ,  g rea t ly  disgusted and depressed the 
T ar i f f  Reformers . . . 28^
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Harcourt wryly added th a t  the absence of his  ' f i e r y  eloquence' 
did not seem to  have changed h is  p a r ty ' s  prospects . At the time he wrote 
to the Canadian Governor-General he was confined to h is  London residence 
by a combination of bronchial t rouble  and what his wife described as the

o g c
'ove rs t ra in  of the l a s t  f iv e  y e a r s ' M a r y  stood in fo r  him during the

286e lec t ion  a t  Rossendale, although she was not a p rac t ised  speaker. Yet 
Harcourt saw nothing anomalous in let t ing her do a task  th a t  he denied 
o ther  women could do. When he l a t e r  declared a t  a public  meeting t h a t  
he would gladly support  votes f o r  women i f  they were a l l  l i k e  h is  w ife ,  
a t  l e a s t  one member of  h is  audience took his remark l i t e r a l l y ,  and smash­
ed one of the windows a t  14 B e r k e l e y  S q u a r e  i n  r e t a l i a t i o n . ^ ® ^

Harcourt had expected a tough con tes t  a t  Rossendale, for  which 
L ibera lCm yasserem obil ized  a l l  avai lab le  support ,  and on 13 December he 
was returned with a reduced majority  - 6 619 to  5 206. This time h is  
Unionist opponent received the votes given to the t h i r d , s u f f r a g i s t j c a n -pgo
didate  in January 1910. By 21 December Harcourt was s u f f i c i e n t l y  r e ­
covered to  leave London f o r  Nuneham, where he continued to recupera te  
u n t i l  the reopening P a r l i a m e n t  on 6 February. The 1911 sess ion pro­
mised to be a l i v e l y  one. Now th a t  the Government had won th ree  e le c t ion s  
in a row, i t  could brandish the  th rea t  of a mass crea t ion  of  Liberal peers 
to deal with the  Second Chamber's veto. Balfour, depressed by ye t  another 
de fea t ,  thought i t  bad t a c t i c s  to  continue to r e s i s t ,  and considered i t  
b e t t e r  for  the Opposition to  accept tha t  they were 'v ict ims o f  a revolu-  
t i o n ’ . Z83

The m i l i t a n t  t a r i f f  reformers disagreed,  although in te rnec ine  
squabbling within the Unionist  Party during the ensuing months did not 
mean an end to i t s  obstructionism in parliament. The Government regarded 
the passage of the  Parliament B i l l  as the f i r s t  p r io r i t y  of the  new se s ­
s ion ,  and Harcourt conf iden t ly  expected i t  to soon be 'comfortably r e ­

po F in e  'on the S ta tu te  book. But the House of Lords was t ry ing  to  devise 
i t s  own reform schemes, and Harcourt regarded Rosebery's c r i t i c i s m  of 

L a n s d o w n e ' s  proposal as ty p 'c a l  of the former Prime M in is te r . 290  The 
reluctance of the Unionists to  accept the Parliament B i l l ,  which essen- 
t i a l l y e n b o d ie d C B 's  veto plan of 1937, was shown by how l o n r  i t  t o o k  
the Bill to get through committee stage a f t e r  Second Reading on 2 March: 
two weeks.
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The s t ruggle  over the  Parliament B i l l  was continuing while 
L l o y d  George introduced the most important o ther  measure of the session 

on 4 May. The N a t i o n a l  I n s u r a n c e  B i l l  was a scheme against-unemploy­
ment and i l l n e s s  to which workers from se lec te d  t rades  were to con tr ibu te .  
To the su rp r i se  of the Government the rea l  opposi t ion to  the 'malinger 's  
m il len ium ',  as the Unionist press denounced i t ,  came from the Left.
Ramsay MacDonald did not a t tack  the B i l l  but o th e r  Labour and r a c i a l i s t  
MPs contended t h a t  i t  did nothing to remedy the roo t  causes of poverty. 
They a lso  maintained th a t  the Bill  should include materni ty  and sickness 
b e n e f i t s ,  and th a t  the costs  s hould be borne by the  S t a te ,  not the work­
ing man. The l a t t e r  f ac to r  was c e r t a in ly  an important explanation of 
popular  resentment: even the contr ibu tion  of a few pence seemed consider­
able  given workers8 s lender pay packets.

Hordes of Liberal l e c tu re rs  were despatched to popularize the 
Insurance B i l l ,  and the Government's Publ ica t ions  Department worked as 
hard issu ing  explanatory l i t e r a t u r e .  Opponents o f  the B i l l  argued tha t  
what the Chancellor described as his 'ambulance wagon1 was j u s t  another 
veh ic le  fo r  Liberal tyranny. As contemporary an a ly s ts  pointed out,  a 
f ix ed  ra te  o f  contr ibu t ion  not adjusted to  means ( l ik e  the income tax) 
was in e f f e c t  a regress ive  d i r e c t  tax .  I t  amounted to  a head tax ,  not 
enforced in England since 1381! Small wonder, th e re fo re ,  th a t  Harcourt 
did not f in d  the  scheme revolutionary.  There i s  no mention in his papers
t h a t  he was one of the ministers  who urged Lloyd George to  drop his Bill
when the ex ten t  of popular res is tance  to  i t  became apparent .

From his ta lk s  with Richard von Ktlhlmann the F i r s t  Secretary
of  the German embassy, Harcourt gathered th a t  such opposit ion had been
experienced in Germany as well i n i t i a l l y ,  although insurance l a t e r  came

29?to  be regarded as an essen t ia l  par t  of da i ly  l i f e .  Yet, as one corres­
pondent informed Harcourt,  there  might be p o l i t i c a l  repercussions:

I f in d  amongst workmen ra ther  considerable  d i s l ik e  to 
the  compulsory contr ibution . . .  and t h a t  i t  i s  p re t ty  
f r e e ly  s ta ted  by some tha t  a t  the next e le c t io n ,  while
they wil l not vote against  the Liberal candidate they
will  not vote for  him. Probably t h i s  wil l  simmer down

9 9 3
before they have the opportunity.
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In view of his complacent a t t i t u d e  to the uproar, Harcourt possibly 
agreed with the w r i t e r ' s  concluding remark.

The summer witnessed the climax of the co n s t i tu t ion a l  s t r u g g le ,
during a week of soaring temperatures. Should the Second  C h a i b e r  r e j e c t
the Parliament B i l l ,  th e  Government had obtained grudging Royal consent
to the  mass crea t ion  o f  Liberal peers .  The f i n a l ,  c r i t i c a l  vote was taken
on Thursday, 10 August. The House was packed, with the g a l l e r i e s  thronged
by members of the Commons, Privy Councillors and others come to witness  a

294scene even more dramatic than the r e j e c t io n  of the 'People 's  Budget ' .
Harcourt was a lso  p resen t :

I stood on th e  s teps o f  the Throne when the
D i v i s i o n  was c a l l e d  and up to  the l a s t  moment
we did not know whether we should have a majority
- in f a c t  when we heard t h a t  the Halsburyites
were to be 109 we f e l t  sure we were beaten, as we
had had no in t im at ion  of support  from the 37
Unionist peers  who u l t im a te ly  voted with us. We
were prepared to  c r e a t e  5 0 0  peers the next day
i f  necessary,  but I am glad on the whole th a t  we
were saved from the necess i ty  though i t  would
have put us in  c lover  as regards l e g i s la t io n  fo r

295some years to  come.

The f ina l  v o t e ,  in favour of the  Parliament B i l l ,  was 131-114.
I t  had been a 'near- run  th ing '  due to  the numbers of e lde r ly  peers
Halsbury had summoned from the 'backwoods' to oppose the B i l l .  Yet the
Liberal victory was not  complete. The Nation praised the Bill  as 'a
great  l ibe ra t ing  a g e n t ' ,  but there  were some grounds fo r  Harcourt 's  r a t h e r
regretful  comment about the Unionist  peers not being swamped by a mass
creat ion a f t e r  a l l .  As Jo h n G r ig g  poin ts  out in his l a t e s t  volume on
Lloyd George's ca ree r ,  the Government's b i l l s  could s t i l l  be delayed f o r
over two years ,  and reduction of the l i f e  of Parliaments from seven to

296five years encouraged more obs t ruc t ion .

As i t  was. Liberal m in is te rs  did not have an easy time of i t  
during the 1911 sess ion .  As ea r ly  as March, Crewe had fa in ted  during a 
reception given by M o r l e y , s u s ta in in g  concussion in his f a l l .  The Times 
complained about 'The s t r a i n  upon p o l i t i c i a n s ' ,  and Harcourt himself ..



opined t h a t  the overworked Secretary fo r  India should have a long r e s t  
before resuming:work. What with the Imperial Conference and the voc ife ­
rous parl iamentary s t ru g g le s ,  Harcourt shared the Government's general 
r e l i e f  when the sess ion ended on 16 December. Simon, the S o l i c i t o r  -
General,  he wrote to  Gladstone, had had a breakdown and many other

297m inis te rs  were 'on the  verge of s im ila r  events •

The 1912 sess ion  proved to  be another s t a m i n a  -■ s a p p i n g  t e s t  
endurance. Harcourt gloomily predicted to  one o f  his  correspondents a 
continuous s i t t i n g  of eleven months, and even t h i s  turned out  to be an 
underestimate.  There were major s t r i k e s ,  the  s t rugg le  over Home Rule, 
and the  stepping up o f  su f f r a g e t te  mili tancy to  come. Even the Insurance 
Act, the  showpiece Of the  Go vernment's 1911 l e g i s l a t i o n ,  came under 
heavy f i r e  once again ,  and before his scheme f i n a l l y  came i n t o  operation 
ear ly  in 1913, Lloyd George had many anxious moments. Apart from 
colonial  a f f a i r s ,  the  one issue which preoccupied Harcourt ear ly  in the 
New Year was e le c to ra l  reform.

The Cabinet continued to  regard the issue  very much from the 
p a r ty - p o l i t i c a l  po in t  of  view. During the previous sess ion Simon and 
Pease (who replaced Runciman a t  t  he Board o f  Education in October) had 
considered another p lura l  voting b i l l ,  and l a t e r  the  plan was broadened 
to consider  a wider measure of enfranchisement. Harcourt ,who ass is ted  
Simon and Pease in t h e i r  planning,  had come to  the conclusion th a t  'one 
man, one vote '  should be high on the l i s t  of Liberal l e g i s l a t i v e  p r i o r i ­
t i e s .  By December 1911, as the Pease/Harcourt correspondence shows, 
Asquith had decided to  s t i c k  to  another plural voting b i l l  ins tead ,  but 
i f  Harcourt had had h is  way, 'one man, one vo te '  would have been the 
f i r s t  Liberal measure proposed a f t e r  the passage of the Parliament B i l l .

The reason th a t  a plural  voting b i l l  was prefe rab le  to a 

broader reform b i l l  was lack of parliamentary time. As Simon noted, a 
f ranchise  and registration reform Bill would have to have its Second 
R e a d i n g  by March 1912 and Royal assent by mid-March 1914 in time fo r  a 
general e lec t io n  in January 1 9 1 5 , ^  Fai lure  to  meet t h i s  t ime-table  
would mean th a t  the re  would not be time for  prepara t ion  of a new p a r l ia -



mentary r e g i s t e r  fo r  th a t  e l e c t i o n .  Apart from the time f a c to r ,  the  ex­
tension of the franchise  was pe r i lo u s ,  Harcourt and other Cabinet 
Ministers  l ik e  McKenna, Samuel and Lorebustkopposed votes fo r  women, 
and were supported by the Prime M in is ter .  In general Grey, Lloyd George* 
B i r r e l l ,  Rune intan, Burns, Haldane and Herbert Gladstone took the opposi te  
s tance ,  whileOhuitc h i l l V a c i l l a t e d . ^ ^  In con tra s t  to  t h i s  Cabinet s p l i t  
over the possible bene f i t s  of  female su f f rag e ,  abo l i t ion  of plural  voting 
offered d e f in i te  advantages.

So too did the A l te rn a t iv e  Vote, support fo r  which was growing 
within  the Liberal Party and Cabinet by 1912. After  he became premier, 
Asquith had agreed to lo rd  Courtney 's  request  to s e t  up a Royal Commission 
to  inves t iga te  means of e le c to ra l  reform. In 1910 the Commission's f u l l
r ep o r t  had conceded the po s s i b i l i t y  of  proport ional  rep resen ta t ion ,
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which Harcourt opposed, and advocated the use of an a l t e r n a t iv e  vote 
in single^member cons t i tuen c ies .  The Government did not f e a r  the 
r e s u l t s  of voters expressing t h e i r  par ty  preference in numerical order :
losses  to Labour could be r e g a i n e d  with i n t e r e s t ,  from the Unionists in
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rural  sea ts .  Harcourt had

fo r  some time come t o  the  conclusion th a t  preferen­
t i a l  voting i s  the  only p rac t ic a l  system fo r  th i s  coun­
t r y ,  though I tremble a t  the  e f f o r t  to  teach the a g r i ­
cu l tu ra l  labour how he has to  place his 1-2-3

To save debating time, the new Plural Voting Bill  presented to 
the Commons in June 1912 omitted any a l t e r n a t iv e  vote proposals . The 
planning of th i s  measure began well before the passage of the Parliament 
B i l l  which would ensure i t s  passage, unlike Harcourt 's  attempt in 1906,- 
Pease and Simon were the  main a r c h i t e c t s  of  the new l e g i s l a t i o n ,  but  Har­
court ,  because of his knowledge of the  sub jec t ,  was invited to  a t tend  
planning sessions a t  21 Abingdon S t r e e t . 304 Harcourt a lso aided Pease to 
d ra f t  a new Franchise and R eg is t ra t ion  B i l l ,  which provided 'one man, one
vote'  for  an estimated one and a h a l f  m il l ion male e lec to rs  possessing
a six month residence q u a l i f i c a t i o n ,  and l i s t e d  on a 'continuous ' r e g i s t e r . 305 

Asquith had agreed to th i s  add it ional  measure due to his promise p r i o r  to 
the December 1910 e lec t ion  to  se t  aside parliamentary time fo r  a ' c o n c i l i ­
a t io n '  Bill  on women's suff rage .



The C onc i l ia t ion  B i l l ,  as i t  was c a l le d ,  had s a fe ly  passed 
Second Reading in the  Commons on 5 May 1911, but no time could be spared 
for  i t  t h e r e a f t e r .  To cushion the blow to the s u f f r a g i s t s ,  an ' e l a s t i c '  
week had been proposed by S i r  Edward Grey for  the 1912 se s s io n ,  allowing 
to r  an addit ional  two o r  th ree  days fo r  consideration of  the  Report and 
Third Reading stages o f  the  Bil l  i f  necessary. However, well before the 
1912 session began, Lloyd George began :o have second thoughts -  despi te  
his e a r l i e r  support o f  Grey - about the wisdom of allowing a property- 
based Concil ia t ion  B i l l  easy passage. Such a measure would, he reasoned, 
appreciably s trengthen Conservative voting s t reng th ,  unless  the  franchise  
were extended to  include wor k e rs 1 wives.

Lloyd George asked the Chief Whip to canvass the  opinions of 
the s e c r e t a r i e s  of the  twelve provincial Liberal fede ra t ions  in 
September 1911. The Master of Eli bank reported th a t  eleven of  the 
s e c re ta r ie s  believed t h a t  the  Bill  would be detrimental to  the  p a r ty ' sn rt
i n t e r e s t s .  D Harcourt had always believed t h i s ,  and in response to 
Sir  Edward Grey's public ly-expressed s u f f r a g i s t  views, the  Colonial Secre­
tary was r e lu c ta n t ly  1 brought out into  the open'.  He informed Grey t h a t  
' I  am now ac t iv e ly  organiz ing against  you and your pernic ious op in ions ' .  
However, the fundamental po l icy  divergences between Harcourt  and the
Liberal Im p er ia l i s t ,  s u f f r a g i s t  Grey did not prevent him from inv i t ing

307the Foreign Secretary over fo  r  some partr idge shooting! Due to h is  
a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t  s tance ,  Harcourt  could not oblige an old acquaintance l ik e  
Crook to address de lega tes  of the Home Counties Liberal Federa t ion .^®

I f  many MPs had f ixed  views on women's su f f rage ,  outs ide  the 
Commons i t s e l f ,  there  was considerable support within Liberal  press 
c i r c le s  fo r  submitting the  issue  to a national referendum. The Westmin­
s te r  Gaze t te , the mouthpiece of Liberalism, approved t h i s  s t e p ,  as did 
the Daily Chronicle. At the  same time Harcourt sent  o f f  his reply to 
Crook, he received a c l ip p ing  from the l a t t e r  London d a i l y ,  submitted by 
i t s  managing e d i to r  Robert Donald. The a r t i c l e  in the Chronicle pointed 
out t h a t  there  was disagreement w i th in  the Cabinet and the Party i t s e l f ,  
duplicated in the ranks of t he Opposition, The a r t i c l e  argued for a 
referendum, which would consult both men and women - not only those en­
franchised on the municipal voting r o l l s  - to s e t t l e  t h i s  a p o l i t i c a l  
issue.



Lloyd George, Donald complained to  Harcourt ,  had made a 'g re a t  
m is take 1 in supporting votes f o r  women« He could not accept  the Chancel­
l o r ' s  argument t h a t ,  since the Commons would pass eome form of suffrage 
b i l l *  the wider the  f ranchise  could be made, the  b e t t e r  fo r  Liberalism. 
Donald added t h a t  he intended to  canvass the Chairmen of Liberal assoc ia ­
t io n s  fo r  t h e i r  views on the referendum, and asked Harcourt fo r  his  
' f r a n k  op in ion ' .  Harcourt agreed with Donald t h a t  the a p o l i t i c a l  stance 
taken by p o l i t i c i a n s  and c i t i z e n s  did seem to  make a referendum neces­
s a r y ,  but he wanted i t  confined to  Parliament and, perhaps, local govern­
ment D-e«  ex is t in g  v o te r s ) .  I t  seemed to  Harcourt 'most inadvisable '  
to  c r e a t e  a new r e g i s t e r  with a l l  the women on i t  -  'You wil l  never get 
them o f f  aga in ! '

By l ink ing  the f a t e  of  the  Conc i l ia t ion  Bil l  with t h a t  of the 
Franchise Bil l  in his  announcement on 7 November 1911, Asquith ensured 
t h a t  the women's suff rage  movement would be back to square one i f  the 
l a r g e r  measure was voted out by the Commons. This r e a l iz a t io n  by the 
leaders  o f  the WSPU led to the  resumption of m il i tancy .  Towards4he end 
of  January 1912, Harcourt soon discovered t h a t  the  b r i e f  t ruce with the 
WSPU during 1911 was over.  Addressing a deputa tion of the  Union's repre­
s e n t a t iv e s ,  Harcourt opined t h a t  the bas is  of the  f ranchise  should be 
manhood suffrage -  i f  there  were universal  adu l t  suffrage women would
be in  the m ajor i ty ,  which would not be good f o r  the S ta te .  These argu-

310ments did not impress his l i s t e n e r s .

Members of the WSPU did t h e i r  best  to  carry  out t h e i r  th rea t  to 
make Harcourt 's  l i f e  a misery, and eventual ly  Harcourt was not even 
prepared to  consider  a referendum on the suffrage  i s sue ,  contrary to his 
e a r l i e r  views. Early in 1912, the opponents of  the  s u f f r a g i s t s  marshalled 
t h e i r  forces - i t  was announced th a t  there  would be a major meeting a t  
the  Albert  Hall on Wednesday, 28 February. The meeting was organized by 
by the  National League f a r  Opposing Woman Suffrage. Speakers would in ­
clude Lord Cromer ( the  League's p res id en t ) ,  his  f i e r y  Unionist colleague 
F. F..Smith, Loreburn, the  Lord Chancellor,  the prominent a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t  
Miss Violet  Markham, the s i s t e r  of  a Liberal MP,and Harcourt.  The League 
in f a c t  represented only a f r a c t io n  of a l l  a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t  elements, 
but  did i t s  best  to  gain more supporters,

A national  campaign was planned p r io r  to the debate of the



Concil iat ion B i l l  in the Commons in March, with most of the fo r ty
meetings to be held in the  midlands and the north. Charles Hobhouse,

312promoted to the  Cabinet in October 1911 was to speak a t  Hull .  Non- _ 
speaking m in is te rs  p resen t  a t  the  Albert Hall meeting would include 
McKenna, Pease and Postmaster-General Herbert Samuel. By February 1912 
Churchill had c l e a r ly  a l igned  himself with the ' a n t i s '  because of the 
dangers 'p e t t i c o a t  p o l i t i c s '  presented to the Government, loreburn 
noted tha t :

I am very glad to  he a r  the PM agrees with us. I 
am q u i te  c e r t a i n  we c a n  win our way and equally 
c e r t a in  i t  i s  r i g h t .  This time is  very c r i t i c a l  
and I am shocked a t  the fo l ly  of some members of 
the Cabinet but  am sure  they can and wil l  be over- 
ru l e d . . . 313

Harcourt took q u i t e  as serious a view of the su ff rage  issue
as Loreburn and C h u rch i l l . Using a ra ther  strange choice of  words, he
wrote to  S i r  John F u l le r  t h a t  i f  Parliament passed a female suffrage  b i l l
he would be ‘sore ly  tempted' t o  ' s l in k  out of the (louse of Commons fo r
good*. The Governor of V i c to r i a ' s  somewhat tongue-in-cheek reply was
th a t  in A us tra l ia  no harm had res  ulted from giving women the  vote, ^nd
he s trongly suspected t h a t ,  i f  the worst came to the worst,  'you would
be more l ik e ly  to  receive  th e  votes of the females then the  other  fe l low ! 1

In Austral ia  i t s e l f ,  the Women's Po l i t ic a l  Association of Melbourne did
not take kindly to Harcourt*s o f f i c i a l  commitment to the a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t s ,

315and sent a telegram of p r o t e s t .

The Albert  Hall was f i l l e d  to i t s  6 000 c a p a c i t y  on 28 Febru­
ary -  20 000 t i c k e t s  had been applied fo r .  Sympathetic l e t t e r s  and t e l e ­
grams were read ou t ,  the l a t t e r  including those from the Prime Minister, 
Lord Lansdowne and Joseph Chamberlain, then holidaying a t  Cannes. Har­
court ,  the penultimate speaker ,  r e i t e ra te d  his conviction t h a t  i t  was 
unthinkable to  allow women to  have the contro l l ing  say in a f f a i r s  of 
s t a t e ,  including the great quest ions of diplomacy. The t ru e  basis  of 
franchise was manhood - the claim to sexual equal i ty  was refu ted  by in- 
escapable physiological  f a c t s .  The Conciliation B i l l ,  always a fa rc e ,  
was in danger of  becoming a f raud.  As for  b e t t e r  wages, women workers



would obta in  these by organizat ion,  not via the  vote.

Harcour t 's  suggest io n th a t  the  major i ty  of women did no t  want 
the vo te ,  t h a t  i t  would be unfa ir  to  force  i t  on them, formed the central  
theme of  the  preceding speaker, V i o l e t  Markham. She c i t e d  s t a t i s t i c s  
which showed women's apathy in municipal p o l i t i c s ,  and used these to 
develop her argument. As Harcourt 's  wife reported to  Lady Hareourt, the 
meeting was a g rea t  success , and

people have been very kind about Loulou's speech 
which i s  nice  as he was in a t e r r i b l e  s t a t e  of 
nervousness fo r  days beforehand. Miss Markham's 
speech was remarkable . . .  a wonderful personal 
triumph well deserved.3^

She added th a t  there  had not been many in te r rup t ions  though, 
as usua l ,  her  husband received the l i o n ' s  Share from those suff rage t tes  
who had managed to  smugglethemse Ives in to  the  Hall.  In f a c t ,  Harcourt 
had to  run the  gaun t le t  tw iae  the same day when several su f f rage t tes  were 
removed from the Mansion House a few hours e a r l i e r ,  during one of  Har­
c o u r t ' s  fund-ra is ing  speeches for  the London School of Tropical Medicine.3^  
The Lord Mayor ordered policemen to remove the hecklers .  Harcourt quipped 
t h a t  t h i s  was not the kind of  disease on which he wished to speak, but 
the inc iden t  could hardly have improved h is  s t a t e  o f  mind f o r  the  
evening meeting.

On Friday, 1 March, the West End echoed to the sound o f  break­
ing glass as the WSPU staged a less organized but very expensive demonstra­
t ion  of i t s  own: women smashed shop windows, causing thousands of  pounds 
of damage, while Mrs Pankhurst and two companions went to Downing S tree t  
to  throw stones a t  the Prime Minis ter ' s  windows. Then, and l a t e r ,  they 
could have saved themselves the t rouble  - Asquith had opposed women's 
suffrage s ince 1892, and took the Gladstonian l in e  ( in  th i s  instance) th a t  
popular a g i t a t io n  should not  be confused with public opinion. One of 
the stones flung by the women in f a c t  missed number 10 a l toge the r ,  and 
st ruck the Colonial Office (number 12), but perhaps th i s  was d e l ib e ra te !3^8

Commenting on these  developments The Nation expressed the con­
sensus view th a t  the  m i l i t a n t s  had done immense damage to the suffrage 
movement - i t  was doubtful i f  there was s t i l l  a Cabinet majority  for
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women's suffrage,  and the women's cause had been weakened on both
319

s ides  of  the Commons, as indeed i t  had. However, Massingham warned, 
f a i l u r e  to solve the  Concil ia t ion B il l  would simply lead to another year  
of 'v io lence  and h e a t 1. Whereas the Pankhursts intended, by the stepping
up o f  mil i tancy ,  to  public ize  t h e i r  cause, i t  was in f a c t  p rec ise ly  the
n egative  pub l ic i ty  generated as  a r e s u l t  of t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  th a t  Har- 
co u r t  and the a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t s  counted on to defeat  the B i l l .

Harcourt expressed h is  confidence thus to Herbert Gladstone:

The su f f ra g e t te s  a re  more noisy and troublesome than 
ever and have now taken to a campaign of window breaking 
in the West End shops, which wil l not endear them to  a 
nation of shopkeepers. They broke mine l a s t  year  and I 
am hourly expecting them to  do i t  again as they made a
raid  on Bob Reid [ lo reb u rn ]  and Jack Pease t h i s  morning.
We he! d k r e m a r k a b l e  an t i  - su f f  rage meeting a t  the 
Albert Hall l a s t  week and I am quite  hopeful o f  de­
fea t ing  t h e i r  Concil ia t ion  B i l l  in the  House of Commons,

320la rge ly  owing to the  f o l l y  of t h e i r  proceedings,

Harcourt lobbied vigorously  p r io r  to  the next reading of  the  
Concil ia t ion  B i l l ,  and i t  was narrowly defeated,  by 222-208, on 28 March. 
In a l e t t e r  informing Sir  John F u l l e r  of the outcome, Harcourt empha­
s ized  his determination th a t  the  l a r g e r  franchise  Bill would meet a 
s im i la r  f a t e . 321

Although he did not r e f e r  to  himself sp e c i f i c a l ly  in th i s  
l e t t e r  - by 'we' he meant the a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t s  - Harcourt d e f in i te ly  
made an important contr ibu tion  to the  defeat of the Concil iat ion B i l l .
In h is  memoirs, Austen Chamberlain recorded th a t  during the weeks p re ­
ceding the vote Harcourt was busy drumming up support fo r  the defeat  of 
the B i l l ,  especia l ly  among the I r i sh  members. Possibly, as Chamber- 
l a in  surmised, what he told them was th a t  i f  the Bill d id  pass i t s  read­
ing, the Government would have to devote more parliamentary time to i t
l a t e r  on in the sess ion.  This , in turn,would leave less  time fo r  con-
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s ide ra t io n  of the Home Rule B i l l .  A breakdown of the vote on the 
Bil l  shows th a t  many of the N a t io n a l i s t s  who backed the measure in 1911 
had now voted against  i t .



Labour support f e l l  away, although the Labour Par ty  was the  

only par ty  o f f ic ia l ly  committed to  women1 s su f f rage ,  because the coal 
s t r i k e  monopolized the a t t en t io n  of the Labour MPs. By March, when the 
s t r i k e  began, the  Cabine t ' s  a t t en t io n  was focussed~on how to  get the 
owners and the Unions t o  reach agreement. The railway s t r i k e s  of 1911, 
Harcourt had w r i t t e n  to  the Austral ian Governor General,  had threatened 
to become 'very s e r i o u s ' ,  but  they were minor by comparison with the 
1912 coal s t r i k e .  In i t s  scope and impact, the stayaway was not surpass­
ed u n t i l  the general s t r i k e  of 1926. The confronta t ion between Capital 
and Labour th rea tened  to  bring the en t i re  economy to  a s t a n d s t i l l ,  and 
created a revo lu t iona ry  atmosphere.

V o la t i le  pamphlets l i k e  The Miner's Next S tep , suppressed 
before i t  could be c i r c u la te d ,  urged workers to  exclude parl iamentary 
rep resen ta t ives  as in te rm ed ia r ies ,  and depose t h e i r  own so -ca l led  leaders ,  
so as to  s e t  up a democratic executive t ru ly  r ep re sen ta t iv e  of the 
workers. The workers wanted an acceptable minimum wage, and reduced 
working hours. The premise inform ing such publ ica t ions  was t h a t  co l lec ­
t iv e  barga in ing ,  assuming co mmon ground with the  mine owners, was imposs- 

324i b l e .  The u n cer ta in ty  in the  country a t  la rge  was duplicated in the 
Cabinet,  which would not agree on a way of resolving the  impasse.
The argument hinged on whether the  Government was to  a s s i s t  the owners, 
via su b s id ie s ,  to  enable them to  pay the  minimum wage asked fo r  - f ive  
s h i l l i n g s  a s h i f t  f o r  men, two sh i l l in g s  fo r  boys - or pass  l e g i s l a t io n  
enforcing a s e t  minimum, w hateve r  t h a t  might be. The l a t t e r  s tep would 
en ta i l  a measure of  S ta te  intervention h i th e r to  avoided by Liberal Govern­
ments.

Harcour t 's  notes on the  ser ies  of Cabinet meetings held in 
March reveal the  growing panic of  ministers a t  what S i r  Edward Grey 
described as 'a  condit ion of c iv i l  war ' .  Harcourt favoured negotia­
t ion  with the miners,  noting t h a t  Churchill was 'v io l e n t ly  fo r  the
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masters against  the men1. On 16 March thti Cabinet agreed to a modi­
f ied  version of Asquith 's  proposals for  d i s t r i c t  by d i s t r i c t  minimum

op?
wage n ego t ia t ions .  Asquith, Lloyd George and Crewe formed a powerful 
tr iumvirate  in favour of the Bill, and most of the others, excluding 
Churchill, at once deferred to  their view, including Harcourt and Hob* 
house. The l a t t e r  commented t h a t  the workers would, in terms of the 
B i l l ,  have s u r r e n d e r e d n e a r ly  a l l  they asked f o r .  Comparing t h i s  react ion 
to th a t  of C hurch i l l ,  it would be easy to fo rge t  th a t  the F i r s t  Lord was



supposed to be a Radical»

Cautious as eve r ,  Harcourt advised his colleagues - apropos
Hothouse's remark - not t o  say t h a t  the workers had v i r tu a l l y  conceded

3?fteverything.  There would be many others to  say i t .  Churchill gloomily 
pred ic ted  th a t  the Unionists would s t rongly  oppose the B i l l ,  but Harcourt1s 
scept ic ism on t h i s  point was j u s t i f i e d  -  i t  was on the S t a t u t e  book  b y  
29 March. In the opinion of  the MFGB executive ,  there  were not enough 
adverse notes by the miners canvassed to  j u s t i f y  re jec t ion  of  the B i l l  
-  in  f a c t  some miners were re turn ing  to work on 18 March, even before the  
B i l l  was revealed - and by April the d ispu te  was over. During th i s  c r i ­
s i s  Harcourt had shown, once again ,  t h a t  he was not a major voice of  Radi­
cal opinion within the Cabinet.

Evidently Harcourt saw the B i l l  as an adequate solution to  the  
v~r»£iiate problem, which was a l l  th a t  mattered to him. Far from seeing 
the  Bill  as a s tep  on the  road to  social ism he in f ac t  believed th a t  i t  
did not meet workers' wage demands f u l l y ,  but was not prepared to argue 
the  mat ter .  At the  same tim e ,  he di d not  openly take issue with Church­
i l l  over the F i r s t  Lord's  contention t h a t  the  Bil l  went too  f a r  in knuck­
l in g  under to workers' demands. By c o n t r a s t ,  Lloyd George, one of the  
t r i o  who had persuaded the  Cabinet to accept the  B i l l t showed his keener 
awareness of the long-term s ign i f icance  o f  a Liberal commitment to a mini­
mum wage: nothing less than the  'death-knell  of the Liberal Party in i t s  
old form1, as his  biographer G r igg o i te sh im  as saying.

I f ,  as Keith Middlemas argues,  Lloyd George had 'no system' in
3?9

in d u s t r ia l  r e la t ions  po l icy ,  then s t i l l  less  did the Government as a 
whole, and in p a r t i c u la r  ministers l ik e  Harcourt,  who did not move beyond 
an unimaginative paternalism in t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  to  the working-class. Yet 
however well - or l i t t l e  - they understood the workers, would-be reformers 
l ik e  Pease and Harcourt were s t r iv in g  to  get more of them the vote in an 
e lec to ra l  system which e f f e c t i v e ly  only allowed 59% of a l l  adult  males to 
vote. There were a t  l e a s t  seven types of  franchise  in a complicated sys­
tem 'without para l le l  in the h is to ry  of the  c iv i l iz ed  w orld ' ,  Pease com- 
plained.  Nonetheless, the Franchise and Regis tra tion Bill  took shape 
during early  1912, reflecting the demands of Liberal agents from 
Wales and elsewhere fo r  el 1m inat ion  of various categories  of q u a l i f ic a t io n  
and the abo l i t ion  of t e c h n ic a l i t i e s  a f fec t ing  the vote - l ike  rent ,  
r a t in g *  e t c . 33  ̂



Yet, doing away with the laborious t e c h n i c a l i t i e s  enshrined in 
previous l e g i s l a t i o n  did not necessar i ly  reduce expenses. As in o ther  
i s su es ,  t h i s  was an aspect  which was_bound to concern Harcourt .  His own 
proposals had been c r i t i c i z e d  in 1906 as cumbersome and expensive,  but 
the new Bill  would not  be cheap i f  an accurate r e g i s t e r  was to be main­
ta ined .  Regis te r  compilation would cost  local a u th o r i t i e s  a t  l e a s t  
£280 000 annual ly ,  an average of about lOd a name. Pease suggested as
one p o s s ib i l i t y  a g r a n t - i n - a i d ,  proportionate to the expenditure i n c u r r e d  

332from the r a t e s .  Another cause fo r  concern was the ob jec t ions  of  
Liberal agents and the  executive of  the NLF to parts  o f  the  B i l l  l i k e  con­
tinuous r e g i s t r a t i o n .  Continuous reg is t r a t io n  means more work f o r  party  
agents ,  and because i t  was more expensive, i t  f a v o u r e d  the  par ty  with 
more funds to  t r a c e  e l e c t o r s .  The l a t t e r  could even b^ induced to  q u a l i ­
fy fo r  a pre-arranged vacancy, a form of 'gerry mandering1 which was 
qui te  f e a s i b l e . ^

As i t  turned out the  L ibe ra ls '  in ternal  nego t ia t ions  over the
Franchise B i l l  were made redundant by the rul ing of Speaker James Lowther
in January 1913. The Third Reading debate was to  resume on 24 January
with the Cabinet 'very d i s tu rb e d 1, as Hobhouse put i t ,  over the  suffrage
issue.  I t  was rumoured t h a t  Harcourt and even the Prime Minis ter  would

334resign i f  the B i l l ' s  p ro-suffrage  amendments were c a r r i e d .  Hothouse's 
account of the  heated Cabinet discussions makes i t  c l e a r  t h a t  s u f f r a g i s t s  
l ike  S i r  Edward Grey and McKenna were thinking of res igning i f  the  amend­
ments were not c a r r i e d .  At the time, the Liberal press did not re&lize 
the seriousness of the Cabinet sp l i t  over the suffrage i s su e .  S u f f ra ­
gette  mil i tancy during the previous summer had contr ibuted to  t h i s  d issen­
sion.

As Harcourt had predicted in his l e t t e r  to Gladstone, su f f ra g e t te  
mili tancy had only hardened m in is te r ia l  a t t i tu d e s ,  and he had a lso  been 
correct  about the p o s s ib i l i t y  of another a t tack  on him. The a t t a c k  came 
barely months l a t e r ,  j u s t  a f t e r  the Second Reading of the Franchise B i l l .  
This time the a t tack  was not on 14 Berkeley Square. Shortly a f t e r  mid­
night,  on 13 July 1912, a local police constable found two women standing 
near some creepers  on the north wing of Nuneham. They were unable to ex­
plain t h e i r  presence and, during the ensuing scu f f le ,  one woman got  away.
In the bag of the other  one, Helen Craggs, a note was found addressed to 
'S i r '  s ta t in g  th a t  she was responding to the 'chal lenge ' issued by 

Charles Hobhouse a t  Bris to l  (concerning the women's suffrage i s s u e ) .



Since he l ived  near to  Miss Craggs, Harcourt was simply a
more access ib le  ta rg e t !  There i s  no evidence t h a t  the Pankhursts ordered
the attempt to  burn down the house, but i t  was c e r t a in ly  a case of
attempted arson by members o f  the WSPU, though not a c tu a l ly  the f i r s t
d i rec ted  aga ins t  an a n t i - su f f rage  m in is te r .  Inflammable m ate r ia ls ,  matches,
a g lass  c u t t e r  and nine 'p icklocks '  were found in a basket  next to  the
accused. The women had gai ned access to  the grounds by a canoe found
bearded on the r iverbank. The 23-year-old su f f r a g e t t e  was sentenced to
nine months with hard labour. She pleaded g u i l t y  as a p o l i t i c a l  offender,
but the  pres iding judge 's  ru l in g ,  which was extended to  other  such cases,
was t h a t  the  law did not permit a plea of  p o l i t i c a l  motivation as a j u s t i -

336f i c a t i o n  f o r  criminal offences.

For Dr Ethel Smyth, the f a i r l y  well-known su f f r a g e t t e  composer, 
the  attempt on Nuneham had an unexpected repercussion .  Long a f t e r  the 
inc iden t  on 13 Ju ly ,  to which The Times a t tached 'considerable  importance', 
she was a r re s ted  a t  her Woking home and charged with complicity a t  Ox­
f o r d ,  then re leased on a bail of £1 "600. In f a c t ,  the  pol ice  had mistaken 
her fo r  the 'Miss Smith' who accompanied Helen Craggs. Also, a vocal
card of the su f f ra g e t te  song 'The March of  the Women', composed by
Dr Smyth had been found in the canoe,, and she was known to  have smashed 
one of the windows of Harcourt 's  London res idence the previous year. She 
was a r re s ted  on the strength of  th i s  c ircumstant ia l  evidence, and t r ie d  
a t  the  police  s t a t i o n ,  instead of in coyrL, to  avoid p u b l ic i ty .

When the e r ro r  was discovered the case  had, of course,  to  be 
dropped. Dr Smyth to ld  the press t h a t  a 'prominent'  French jo u rn a l i s t
would wri te  an a r t i c l e  in Figaro about her t rea tm ent ,  which she regarded

337as typical  of a 'womai,-hounding government su f fe r in g  from nerves ' .
The incident  cropped up for  discussion again a few months l a t e r .  During 
a Commons debate on su f f rage t te  t a c t i c s  Keir Hardie, the Labour member fo r  
the Welsh sea t  of K e r t h y r T y d f i 3 s a i d  th a t  Nuneham was empty in the north 
wing, and th a t  the intention had been to destroy property.  Harcourt 's
brother  Robert indignantly rep l ied  t h a t  the e ig h t  servants  l iv ing  in the

338house had been endangered - or did they not matter?  Right up to the 
Great War, the su f f ra g e t te s '  a c t i v i t i e s  f e l l  in to  the category of 'c r imi­
n a l ' ,  r a th e r  than ' p o l i t i c a l 1, offences as f a r  as the law was concerned. 
L ega l i t ie s  a s id e ,  the incident almost c e r t a in ly  strengthened Harcourt 's 
determination to  deny women the vote, despi te  h is  denial of t h i s  during
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Third Reading.

On Friday,  24 January 1913, the Liberal and Opposition s u f f r a ­
g i s t s  duly presented t h e i r  amendments to the Franchise B i l l .  After  they 
had done so,  Harcourt rose  to  de l ive r  what was perhaps the most impassioned
of  a l l  his speeches in the Commons. The vendet ta - l ike  aspec t  of H arcour t ' s

339opposition to women's su f f rage  has already been referred  to  s. and l i s ­
teners  on both s ides  of the  House could not but notice t h a t  Harcourt 's  
speech revealed what seemed to  be a personal grudge aga ins t  women per se. 
.Harcourt began by h is  customary declara t ion  of opposition to  'any form of  f e m a ld  
suffrage fo r  Parliamentary e l e c t i o n s ' .  Next, he objected to  the in t roduc­
t ion  in to  the Franchise B i l l  of a policy which 'few' believed to have any 
wide popular backing. He argued th a t  the  Bill  as i t  stood - providing 
f o r  a single  and s im pli f ied  f ranch ise ,  a shortened period of  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  
[reduced from 12 to  6 months] together  with the abo l i t ion  of  the p lura l  
vote - had been the  public  policy of the  Liberal Party ever since the  
Mewcastle Programme u

Harcourt added t h a t  he was not very fond of the  idea of  a r e f e r ­
endum but conceded [as he had wri t ten  to  D o n a ld ) th a t  t h i s  might be the 
only way of ge t t ing  the opinion of  the e le c to ra te  on the votes fo r  women 
issue .  Harcourt now began to  c i t e  'evidence ' to  back his  views. To 
support his contention t h a t  any form of Parliamentary suffrage  for  women 
would be detrimental to t h e i r  own i n te r e s t s  and those of  the  S ta te ,  he 
invoked the au thor i ty  of the  English philosopher Herbert Spencer. Har­
court  quoted from a l e t t e r  w r i t ten  by Spencer to John S tu a r t  Mil l ,  in 
which Spencer harped on the  ' r e l a t i v e  defic iency ' of the female mind in 
precise ly  ' those most complex f a c u l t i e s ,  in te l le c tu a l  and moral,  which 
have p o l i t i c a l  action f o r  t h e i r  sphere ' .  In f a c t ,  a l l  t h a t  the l e t t e r  
'showed' was th a t  women occupi ed a lowly place in Spencer 's  evolutionary 
scheme, and he might hav e got along well with S i r 1 A lm wroth  W r ig h t  340

Harcourt a lso  c i t e d  a more contemporary reference by the Unionist 
a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t  S i r  Edward Clarke, to the e f f e c t  tha t  female suffrage 
would lower the ' i n t e l l e c t u a l  q u a l i t y 1 of the e n t i re  e le c to ra te  and under­
mine i t s  s t a b i l i t y ,  Presumably borrowing from one of the points made by 
Violet Markham a t  her Albert  Hall speech, Harcourt expressed his r eg re t  
t h a t  women had not made g re a te r  use of t h e i r  local (municipal) voting 
r ig h ts .  The amendments proposed would add about eleven mil l ion  women to 
the e le c to ra te ,  placing the male e lec to ra te  a t  about ten mil l ion in r



minority , Harcourt now launched an a t tack  on S i r  Edward Grey: i f  the  
Foreign Secretary  thought women were f i t  to  pronounce on, and p a r t i c ip a te  
in ,  foreign a f f a i r s ,  why had he not appointed any as h is  ambassadors, 
consu ls ,  or  even as Foreign Office clerks? I r o n i c a l l y ,  considering his  
own ambivalent a t t i t u d e  to  reform, Harcourt accused Grey of ' s t i c k in g  to 
the business end of the  wedge, which is  so dear to  the  heart of every 
timid reformer1.

Then Harcourt turned on Lloyd George, whom he accused of want­
ing ad u l t  male su f f rag e ,  but a l imited female f ran ch ise ,  Harcourt to ld  
the  Commons th a t  he had recent ly  spoken to  a deputation of  female domestic 
servants about  National Insurance, and had found t h e i r  views ' r e le v a n t ,  
emphatic and sound'.  Why did the Chancellor accept t h e i r  th ree  pence 
c o n t r ib u t io n s ,  but not  t h e i r  votes? Referring to the  attempt to burn 
down the  c h i ld r e n ' s  wing of  his house, Harcourt denied t h a t  i t  had i n f l u ­
enced his a t t i t u d e ,  but thought i t  might be in d ica t iv e  of ' th e  type of 
mental balance we may expect '  i f  women became e le c to r s .  He concluded his  
d i a t r ib e  aga ins t  the 'tremendous and, as I th in k ,  revo lu t ionary '  a l t e r a ­
t ion  of the  e le c to ra te  thus:

Women are  physical ly  incapable of con tr ibu t ing  to 
the  naval,  m i l i ta ry  or police defence of law and 
order .  They are  i l l - s u i t e d ,  in my opinion, by 

tem p eram en t ,b y  t r a in in g ,  or l i f e ,  to  the conduct 
of diplomacy or the solution of Imperial prob­
lems. I be l ieve ,  therefore ,  t h a t  in a sovereign 
s t a t e  l ik e  t h i s  they would be a weakness r a th e r  
than a s t reng th  as a governing fa c to r  in i t s  
adm inis t ra t ion .

The a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t s  co uld not have hoped fo r  a more vehement 
a t tack  on the amendments, and Lord Hugh Cecil remarked a f t e r  Harcourt 's  
speech t h a t  the Colonial Secre tary 's  zeal reminded him of Peter the 
Hermit [the organizer of the People's Crusade in 1096] „ As the Union­
i s t  peer pointed out to  the House, the 'most amazing pa r t  of [Harcourt 's]  
speech was the extraordinary quarrel he seems to have with the female 
sex in general .  He might have been recently  spanked, and he fee ls  so 
deeply and b i t t e r l y  as nev e r  to have got over the ind ign i ty  of having 
been born of w o m a n ' . ^  Yet the f r a n t i c ,  Canute-like e f f o r t s  of Harcourt



and the a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t s  to  dam the democratic groundswell of  the new 
century seemed unlikely  to  succeed. The su f f r a g i s t s  in both major p a r t i e s  
looked forward to the passage of  the suffrage amendments.

The next day, H arcour t ' s  speech was the subject  of d iscussion 
a t  an impromptu gathering a t tended by Masterman, Chief Whip Percy I l l i n g ­
worth, Lloyd George,and his  f r i e n d ,  the newspaper magnate S i r  George Rid­
dell  . As Illingworth noted, the  speech had been w r i t ten ,  but de l ivered  
w e l l ,  and Masterman confirmed t h a t  Harcourt was pleased with himself .
He to ld  Masterman afterwards t h a t  he had had a favourable react ion to  h is  
speech. Riddell asked the Chancellor i f  the speech might not have given 
the  public the impression t h a t  the re  was dissension in the  Cabinet.
The Chancellor caut ious ly  denied t h i s ,  but added tha t  he did consider  the 
speech to be a mistake:

I t  was unnecessary, and has created a wrong impression 
as you say. There, again ,  i t  i s  l ik e  two children 
playing roughly with each o th e r .  The rough play often 
leads to real blows. I f  I were to reply and carry on 
the d iscussion,  I know who would look foolish  in the 
long run. Lulu i s  a l l  r i g h t  i f  he has six months to 
prepare, but  he i s  no good in a rough and tumble . 342

However, in terms o f  Speaker Lowther's ru l ing ,  ne i ther  s u f f r a ­
g i s t s  nor a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t s  had to  make any fu r th e r  e f f o r t s .  Fallowing 
Arthur Balfour 's res igna t ion  as Unionist leader  in November 191t ,  his 
place had been taken by Andrew Bonar Law, an iron merchant from Glasgow.
This 'shrewd, g l ib  commercial man' as I l b e r t ,  the c lerk  of  the Commons 

343described him, pointed out to  Lowther the i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  of the  s u f f ­
rage ammendments, which enabled the Speaker to r e j e c t  them. Lowther de­
cided th a t ,  unlike the  amendments of  1867 and 1884, the proposed add i t ions  
to  the  Bill did not enfranchise  new claas&s of people. Hence they would 
a l t e r  the nature of the Bill  to  an unacceptable ex tent ,  and he to ld  As­
qu i th  th a t  would have to recommend i t s  withdrawal i f  i t  incorporated them. 
As Lowther laconica l ly  noted in his memoirs, the e f fec t  of his ru l ing  was

to put an ext inguisher  upon any chance which the women 
might have had of having t h e i r  claims recognized in 
the curren t  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  and the Prime Minister withdrew



The following Monday, 27 January,  Lowther explained his  ru l in g  to the 
Commons. The Cabinet had by then decided to  drop the Bill  r a th e r  than 
r isk  i t s  d e s t ru c t io n ,  and Asquith announced i t s  withdrawal,3^

Not s u rp r i s in g ly ,  the  Government was accused of bad f a i t h  by 
the s u f f r a g e t t e s ,  and some newspapers had speculated before the  ru l ing 
th a t  the Franchise B i l l  would be dropped, in favour of a p lu ra l  voting 
b i l l  on i t s  own. This i s  what happened, and fo r  a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t s  l ik e  
Harcourt and Asquith the outcome could only have come as a r e l i e f .  How­
ever the evidence confirms t h a t  the Government did not plan the  f iasco .
Had i t  done so ,  there  would have been l i t t l e  point  to  the extensive  work 
on the  amendments. The withdrawal of the Franchise Bi l l  dismayed the 
more moderate women's su f f rage  soc ie t ie s  l i k e  Mrs Fawcett 's  NUWSS, and 
was the  signal fo r  f u r th e r  e s c a l a t i o n  of WSPU mil i tancy during the r e s t  
of 1913 and 1914. In the  Commons, Lloyd George c a te g o r i c a l ly  denied 
th a t  there  had been t h r e a t s  of min is te r ia l  res igna t ions ,  but  the  whole 
episode did l i t t l e  to  enhance harmony within the Cabinet.

I t  seems unl ike ly  t h a t  the res ignat ion from the Reform Club by 
Winston Churchill  and Lloyd George soon afterwards was c o in c id e n ta l . 
Liberal back-benchers were a l so  sick and t i r e d  of the  in te rn a l  squabbling. 
In a l e t t e r  to  The Times, Harcourt*s su f f r a g i s t  brother  suggested grant­
ing women a wider f ranch ise  on a narrower range of sub jec ts  -  anything
was b e t t e r  than the ' s in g u la r ly  unedifying' parliamentary proceedings of 

347
the past  week. Harcourt himself took the loss  of the  Franchise Bill 
very well - he had no in te n t io n  o f  resigning from the Reform Club, as 

runourecs in the Times, and remai ned on good terms with Lowther. On 
one of  the occasions he manage d to escape his o f f i c i a l  d u t i e s ,  the 
Colonial Secretary accompanied the l a t t e r  to a play with the  r a th e r  
inappropriate  name, under the  circumstances, of Trust  the  People J Nor 
did Harcourt 's  a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t  a c t i v i t i e s  c e a s e . ^

Lowther's ru l ing  mar ked the end of the l a s t  major Government 
attempt to secure votes fo r  women pr ior  to the Great War. The Liberal 
back-bencher Willoughby Dickinson introduced his own Representat ion of' 
the People B i l l ,  but  i t s  de fea t  in the Commons ended any f u r th e r  pr ivate
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e f f o r t s . Despite the demise of the Franchise B i l l ,  the Government pushed 
on with i t s  plural  voting b i l l ,  a f f ec t ing  about 525 000 v o te r s .3^  The 
Unionists resurrec ted the old arguments, and i t  did not pass Third 
Reading un t i l  mid-July 1913. The Second Chamber obstructed the measure, 
so in  1914 the whole process had to begin over again.  Defending the Bil l  
during Second Reading Harcourt now described r e d i s t r ib u t io n  as a 'very 
d e s i rab le '  reform because the imminent passage of the Home Rule^now made 
i t  poss ib le  to reduce I r i s h  represen ta t ion  to  below 100, which he would 
have objected to in the p as t .

Shortly  a f t e r  the  Plural  Voting B i l l  had passed through the  
Commons once more, war broke out .  Liberal e le c to ra l  reformers were 
most dismayed to f ind the  measure 'marooned' in the  'shal lows'  of the 
p a r ty - p o l i t i c a l  t ruce of  August 1914, and tended to blame the Prime 
M in is te r , 352

The Harcourt Papers do not ind ica te  i f  the  Colonial Secretary 
was amongst those who blamed Asquith, although evidently  the war could 
not have been foreseen. Pease was a t  l e a s t  as anxious - i f  not more so
than Harcourt - t h a t  the  Bill  should not be forgo t ten .  Even on ac t ive
se rv ice ,  he wrote anxiously to  Harcourt in England th a t :

I wrote to the  P.M. t h a t  I expected the  Govt 
to  safeguard the  Plural Voting B i l l ,  I know 
th a t  you wil l do your utmost to  see t h i s  done.
I f e l t  I ought to  place something on paper to 
show I had done what I regard as a l l  t h a t  is  
possible  fo r  m e to do, being out here.

As i t  turned ou t ,  in the post-1918 e lec to ra l  system voters
were allowed to r e ta in  a second vote by v i r tu e  of  univers i ty  or business 
q u a l i f i c a t io n .  But, the old Liberal grievance about the plural  vote given 
to the borough freeholder  in counties was f i n a l l y  met.

Although not as hot as the summer of 1911, p o l i t i c a l l y  the 
' temperature '  soared during July 1912. On S a t u r d a y  27 July the 
Unionists staged t h e i r  most impressive pre-war show of strength
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a t  Blenheim Palace. The Duke of Marlborough inv i ted  3 000 delegates  
representing v i r t u a l l y  every Unionist organizat ion in the  country, and 
the ground^  about the  Palace were host t o  10-15 000 people from the 
surrounding d i s t r i c t s .  The leader  of the Opposition launched a v io len t  
a t tack  on the t h i r d  Home Rule Bil l  which Asquith had introduced to the 
Commons in Apri l ,  and he described the Government as a 'revo lu t ionary  
committee' which had swindled i t s  way in to  seizure of despotic  power.
The Unionist r a l l y  a t  Blenheim made i t  c le a r  th a t  the  Opposition intend­
ed to  centre i t s  r e s i s t a n c e  to the Government on the I r i s h  quest ion ,  
which was increas ing ly  to  dominate domestic p o l i t i c s ,

Asquith was appal led by the ' r e c k l e s s r o d o m o n ta d e  a t  Blenheim'
35Fwhich ' furn ishes  f o r  the fu tu re  a complete grammar o f  anarchy ' .  Har- 

court  must a lso have been taken by surpr ise  by the b e l l i c o s i t y  o f  the 
Blenheim r a l l y .  Not so long before i t  was held* he wrote apropros the 
Second Reading of the  Home Rule Bil l  tha t :

We have got  through [ i f )  well and i t  i s  s t r i k in g  to  
see how much l e s s  opposit ion there  i s  to  the p r in c i -* * JllWlllW I I W . 1 n . l i

pie than th e re  was some years ago. The f i g h t  i s  
more d i rec te d  to  d e t a i l s  and i s ,  th e re fo re ,  les s  
savage . . , 356

Despite the m a jo r i t i e s  in the Commons in favour of the Bil l  i t  became 
apparent tha t  the  House of Lords had every in ten t ion  of using i t s  consi­
derable powers of delay to  the l im i t .  The question was what would 
happen a f te r  the B i l l  could no longer be d e n i e d  c o n s t i t u t io n a l ly ,  in terms 
of the Parliament Act of the  previous year .

The L ibera ls  were no le s s  committed to Home Rule, e sp ec ia l ly  
because of t h e i r  need of I r i s h  Nat iona l is t  support in the Commons, than 
th e i r  opponents were to allowing the rule of the predominantly Catholic 
south over P ro te s tan t  U ls te r .  Whereas i t  turned out th a t  Bonar Law was 
wil l ing  to accept a compromise exclusion of Ulster  acceptable  to  Carson 
and the Unionists in those northern counties , his l e s s  moderate supporters 
wanted to use the  U ls te r  issue to  stop Home Rule a l to g e th e r  - a course 
of action Law u l t im a te ly  re je c ted .  Since the Liberal P a r ty ' s  f ig h t  over 
Home Rule in 1886, the issue  had been one of abiding i n t e r e s t  fo r  Har- 
court .  He always supported the movement fo r  I r i sh  self-government, the 
key policy of Gladstonian Liberalism, As Patricia Ja1land, the  h is to r ian



of the L ibera ls  and the U ls te r  question has pointed ou t ,  Harcourt 's 
d u t ie s  a t  the  Colonial Office kept him too busy to  play any major role 
in formulation of I r i sh  policy .

This sphere was, in any case ,  the preserve of the I r i sh  Secre­
t a r y ,  but although Harcourt had not joined the  Cabinet Committee se t  up 
in January 1911 to  thrash out the d e t a i l s  of a Home Rule B i l l ,  he did 
see to  i t  t h a t  B ir re l l  kept him f u l ly  b r ie fed  on developments.35  ̂ On 
good terms with Redmond, the  I r ish  N a t io n a l i s t  leader  in the Commons, 
Harcourt got  him to address hie constituents in late 1911 ,  a t  
a Home Rule demonstration atRawtenstall Grand Theatre ,  and in his~own 
in t roduc to ry  speech Harcourt out lined his s tance  on the I r i sh  question.
He fi rmly s t a te d  his conviction th a t  the time had come fo r  Ireland to be 
granted self-government. The granting of autonomy would, he argued, help 
to  cement na tional  unity ,  and c i ted  the precedents of a troubled Canada 
and, more r e c e n t ly ,  s t r i f e - t o r n  South Africa.

Harcourt reassured his audience t h a t  Carson and his  's tage army'
-  the  U ls te r  Volunteers -  would be met by a determined English nation,

358
with an ' i n e v i t a b l e  outcome'. In subsequent speeches to h is  cons t i tu ­
e n t s  during 1912 Harcourt continued to  make scath ing  a t tacks  on Carson -  
a lawyer who preached i l l e g a l i t y '  and toyed with ' semi-treason ' ,  although 
i f  there  were a revolution over Home Rule, Carson would not be found 
hanging from a lamp with an orange in his mouth . 359  Harcourt was one of 
the  m in is te rs  who did not take the th rea ts  o f  the  Ulstermen seriously ,  
o r  regard what he dismissed as the 'par l iamentary  mouthings' of the i r  
spokesmen as rep resen ta t ive  of majority opinion.  He c lea r ly  had his 
own dealings with the Dominions in mind when he to ld  the  assembled members 
o f  the Rossendale Liberal Council in May 1912 t h a t  to  see the tendency 
in national  a f f a i r s  as towards concentration and c e n t r a l i z a t i o n ,  instead 
o f  devolution,  was 'a mistaken and d is to r ted  view '.

This time, Harcourt c i ted  the United S ta te s  and Austral ia  as 
examples. When t e r r i t o r i e s  within the USA developed t h e i r  resources and 
increased t h e i r  population, the'-' were given s t a t e  r ig h t s  by the central 
government, and had th e i r  own leg i s l a tu re s ,  jo in in g  the Union as fu l ly -  
fledged autonomous s t a t e s .  Harcourt also pointed out tha t  when Australia 
became a Commonwealth, cons t i tuen t  s ta tes  re ta in ed  freedom of action - 
they were not deprived of t h e i r  parliaments or  t h e i r  autonomy. 369 This 
was f ine  in theory,  but in pract i  ce Harcourt discovered th a t  when
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autonomous s ta te s  a s s e r t e d  themselves , as happened in A us t ra l ia ,  
the consequences fo r  the  Imperial government could be embarrassing, even 
i f  - adhering to the p r in c ip le  of non-intervention *• Harcourt did not 
in te r fe re * 3^  These speeches, and o thers  Tike them, c le a r ly  indicate  t h a t  
Harcourt was committed to  Home Rule not only because i t  was vaH y  p o l icy ,  
but because i t  seemed to  be the  next logical  step in the evolution of 
I r i sh  government* Like o th e r  Liberal p o l i t i c i a n s  in 1912, including the 
Prime Minister ,  Harcourt seems to  have underestimated the seriousness of  
the Ulster  commitment to r e s i s t i n g  HomeJtu te  from Dublin,

A man wbo.„ty M s ‘»wn admtss.1on«to .BB I n ,1907, detested ' a l l  
the d is t in c t io n s  of  c reed s '  could not  be expected to  understand the depth 
of  n a t i o n a l i s t i c  f e e l in g  aroused by the  Government, embit tered by 
re l ig ious  cleavage, t h a t  then -  as now- was to  make Northern Ireland a 
hotbed of unrest .  L i t t l e  suspecting t h a t  the nation would come to the  
brink of c iv i l  war over Home Rule, Harcourt thought t h a t  there  would be 
more res is tance  to  the  Government's Disestablishment B i l l ;

I fancy th a t  much more fee l in g  f i l l  be developed in 
the country aga in s t  our Welsh Bill fo r ,  though the  
people do not  mind Disestablishment,  they are  not 
enamoured! of d i s e n d e w m e n t . ^ 2

He was only pa r t ly  r i g h t ,  the  Government did not have to  contend with 
public opposit ion,  d esp i te  lack of support from non^Welsh rank and f i l e .

The main focus o f  a t tack  by the B i l l ' s  opponents was as Harcourt 
predicted , d l s e n d o w i e n t .  When McKenna defended the Bill  in the  Commons 
in May 1912, he pointed out t h a t  i t s  provisions were more generous t o  the  
Anglican Church than i t s  predecessor in 1909, But the projected loss  of 
revenue, including the t r a d i t i o n a l  t i t l e s ,  did not go down well with the  
Churchmen l i s te n in g  in the g a l l e r i e s ,  nor the Opposition. - The ensuing 
verbal clashes between the C e c i l s  and Lloyd George, the Parliamentary 
defender of Nonconformity, e n te r ta in ing  though they were, did not a l t e r  
the fac t  th a t  by 1912 Disestablishment could no longer command much en­
thusiasm and support in  Wales - l e t  alone outside i t . 363

The treatment of the  Disestablishment Bill  in Parliament r e ­
f lec ted  the lack of i n t e r e s t  shown ex te rna l ly .  The Bill  reached the 
Statute Book in 1914, but was only implemented in 1920. In con tra s t  to



the apathy of many Liberal M Ps, the  Unionists r e s i s t e d  the  Bill  to the 
utmost using the House of Lords' power of delay.  I t  seems to have been 
more than j u s t  obs t ruc t ion  of ‘s e c t a r i a n 1 l e g i s l a t i o n  forming a s tap le  
p a r t  of  the  Liberal programme» r t  the o ld ,  f a m i l i a r  pa t te rn  of 1892-5 
and 1906-09. The Government's f o ^  saw the Bil l  as another  ' t y r a n n ic a l1 

imposition and placed the Disestablishment B i l l  -  along with Home Rule-in 
the same category as l e g i s l a t io n  which 'demanded' a d is so lu t io n  and a 
popular stamp of  approval , or dis approval , p r io r  to  enactment.3^  A 
determination not  to  cooperate, and to make the Government's tenure of 
o f f i c e  as d i f f i c u l t  as p o s s i b l e  charac ter ized  the Opposit ion 's  act ions 
from l a t e  1912 onwards.

The usual ly  s t a id  Commons were to  witness scenes ecl ips ing even 
la t t e r - d a y  Tory/Labour slanging matches. As I l b e r t ,  the Clerk of the  
Commons wrote to  Bryce in the United S ta te s ,  the Opposition were in a 
'nasty  mood1, not soothed by by-election success .  The volcano of bad 
fee l in g  erupted on Wednesday, 13 November 1912, when Asquith t r ie d  to  pro­
pose the  annulment of  an Opposition amendment to the  f in an c ia l  provisions 
of the  Home Rule B i l l .  This was intended to  reverse  the defea t  in a snap 
d iv is ion  taken two days e a r l i e r .  The Prime Minister  was howled down by 
the i r a t e  Unionists .  Harcourt t r i e d  to speak, and received a s imilar  dose 
of ' r e a l  old Tory p o l i t i c s ' . 3®5 Describing the week's events  that  
Friday, I l b e r t  opined th a t  i t  was one of the  s to rm ies t  weeks he could 
reca l l  in  a l l  h is  long parliamentary experience . 366

Such an atmosphere was not conducive to impassive p o l i t i c a l
debate, and the Opposition seized on the ensuing M a r c o n i  s c a n d a l  w i t h  an
avidness which, as L ibera ls  complained, was 'a  shocking example of the

367
lengths to which unchari table  party fee l ing  can g o ' .  The Scandal arose 
from the f a c t  t h a t  Attorney General S i r  Rufus Isaacs ,  A.C.Murray and 
Lloyd George had decided to have a ' f l u t t e r '  by buying M a rc o n i  s h a r e s  
The t rouble  was t h a t  the  shares t  hey bought from Godfrey Isaacs were 
bought p r io r  to the drawing up of the Government co n trac t  with A m er ican  
M arcon i  and before the  shares were avai lab le  to the publ ic .

The press d isc losures  about the t ransac t ion  monopolized public
a t ten t io n  from the end of March 1913. Lloyd George's biographer John frrigg 
points out t h a t  the Chancellor not only showed lack of fo re s ig h t  but an 
unwillingness to accept the same censure he had been w i l l in g  to pass in



an analogous case during the South A fr ica n  War concerning Joseph Chamber,
I a i n ' s  l inks with an armaments f i rm. His in d isc re t io n  had led the

36R
Government on to th in  ice . As I l b e r t  unsympathetically wrote to 
Bryce, Lloyd George had ' l o s t  his  h a l o ' . 36^

The Se lec t  Committee appointed by the Government to in ves t iga te
the  a f f a i r  exonerated the p ro tagon is t s  of charges of  corruption,  but
Asquith did not, care to r i s k  a general e le c t io n  despite  the s l i g h t  revival
of  Liberal e lec to ra l  fortunes e a r l i e r  in the  year .  Like other  m in i s te r s ,
Harcourt was no doubt anxious to  see the  a f f a i r  forgotten as quickly as
p oss ib le ,  i r respec t ive  of h is  personal f e e l in g s  about the Chancellor 's
d iscomfiture .  As he wrote to  the  West Indian Governor, accused of i l l i -

370c i t  share speculation of his  own, the re  was

a m ia sm ic  wave of unfounded suspicion about
371here fo r  a moment, but  the  a i r  wil l c le a r  . . .

In t h i s  instance,  time was on the  s ide  of  the Government, but the absence 
of  a c e n t r a l ,  guiding policy was harder to  overcome than any iso la ted  
scandal ,  however embarrassing.

Harcourt was aware of  the  need fo r  a major new point  of depar­
tu r e ,  and the area which suggested i t s e l f  was land policy.  He read de­
mands fo r  a new a t tack  on a g r i c u l tu r a l  problems, such as th a t  in t k e  j
Ju ly  1913 issue o f  the Contemporary Review*.

The cry  of discomfort from a badly housed, 
under-paid peasantry wi 11 not cease j u s t  be­
cause Liberals  are  weary of well-doing. The 
people cannot wa i t .  Once more the  Liberal
Party has discovered t h a t  the law of i t s  be-

37?ing must be always to  go forward.

As Lloyd George had put i t  to  h is  f r iend  G eorge  R i d d e l l  t h e  p r e v i o u s  May,
something was needed ' t o  put f re sh  l i f e  in to  the dry bones ' . 3 / 3

However Harcourt had nothing new to o f fe r  on the land question.
I t  was the Chancellor who was to  lead the Liberal Tarty forward on t h i s  
c r i t i c a l  contemporary i s sue .  By l a t e  1913 the Land Enquiry Committee



chaired by Liberal e ld e r  statesman Sir  Arthur Acland had a lready  been 
working fo r  over a year .  Set up in June 1912 a f t e r  a meeting of Liberal 
t h e o r i s t s  a t  Lloyd George-^s residence,  i t  was to spread the  way for  a 
land campaign. The Enquiry looked into ex is t ing  ten t s ,  a g r ic u l tu ra l  wages 
and l iv ing  cond i t ions ,  and spread i t s  n e t s  wide to include Liberals 
c l a s s i f i e d  as 'Radical P l u t o c r a t s ' . Thus Harcourt was amongst those ask­
ed about the  working condit ions of his tenants and how many small hold­
ings he had on his  own e s t a t e s . ^  But small holdings did not rea l ly  
i n te r e s t  Lloyd George.

His two-fold emphasis was on payment of higher wages to rural 
labourers,  and ra t in g  reform f o r  urban land. The l a t t e r  reform was the 
price land taxers  l ik e  Wedgwood, Trevelyan and Outhwai te  asked for  
t h e i r  support of  the Chancel lo r 's  r  ,ui. .M n p a ig n .^  The Enquiry's f ina l  
report  appeared in ear ly  October 19] » id time for  the  s t a r t  o f  Lloyd 
George's campaign, which had been delayed. The repor t  on urban land was 
only issued the following . i l ,  which re f lec ted  the lack of synchroniza­
t ion between the ru ra l  and urban campaigns. Nonetheless, Unionist agra­
r ians were perturbed by the  new l ine  of a t tack  because in  t h e i r  own party 
a l l ev ia t io n  of rural  poverty was a low p r i o r i t y . ' ^  The much publicised 
campaign was o f f i c i a l l y  launched on 11 October 1913.

Yet, as the  year  1913 drew to a c lose ,  the major domestic issue
was not , despi te  Lloyd George's e f fo r t s  to  the contra ry ,  the  Land Question.
The n a t io n 's  eyes focussed on the tension in Ireland which, Unionist
po l i t i c ian s  warned, would be the  scene of c iv i l  war i f  the  Government stuck
to i t s  plans fo r  Home Rule. I t  has been argued, in a recen t  study of
Liberal I r i s h  po l icy ,  t h a t  the  Government's internal  lack o f  coherence on
Ireland was a sign of i t s  pre-war d eb i l i ty ,  qui te ap a r t  from the  s t ra in s

377imposed on i t  by m i l i t a n t  su f f rag e t te s  and be l l ige ren t  workers. From 
the outset  of the frequent  Cabinet discussions over Home Rule i t  was 
apparent t h a t  only Churchill  was in favour of excluding U ls t e r  from Home 
Rule l e g i s l a t io n .  As usua l ,  on controversial mat ters ,  Asquith adapted a 
'wait and see '  a t t i t u d e ,  but  the issue was not about to  be amicably resolv­
ed by the passage of time.

The furore over Home Rule also involved the crown. The Govern­
ment once more expected George V to support i t ;  any o ther  a c t io n  would 
lead to a major c o n s t i tu t io n a l  clash between him and h is  appointed minis-



251

t e r s .  The Unionists brought p ressure  to  b ea r^ bo th  public ly  and p r i v a t e l y ,  
to d isso lve  Parliament or announce to  the  Government tha t  he would not  allow 
the Home Rule Bill to  pass without  another  dissolut ion and a general  e l e c ­
t io n .  Harcourt thought the Royal in te rven t ion :

is  rendered somewhat more poss ib le  by the unfortunate 
withdrawal of  iCnollys{whose ret irement l e f t  the pro- 
Unionist Stanfordham as the  King's  sole private  sec­
retary]  which leaves th e  King without any man of 
sound judgment in h is  entourage.

Of course any such a c t  would a t  once c rea te  
a strong Republican p a r ty  in Grt .  B r i ta in ,  and would 
lead to denunciations o f  the  King from every Liberal 
platform, and make a Liberal  v ic to ry  a defeat  of  the 
King.

Those same foo l ish  people destroyed the H. of 
Lords by the r e j e c t io n  o f  the Budget of 1909 and i f  
they go on 'damning th e  consequences'  they may

-  3 7 0
topple over the Monarchy on to  t h e i r  own s i l l y  h eads .

*

By late  1913, Asquith and Crewe - his most valued ad v ise r ,  .
were more inclined to th in k *1 of  a t  l e a s t  some form of Ulster  exclusion,

379whatever the number of counties involved, Lloyd George a lso favoured 
a compromise, and Haldane, Morley and Grey were also moving towards ex­
c lus ion .  The 'd ie-hards '  in the  Cabinet who combined to oppose U ls te r  
exclusion were, as P a t r ic ia  Jallarsd has shown, mainly McKenna, Runciman, 
Samuel and Harcourt. During September, Harcourt was one of f  M in is ters  
in Attendance a t  Balmoral, and t r i e d  to  impress on George V the Govern­
ment's  determination to see Home Rule e n a c t e d . The King, McKenna informed 
Riddell in conversation,never made an important speech without consul t ing  
the advice of his Ministers . During September George V was sorely in need 
of advice, but the opinions of h is  succession of v i s i to r s  d i f fe red  widely.

Apart from the Liberal Minis ters  in Attendance in t h a t  month - 
Grey, Harcourt, Churchill and B i r r e l l  - George V was also attended by 
several Shadow Ministers - Lansdowne, Bonar Law,Curzon and Balfour.
Much of the present knowledge of  what Harcourt said to George V comes 
from the diary of one man whom, more than any other,  could be considered 
the g r e y  eminence  of Edwardian p o l i t i c s .  From Lord Esher 's  account,
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i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  Harcourt  made a considerable impact with h is  arguments - 
though not a favourable  one. Although he was a good f r iend  of H arcour t ' s»E sher  
s y m p a t h i z e d  w i t h  t h e  O p p o s i t i o n  o v e r '  I re land ,  and he, urged the 
King to  stand f irm aga in s t  Liberal intimidation during his  s tay  a t  Bal­
moral, from 9-15 September. Esher recorded th a t  Harcourt was one of the 
main c u lp r i t s  in t h i s  r espec t .

During a long t a l k  with Esher on the morning of Wednesday,
10 September, the  King grumbled th a t  Harcourt had spoken with ‘absolute  
freedom' to him the  previous evening, put t ing the Government's cards on 
the t a b le .  Part  of  what Harcourt sa id was recorded in Hobhouse's d ia ry ,  
when the Colonial Secre tary  subsequently showed h is  colleague a memoran­
dum of  th i s  two-hour long in terview. The general tenor of  the  proceedings 
i s  evident  from one exchange: the King said th a t  i f  he signed a Home Rule 
B i l l  he would be hissed  a t  in the s t r e e t s  of B e lfa s t .  Harcourt rep l ied  
th a t  i f  he d i d n ' t ,  he would be hissed a t  in the s t r e e t s  of London. 380 

The King repeated what Harcourt had sa id ,  showing, Esher noted, very 
accurate  reca l l  of  many of  the  Colonial Secre ta ry 's  'bludgeoning sen tences ' .

Presumably Esher agreed with the King th a t  Harcourt had been 
'damned im p er t in en t ' ,  as the aggrieved monarch put i t .  In tu rn ,  he warned 
George V th a t  Harcourt and Morley had to ld  him th a t  a royal dismissal of 
the Government would make i t  a question of whether the country was ruled 
by the King or  the  people. Esher opined tha t  every Minister  from Asquith 
down, including Grey, would a t t a c k  the King personally i f  i t  came to  t h i s .
The sole  exception might be Crewe. On 13 September Esher warned Bal­
four of th i s  in t imat ion  by Harcourt th a t  the Government would see i t  as 
i t s  duty to t r e a t  the  Crown l i  ke the House of Lords i f  i t  stood in the 
way of Home Rule. At the  same time, the Government would l ik e  to  make

qoo
use of the Crown to  pass the B i l l  without consulting the people.

Despite E she r ' s  concern, Harcourt was not speaking fo r  what was 
s t i l l  an e s s e n t i a l l y  uncer ta in ,d iv ided  Cabinet. But the Colonial Secre­
tary  Imd v o i c e d  the  opinion of those Gladstonians in the Cabinet who 
were determined t h a t  nothing should stand in the way of Home Rule. Yet, 
as Esher himself no t iced ,  evei the most th in ly-vei led  th rea ts  of d i re  
consequences in the  event of Royal non-compliance did not preclude f r a t e r ­
nization with the  enemy. On 15 September Esher wrote t h a t  Harcourt and 
Bonar Law



a re  gibbering on the sofa near to  where I am 
w r i t in g  to  you . . .  In every o ther  country in 
the  world, Loulou would be the T o r y  and -  
Bonar Law the democrat. We are s t i l l  a 
unique n a t io n .38^

The leader  of the Opposition was, in f a c t ,  more disposed to 
reach a compromise than some of his e a r l i e r  public  u t te rances  had indica­
ted .  This was c l e a r  from his  meeting with Asquith -  an informal,  
s e c re t  one -  on 14 October. The main point  a t  issue remained precisely  
which counties  of  U ls te r  would be excluded from the B il l  -  Bonar Law 
thought Asquith t a c i t l y  agreed to six counties ,  whereas the  Prime Minister 
would f ind  i t  hard to  get his party to agree to  more than the four north­
e a s t  coun t ies .  In Cabinet,  a f t e r  th i s  s e c re t  meeting, Asquith s t i l l  in ­
s i s t e d  on a tough stance towards Uls ter ,  and in p a r t i c u l a r  the  threats  
of the Ulstermen to  r e s i s t  the B i l l ' s  implementation. In November, a t  
a speech a t  Bradford, Harcourt indicated he was s t i l l  f i rmly against  Ul­
s t e r  exclusion .

Again, he displeased George V by his  well publ ic ised  remarks: 
th a t  any unconst i tu t iona l  act ion by the King 'would reduce the  throne to 
a hopeless ru in  which no one would attempt to  r e b u i l d ' .  Bigge, now Lord 
Stanfordham, conveyed the  royal displeasure a t  the way Harcourt had 
launched himself  o n d e l i c a t e g r o u n d .  'The terms in which you did s o ' ,  he 
admonished, 'seemed to His Majesty somewhat trenchant  and monitory'.  
Nonetheless, Harcourt was unrepentant in Cabinet,  where he s ta ted  his firm 
b e l i e f  t h a t  Home Rule excluding Ulster was ' impossible '  because Liberals 
'would have none of i t ' . 38^ All the same, by the end of the year the 
balance of opinion in the Cabinet had t i l t e d  aga ins t  the unaltered re ten­
t ion of the Home Rule Bill  in i t s  1912 form.

Haldane was apparently converted to  the exc lu s io n is t  camp by 
Lloyd George, while even M orley began to change his  stance as the poss i­
b i l i t y  of unres t  and bloodshed in Ulster  loomed l a rg e r .  Harcourt 's 

o b n t i n n c y  seems a l l  the more surprising in view of the f a c t  tha t  the 
Ulster  Volunteers (reported by the end of January 1914 to be over 80 000) - 
had smuggled thousands of r i f l e s  and several machine guns in to  Ulster.
The Volunteers began, from la t e  September, to  hold regular  d r i l l s ,  and



not to  be outdone, an organ iza t ion  known as the I r i sh  Volunteers was 
formed in the  south of I re land  which a lso  began to arm i t s e l f  with 
smuggled weapons. The Government was alarmed by these t r e n d s ,  but the 
royal proclamations issued in ear ly  December prohibit ing the import of 
arms and weapons into I re land  and t h e i r  coastal t ransport  only succeeded
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in annoying the N a t io n a l i s t s ,  and did not  represent a real so lu t ion .

The extremists  on e i t h e r  side  could c i t e  the speech made by 
Asquith a t  Leeds on 27 November 1913 a t  which he sta ted the Government's 
in ten t ion  to pass Home Rule before a general e lec t ion :  the s i tua t ion  in 
Ire land now resembled a k e t t l e  in which steam inexorably builds up p res ­
sure aga ins t  the re s t ra in in g  l i d .  I t  seemed, In the ea r ly  months of 
1914, t h a t  only open c o n f l i c t  would ' r e s o lv e 1 the d ispute ,  in the ab­
sence of more cons t i tu t iona l  means. Whereas Morley fo r  one thought c iv i l  
war seemed inevi tab le ,  Harcourt adopted the more f a t a l i s t i c  a t t i t u d e  t h a t  
events would ' take t h e i r  c o u rs e ' .  He to ld  Esher, who thought that  the  
Government proclamations on U ls te r  had been a bad  mistake, tha t  he did 
not expect the King to i n t e r f e r e .  Esher to ld  his host th a t :

I knew nothing and was qu i te  ignorant  of the King's 
views, but th a t  I f e l t  sure t h a t  i t  would be foolish  
and rash to assume th a t  the  King would shrink from 
any act i  on, whatever the  r i sk  to  himself,  i f  he 
could avert  the r i s k  of c iv i l  war. He Qlarcourf) 
did not appear to r e l i s h  the remark.

Despite Asquith 's  insis tence  in a t a lk  with George V on 
5 February 1914 tha t  a general e lec t ion  would solve nothing, the King 
s t i l l  personally preferred th i  s to a p o s s ib i l i ty  of c iv i l  unres t .  In 
the end, the compromise scheme Asquith presented to the Commons in 
March 1914 provided fo r  a s ix -year  period of exclusion of Ulster  from 
the Home Rule B i l l ,  which could allow a t  l e a s t  one, or oven two, 
e lec t ions  to be held over the fu ture  of U ls te r .  Coldly received by 
many of his  own supporters as compromise pushed to the extreme (although 
i t  was ac tual ly  a reversio  n to a scheme proposed e a r l i e r  by Lloyd George), 
the plan did not meet with the approval of Carson and the Ulstermen. Car­
son did not want 'sentence of dea th1 stayed fo r  six years ,  but Asquith 
would not grant an in d e f in i t e  period of exclusion. The deadlock was com­
p le te .



As P a t r i c i a  J a i l  and has w r i t ten ,  whereas Asguith regarded the 

Unionist r e j e c t i o n  of h is  proposals as j u s t  another setback in a lengthy 
process of manoeuvering, other ministers  l i k e  Churchill  and Lloyd George 
were now thinking in terms of coercion of U ls te r .  On the eve of what 
has become known as the Curragh Mutiny, 387  i t  was c l e a r  t h a t  arrangements 
made f o r  the po ss ib le  dispatch of Br i t i sh  troops to  U ls te r  were Inadequate. 
This was p a r t ly  because of the Cabinet 's ambivalence about the  use of 
fo rce ,  and a r e f l e c t i o n  of the f a c t  tha t  the incumbent a t  the War Office, 
Jack Seely, was l e s s  e f f i c i e n t  than his predecessor Haldane. To add to 
the complications,  in 1914 the annual Army Act was up f o r  consideration 
in Parliament. I f  t h i s  Act were amended, there  would be no legal  standing 
army, and hence no troops could be u t i l i z e d  aga ins t  U ls te r .

Only pressure  from the Unionist back-benchers persuaded the 
Unionist leaders  n o t  t o  a d o p t  t h i s  l i n e  o f  a o t i o n » ^ 8 8 This was fo r ­
tunate  fo r  the Government, because police repor ts  c i r c u la t e d  on 6  and 
11 March warned t h a t  the  Ulstermen had drawn up plans to  a t tack  mil i ta ry  
barracks and ob ta in  access to  s tores  and magazines a s s i s t e d  in te rn a l ly  by 
sympathetic s o ld i e r s  a t  these depots. Harcourt played no ro le  in  the 
Cabinet committee s e t  up on 11 March to look in to  the planning o f  the 
operat ions ag a in s t  U ls te r .  The troop manoeuvres drawn up were influenced 
by Churchil l ,  who overshadowed Seely. The F i r s t  Lord a lso  envisaged the 
support of a naval squadron d uring the 'p recautionary  moves' to  be exe­
cuted on the evening o f  20 March. Apparently confused by the -imprecise 
nature of his  in s t r u c t io n s ,  S i r  Arthur Paget, the  Commander-in-Chief of 
I re land ,  did not  make f t  c lea r  enough to his  o f f i c e r s  t h a t  the manoeuvres 
were intended as pre-emp tive  precautionary measures.

As a r e s u l t ,  f i f t y - e ig h t  o f f i ce rs  under h is  command offered to 
resign ra ther  than move against  Ulster . Seely compounded his e r ro r  by 
assuring Brigadier-General Hubert Gough, the spokesman of  the rebel l ious 
o f f i c e r s ,  t h a t  the Army would not be used to  coerce U ls te r  in to  accepting 
Home Rule. These two sentences were added by Sealy on the document Gough 
was to  take back to  Ulster  . The document was pub l ic ised  and, o f  course, 
the Prime Minister  repudiated i t .  Seely 's  handling of the Curragh a f f a i r  
handed the Opposition excellent  p o l i t ica l  ammunition. Although they did 
not make best  use of i t ,  the Government was on the defensive during the 
weeks following See ly 's  resignation. At Harcourt 's  suggestion, Asquith 
assumed r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  the War Office as well as the premiership, in 
what the Radical Charles Trevelyan described as ' t h e  g re a te s t  coup of
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the whole of th is  memorable business'

As Harcourt 's  own wife noted,  the Government White Paper issued
on 25 March 1914 was, a t  b e s t ,  confusing even to  those who did not s u b s c r ib e

390
to the  view th a t  the Government's I r i s h  ' p l o t '  had f a i l e d .  One of the 
Colonial Secre tary 's  c r i t i c s  wrote in to express his  amazement  t h a t

the s trongest  m inis t ry  during my time s h o u l d  h a v e  
allowed i t s e l f  to be d ic ta te d  to by a m i l i ta ry  junta  
from the Curragh . . .  with General Gough as d ic t a to r

To t h i s  Harcourt repl ied th a t  n e i th e r  he nor the  Cabinet were in any way 
responsible f o r  surrender to the th re a ts  of  a m i l i ta ry  c l iqu e ,  and t h a t  
the Government's actions in the l a s t  few days had shown t h a t  'we are  
prepared a t  any cost  to  meet what amounts to  l i t t l e  les s  than an attemped

391
m il i t a ry  revo lu t ion ' .

Asquith's replacement of  Seely, and Church i l l ' s  powerful speech 
in defence or the Government on 30 March, Helped to res to re  some of the  
adm in is t ra t ion 's  battered c r e d i b i l i t y .  Nonetheless, the army now no 
longer  seemed r e l i a b le ,  and the successful d i s t r ib u io n  of about 35 000 
r i f l e s  and 3 000 000 rounds of ammunition by U ls te r  Volunteer gun-runners 
on th e  night of 24/25 April 1 91 4 only underlined thebloodshedwhich  
could occur i f  the s i tu a t ion  degenerated in to  open h o s t i l i t i e s .  The 
Government now had to t ry  to reach a p o l i t i c a l  agreement with the Unionists:  
As Churchill put  i t ,  i t  was no longer a case o f  whether the  Government 
would coerce Ulster  , but whether U lster  could be prevented from coercing 
i t .  Yet even now several m i n i s t e r s ,  including Simon, Hothouse and 
Burns wanted to  support Redmond whatever the consequences. Harcourt pre­
sumably shared the a t t i tu d e  of h is  brother  Robert who warned Churchill 
t h a t  there was strong fee l ing  in the  party aga in s t  any parleying 'with 

the enemy1. 3$?2

The search fo r  a negotiated se t t lement  continued r ig h t  up to 
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the eve of the Great War, but the Buckingham Palace Conference in 
mid-1914 continued to underline the mutually exclusive demands of the 
main p a r t i e s  involved: for the N a t io n a l i s t s ,  Redmond was prepared to 
leave out only four counties . Law s ta ted  the Opposition's demand for  
s ix ,  and S ir  Edward Carson wanted exclusion of the en t i re  province.
The Government's willingness to  discuss the t im e-l im its  of exclusion



did not extend to  the area involved,  which was e s s e n t ia l l y  the four 
counties Redmond was prepared to accept .  This deadlock now made Harcourt 
and Asquith 's  l e i s u r e ly  search fo r  a new Lord Lieutenant of Ireland 
barely a year  e a r l i e r  seem incred ib ly  o p t im is t i c .3^ *

In the event ,  the  outbreak of  war on the Continent precluded the 
beginnings of open c iv i l  war in U ls t e r ,  but th i s  was in any case a mixed 
blessing in view of  the subsequent bloodily  suppressed Sinn Fein upr is ing  
in Dublin in Easter 1916, and the f u r th e r  bloodshed during 1919-21.
Another ' b e n e f i t '  o f  the war was t h a t  i t  seems to have avoided an i r rev oc ­
able Cabinet s p l i t  over Home Rule , 395  Whatever the extent of the  c o n t r i ­
bution of the  Home Rule i s sue  to  the  destruct ion  of the  Liberal Party 
i t s e l f ,  the re  can be no quest ion th a t  Ireland was a fo rce  f o r  Liberal 
destruct ion ra th e r  than un i ty  from l a t e  1913 onwards. This was f a r  from 
what William Gladstone had intended when he f i r s t  linked the Liberal 
Par ty 's  for tunes to  t h i s  i s sue  in 1886, but by" the f i r s t  decades of the  
twentieth century Ire land was a m il ls tone  around the L ibe ra ls '  necks.
Nor did the  in f le x ib le  a t t i t u d e  of inve te ra te  Gladstonians l i k e  Harcourt 
on Ulster  exclusion make a so lu t ion  any e a s i e r .

Since the Cabinet c r i s i s  of 1909/10 the Radical 'economists '  
had made l i t t l e  impact on the  question oP naval and army expenditure.
They were, in e f f e c t ,  outmanoeuv red by McKenna over the  1911/12 e s t i -
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mates, and by his successor Churchill  fo r  those f o r  1912/13. Early in 
1912 the Army Estimates were presented to  Pari intent without even being 
submitted to  the Cabinet.  'We laughed! ' ,  Harcourt noted. Haldane said

^07
'they had been about fo r  some t im e ' .  I rep l ied  1 a b o u t  where?' The 
replacement of McKenna by Churchi 11 on 23 October 1911 had not by any 
means helped the 'economists*. McKenna was replaced e s s e n t i a l l y  be­
cause of h is  department's poor showing compared to the professional ism 
displayed by S ir  Henry W i l s o n  a t  the CID meeting of 23 August 1911, 
and because of his  endorsement of the contention by F i r s t  Sea Lord S i r  
Arthur Wilson th a t  the B r i t i s h  Expeditionary Force (BEF) should not be 
dispatched to France on the outbreak of war .39^

Asquith regarded Haldane as a f a r  more important member of 
the Cabinet,  so when i t  came to a choice of re ta ining McKenna or the
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War Secre tary ,  the outcome was a foregone conclusion. Once es tab l ished  

as F i r s t  Lord of the Admiralty, Churchill  adopted a very d i f f e r e n t  stance 
from th a t  of 190B/J. Whereas in the aftermath of the Agadir c r i s i s  the 
Cabinet wanted to f ind ways to  improve re la t io n s  with Germany, Churchill 
was determined to secure whatever sums the Admiralty deemed necessary to 
maintain naval supe r io r i ty  over Germany. In the search fo r  an AngTo- 
German agreement any reduction of  naval construct ion would, S i r  Edward Grey 
argued, have to come from the German s ide ,  in recognition o f  B r i t i sh  
naval supremacy.400 Against t h i s  anti-German policy trend was the p a c i f i s t  
bloc including Morley, Burns, Harcourt and Loreburn.

Following the l e t t e r ' s  res ignat ion  from the Cabinet in  June 1912, 
Morley and Harcourt thought i t  important to stay on to keep a show of 
s t rength  fo r  the benef i t  of  the  elements in Berlin advocating Anglo-German 
rapprochement.40  ̂ What brought the  naval construction issue tl) the 
fore  again in 1913/14 was the candid admission by Churchill a t  the annual 
M a y o ra l  banquet on 10 November 1913 th a t  the estimates would be 'sub­
s t a n t i a l l y  g r e a t e r 1 than u su a l . This in fu r ia ted  not only the Radical 
wing o f  the Liberal Party but Liberal associat ions nationwide, as well 
as the  Liberal Press, Even Margot Asquith complained to Lloyd George 
t h a t  ‘ I f  we c a n ' t  be a l i t t l e  economical when a l l  foreign countr ies a re  
peaceful than I don ' t  know when we can' .40<*

Her husband was fur ious  with what the Chancellor described to  
Riddell as a 'piece of madness', Churchill  had hinted a t  an increase as 
ea r ly  as January 1913, but had made a mistake by not coupling the announce­
ment with a renewal of his  'naval holiday' proposals f i r s t  s p e l t  out a t  
Manchester on 18 October.40  ̂ C hu rch i l l ' s  Guildhall speech be lied  the 
Government's claim to be committed to peace and retrenchment. Moreover, 
as Lloyd George explained to  Asquith, Grey, Crewe and Haldane on 12 Novem­
ber,  he an tic ipa ted  a d e f i c i t  o f  £3 500 000 and an added burden of heavy 
naval est imates would oblige him to ra is e  money with new taxes -  a course 
of action which was unappealing fo r  p o l i t ic a l  reasons,404 The F i r s t  Lord 
agreed to cut his estimates from £52 000 000 to £50 694 800 which was the 
figure  presented to the Cabinet on 5 December. This cut s a t i s f i e d  Lloyd 
George, but not C hurch ill 's  o ther  Cabinet c r i t i c s ,  who wanted fu r th e r  
reductions.

Samuel, the Postmaster-General, who was apparently - according 
to Hobhouse - as generally d i s t ru s te d  by the Cabinet as Harcourt,  argued
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tha t  two Dreadnoughts would su f f ice  for  1914/15, and was supported by 

Pease, Runciman and Hobhouse. Masteman, who had replaced the l a t t e r  as 
Chancellor of the  Duchy of  Lancaster in 1911, informed Riddell that 
these four  ministers  formed the core of the Cabinet opposi t ion to 
Church il l ' s  es t imates .  In the ear ly  stages of the dispute  McKenna hung 
back uncer ta in ly ,  perturbed by Lloyd George's lack of a c t io n  on behalf 
of the F i r s t  Lord's o p p o n e n t s , ^  Some accounts of the Cabinet meetings 
during December 1913 have a t t r ib u te d  Lloyd George's uncharac te r i s t ic  
pass iv i ty  to h is  g ra t i tud e  to  Churchill fo r  standing by him during the 

Marconi scandal.

This i s  what the  Chancellor told  Riddell ,  but  he did add th a t  
Churchill had been 'ex travagan t '  and th a t  he expected Churchill  to amend 
his f igures  to  meet the  P a r ty ' s  v i e w s . H a r c o u r t ' s  rea c t io n  to t h i s  
Cabinet s truggle  is hard to  a sse ss .  He does not seem to  have been as 
vigorous as usual in h is  a t tack  on in f la ted  es t imates ,  and perhaps p a r t  
of the reason was his g r e a t e r  awareness of naval needs. In defence of 
his es t imates ,  Churchill  pointed out th a t  Canada's re fu sa l  to  supply ships 
had added £1 500 000 to  the supplementary estimates -  Harcourt had been in 
formed of these nego t ia t ions ,  in which future Admiral o f  the  Grand Fleet  
S i r  John Je l l i c o e  had been despatched as a spokesman, and had been careful  
to  keep his  department’s intermediary role  in the  parleying over naval con- 
t r ibu t io n s  con f id en t ia l .  As argued e a r l ie r ,  h is  d u t ie s  a t  the  Colonial 
Office had drawn him fu r th e r  away from a 'L i t t l e  England1 s tance on de­
fence than has h i th e r to  been rea lized .

The Christmas recess came and went with the es t im ates  issue un­
resolved, and by now news of  the tension in the Cabinet was becoming
common knowledge. Liberal advocates of 'economy', likeAG,Gardiner of  the 
Daily News, wrote outspoken a r t i c l e s  in support of the  opponents of the 
estim ates, The pres ident  of the NLF, the Radical magnate S i r  John Brunner 
made an impassioned appeal aga ins t  the proposed expenditure on New Year's 
Day. And on th a t  same day the Da i ly  Chronicle published an interview with* f»-.r.~a>-aŵairri»rrrT-«-i3W 1
Lloyd George in which the Chancellor summarily denounced the est imates as 
f o l l y . C h u r c h i l l  c le a r ly  had formidable f o r c e s  arrayed against  him, 
but continued to hold out f o r  four Dreadnoughts in order  to  maintain the 
s ixty percent super io r i ty  in t h i s  type of ship (aver Germany, which was 
Cabinet policy ,  and formed p a r t  of the six-year construct ion  programme.



The next Cabinet meeting was s e t  f o r  Thursday» 22 January, and 

the outlook for  the Government seemed grim. Either  Churchill  would go, 
supported now by Grey, or the Chancellor might res ign - as he told Rid- 
d~iy~409 perhaps accompanied by others  l ik e  %Kenna, Runciman, Simon, 

Samuel and Hobhouse, The l a t t e r  wrote to Harcourt ,  revealing that  there  
was some confusion in the Cabinet about the  s i t u a t io n ;

When I was a t  Newtimber [Buxton's home) l a s t  Sunday,
Ql January] I gathered from Sydney th a t  he regarded 
the Navy Estimates, apar t  from the quest ion of 2 or 
4 new big sh ips ,  for  1914-15 as accepted.
I did not so understand the a t t i t u d e  of the  Cabinet.
I thought the whole question remained open . . .  Un­
less  I have completely f a i l e d  to  judge the temper 
of the people in th i s  country, i f  we go to  them with 
demands fo r  more money and new taxes in order to 
meet naval b i l l s  we shal l  a l i e n a t e  completely tha t  
section of the a r t i s a n  c lass  which is  wavering be­
tween Liberalism and Socialism.

The loss of Churchill might be a parliamentary blow.
To lose  the e lec to ra te  I r e fe r  to  would be to 
permanently c r ipp le ,  i f  not destroy progressive but 
sane Liberalism. I f  you think as I do, can you not 
intervene to stop th is  unnecessary e x p a n s i o n  of 
destruct ive  expenditure by supporting in Cabinet 
opposition to  the f igures  of £49 960 000 . . .  The 
party ,  or shall I say the f r i en d s ,  of economy have 

p r o c u r e d  delay^we have brought the Ch. of Ex out of 
of his t e n t ,  and we ha [ve} . . .p rocured  the h e s i t a ­
t ion of the P.M.

So much depends on the issue t h a t  I ven tu re fperhaps
quite  unnecessar i ly , to  appeal fo r  act ion in words
next Wednesday/^

Several in te res t ing  points emerge from t h i s  l e t t e r .  F i r s t l y , '  .
as an indication of whiah of the pa r ty 's  supporters Hobhouse expected the
estimates to a l l e n a tn .S e c o n d ly ,  i t  is c le a r  from the l e t t e r  that  Harcourt



had no t ,  as y e t ,  openly committed himself to opposing the est imates in 
Cabinet,  As one defender of ‘sane but progressive L iberal ism ' to another ,  
th is  i s  the appeal Hobhouse was making. And, even more s ig n i f i c a n t ly ,  
Harcourt did not heed the appeal: the deputation which urged Asquith to 
agree to  Church i l l ' s  ret i rement  from the Admiralty - and the Cabinet i f  
possible  - on 21 January did not include Harcourt. The Cabinet spokesmen 
for  the 'economists'  who approached the Prime Minister  p r io r  to the Cabi­
net meeting to be held next day were Lloyd George, Simon, Samuel and Beau­
champ.

This deputation came over from number 11, the  Chancellor 's  r e s i ­
dence, to repeat  what Hobhouse had already to ld  Asquith in a ' f i r e c e d in g  
personal interview*, t h a t  the Liberal Party would not be prepared to accept 
the large addit ional  est imates the F i r s t  Lord proposed to  append to the  
o y est imates. When the deputation arr ived  to ask f o r  Church il l ' s  
retirement,  Asquith said 'Oh, th i s  i s  a personal q u e s t io n . '  'No,' rep l ied  
Simon, 'a question of t e m p e r a m e n t  ̂ .Hobhouse recorded th a t  t h i s  exchange 
c lear ly  surpr ised and upset the Prime Minister ,  but sh o r t ly  afterwards 
Crewe arr ived and confirmed the deputation 's  views -  n ine- ten ths  of the 
Cabinet believed Churchill  would choose between Home Rule (and his exclu- 
s io n i s t  policy) or e s t W t e s  as a p r e t e x t  fo r  r e s i g n a t i o n . ^ 2

I f ,  as seems almost ce r ta in ,  Harcourt was a m o n g s t  t h i s  major i ty ,  
he did not t ry  to  hasten Church il l 's  res ignat ion,  whether or not he was on 
the winning s ide .  P e r h a p s  his reasoning was that  i f  you d o n ' t  enter  the 
f i e ld  you c a n ' t  lose :  and as i t  turned out,  h is  non-committal stance was 
vindicated by Lloyd George's v o lto  face*

After another two hour Cabinet wrangle on 29 January agreement
seemed as d is tan t  as ever,  and Hobhouse noted that  the  Chancellor did not
attack Churchill t h i s  time. In f a c t ,  he summoned the F i r s t  Lord to No 11
the next morning to  t e l l  him th a t  he agreed with his wife t h a t  too many
Dreadnoughts were b e t t e r  than too few! Probably the vea l  reason, as
Patr ic ia  dal land suggests ,  was tha t  Lloyd George was prepared to  compromise
over the est imates so as to have Churchil l 's  support f o r  his  Ulster
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policy of a l imited period of exclusion. The 'economists '  had lo s t  
once again. Left in the lurch by Lloyd George they could not but agree - 
grudgingly - to  est imates of £51 580 000, f a r  above the f igu res  Hobhouse 
had refused to accept .  These f igures were agreed to by the Cabinet on 
11 February, and in return Churchill promised substant ia l  reductions fo r



the 1915/16 estimates.

As one of the F i r s t  Lord's biographers notes ,  he had lo s t  only 
three  small c ru i s e r s  and twelve torpedo boats f o r  habour defence, but 
otherwise he had l i t t l e  to  complain a b o u t . ^  And by 1915 Brita in was in 
the midst of war, so he was not pressed to keep his  e a r l i e r  promise. The 
sorry showing of the ’economist1 lobby, even supported as i t  was by non- 
Radicals in t h i s  d ispu te ,  c lear ly  showed to  what ex ten t  i t  lacked a 
determined leader .  The opponents of increased expenditure had looked to  
Lloyd George to  lead them,but the Chancellor had - desp i te  a short- l ived  
f l u r ry  -  r e t i r e d  to  h is  ’ten t" .  Whether Loreburn would have done b e t t e r  or 
not ,  the  f a c t  was th a t  Harcourt no longer f u l f i l l e d  the ex-Lord Chancellor’s 
’watchdog' funct ion .  Immersed in colonial and imperial a f f a i r s ,  Harcourt 
exemplified the d e b i l i t a te d  s ta te  of parl iamentary radicalism by 1 9 1 4 . ^

Harcourt 's  most important venture in the  sphere of foreign 
policy was his  attempt to improve Anglo-German re la t io n s  via colonial 
agreements. Germany had been seeking a g rea te r  share of the cov.nial 
c ak e  or a "place in the sun' lo ng before Kaiser Wilhelm II  made th is  
well-known speech in 1911. There was l i t t l e  l e f t  to go over since the 
p a r t i t i o n  of Africa a t  the  turn of t h i s  century.  Luderitz land, or German 
South West A fr ica ,  and German East Africa were the only two major German 
possessions on the continent ,  apart  from a few thousand acres of Congo 
jungle ceded by France as compensation fo r  i t s  presence in Morocco in 
1911. B r i t a in ,  as a ’s a t i s f i e d 1 power, had no f u r th e r  colonial ambitions 
by the time Harcourt became Colonial Secretary .

I t  did not pa r t icu la r ly  matter to S i r  Edward Grey which foreign
powers bordered B r i t i sh  colonies - as he put i t ,  expansion was over and
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B r i t a in ' s  task now was consolidation and development. In the r e s t  of 
the Cabinet,  there  was no specif ic  pro-German movement as such; only 
indiv iduals ,  l ik e  Harcourt,  Haldane and Loreburn who sought; to improve 
re la t ions  with Germany. As early as July 1910, the l a t t e r  minister pro­
posed a c loser  p o l i t i c a l  understanding with Germany, but nothing came
of the suggestion a t  the time because of the Foreign Sec re ta ry 's  fear  of

417jeopardizing good re la t io n s  with France and Russia. Even a f te r  
Loreburn’s res ignat ion  in 1912, and Haldane's replacement of him as Lord



Chancellor,  Harcourt 's ac t ions  did not mark him as the leader  o f  a pro-  
German group in the Cabinet.

I t  was Loreburn's i n i t i a t i v e  which led to the c rea t ion  of  a 
Cabinet committee on foreign a f f a i r s ,  and in p a r t i cu la r  Anglo-German 
r e l a t i o n s ,  in January 1911. Set  up by the  Prime Minister the  committee 
was comprised of Grey, Lloyd George, Crewe, Morley and Runciman. The 
inconclusive nature of the Committee's collaborat ions emphasized t h a t  ij:s 
c rea t ion  was something of a sh o r t - l iv e d  ' f l u r r y ' ,  an exception to the  
general Cabinet lack of i n t e r e s t  in foreign  a f f a i r s .  In the  aftermath 
of the  A g a d i r  c r i s i s  of 1911, Lloyd George had gone overTthe the Liberal  
Im per ia l i s t s  in the Cabinet -  Asquith, Haldane and tirey. And, s i g n i f i ­
c an t ly ,  the l a t t e r  three  members of the committee - Crevs, Motley and Run­
ciman, did not receive in v i t a t io n s  to the CID meeting of 23 August 1911 
which, as noted e a r l i e r ,  discussed Anglo-Fretich m il i ta ry  cooperation in 
the event of  a continental war.

The anti-war lobby in the Cabinet and the pre-Germans had a 
common i n t e r e s t , i n s o f a r  as a war was most l ik e ly  to be aga ins t  Germany 
desp i te  Anglo-French f r i c t i o n  in the p a s t ,  but the ministers  concerned 
did not coordinate t h e i r  e f f o r t s  so as to see tha t  t h e i r  views p rev a i le d .  
With the sole exception of the  anti-Grey ag i ta t ion  in 1911, caused by the 
bela ted revelat ion of Anglo-French m i l i t a ry  planning, there  was an essen ­
t i a l l y  h a p hazardy ind iv idua l i s t ic^pproach  to foreign policy by the Cabi­
net’s p a c i f i s t s .  Harcourt 's  own contr ibut ion  to the search f o r  an Anglo- 

German understanding in the  1911-14 period was a good example. I t  was 
during a Commons debate in November 1911 th a t  the Prime Minister  suggested 
allowing Germany leeway fo r  her colonial  ambitions in Africa.

Since colonial arrangements were Harcourt 's own p a r t i c u l a r  
sphere of i n t e r e s t ,  Harcourt had already been considering how Germany 
could get her 'place in the  sun' without detriment to British c o l o n i a l  
i n t e r e s t s .  He had, in f a c t ,  already been holding informal, exp? s t o r y  
ta lk s  with Richard van KUhlmann, F i r s t  Secretary of the German Lmuassy, 
about possible colonial arrangements. The obvious point of agreement was 

Anyolaand  Mozambique, Por tuga l ' s  African colonies. , In terms of a s e c r e t  
Anglo-German agreement of 1898, these colonies would be shared between 
Bri ta in  and Germany should Portugal be unable to re ta in  them, A squi th 's



declara t ion  in the Commons was seized upon by the German Chancellor Beth- 
mann-Hollweg who in s t ruc ted  the  German Ambassador in London to  remind 
Grey o f  the se c re t  c lauses .

Count Metternich duly reminded Grey of  Asquith’s statement on 
20 December 1911, and although he was not e n thu s ia s t ic  about t h i s  pact 
aga ins t  an old a l l y ,  the  Foreign Secretary agreed to consu l t  h is  fellow 
m in is te r  for  the colonies .  Harcourt, in tu rn ,  in s t ru c ted  h is  Permanent 
Under-Secretary to look fo r  potent ia l  areas of agreement with Germany, 
not only in Africa ,  but  the  Pac i f ic ,  Harcourt 's  s t i p u la t io n  was t h a t  any 
'd e a l '  had to  be f a i r :  Germany should be given no reason to  complain 
th a t  she had been 'done '* as he put i t .  At the same t 'm e ,  Harcourt 
noted in a second l e t t e r  to  Anderson, i t  would be important to  avoid offend­
ing th e  Union of South Africa - handing over Walfisch Bay to  Germany as 
pa r t  o f  any exchange might produce a revolut ion! This might be avoided by 
a simultaneous publicat ion of  the secre t  t r ea ty  of 1898.^®

At the time Harcourt wrote to Anderson, P o r tu g a l ' s  hold on 
her Southern African colonies  seemed tenuous. The parlous s t a t e  of 
Portuguese finances ra i sed  the p o s s ib i l i ty  of indirect German i n f i l t r a t i o n  
into  the  Portuguese zones, via  loans fo r  development. As e a r ly  as Janu­
ary 1911 the Foreign and Colonial Offices had been concerned by a report  
th a t  German capi ta l  might be used fo r  extension of harbour and railway 
works a t  Lourenqo Marques. Baron Emil D'Erlanger, head of  the  banking 
firm of  D'Erlanger & Co of Par is  and London, had informed the  Foreign 
Office tha t  there was to  be a German share in the  loan of £1 000 000 
requested by the Portuguese. The B r i t i sh  embassy a t  Lisbon had had no 
inkling of the proposals by Messrs D'Erlanger & Co to provide a 'small 
loan'  fo r  what was to  be a purely 'domestic' ( t h a t  i s ,  Portuguese) a f f a i r . 419

Harcourt had f u r th e r  enquir ies  made to  the B r i t i s h  Ambassador 
a t  Lisbon. The reply from Colonel d'Andrade, the Governor-General of 
Mozambique, was th a t  n e i th e r  the Portuguese government nor the  adminis­
t r a t io n  of the province had acted on the matter of the loan re fe r red  to 
by Baron D'Erlanger. However he noted tha t  the province needed to borrow 
to develop i t s  revenues and keep up with i t s  neighbours, and would need 
£500 000 a t  lea s t .  There was no intention of pledging the customs revenue, 
or harbour and railways aga ins t  a loan. The in ten t ion  was to  borrow 
aga ins t  the general revenues of  the province, and he saw no reason why 
th i s  could not be done.4^  On th is  information Harcourt wrote the
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note 'Show to P .O . ' ,  because i t  was prec ise ly  the  l a t t e r  Portuguese pro­
cedure th a t  the Foreign Office  objected to .

The Foreign Office did not objec t  to  the use of German cap i ta l  
in a loan, but did not want the  German share to be guaranteed on the  r e ­
venues of Lourengo Marques. The e f f e c t  of such an arrangement would be 
to give the Germans a toehold ,  which might l a t e r  be used to  claim g rea te r  
t e r r i t o r i a l  concessions. The l a t t e r  p o s s ib i l i t y  loomed large l a t e r  in 
the year ,  due to the p o l i t i c a l  turmoil in Portugal .  A republican Coupdt’ 
&t&t had toppled Manuel I I  o f  the  House of  Braganza in 1910, ushering in 
a chaotic  period which saw f o r t y - f i v e  changes o f  government in Portugal 
during the next sixteen y e a r s .  The upheaval presented oppor tun i t ies  fo r  
foreign incursions into Portuguese t e r r i t o r y ,  and i t  was not only the  
Germans t h a t  the Br i t i sh  had to  consider:  the Union Government was more 
than w il l ing  to move in to  any new vacuum created on the coas t .

There was a need to  'show the f l a g ' ,  but  Herbert Gladstone con­
ceded in a message to F i r s t  Lord McKenna th a t  the  Admiralty's resources 
were s t ra ined  to the l im i t :

I am telegraphing to  Loulou about poss ible  compli­
cat ions a t  Lourengo Marques. I f  a ship has to  stop 
there we shall  be p r e t t y  high and d r y * ^

In his  te legraph,  Gladstone noted the ' r e s t r a in e d  eagerness '  of Botha and
Smuts when they came to  d iscuss  the Portuguese revolution with him, and
added th a t  there were 'p„anty of  people, monied and p o l i t i c a l '  who would
be prepared to support Jameson-like r a i d s . A s  i t  turned out,  only a
fo r tu i tous  combination of circumstances prevented such a snatch of

423Lourenqo Marques by the Union.

In e f f e c t ,  in i t s  dealings with the Union Government and any 
other would-be in te r lopers  in the Portuguese zones, the Imperial Govern­
ment was seeking the best  of both worlds: i t  sought to keep i t s  m il i ta ry  
presence in the region to a minimum, yet  a lso  wanted to have a say in i t s  
a f f a i r s ,  The Portuguese Governor-General had j u s t i f i a b l y  objected to 
the B r i t i sh  cu r ios i ty  about Mozambique's f inanc ia l  a f f a i r s .  But from Har- 
c o u r t ' s  point  of view, a l l  developments there  were of i n t e r e s t .  For the



Colonic'  Secre tary ,  p a r t  of  the  usefulness of the  s e c r e t  Anglo-German 
t r ea ty  was th a t  i t  could be used as a bargaining counter  to  f o s t e r  good 
re la t ions  between the Union and the Colonial Off ice .  The Union Govern­
ment was very in te re s te d  in the  ports  of Beira and Lourenqo Marques and 
the secre t  t r e a ty  provided f o r  t h e i r  reversion to B r i t a i n .  However 
Anderson's reply put something of a damper on the Colonial S ec re ta ry 's  
speculations.

Anderson pointed to  the widespread fee l ing  in the  Dominions 
that  a l l  foreign power occupation of t e r r i t o r y  near t h e i r  borders was 
seen as purely temporary. The Union of South Africa be l ieved  no less  
firmly th a t  Luderitz land would eventually belong to  i t ,  than Austra l ia  
and New Zealand^flags would eventual ly  f ly  over German New Guinea and 
New Caledonia, Nor could Anderson see any  s c o p e  f o r  t h e 1 'd e a l '  
proposed by the Colonial S ec re ta r  y ,  because Germany had no colonies of 
any in te r e s t  to B r i t a in .  The only p o s s ib i l i ty  lay in P o r tu g a l ' s  
s h o r t a g e  o f  money ,t which might lead to a request  f o r  f inanc ia l  a ss ­
is tance / 24 Anderson saw no reason why Germany should not obtain central  
Angola i f  the t r e a ty  did come in to  e f fec t .

This would include St  Paul do L oanda  the cen t re  o f  a large 
volume of t rad e ,  and which was the terminus fo r  a rai lway in to  the in ­
t e r i o r ,  a t  th i s  time extending about 480 km inland. Provided tha t  Br i­
t i s h  t rade was unimpeded, on the l ines  of the American 'open door1 policy 
in China, Anderson could see no objections to German possess ion . 425 Un­
re s t r i c te d  B r i t i sh  access f o r  t rade  purposes was one o f  the  points  Har- 
court subsequently s t r e sse d  during his ta lks  with von KUhlmann. In j u s t  
the same way, von KUhlmann had sought for assurances o f  'open door' 
treatment of German e n te rp r i s e s  in Persia from the Foreign Office the 
previous year.  Grey's anxie ty  to  reach agreement with Germany in the 
Persian Gulf area426  was duplicated  in his concern to  see Anglo-German 
re la t io n ;  improved via nego t ia t ions  over African t e r r i t o r y .

What Harcourt did not rea l ize  was th a t  an agreement over Portu­
g a l ' s  African colonies was simply an expedient to Grey, in so fa r  as i t  
could be used to ease Angle-German tension. Grey kept Balfour informed 
of the negotia t ions ,  and the former Prime Minister ,  who had engineered 
the secre t  t r e a ty ,  concurred w i th  Grey th a t  i t  was 'an exce l len t  thing to
do anything to convince Germany th a t  we are not animated in or re la t ions

4?7
with her e i th e r  by jea lousy  or enmity1. dust a s ,  fo r  Grey, these pro­
posed colonial rearrangements were ju s t  a useful diplomatic device, so 
too for  the Germans they were r ea l ly  a sideshow. S t r a t e g i c a l l y ,  German 
attent ion was focussed on the Balkans, Austria and Russia . 425
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I t  has been s ta ted  by an h i s to r ia n  who has examined the negotia­
t ions  th a t  ' f o r  a w h i l e 1 Harcourt and Dr Wilhelm S o l f  »his German counter­
p a r t ,  'were powerful enough to  influence the p o l ic i e s  of t h e i r  govern- 
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ments ' .  I t  would seem more accurate  to  see Harcourt a n d S o l f ^ s e f f o r t s  
as only a minor* subs id iary  p a r t  of t h e i r  respec t ive  coun tr ies '  foreign 
p o l ic i e s .  Harcourt believed th a t  hi s prel iminary conversations with 
von KUhlmann over poss ible  t e r r i t o r i a l  exchanges were a 'moving fp ^ i r ' , 
as he put i t ,  behind the German o f fe r  to  resolve the impasse over 4,:*.val 
construction ea r ly  in 1912.430 But the re  seems to  be no evidence to 
support th a t  con ten t ion .  Albert  Ball i n ,  the German shipowner who invi ted  
Churchill to  accompany S i r  Ernest Cassel (a na tu ra l i z ed  German f inancier)  
on a v i s i t  to  Berl in  ear ly  in 1912 was apparent ly  ac t ing  pr iva te ly ,  on 
his  own i n i t i a t i v e . *31

Observers did not overlook the  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t ' Anglo-German 
agreement might e n ta i l  colonial bargaining as well as agreement on reduc­
t ion  of naval cons t ruc t ion .  The French Government asked i t s  representa­
t iv e  a t  Lisbon about rumours t h a t  Germany intended to  purchase Angola. 432  

The Nation commented on the ' r a th e r  mysterious'  v i s i t  o f  Dr Solf ,  the 
German Colonial Secre tary ,  to London. The o s te n s ib le  reason was to 
'study the diamond t r a d e 1, but  Massingham c o r r e c t ly  a t t r ib u te d  the t r i p  to  
discussions over the  sec re t  t r e a ty  of 1898. Denouncing Portuguese rule  -  
" . . .  i t  has meant s lavery ,  waste and s t a g n a t io n ' ,  the a r t i c l e  enthused 
about German ru le  which 'w ould mean not only an end of  these cruel scan­
d a ls ,  but order ,  progress and energetic  development' .  S i r  Edward Grey 
could consider himself  the benefactor of mankind ' twice over'  i f  a t  the 
p r i c e  of agreeing to  a thing good in i t s e l f ,  he could secure Anglo-German 
f r iendship and a stop to the naval r i v a l r y . 433  However, during la te  
January, Cabinet a t t en t io n  focussed on Ball i n ' s  o f f e r  to Churchill .

At i t s  meeting on 2 February 1912 the Cabinet decided to send 
Haldane as an emissary instead of Churchil l .  But the  Haldane M i s s io n  , 
as i t  was c a l l e d ,  achieved l i t t l e  concrete . I t  r e su l te d  neither  in a 
p o l i t ica l  agreement nor a naval compromise s a t i s f a c to r y  to both sides. 
Harcourt did not take warning from the f a i l u r e  of the Haldane Mission 
as an indicat ion of the importance of his own t a lk s  in the diplomatic 
scheme of th ings .  I ro n ic a l ly ,  since he was to be accused of precisely 
the same faux-pas by disgruntled Foreign Office o f f i c i a l s , 434 Harcourt 
appended an indignant question mark to his copy of a Cabinet paper which



cited Haldane's 'uncond i t iona l '  o f f e r s  of Belgian and Portuguese t e r r i ­
to r ies  in Africa. Harcourt was not the only one who f e l t  th a t  Haldane

435had offered too much.

On 13 February, a f t e r  Haldane's return from B er l in ,  Grey's  
Permanent Under Secre tary  S i r  Arthur Nicolson reminded his  superior  t h a t  J
France had to be consulted about the proposed cession of Fjemba and Zan~ t
zibar to Germany, f o r  a c o n t ro l l in g  in te r e s t  in part  of the Baghdad Rail 
way. During subsequent meetings with Count Metternich, Grey emphasized 
that  Haldane's t a lk s  with Bethmann-Hollweg were  not to be seen aer h a v i n g  
produced a d e f in i te  agreement. Presumably briefed by his ch ief  to  t h i s  
e f fec t ,  von Kiihlmann reassured Harcourt a t  an informal talk on 8  March 
that  Zanzibar and Pemba were not  e sse n t ia l  to a p o l i t i c a l  agreement.
The main focus of German i n t e r e s t ,  according to von Kiihlmann, was on 
Angola,

Far more serious* as an obstacle  to a p o l i t i c a l  agreement, was
the mutual i n a b i l i t y  to agree on l im i ta t io n  of naval construct ion .  Har­
court told von Kiihlmann how 'd i s t r e s s e d  and disturbed' he was by German 
re lu c tance j rev ise  t h e  S o y e J ^ e /b u t  when the Colonial Secretary and Gr<*v
met Metternich fo r  lengthy,  informal t a lk s  next day, the B r i t i sh  had 
nothing new to o f f e r ,  Germany wanted a declaration of 'benevolent neu­
t r a l i t y '  in the event of a war on the continent.  But from the B r i t i s h  
point of view, as S i r  Francis B e r t i e ,  the Bri tish Ambassador a t  P a r i s ,  
wrote to Nicolson, benevolence and n e u t ra l i ty  were mutually exclusive .
Grey fu l ly  c o n c u r r e d / ^  Disappointed by the lack of B r i t i sh  neu tra l  ity  
offers during the t a lk s  with Harcourt and Grey, Metternich was authorized 
to convey a more subs tan t ia l  o f f e r .

On 12 March he summoned Haldane, and informed the War Secre tary  
that  the German # o v e l l * ( p r F l e e t  Law)wou1d be reduced in s i z e ,  though
not withdrawn a l to g e th e r ,  i f  B r i ta in  offered an acceptable n e u t r a l i t y  
formula. At th is  time, when the Cabinet was preoccupied by the coal 
Strike,  Haldane’s message came as a complete surpr ise .  Harcourt con­
sidered the German o f f e r  'amazing' and Grey found i t  no le s s  ' e x t r a ­
ordinary' , But, as before ,  negotia t ions  foundered over B r i t i sh  r e l u c ­
tance to include the word ' n e u t r a l i t y '  in the wording of a d ec la ra t io n .
What Bethmann-Hollweg sought, as Metternich admitted, was a B r i t i s h



d ec la ra t ion  of  unconditional n e u t r a l i ty  in the  event of  a Continental 

war.

Even before  Haldane had conveyed the l a t e s t  German o f fe r ,  
Harcourt had t r i e d  to  persuade Grey to accept a ' n e u t r a l i t y '  formula, to  
no a v a i l .  Harcourt  noted th a t  G*ey was

ev iden t ly  a f r a id  of losing French en ten te .  I
t r i e d  to  prove to him tha t  ‘n e u t r a l i t y 1 decla­
r a t i o n  was no more than we had put in  our fbre-
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viou£) formula. Cd, not move Grey . . .

Harcourt was a lso  aware th a t  Grey was not only thinking of the Anglo- 
French e n te n te .  On 20 March, j u s t  a f t e r  Metternich had made i t  c lear  
i n a t  unconditional n e u t r a l i t y  was wanted, the re  was pressure from a new 
q uar te r .

On th a t  da te  Grey Informed S i r  Claude MacDonald, the 
B r i t i sh  Ambassador in Japan, th a t  his  host  country had intimated to  the 
Foreign Secre tary  i t s  uneasiness about the  wording of  the d ra f t  neutra­
l i t y  formula asked f o r  by Germany. I t  had not  occulted to  Grey that  i f  
Japan were to  go to  war with Germany, B r i ta in  might not  be able to help 
her Far Eastern a l l y .  And Japan was a u se fu l ,  though d i f f i c u l t ,  a l l y :  
the a l l i a n c e  meant a reduction of the B r i t i s h  naval presence in the Far 
East was p o ss ib le ,  in re turn  fo r  which Japan was l e f t  to  indulge in her 
expansionist  ambitions in non-British  t e r r i t o r i e s ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  in 
China. 438  Grey hastened to assure the Japanese oWgc? d 'a ffa ires  t h a t  
B r i ta in  had no in ten t ion  of agreeing to anything which might a f fec t  her 
a l l i a n c e  with Japan . 438

Evidently Harcourt did not consider  th a t  the same l imita t ions  
which prevented a p o l i t i c a l  agreement designed to slow the naval race 
applied to  the t a lk s  over colonial readjustments. Bert ie  dismissed the 
Haldane Mission a s 1 a  foo l ish  move intended . . .  to  s a t i s f y  the Grey-must- 
go R a d ic a l s ' ,  but i t  in f a c t  represented a very real desire  on both 
sides to  reach an agreement. What the peace fac t ions  a t  Downing Stree t  
and t h “ Wihelmstrasse were slower to recognise was the diplomatic and 
p o l i t i c a l  parameters which limited the areas of  poss ible  agreement and,



u l t im a te ly ,  precluded $1gnif icantsuccess .  And,,on the German s id e ,  
the nego t ia to rs  were under g rea te r  p ressure  to  succeed.

Whereas the concerted Radical pressure of 1911 f a i l e d  to topple  
Grey, German diplomats and o f f i c i a l s  were more vulnerable to c r i t i c i s m ,  
and l i a b l e  to be replaced f o r  r e a l ,  o r  pe rce ived , fa i lu re ,  St ilf,  a former 
governor of Samoa, owed h i s f t p p o in t m a n t t o  the resignation of  von Linde- 
q u i s t  in  the wake of the Agadir c r i s i s .  His appointment was only supposed 
to  be temporary, although he remained in  o f f ice  until  1918, but  Solf  had 
to  t read  c a re fu l ly .  Nominally, he was answerable only to the Chancellor, 
who was responsible fo r  a l l  Imperial o f f i c e s  and various Sec re ta r ies  of  
S ta te .  But Solf  did not have caH e blanche f o r  his envisaged c rea t ion  of 
a German colonial  empire In M itte l  as B r i t a in s ' s  ' j u n io r  p a r t n e r 1.

To a g rea ter  ex ten t  than was the  case in Br i ta in ,  German fore ign  
policy was manipulated f o r  domeaiid p o l i t i c a l  purposes, and i t  was assumed 
th a t  ' t h e  prime means of making the co lon ies  a useful adjunct to  Germany 
was to  enlarge them through diplomatic  manoeuvre' , ^ 0 Solf and h is  a sso ­
c ia t e s  Wre expected to produce r e s u l t s .  At f i r s t  i t  seemed t h a t  they 
would get  them, The negotia t ions  were concluded by May 1913, with Germany 
g e t t in g  a la rger  share o f  Angola than in  the  1898 t r e a ty ,  and Bri ta in  
ge t t ing  only s l i g h t  compensation in  Mozambique. The Union Government had 
been inform id of the nego t ia t ions ,  in confidence. By August, the rev ised  
agreement had been i n i t t a l l e d , b u t  now there  was a dispute over publ ica­
t ion  of the  t r e a ty .  Grey was influenced by his anti-German Senior Clerk 
Eyre Crowe, who waited simultaneous publ ica t ion  of the revised t r e a ty  and 
the Anglo-Portuguese t r ea ty  of 1899.

On the German s id e ,  there  was an understandable reluctance to  
do t h i s :  the  1899 t r ea ty  would reveal to  the German public th a t  the 
previous agreement with B r i ta in  was undermined by the renewal of the 
Anglo-Portuguese a l l i a n c e ,  which a lso  made the revised Angloverman 
agreement of limited v a l u e . G r e y  did not abandon the revised t r e a t y ,  
but he was quite content not to press the  i ssue ,o f  publicat ion,  so 
the i n i t i a l l e d  t r e a ty  remained u n r a t i f i e d .  This outcome to the negotia ­
t ions was less pleasing to Harcourt who, unlike the Foreign Secre tary ,  
had wanted more than a token improvement of  Anglo-German r e la t io n s .
Early in 1914, Harcourt vented his  sp leen ,  against  the use of  the term



'T r ip le  Entente1 In despatches. Harcourt p ro tes ted  ag a in s t  the use of 
' t h i s  mischievous and misleading phrase ' ,  ' t h i s  terminological  inexact i ­
tude ' . ^ 2  -a-

Grey's reply  emphasized his  continued commitment to  d iten te  
with Germany, and denied t h a t  the terminology implied any a l l i a n c e  with, 
or o b l iga t ions  to ,  fo re ign  powers. When Harcourt p e r s i s t e d ,  Grey 
threatened to  take the  matter  to  the Cabinet, and the Colonial Secretary 
had to  back down. ^ 3 At the  time Harcourt was wri t ing  to  Grey, the 
Cabinet was in any case more concerned with the  c r i s i s  over the  Navy E st i ­
mates and the s i t u a t io n  in I re land  than with foreign  a f f a i r s .  So i t  does 
not seem l ik e ly  t h a t  Harcourt could have drummed up much support against  
Grey on the i s sue .  Despite Harcourt 's  disappointment, the n o n - ra t i f ic a -  
t ion  of  the revised  t r e a ty  did not in i t s e l f  harm Anglo-German re la t ion s .
The more ser ious  consequence was an ind i rec t  one.

The c r e d i b i l i t y  of  the pro-English pa r ty  in Berlin  was under­
mined. Se l f  and h is  colleagues could no longer convincingly claim tha t  
there  were su b s tan t ia l  t e r r i t o r i a l  benefi ts  to  be derived from cooperation 
with B r i t a i n . 444  There can be no question of the  genulness of  the desire 
for  peace among the o f f i c i a l s  on both sides who favoured negotia t ions .  A
senior German officer whom Harcourt had hosted during his 1912* visit,]
Admiral Eisendecher, made t h i s  c le a r  to  Harcourt in a subsequent l e t t e r :

I know you are  doing your best  in the  r i g h t  d i rec t io n
and thanks to your influence much has been gained a l ­
ready to remove suspicion and create  confidence . . .
The time wil l  surely come when we look back on th i s  
period of scares  and panics as a kind of temporary 
in san i ty .  Why In the world should we m is t ru s t  each 
other  when there  are  r ea l ly  no serious c lashing In­
t e r e s t s  between us and all -Important  reasons t o  be 
f r iends?  . . .  Unfortunately the 'F le e t  Question' 
s t i l l  survives between us,  but I t  i s  t r e a t e d  i n  a  
much q u ie t e r  way on both sides and the c e r t a in ty  
gains ground th a t  we never can commit the s o r t  of 
double su ic ide  to a t tack  each othdr . . , 445

t

The s to re  of  mutual good will was never e f f e c t iv e ly  tapped,



and the r e a l i t i e s  of power-poli t ics  preva i led .  Less than f iv e  months 
a f t e r  Eisendecher wrote h is  l e t t e r ,  war had broken out.  There were no 
longer any 'good' or 'bad' Germans and B r i t o n s



CHAPTER FOUR

EMPIRE AT WAR

' Ct] he kinship of the Empire which has 
been wielded into an impregnable whole 
by blood and i ro n 1 -  Lewis Harcourt a t  
the  central  London YMCA, on 'A Free Em­
p i r e  in War Time1, January 1915=

The issue  of why Bri ta in  went to  war in 1914 remains controver­
s i a l .  Contemporary accounts of Cabinet M in is te r s ,  including tha t  of 
Harcourt., presented the German invasion of neutral Belgium as a crucial 
f ac to r .  The t h r u s t  of much recent h i s t o r i c a l  research  has been tha t  the 
precarious uni ty  of the Cabinet p a c i f i s t s  was ' s h a t t e r e d  by the course 
of events and the  determination to en te r  the  war as a united government' J  
Certa in ly the rap id ly  changing s i tu a t io n  did a f f e c t  the assembled minis­
t e r s '  a t t i t u d e  towards intervention during the  ten  Cabinet meetings held 
between 27 Ju ly  and 5 August. But in h is  persuas ive  conclusion to his 
essays on the determinants of pre-war B r i t i s h  fo re ign  policy, Keith Wilson 
points to  the  p o l i t i c a l  component in the C ab ine t ' s  decision fo r  war."
The p o l i t i c a l  f a c to r  has been ra the r  underplayed in previous accounts.

In te rm s 'o f  Wilson's argument Harcourt ,  l ik e  most of his col-  
leagues, cannot escape the charge of p o l i t i c a l  opportunism. The European- 
c r i s i s ,  of  July/August 1914 was ce r ta in ly  the  se v e re s t  t e s t  of Cabinet 
unity y e t ,  and the surprising aspect  of the  whole a f f a i r  is* as Wilson 
notes, t h a t  th e re  were not more res ignat ions  than those of Morley and 
Burns. In Harcour t 's  case, i t  was not j u s t  beenwseof h is  lack of pre­
sence in the Cabinet despite his  'courage and w i s d o m ' h i s  actions dur­
ing the c r i s i s  show that  he wish to avoid war but th a t  in the end, 
as fo r  most of h i s  colleagues, Imperial and p a r ty - p o l i t i c a l  considerations 
t i l t e d  the balance in favour of supporting B r i t i s h  in tervention.  In r e ­
construct ing the  crucial  Cabinet meetings which led  to the Bri t ish  declara­
t ion  of war on Germany, h is to r ians  have been helped by a varie ty  of 
sources.



Surviving records include Asquith 's  l e t t e r s  to h is  young 
confidante Venetia Stanley,  the  d ia r i e s  of Burns, Hothouse and Pease, 
and notes scribbled by m in is te r s  during Cabinet meetings. This evidence 
shows th a t ,  as in previous c r i s e s ,  Harcourt was unable to influence the -  
d i rec t ion  of Cabinet po l icy .  As argued in the previous chapter ,  the 
Colonial Secre tary 's  g rea te r  awareness o f ,  and involvement with, Imperial 
problems i l l - f i t t e d  him fo r  the  ro le  of ch ief  c r i t i c  of Greys foreign 
policy following the re s ig n a t io n  of Loreburn in 1912. Nor did Harcourt 
seek to play such a ro le  during the c r i s i s  i t s e l f .  He d id  t r y  to uni te  
the waverers in favour of n e u t r a l i t y ,  but could not,  as Cameron Hazle- . 
hurs t  has pointed out ,  provide i n te l l e c tu a l  or moral impetus . 5 I t  i s  
generally agreed by ana lys ts  of  the c r i s i s  th a t  the only minis te r  who 
could have marshalled the a n t i - i n t e r v e n t io n i s t s  was Lloyd George.

Several pleas to t h i s  e f f e c t  were <ide to Lloyd George, via a • 
note from Harcourt on 31 J u l y ,  and one by Masterman on 2 August which 
read ' fo r  Heaven's sake l e t  us a l l  stand to g e th e r1. The reason why 
Lloyd George did not t ry  to  c re a te  an ant i-war faction might simply be 
*hat he had no intention of doing so. 1 lip unti l  2 August, when Germany 
presented i t s  ultimatum to Belgium, the Chancellor told his colleagues, 
l ik e  Runciman, th a t  he was not sure what he was going to do. In his  
War Memoirs, Lloyd George s t a t e d  nineteen years a f t e r  the event t h a t  the 
German ultimatum made a l l  the  d ifference,because Britain was honour bound 
to  honour i t s  1839 t r e a ty  o b l ig a t io n s .  Testimony to the contrary  is pro­
vided by his then mistr'ess and sec re ta ry  Frances Stevenson, who wrote th a t  
he knew from the outse t  B r i ta in  would have to go to war. Belgium was j u s t  
an excuse.

If  so, t h i s  would provide a ra t iona le  for  the sequence of 
events,  in which Lloyd George managed to keep the p a c i f i s ts  in the Cabinet,  
and keep the Liberal Party in power, via the appeal to Belgian n e u t r a l i t y . 8 

Harcourt 's role  in the unfolding c r i s i s  would seem to have been a less  
calculat ing one than tha t  of the  Chancellor, but both men i n i t i a l l y  
thought the likelihood of Cabinet agreement to war remote. The f i r s t  
warning by Grey of the ser iousness  of the European s i tua t ion  came during 
the Cabinet meeting held on Friday,  24 July.  International  tension had" 
been increasing s tead i ly  since 28 June, when the Bosnian n a t io n a l i s t  
Gavrilo Princip had shot the v i s i t i n g  Austrian Archduke and his wife a t  
Sarajevo. When the Cabinet heard th a t  the ensuing Austrian demands on
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Serbia could lead  to  a general European war, they were h o r r i f i e d .  Grey 

was to ld  to  f in d  ways o f  mediating a peace.

As i t  turned o u t ,  the Foreign Secretary found i t  was not going 
to be possible  to  bring the  disputing powers to the conference ta b le ,  as 
he had done during the Balkan c r i s i s  of 1913. The r ep o r t s  t h a t  reached 
him made i t  c l e a r  t h a t  France would firmly .support Russia aga ins t  Austria 
and Germany i f  necessary .  But, when the Cabinet reassembled on Monday,
27 Ju ly ,  no decis ions  were taken on what.Britain would do i f  a Four Power 
Conference could not  be he ld ,  and the question of what to  do in the event 
of v io la t ion  of Belgian n e u t r a l i t y  was held over to the  nex t  meeting.
Even a t  t h i s  e a r ly  s tage  o f  the c r i s i s ,  none of the m in i s t e r s  wanted to 
force an open s p l i t .  Lloyd George confidently to ld  CP S c o t t  of the 
Manchester Guardian a f t e r  t h i s  meeting th a t  there was 'no ques t ion 1 of 
Bri t ish  in te rv en t io n ,  and th a t  he knew of 'no minis ter  who would be in 
favour of i t \ ^

Next day, 28 J u l y ,  Austria declared war on Se rb ia .  This,coupled 
with Germany's r e j e c t io n  of  Grey's proposal for  a conference in London, 
sh if ted the issue to whether Bri tain would take pa r t  in a general war, 
which now seemed v i r t u a l l y  unavoidable. The d e te r io ra t in g  European s i t u ­
ation was the sole  to p ic  discussed a t  the Cabinet On 29 J u ly .  Again, no­
thing was decided about in te rven t ion ,  except tha t  the Belgian question 
would, i f  i t  had to be considered,  be taken as a matter o f  ■policy ra ther
than a legal o b l ig a t io n .  This seemed to beg the quest ion ,  but in i t s e l f
was an indicat ion th a t  the  anti-war group was nowhere near  as large as 
the waverers, whose doubts the Cabinet indecision r e f l e c t e d .  The point  
was, as Asquith f ea red ,  t h a t  an unconditional declara t ion  o f  Br i t i sh  
n eu tra l i ty  might a c tu a l ly  escalate  the European c o n f l i c t , ^

The genera^ ' k of coordination of the Cabinet p a c i f i s t s  i s  - 
evident in t h e i r  p ier  al reactions to the c r i s i s .  Burns asked Moriey
to 's tand f i r m ' ,  but v .e  old Gladstonian only thought in terms of r e ­
signing, not leading an an t i -war  group. The younger Harcourt ,  though
trying to 'shepherd' the  waverers similarly revealed - in h i s  notes to

11Morley - th a t  he was consider ing resignation. Lloyd George, the one 
minister who could perhaps, as noted e a r l i e r ,  have led a subs tan t ia l  sec­
tion of the Cabinet a g a in s t  in tervention,  does.not seem to  have had any 
intention of doing so. At the same time as he told CP S co t t  of the



C a b in e t ' s  apparent determination n o t , to  in te rvene ,  he hinted th a t  i t  
would make good diplomatic sense to stand by France.

"Still  more s ig n i f i c a n t ly ,  he was to  urge patience on Churchill
on 1 August, hinting thereby th a t  there  might yet  be a reconci l ia t ion  of
views i f  the F i r s t  Lord did not press too hard - and thus presumably
a l i e n a t e  the p a c i f i s t s  who s t i l l  thought t h a t  the Chancellor was with 

12them. Although Cameron Kazlehurst has wri t ten  th a t  there i s  no reason 
to  suppose tha t  even had the p a c i f i s t s  stood firm they would have looked 
to  th e  Chancellor fo r  leadership ,  Harcour t 's  note to Lloyd George on 
2 August makes i t  c lea r  t h a t  they would have: Harcourt 's plea was t h a t  
Lloyd George should 'speak fo r  u s ' ,  because 'Grey wishes to go to war 
without  v io la t ion  of Belgium'. Harcour t 's  note smacked of panic, inso­
f a r  as the  s i tua t ion  had changed s i g n i f i c a n t l y  from 31 July to 2 August.

On Friday, 31 Ju ly ,  Harcourt had confidently wri t ten ,  in a 
note to  Pease,that  ' I t  is  now c le a r  t h a t  th is  Cabinet will not jo in  in 
the war'  The Colonial Sec re ta ry 's  optimism was based on the f a c t  
t h a t  the  meetings held th a t  day had s t i l l  y ie lded no def in i te  Cabinet 
s tatement about Br i t i sh  in ten t ions  in the event of war. When the Cabinet 
met again on Saturday, Churchill suggested t h a t  the f l e e t  reserves be 
read ied ,  as part  of preparat ions fo r  war, but the proposal was re jec ted .  
Morley and Simon were prominent i n express ing opposition to intervention 
under any circumstances, although the  l a t t e r  was not senior enough to t a k e  
• o v e r  the leadership of the p a c i f i s t s .  Asquith, anxious as ever to  pre­
serve Cabinet unity ,  had no cause fo r  anxiety  as y e t ,  and noted th a t  
' we parted in a f a i r l y  amicable m o o d ' . ^

This was not the case a t  the Cabinet ta lks  held a t  11 am on 
2 August. A Sunday morning meeting was almost without precedent, in i t ­
s e l f  an indicat ion of the seriousness of the s i tu a t io n ,  Germany had de­
c la red  war on Russia. P r io r to  th i s  meeting, Harcourt had agreed with 
Lloyd George, Lord Beauchamp, Simon and Pease tha t  only 'cer ta in  circum­
stances l ike  the 'wholesale'  invasion of Belgium might persuade them to 
change th e i r  views on in tervent ion .  The Colonial Secretary was confident,  
as he to ld  Morley, tha t  a t  l e a s t  ha lf  the Cabinet would oppose Grey i f  he 
argued th a t  Bri tain should support France due to obligations of honour 
and pol icy  commitmentsJ6 As Michael Fry has pointed out, th is  climate 
of opinion meant tha t  Grey's ensuing attempt to win the Cabinet over to 
in te rven t ion  was f i e rc e ly  r e s i s t e d .



Grey th re a te d  to  r e s ign ,  and i t  was presumably a t  t h i s  point 
th a t  Harcourt passed h is  Supplicatory message to the Chancellor.  At 
th is  stage he had no reason to  suppose th a t  Lloyd George was not sincere
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in opposing 'any kind of  .intervention in any e v e n t ' _  The deadlock 
would not be e a s i l y  reso lved  Harcourt thought,  but news received in the 
l a t e  afternoon showed t h a t  Germany was proceeding with an a t t a c k  on 
France and stood poised to  cross  the Belgian f r o n t i e r .  At the evening 
meeting on 2 August the  p o s s ib i l i t y  of ' su b s tan t ia l  v i o l a t i o n '  of 
Belgian n e u t r a l i ty  was conceded by the Cabinet as a reason fo r  Bri t ish  
intervention. This marked a s ign i f ican t  move away from the stance taken 
a t  the morning meeting. Yet intervention i t s e l f  was s t i l l  r e jec ted .

Herbert Samuel, the  chief  Of the Local Goverment Board, had
estimated th a t  only th ree  itoinistens would.have stood by Asquith and Grey

18had intervention been i n s i s t e d  upon a t  the evening meeting. Nonetheless, 
by s ta r t ing  to def ine  the  condit ions under which B r i ta in  would step in ,  
the Cabinet was moving c lo s e r  to t a c i t  acceptance of war. And i f  there 
was to be war, the Cabinet c le a r  ly favoured a naval war. This was ind i ­
cated by the decis ion  on 1 August against sending the. Expeditionary Force 
to France, to the horror  o f  S i r  Henry Wilson, Several accounts of the 
duly c r i s i s  have pointed out  th a t  th is  decision made nonsense of previous 
Bri tish continental  s t r a t e g y ,  but i t  could be - and was - defended by Grey 
on the grounds t h a t  the  French had no writ ten promises of B r i t i sh  a s s i s ­
tance. His subsequent appeal for  intervention on 2 August was based on
the need to defend the  balance of p o w e r ,threatened by Germany, and to

19honour informal o b l ig a t io n s .

But why did the  Cabinet commit i t s e l f  to  the p o s s i b i l i t y  of a
naval war? The reason behind this  s h i f t ,  as agreed to  on 1 and 2 August,
was the Anglo-French agreement over naval redeployment dating back to
1912. Germany would not be allowed to dominate the seas o f f  the B r i t i s h .
coast,  and in terms of the  1912 arrangements B r i ta in  was to  defend the
French coasts o f f  the  channel and in the North Sea while France defended
the Mediterranean. The major i ty  of the Cabinet would not allow France to
be le f t  defenceless on the coastal  areas the B r i t i sh  had promised to
guard. Anti-French as he was, Harcourt himself would not allow th is  -

20as he confessed to Pease. The waverers had been drawn c lo se r  to 
agreement to war. Belgium was to be the casus b e l l i .



The p a c i f i s t s  and the waverers seem cons is ten t ly  to have 
t r e a te d  the  issue  of Belgian n eu tra l i ty  as one of policy  ra ther  than 
l e g a l i t y  or  moral obl iga t ion .  Oust as i t  was conceded, even by Grey, 
t h a t  there  was no moral obligation to France! so too,  the same a t t i tu d e  
was taken to  Belgium. I t  i s  important to  note th a t  when the Cabinet 
authorized Grey to warn the German Ambassador about Belgium on 1 August, 
the warning s ta te d  th a t  i t  would be 'extremely d i f f i c u l t  to  res t ra in  
public  f e e l in g '  i f  Belgian n eu tra l i ty  were v io la ted .  This placed the 
onus of r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  onto Germany, insofa r  as the Cabinet did not s e t  
i t s e l f  up d irec tly  as a guarantor of Belgian t e r r i t o r i a l  in te g r i ty :  the 
public  might ' f o r c e '  i t  to a c t .  The German rep ly  was evasive, and on 
Monday, 3 August, the Cabinet found cut  about the German-ultimatum to 
Belgium, and t h a t  country 's  decision to r e s i s t .  This was to  push the 
Cabinet to  war.

However, the prospect of B r i t i sh  in tervention did not daunt 
the German m i l i t a r y ,  whose war plans hinged on a wide sweep across Bel­
gian t e r r i t o r y  in to  France. As the Kaiser had disparagingly remarked
about the B r i t i s h  preoccupation with the balance of power a t  the turn
of the  cen tury ,  ' there  i s  no balance of power except me and my t h i r t ypi
Army Corps ' .  For the hard-core Cabinet p a c i f i s t s  l ike  Runeiman, Simon 
and Harcourt the commitment to defend Belgium was not binding. A t r ea ty  
made in 1839 was not considered relevant to  the  exis t ing  circumstances. 
For Harcourt ,  the real s ignif icance of the  German th rea t  to  Belgium 
was stra teg ic ,  and hence as early as the evening of 2 August he had de­
cided not to  res ign ,  and other ministers l i k e  Beauchamp and Simon decided 
l ikwise.

Morley f e l t  betrayed. As he to ld  Esher: '

Harcourt wrote a so r t  of apologetic  l e t t e r  . . .  in
which he said th a t  he had decided to  remain in
the  Cabinet for  Imperial reasons, which, however,pp
he did not think i t  necessary to  expla in .

In a l e t t e r  wri t ten  on 5 August, j u s t  a f t e r  the expiry of the Bri tish 
ultimatum to  Germany, Harcourt did explain his motives:



I have acted not from any obligation of Treaty 
or of honour, f o r  n e i t h e r  ex is ted ,  and i t  has 
been par t  of my work f o r  the l a s t  four years to 
make i t  p e r fe c t ly  p la in  t h a i  such was the f a c t ,  
but there were th ree  overwhelming Bri tish in­
te re s t s  which I could not  abandon.

The three 'overwhelming* in te r e s t s  Harcourt l i s t e d  as :  denia l  
of the  North Sea and English Channel to  the German f l e e t ,  which B r i t i s h  
n e u t ra l i ty  would allow; prevention of a German occupation of the n o r t h ­
west coast of France facing B r i t i s h  shores; and the v io la t ion  of Belgian
independence, which would make German-occupied Antwerp a permanent menace 

23to the  Bri t ish .  Only Burns and Morley resigned out of a Cabinet o f  
twenty. Neither would have been l i k e l y  to make a su b s ta n t ia l .co n t r ib u t io n  
to the  war e f fo r t .  Morley's c a re e r  was a l l  but over anyway; Burns l e f t  • 
the Board of Trade, but his b r i e f  tenure there had hardly been more i n s p i ­
ring than a t  the Loc?iil Government Board. I t  is a l l  too easy to s t a t e  
th a t  only those two m inis te rs  had the coiirage1 of th e i r  convic tions.

F i r s t ly ,  as Bentley G i lb e r t  argues, in the long-term Lloyd
George actually did his  country a se rv ice  by not s p l i t t i n g  the Cabinet
and, almost c e r ta in ly ,  toppling the  Liberal Government. He could have
done so, and according to Runciman, the Chancellor actual ly  re jec ted  the

24p o ss ib i l i ty  of leading an an t i -w ar  fa c t io n .  Charles Trevelyan, then 
Permanent Secretary to the Board of  Education, opined tha t  Harcourt ' i s  
of the opportunist type in the long r u n 1, but for  a l i f e - lo n g  p a c i f i s t  
i t  probably was ' the  most t e r r i b l e  decision of my l i f e 1 as he l a t e r  
$ecalled  his retention of o f f i c e .  He had nothing to gain personally  by 
s'caying on, unlike Simon, who received a h int  of promotion.1" In f a c t ,  
as described below, the Colonial Secretary seriously endangered his  
heal th  by clinging on to his r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  - longer than he should 
have done.

In th is  respect  he emulated the tenacity of the l a s t  Liberal 
Government and i t s  m in is te rs ,  Since he did devote a t ten t ion  to s t r a t e ­
gical issues before the July c r i s i s ,  he did not 'discover '  an i n t e r e s t  
in them as a ra t ion a l iza t io n  f o r  his  decision not to resign. I t  may 
well be, as Keith Wilson argues, t h a t  pa r ty -po l i t ica l  considerations 
played a larger role in his* and his  co l leagues ' ,  decisions than they



were prepared to  admit. But even in th i s  element of  'opportunism’ there 
was a c on s is ten t  s trand of d i s i n t e r e s t ,  insofar  as the  l a s t  Liberal 
Government was convinced th a t  I t  was the best  safeguard of the national 
i n t e r e s t .  Which governments believe otherwise?

For b e t t e r  or worse, the Cabinet had committed the nation to 
war, with a l l i e s  whom several minis ters  regarded as uneasy bedfellows.
As a former m in is te r  put  i t  to Harcourt during the height  of  the 
August c r i s i s :

. . .  t h e re  wil l be no doubt ( s ic )  recriminat ions 
and charges of perfidy i f  the thing ernes to  a 
point  and France goes to war without our a id .

But I cannot bring myself to believe t h a t  
any Government wil l be capable of entering 
upon t h i s  war, especia l ly  on the side of French­
men and Russians who are wholly untrustworthy 
a l l i e s . 27

In the end, Loreburn 's prediction was wrong, and i t  i s  c e r ta in ly  arguable 
th a t  the issue of  Belgium provided the Cabinet p a c i f i s t s  with a conve­
nient  escape hatch.  But they were su f f i c i e n t ly  well versed in s t a t e s ­
manship to r e a l i z e  th a t  i f  Bri ta in  did  have to go to  war i t  was b e t t e r  
th a t  i t  did so as a united nation. The Unionists a lso  rea l ized  t h i s ,  
and the Opposit ion 's  pledge of support made the decision of Harcourt and 
his anti-war colleagues e a s ie r .  In the ranks of Labour i t s e l f ,  d issent 
was drowned by the  r i s in g  t ide  of patr iot ism which swept a l l  before i t ,  
in England and on the  Continent.

As before the"war, Asquith gave his m in is te rs  v i r tu a l  carte  
blanohe in the running of t h e i r  departments. And i t  was not long before 
Lord Kitchener was v i r tu a l l y  running the Government. Kitchener was 
appointed as War Secretary on 5 August, and was the f i r s t  so ld ie r  to 
be admitted to the Cabinet since 1660, Asquith was uneasy about th i s  
'hazardous experiment'  but such was the reputation of the 'unattackable 
K ' , as Runciman re fe r red  to him, th a t  in the eyes of the public  he



Author  Desvaux de Marigny G  
Name of thesis The public career of Lewis Harcourt (first Viscount) 1905-1916  1987 
 
 

PUBLISHER: 
University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg 

©2013 
 

LEGAL NOTICES: 
 

Copyright Notice: All materials on the Un i ve r s i t y  o f  the  Wi twa te r s rand ,  Johannesbu rg  L ib ra ry  website 
are protected by South African copyright law and may not be distributed, transmitted, displayed, or otherwise 
published in any format, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner. 

 

Disclaimer and Terms of Use: Provided that you maintain all copyright and other notices contained therein, you 
may download material (one machine readable copy and one print copy per page) for your personal and/or 
educational non-commercial use only. 

 

The University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, is not responsible for any errors or omissions and excludes any 
and all liability for any errors in or omissions from the information on the Library website.  

 


