
could do no wrong.^  His p res t ig e  made him invaluable - h is  e ff igy  even 
appeared on recruiti* ' oosters  -  and was to  provide the Government 
p ro tec t ion  from an increas ingly  h o s t i l e  Parliament and press ,  c r i t i c a l  
of i t s  conduct of the war.

That the Government's performance would come under f i r e  was not 
a t  a l l  apparent i n i t i a l l y .  In the s t range ly  euphoric atmosphere which 
charac ter ized  the opening days of the  war, many soldiers and c iv i l i a n s  
thought th a t  the co n f l i c t  would be over within  a matter of a few months. 
Some senior Br i t ish  o f f i c i a l s  were as o p t im is t ic :  S i r  Archibald Murray, 
the  Chief of S ta ff  of the B r i t i s h  Army's Commander-in-Chief S i r  John 
French, estimated a durat ion of between th ree  to eight months. C h u rc h i l l ' s  
pred ic t ion  to the Admiralty on 8  August was a one-year war. Kitchener 
took the more r e a l i s t i c ,  p e s s im is t ic ,  view th a t  the c o n f l i c t  might l a s t  
as long as three years.  Harcourt h imself ,  according to a l e t t e r ,  believed

on
from the outse t  th a t  host i l  i t i e s  would continue for a t  l e a s t  two years .

Harcourt 's 'own' war began a t  once, even before he returned t o .  
London,on Monday, 10 August, a f t e r  a b r i e f  v i s i t  to Nuneham. He already 
had to  decide what to do about senior  s t a f f  who were scheduled to re turn  
to foreign service* or resume i t .  Buxton was due to se t  out for  South 
Africa the Saturday following th e dec la ra t ion  of war on Germany, to  take 
over as Governor-General from Herbert Gladstone. However 'Eddie'  Marsh, 
C hu rch i l l ' s  r igh t  hand man a t  the Admiralty, informed Harcourt th a t  the 
F i r s t  Lord advised against  Buxton's departure  - his ship might f a l l  foul
of two German cruisers  reported to be in the v ic in i ty  of Las Palmas.

30Buxton had a long wait.

Immediately a f t e r  the dec la ra t ion  of war, Flora Lugard also 
wrote to Harcourt about the dangers of allowing her husband and his sub­
ordinate  S i r  Hugh Clifford to  sa i l  back to  Nigeria. Perhaps s t i l l  angry" 
about S ir  Frederick 's  faux-pas in I re land ,  the Colonial Secretary coolly 
r ep l ied  th a t  he had, in consulta t ion  with o thers ,  careful ly  weighed the 
r i s k s  involved before deciding to  allow the voyage to proceed.3  ̂ Arriv­
ing back a t  the Colonial Off ice ,  Harcourt found that  he had to make a 
vast  array of decisions as reports  flowed back from Britain's far-flung 
colonial possessions. The changing war situation on the various colo­
nial  f ronts  had to be constant ly  monitored and evaluated by the Office 
s t a f f :  "



The Colonial Office  has been working day and n igh t  
ever since August 1st and I do not think my P r i ­
vate Secre tary"s  room has been without an occupant 
fo r  f iv e  minutes since that  day . . .  I am having an
e a s i e r  time than the s t a f f ,  but with some heavy 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  and i t  would amuse you to see me
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as a War Lord annexing all  the German Colonies.

This l a t t e r  comment should not be taken too l i t e r a l l y  but ,  
perhaps underneath the  l e v i t y ,  Harcourt was to some ex ten t  romanticizing 
the O ff ice 's  -  and h is  own - wartime ro le .  The speech examined below - 
one of his major war speeches - cer ta in ly  indicates  this* A more se r ious ,
and v a l id ,  c r i t i c i s m  by Cameron Hazlehurst in P o l i t ic ia n s  a t  War i s  th a t
Harcourt should not have stayed in off ice  a f t e r  f a l l in g  i l l  in  October 1914. 
Whereas not res igning over B r i t a in ' s  decision to go to  war was defensib le ,  
th is  was carrying c l ing ing  to  off ice  too f a r .  In ear ly  December, Harcourt 
informed the Governor General of Newfoundland th a t  he had spent most of 
the previous s ix  weeks in bed to res t  his  overstrained h e a r t .  He was, 
however, allowed by h is  doctor to get up fo r  several hours every day, and 
could attend C a b i n e t s . ^

from Harcour t 's  point  of view* his absence from the  Office fo r  
a large part  of the day did not actually  mean a major change in proce­
dure. The evidence from h is  s t a f f  members l ike  Purse and JCC Davidson, 
one of his unpaid p r iv a te  se c re ta r ie s ,  shows tha t  Harcourt was in any 
case accustomed to de legat ing  authori ty  to his subordinates.  He ra re ly  
questioned t h e i r  judgment on routine matters although according to David­
son 'as was only natural  -  he of ten  added to in s t ruc t ions  which I had 
sent as I made i t  a ru le  t o  work on a minimum b a s i s ' H a r c o u r t  evidently 
saw nothing W o o n g ru o u B  a b o u t  e n t r u s t i n g  BUoh,re8p p n 8 i b i l i t y  t o  a  j u n i o r  
o f f ic ia l  who, by his  own admission, did not overwork himself .  Nor did 
Asquith rea l ize  how much au tho r i ty  the Colonial Secretary was delegating 
to his subordinates,  although he did know* as did other members of the 
Cabinet, about Harcour t 's  poor health. On the contrary, he thought Har­
court ran his department w e l l , so the Colonial Secretary escaped any - 
censure on th i s  score.



The matter  over which Harcourt was c r i t i c i s e d ,  by Kitchener,

was t h a t  of  foreign  contingents a r r iv ing  in England* When war was
declared the Dominions and Colonies a t  once began to  volunteer men and/

35or  m a t e r i a l . Few parts  of the Empire remained n e u t r a l , and th is  response 
was g r i s t  to  the mill of Harcourt 's conceptions about the nature of 
Imperial un i ty ,  The speed with which contingents  were mustered, pa r t icu ­
l a r l y  by Canada, Australia  and Newfoundland, seemed to refu te  any doubts 
about Imperial s o l i d a r i t y . 36 The 500 t roops,f rom Newfoundland were ' f i r s t  
r a t e  m a t e r i a l ' ,  mostly 'crack s h o t s ' , and by November 1914 another 1 000 
men had volunteered from th a t  Dominion a lone .  Actual numbers were un~

37important -  the  f i r s t  contingent from the F i j i  i s lands  was only 56 men; 
i t  was the  s p i r i t  which counted.

At one of his speeches a t  London's cen t ra l  YMCA in la te  
January 1915, Harcourt 's  theme was the 'k in sh ip '  o f  Empire, which had 
been welded in to  an 'impregnable uni ty '  by 'blood and iron'* He then 
went on to  describe  the romantic exp lo i ts  of derr ing-do performed by 
the brave defenders of the Empire. He a t t r i b u t e d  the t a l e s  of success 
to

the genius of  the Br i t ish  race fo r  self-government 
and good government. We have given proudly and 
f r e e ly  the mo^t complete autonomy to  our Dominions, 
and we have reaped a r ich harvest .  Canada in the
p a s t ,  South Africa in the p resen t ,  a re  witness to
the f a c t  th a t  confidence is  i t s  own reward.

In h is  discussion of th is  speech, Cameron Hazlehurst does not
give the fu l l  t e x t ,  concentrating on Harcourt 's  glowing descriptions of

38the repo r ts  he received. I t  is  t ru e ,  as Hazlehurst comments, th a t  the 
Colonial Secretary had no experience of the real horrors of war. Since ' 
taking up his post  in 1910, he had not even l e f t  the  B r i t i sh  I s l e s ,  Nor 
was Harcourt a 'man of a c t i o n ' ; had he been Home Secretary  in place .o f  
Churchill  in 1911, i t  is  unlikely he would have been as anxious to w i t ­
ness the f i e r y  demise of the anarchists  trapped by the police in Sidney
S t r e e t .  But* in context,  i t  can be argued th a t  the  speech was not as 
naive as i t  seemed.

Harcourt was, a f t e r  a l l ,  a seasoned stateman who had t rave l led



considerably in his  youth. Examined .in fu l l  the speech c l e a r ly  shows 
Harcourt once again express ing  his  favouri te  theme of Imperial unity 
which, he i n s i s t e d ,  only 6i l l - in fo rm ed ,  blind misguided f o o l s '  would 
deny the r e a l i t y  o f .  As a war 'time speech made to boost morale i t  did • 
serve some purpose, and was well received in the Dominions. In the 
Union of South A f r i c a ' s  S t a t e  archives ,  which are not otherwise p r o l i f i c  
in references to the  Colonial Secretary,  a copy of the speech was pre­
served. There was a lso  a genera l ly  favourable response from individuals

39in the Dominions, as well as from th e i r  Governments. In sh o r t ,  Hazle- 
hurst  paid i n s u f f i c i e n t . a t t e n t i o n  to  the context of the speech.

Harcourt made t h i s  speech on behalf of the Victoria League an 
organization with, i n i t i a l l y ,  an all-female organizing committee. Founded 
in 1901, the League devoted i t s e l f  to spreading accurate  data about the 
Dominions among ' a l l  c l a s s e s '  of  English society.- During World War One
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i t  made substant ia l  c o n tr ib u t ion s  to the propaganda e f f o r t .  The wives
of prominent p o l i t i c i a n s  belonged to the League - including Selborne,
Crewe, the l a t e  Alfred L y t t e l to n  and Harcourt, But Harcourt did not
support the League simply because his  wife was a member of i t :  he had
constantly supported o ther  e f f o r t s  a t  Imperial propaganda well before war
broke out, in p a r t i c u l a r  the  Colonial Office Visual In s t ruc t ion  Committee

41(COVIC), and had attempted to  ge t  the colonies to support i t .  Yet what 
was the r e a l i ty  behind t h i s  propaganda designed to f o s t e r  Imperial unity?

Beneath the facade of  unity the ethnic and rac ia l  tensions which 
had plagued the Empire before  the war continued to manifest themselves.
For many years a f t e r  the Great  War i t  was a well-keptsecrat  t h a t  Austra­
l ian  troops were readied to  come to the assistance of the Union Govern­
ment in quelling the r e b e l l i o n  of 1914 in the Union of South Africa . 
Moreover, a t  a time when a l l  races in the Empire wished to con tr ibu te  
to the war e f f o r t ,  the Union 's  Government declared t h a t  ' the  present  war ' 
i s  one which has i t s  o r ig in  among the white people of Europe and the
Government are anxious to  avoid the employment of native c i t i z e n s  in

42warfare against w h i te s ' .  Had th i s  a t t i tude  been prevalent ,  i t  would 
have f a c i l i t a t e d  the task of  the Central Powers. 43 On Cyprus, the with- 
drawal of Imperial troops gave r i s e  to fears of a bloodbath between 
Greek Cypriots and Turks . 44  Propaganda attempted to deny the in te rnec ine  
s t r i f e  which was, a t  b e s t ,  suspended by the Great War.



H arcour t ' s  a t t i tu d e ,  to the 'p e ace fu l '  Invasion const ituted by 

the a r r iva l  of  thousands of foreign troops in the  mother country was 
symptomatic o f  the ambivalent response of B r i t i s h  off ic ia ldom. Numerically, 
the single l a r g e s t  body of troops raised by any p a r t  o f  the  Empire was 
t h a t  from India* I t  sent  about 80 000 B r i t i sh  and 210 000 Indian o ff ice rs  
and men over to  the war zones. By the end of the  war voluntary r e c r u i t ­
ment had r a i s e d  over 800 000 combatants and more than 400 000 non-

‘45combatants. As immense was Ind ia 's  monetary c o n t r i b u t i o n ,  yet th is  did 
not rule out r a c i s t  a t t i t u d e s  to issues l ike  white  female nurses tending 
to Indian wounded a t  Brighton’s convalescent h o s p i t a l s ,  and in France/ 6

Many of  the  foreign troops a rr iv ing  in England were sent to  the 
south, Tents mushroomed over the windswept v i s t a s  o f  Salisbury Plain , 
and by the  end o f  the  war the Plain had become a vas t  m i l i t a r y  complex.
The huge camp a t  Larxhil l  alone accommodated thousands o f  troops. At 
f i r s t ,  the makeshift  conditions w ere hard fo r  the  newly-arrived troops.
The Canadians a rr ived  before the Australians and New Zealanders, and spent 
a long time in t e n t s  pending the (delayed) cons t ruc t ion  o f  huts for  them. 
Harcourt pointed out to  the Duke of Connaught, then Canadian Governor- 
General, t h a t  -  a t  Kitchener 's  insistence - they would not  be sent to the 
Western Front un t i l  they had undergone more t r a in in g .

D isc ip l ine  was bad and there were r ep o r ts  of  'excessive drink-
47in g ' .  Because of these d i f f i c u l t  condit ions,  i t  seemed thoughtful of 

Harcourt to  suggest in mid-Novem ber 1914 th a t  the Maoris in the contin­
gents on t h e i r  way to  England should ra the r  be sent  to  the  more congenial 
climes of Egypt o r  the  Sudan. Kitchener understood the  Colonial Secre­
tary  to mean th a t  t h i s  should apply to the o ther  white New Zealanders, 
as well as the  Aus tra l ian  troops. On Monday, 16 November,he told Har­
court p r io r  to a Cabinet m eeting that  he agreed to have these contin­
gents t ra ined  in Egypt unt i l  the spring. Harcourt was, in his own words* 
•staggered1. He denied having suggested t h i s .  Nor, he added, had anyone 
else a t  the  Colonial Office done so.

Next day he wrote to Kitchener to poin t  out t h a t  i f  this were 
to be done the motivation should be made c lea r  to  the governments of the 
Dominions concerned. The explanation was to be th a t  th e  troops were to 
a s s i s t  in the  defence of Egypt and tha t  once they had been trained, they 
would d e f in i te ly  be sent  to the Western Front to  f i g h t  alongside the 
British fo rces .  P ro v id e d , th e se  conditions were met, Harcourt opined,



he was sure the Egyptian climate and conditions would be better for
48those contingents than spending the  next three months on Salisbury P la in .

Kitchener agreed to  the  condit ions;  and Harcourt wrote to
Connaught explaining them, r e g r e t t i n g  th a t  he had been unable to get  the
Canadians to stop a t  Egypt as w e l l .  In the event, sunny Egypt turned out
to  be a very expensive luxury f o r  many of the Austral ians who were l a t e r
sen t  to Gallipoli as p a r t  of  the  d isas t rous  Dardanelles operations of 

491915, This incident <^ems puzzling on the face of i t :  why should Har­
c our t  have been 's taggered '  by the  suggestion of including the Austral ians 
and New Zealanders who were nofc Maoris fo r  t ra ining in Egypt? He had 
intended the Maoris to go th e re .

His suggestion to  exclude the Maoris in the f i r s t  place might 
well have been a r e f l e c t io n  of h i s  re luctance to endanger the cosy p ic ­
tu re  of Imperial unity he c o n s i s t e n t ly  fostered and apparently believed. 
B r i t a i n ' s  entry in to  the war i n te n s i f i e d  pre-exis t ing xenophobia. Now, 
because the foe was Germany, much o f  th i s  a n t i - a l i en  fee l ing  was d i rec ted  
agains t  Germans, or even those with German-sounding names or connections. 
Prince Louis Battenberg, the  F i r s t  Sea Lord, found i t  expedient to change 
the family name to the more ang l ic ized  Mountbatten. B r i l l i a n t  or n o t ,  he 
was quiet ly  eased out of his  p o s t ,  only one victim of a growing Germano-

cn
phobia reaching out to  a l l  l e v e l s  o f  English society.

McKenna, now Home S e c re ta ry ,  was placed in an invidious p o s i t io n .
The Post-Master General, Charles Hobhouse, contemptuously noted in h is
diary a f te r  a Cabinet meeti ng on 9 November 1914, th a t  Kitchener wanted
as many aliens to be kept out of prison as possible, but wanted to make

r'1McKenna responsible fo r  t h e i r  n o n - a r r e s t . '  As Harcourt knew, there was 
ne i the r  rhyme nor reason behind the growing hysteria .  Even those who 
were making a substantia l  c o n t r ibu t io n  to the war economy were not spared".
An appeal was made to McKenna to order  the r e l e a s e  of Ju l ius  Koch, Chief 
Engineer and General Manager of Olympic Oil and Cake Company Limited.

Koch was essen t ia l  to  the  running of the factory which, under
his supervision, had been turn ing  out  100 tons of material per day s ince
the beginning of the war, fo r  the manufacture of b u t te r - su b s t i tu te s .
Production came to a complete s t a n d s t i l l  a f t e r  Koch's a r r e s t ,  but - as 

oVnu- 5 ?
in so many cases - McKenna could not intervene. Known 'pro-Germans'



l ike  Harcourt and Haldane a l so  came under a t t a c k ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  fo r  hav­
ing German c h au f feu rs .  Early in 1915, an Oxfordshire m ag is t ra te  enquired 
about Harcourt^G-erman'motor man', and his Austrian maid servant .

He expla ined  th a t  there were complaints about t h i s  a t  Abingdon 
whichwerecausing ' s e r io u s  t r o u b le ' .  The Colonial Secre tary  pointed out 
th a t  the man was n a tu r a l i z e d ,  and had served him f o r  twelve yea rs .  He 
was also 'doing h is  b i t ' ,  d r iv ing wounded so ld ie rs  t o  H arcour t ' s  home a t  
Nuneham Park,converted in to  a place of recupera tion.  Also, due to the 
'extraordinary response '  of  the local population, his  recru i tment  was un-

C3 e
necessary. Bearing in mi nd the bad feel ing aga ins t  a l i e n s ,  Harcourt 
might have wanted to  ru le  out  any unpleasant incidents  which might put the 
'impregnable u n i ty '  o f  the Empire to the t e s t .

The evidence does suggest tha t  Harcourt believed a n t i - a l i e n  
feeling could e a s i l y  broaden into an extremely ugly demonstration of 
racism. Early in 1915, the  Governor of the Lqeward Is lands suggested 
using 'coloured' labour  to make good the shortage of manpower becoming 
evident as the war dragged on. T he incredulous tone of  the  reply from 
the Colonial Off ice  made i t  c le a r  tha t  the implementation of t h i s  policy 
would make the 'Chinese s lave  labour' ag i ta t ion  of 1906 seem l ik e  a plea­
sant interlude by comparison. Senior Clerk FrederickButler  was 'amazed' 
by the suggestion t h a t  'co loured '  labour be imported in to  the United 
Kingdom from the  West Indies or Tropical Africa.

He wrote back th a t :

I can conceive of  no step which would more sure ly  
have the r e s u l t  of putting an absolute stop to 
the product ion of munitions of war and to the 
carrying on of t r an sp o r t  and connected services 
by white workers in the country. I t  appears to 
me an abso lu te ly  sure specific for  terminating 
the war fo r th w i th ,  and in favour of Germany. I 
may say th a t  Mr. Harcourt,  to whom I showed your 
l e t t e r ,  i s  h o r r i f i e d  that  such an idea could be

5'
e n te r ta in ed .  'T

Harcourt -ought to  remove all causes of tension between the



t roops in England, ethnic  r a the r  than r a c i a l .  He ensured tha t  the 
Newfoundland contingent was not commanded by a Canadian o f f ice r  as 
o r i g in a l l y  planned, and th a t  i t  was kept separa te ,  and not incorporated 
piece-meal in to  the l a rg e r  Canadian muster.  I t  was e a s ie r  to avoid 
offending colonial  s u s c e p t ib i l i t i e s  than to a l l e v i a t e  boredom among the 
t roops  on Salisbury Plain .  When the A us tra l ians  reached England they 
found themselves in the same limbo. One un i t  objected th a t  i t  had not 
come thousands of miles to be kept busy c a r t in g  gravel in motor l o r r i e s ! ^

Harcourt rep l ied  th a t  he would see what could be done but the 
War Office was 'very touchy' about any ' c i v i l i a n '  c r i t ic i sm  or suggestions 
about i t s  arrangements, even when made by the Colonial Secretary. Har­
c o u r t  added th a t  he had already made himself  unpopular, 'very t rouble­
some1, as he put i t ,  on behalf of the  Canadians and

I expect th a t  I shall be found dead some day on
the f loor  of Kitchener's  room and him dancing

EC
around my body

Despite his disclaimer about having the power to in te r fe re  with 
the  m i l i ta ry  arrangements of the War O ff ice ,  t h i s  was precisely  what 
Harcourt t r i e d  to do. His anxiety to  avoid incidents which might a r i s e  
from importing large numbers of 'co loured '  workers or ordinary so ld iers  
in to  England did not extend to officers:  as he saw i t ,  they were safe .  
Harcourt complained to two of his senior  o f f i c i a l s  tha t  Kitchener was 
' very angry' with him for  wanting to br ing the Ceylon contingent to Eng­
land.

The War Secre tary 's  j ib e  about sending them to England for  
'peace purposes'  rankled - i t  was not ,  Harcourt noted, as i f  there were 
a c r i s i s  in Egypt. Moreover the contingent from Ceylon was of the o f f i ­
cer  c la s s ,  and th is  had been an attempt to  help the War Office, which was 
a t  i t s  'w its  end' to find more jun ior  o f f i c e r s . 57 The Colonial Secretary 
seemed to have forgotten his own argument to Kitchener, presented only 
ten days e a r l i e r ,  tha t  one of the o f f i c i a l  reasons for the presence of 
the foreign contingents in Egypt was to assist in its defence - c r i s i s  
or not.

They might not hav e openly admitted i t ,  but the preoccupation 
of B r i t i sh  o f f i c i a l s  about how to cope with the large influx of foreign



- and 'n a t i v e ' - t r o o p s  in to  England represented t h e i r  uneasiness about 
the disrupt ion of  the  old social  order* War i s ,  i f  nothing e l s e ,  a social 
l e v e l l e r .  One of the  very few posi t ive  achievements of the Great War 
was to  help break down the  a r t i f i c i a l  barr ie rs  between the sexes. Women's 
t i r e l e s s  e f f o r t s  in the  h o sp i ta l s  and in the f a c to r ie s  contr ibuted  to  
th i s  process. Even convinced a n t i - su f f r a g i s t s  l ike  Harcourt had to  ad­
mit women's claim to  the  vote would be d i f f i c u l t  to deny a f t e r  the  war .®8

Social a t t i t u d e s  and prejudices do not however change overnight.
Refractory r a c i s t  a t t i t u d e s  were the most p e rs i s ten t .  The concern about
white females tending Indian wounded i l lu s t r a te d  t h i s .  The Edwardian
period was not so f a r  removed from the Victorian, In which i t  was almost
inconceivable - as Florence Nightingale found out » f o r  women to be
nurses a t  a l l ,  l e t  a lone tend to  soldiers '  of other races .  • The a l lu s io n

59
of S i r  Walter Lawrence in March 1915 to the ’perverted behaviour'  of 
English women during the  v i s i t  of  Indian troops fo r  the coronation of 
George V in 1910 expressed the 'conventional '  view o f  a l l  i n t e r - r a c i a l  
re la t ions  before, during and a f t e r  the Great War. Colour bars  were no 
less real for  being im p l i c i t .

Although Harcourt had had reason to  complain about how 
'touchy' the War Office  was over What i t  regarded as in te r fe ren ce  in the  * 
matters under i t s  c o n t r o l ,  Kitchener end his s t a f f  did not have a monopoly 
on ' touchiness1. Due to  the hear t  t rouble  which obliged him to r e s t  
Harcourt was unable t o  accompany George V and Kitchener on an inspection 
tour of the Salisbury Plain  camps, 60 but the row over a l leged  ' l e a k s '  of 
naval in te l l igence  l a s te d  un t i l  long a f t e r  his convalescence. On 
20 October 1914 Harcourt telegraphed his old fr iend S i r  Robert Chalmers 
about the Admiralty's a l l e g a t io n s  of leaks of information which could be 
useful to the Emden. This was a Ger man raider preying on merchant ships 
in the Indian Ocean a re a .  The Governor of Ceylon Vehemently denied t h a t '  
the Emden had been a s s i s t e d :  with three British c ru ise rs  ava i lab le  as 
against twenty-five in the  A t la n t ic ,  i t  was not surpr is ing  t h a t  she would 
avoid capture except by som e 'happy accident1.6^

Harcourt sc r ibb led  a note to his Permanent Under Secretary:

1 must administer  some emolument to the injured



Chalmers! Please send the Ceylon f i l e  to  me 
when you receive t h i s  so th a t  1 may compound 
the sedat ive .

However Chalmers.was determined not to l e t  the matter  r e s t ,  and in his 
next l e t t e r  asked Harcourt to  take i t  up with C h u rch i l l ' s  In te l l igence  
Department. The Colonial Secretary asked the F i r s t  Lord for  some ‘ex­
pression of  r e g r e t 1 which would pacify Chalmers. Churchill maintained 
t h a t  Chalmers had no grievance* although Harcourt pointed out tha t  the 
a l l e g a t io n s  had been completely unfounded.

There could* the F i r s t  Lord w ro te , be no question of an apology 
from his  department:

False information is  of course of ten  received 
and unless i t  i s  pr&ma fa c ie  f a l s e  i t  must be 
i n v e s t i g a t e d ^

Harcourt decided to  send his correspondence with Churchill to Chalmers to 
show t h a t  he had t r i e d  his bes t ,  but made a l a s t  e f f o r t .  By now Churchill 
l i k e  Harcourt ,  was growing t i r e d  of the a f f a i r ,  wh’ ^h had dragged on well 
in to  the  new year .  Not to  be outdone in t e n a c i t y , e he ins is ted  again th a t  
he would not admit or imply tha t  Admiralty In te l l ig e n c e  was in the wrong. 
He did not th ink so,  and therefore  he could not  say so - surely, he con­
cluded,  the Colonial Secretary could allow him to  'bear  the burden1 of 
Chalmers' d i s p l e a s u r e ? ^

When the Emden was f i n a l ly  brought to  bay on 9 November 1914, 
Chalmers was surpr ised  to note, from the B r i t i s h  newspapers, how much 
la rg e r  the r a i d e r ' s  exploits had loomed a t  home than in Ceylon i t s e l f ,  
un t i l  the  Austra l ian  vessel Sydney brought in the wounded from the Emden. 
But he did not fo rg e t  the 'unpleasant t ime' he had had in his ' L i l i p u t ' ; 
even in his farewell  l e t t e r  to Harcourt a f t e r  the formation of the c o a l i ­
t ion  government he implic i t ly  referred to  the a f f a i r :

I grieve in the matter of your departure  as much as 
I r e jo ic e  a t  the downfall of Winston (Psalm 120 
Verse 3)
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Despite the considerab le  'personal discomfort1 t h i s  episode 

co s t  Harcourt, as he wrote t o  C hurch i l l ,  i t  did not d iv e r t  his  main 
a t ten t ion  from the progress o f  the war and, in p a r t icu la r ,  th£ development 
o f  his ideas about i t s  wider s tr a te g ic a l  implications.

the areas which p a r t i c u l a r l y  in teres ted  Harcourt were the 
Pac if ic  and West Africa. In the  former war zone, he was not thinking only 
about the future d isp os i t io n  of German colonies . As noted e a r l i e r ,  he 
had been annoyed by the re fu sa l  of  the French to give up t h e i r  r i g h t  to  
introduce foreign labour in the  New Hebrides. Only two days a f t e r  war 
had broken out, he was w r i t in g  to  Alfred Emmott, his Under Secre tary ,  
t h a t

I hope the r e s u l t  of  t h i s  war wil l be a t o ta l ly  
new se t  of condit ions  in the Pac if ic ,  which will 
enable us to get  r i d  f i n a l l y  of the impossible 
conditions which the  Condominium h a s  imposed.®®

This did not happen, desp i te  Harcourt 's resentment of the  French 
presence on the is lands .  The Colonial Secretary was also to  be d isappo in t ­
ed, as will be seen, by the e x ten t  of  the French share of the West African 
colonies . In p rac t ice ,  the  need f o r  Anglo-French m il i ta ry  cooperation 
overrode a l l  pre-war suspic ions - and war p lans . 67 In f a c t ,  on the very 
f i r s t  day a f te r  the exp ira t ion  of the  B r i t i sh  ultimatum to Germany, the 
Cabinet appointed a Jo in t  Naval and Mil i tary  Offensive Subcommittee ' t o  
declare what objectives can be assigned to j o in t  expeditions with a view 
to produce a def in i te  e f f e c t  on the  r e s u l t  of  tfie war1. 6® Whether Har­
court  liked i t  or not,  France was now an act ive partner in the conquest 
of German colonies. So was Japan, in the h o s t i l i t i e s  against  Germany i n -  
the Pacif ic.

British naval weakness in the Far East led the Cabinet to  accep t ,  
a lb e i t  re luc tan t ly ,  t h a t  Japanese ass is tance  would be needed. The moot 
point was the extent of the a s s i s ta n c e .  As i t  turned out , Cabinet d i s ­
cussion of the issue was made academic when, on 12 August, Grey received 
a telegram from the B r i t i sh  ambassador.at Tokyo informing th a t  Japan 
intended, of her own accord, to declare  war on Germany. I t  was not th a t  
Japan had to do th is  in terms of the a l l ian ce  with B r i ta in ,  or th a t  
Japanese-German re la t io n s  were bad: domestic po l i t ica l  considera tions



69 \
con tr ibu ted  to  the  decision,  ,

Japan declared war against  Germany on 23 August 1914, and by the 
end of  the  year  the  h o s t i l i t i e s  in the  Far East  and the Pacific were 
e f f e c t i v e l y  over.  The Japanese had acquired a whole new string of former 
German possessions in the Marianas, Marshalls and Caroline groups of

i s lan d s .  The quest ion now was who would r e t a i n  possesion of the islands 
a f t e r  the  war, Harcourt hoped tha t  the A u s t r a l i a n s ,  who were especial ly  
s e n s i t iv e  to  a Japanese presence near t h e i r  s h o re s ,  would accept a 
d iv is ion  whereby Japan would occupy the i s l a n d s  north of the equator, 
and A u s t ra l ia  those  to  the south. He was p a r t i c u l a r l y  anxious th a t  the
Japanese should not  get Yap although the i s l a n d  was not held to be of
g rea t  s t r a t e g i c  s ign if icance ,  despite i t s  p o t e n t i a l  usefulness to the 
United S ta te s  as a cable  s t a t i o n . ^  ' .

Churchil l  was, once again, not swayed by Harcourt 's  fervour.
He noted t h a t  no c ru i s e r  could be spared fo r ,Y ap ,  and 'much inconvenience1 

would be caused by any changes in ‘naval‘'d i s p o s i t i o n s .  There appeared, 
he added,

to  be no m il i ta ry  reasons which r e q u i r e  us to  
e j e c t  the Japanese a t  th is  j u n c t u r e .  I do not  I 
ga ther  t h a t  the Australian Government are  
p ress ing  us to act .  On the c o n t r a ry ,  i t  would
seem t h a t  you were pressing them. The Admiral­
ty  would strongly deprecate any a c t io n  towards
Japan which would appear s u s p i c i o u s  o r  un­
gracious.  We are deriving the  g r e a t e s t  bene­
f i t  from t h e i r  powerful and gracious a id .
They have intimated that the occupation is  
purely m i l i ta ry  and devoid of p o l i t i c a l  s i g n i ­
f icance  and there 1 t ru s t  we may leave  the

71m a t t e r /  f o r  the present.

Unable to  get support from the Admiral ty, Harcourt had to do 
the next bes t  th ing to reassure the anxious A us t ra l ian s  tha t  Britain 
and Japan were not secre t ly  dealing behind t h e i r  backs. Ttercourt 
ins t ructed  the B r i t i s h  ambassador a t  Tokyo to  round up a l l  references in 
the Japanese papers to Australia and the i s l a n d s  now captured; he was
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a l s o  allowed by Grey to obtain  copies of a l l  B r i t i sh  and Japanese 
communications on the sub jec t  of the ex-German is lands ,  and these 
'e s s e n t ia l  telegrams' were dispatched to Munro-Ferguson, the Austra l ian 
Governor-General. In the  end, Harcourt 's  misgivings were j u s t i f i e d :  
in te rna l  p o l i t i c a l  pressures on the m i l i t a r i s t s  meant tha t  Japan's

. y n
' temporary' occupation of the ex-German is lands became permanent.

In West Africa ,  Harcourt came close to behaving l ike  the 'War 
Lord' he jokingly claimed to  be. Togoland was occupied by August, but 
even while the struggle  f o r  the  Cameroons raged on, Harcour was asking 
the  opinions of the  men on the spot  about the value of the ex-German 
t e r r i t o r i e s .  General Dobell, the B r i t i sh  m i l i ta ry  commander in the 
Cameroons, advised tha t  in a post-war p a r t i t i o n  of the country (with 
France)DUala and Victoria should remaip in Br i t ish  hands. Possession 
of  one should enta i  1 holding the other  -  a captured German document pre-  • 
pared by a naval o f f i c e r  t e s t i f i e d  to  Duala's natural defensive resources 
which, i f  added to ,  would make i t  impregnable. I t  would be an invaluable 
naval b a s e . ^

Not long a f t e r  the  B r i t i sh  had'taken Dual a from the Germans, 
Harcourt asked Lugard what pa r ts  of the Cameroons should go to France -  
the Colonial Secre ta ry 's  o r ig ina l  idea was to  give up a l l  of i t ,  and per-  
haps get French Dahomey so as to make the Gold Coast and Nigeria a con­
tinuous Bri t i sh  possession -  and Togoland might perhaps be given to 
France in return fo r  i t s  h a l f  of the New Hebrides Condominium. ' ' 5 Lugard 
suggested, in t h i s  pr ivate  correspondence, t h a t  Adamawa and the small 
enclave of German Bornu might be incorporated into Nigeria, but was 
ag a in s t  the idea of any concessions to  the French, because th i s  would, 
in the  eyes of the local peoples, make i t  seem as i f  the Br i t ish  had 
been forced into t h i s ,  leading them to believe tha t  the French were more 
powerful.

After fu r th e r  consu l ta t ion  with Dobell and a personal v i s i t  to  
Duala, Lugard confirmed the gen e ra l ' s  high estimate of the p o r t ' s  value.  
Moreover, i t  was already very valuable because the habour works and bu i ld ­
ings w e r e  largely i n t a c t ,  along with quan ti t ies  of s t o r e s  and machinery .^  
The senior naval o f f i c e r  a t  Duala a lso  opined tha t  i t  could be an 
impregnable naval f o r t r e s s  and coiling s ta t io n ,  and tha t  allowing i t  to • 
f a l l  under foreign control would ser ious ly  endanger Bri t ish  possessions



in the area and endanger the South African trade rou te .  The arguments 
by Dobell and Lugard ev iden t ly  heavily influenced H arcour t ' s  thinking on 
the future p a r t i t i o n s .

He in s t ru c te d  the  Governor of the Gold Coast . to  prepare a memo­
randum exploring a l l  the  p o s s ib i l i t i e s ,  and S ir  Hugh C l i f f o r d  produced a 
comprehensive e f f o r t ,  in which he noted th a t  the Cameroons would possibly 
be more important to  the  French than Togo!and because of i t s  proximity 
to Lake Tchad. From the B r i t i sh  point of view, the a c q u i s i t io n  of Dahomey 
and Togoland would provide Bri ta in  with inter-communications between the 
Gold Coast and Nigeria  without passing through foreign t e r r i t o r y .  This, 
Clif ford es t im ated ,  should in the long run reduce the c o s t  of  administra­
t ion by £190 000 per  annum. Also, a single customs t a r i f f  could be put 
in to  operation along a Br i t i sh -con tro l led  c o as t - l in e  measuring about 700 
miles in ex ten t .

This was an a t t r a c t i v e  prospect, in view of the  f a c t  tha t  Togo­
land or Dahomey were un l ike ly  to pay th e i r  way fo r  years because of the 
higher s a l a r i e s  paid to  white and black o f f i c i a l s ,  compared to  the i r  
French (and formerly) German counterparts.  Brief  as i t  was, the Togo­
land campaign would, C l i f fo rd  showed Harcourt, cost  about £50 000. 77 

Harcourt 's i n i t i a t i v e s  on these issues casts  doubt once more on Hazle- 
h u r s t ' s  implied view of  him as an 'armchair s t r a t e g i s t ' :  t h e  Colonial 
Secretary was not  j u s t  indulging in fanciful p ap e r -pa r t i t io n in g  but pay­
ing close a t t e n t io n  to  the economics of Imperial post-war readjustments. t 
The fac t  th a t  H arcour t ' s  memorandum on 'The S p o i l s ' ,  c i r c u la t e d  to the 
Cabinet in March 1915, takes as i t s  s ta r t ing  point  the f a l l  o f  Constanti­
nople should not  be overemphasized as an example of how u n r e a l i s t i c  his 
views were.

Harcourt was not  the only one in the Cabinet to underestimate 
the Turkish s o l d i e r ' s  capaci ty  to r e s i s t . 78 The War Council79 endorsed 
the plan to a t t a c k  Turkey through the Dardanelles, the narrows between 
Europe and Asia Minor. I t  was Churchill who advocated a purely  naval 
attempt to force  the narrows, and when th is  f a i l e d ,  the be la ted  landing 
of troops on the G a l l ip o l i  peninsula ran into heavy Turkish opposition. 
Harcourt 's old parl iamentary sparring partner Josiah Wedgwood was d i r e c t ­
ly involved in the o pe ra t io n s ,  and wrote on board ship p r i o r  to  one of 
the landings t h a t



So f a r  as I can learn things a re  going badly here 
and the a t t i tu d e  i s  despair of ever  forcing the 
narrows . . .  the f l e e t  have found the Dardanelles - 
mines, f o r t s ,  f i e l d  howitzers and submerged t o r ­
pedo tubes - too much fo r  them, and are  waiting 
fo r  the Army. How the Army is  ever to help them 
I cannot puzzle out . I t  i s  bad enough to  land a t
a l l ,  and the Gallipoli peninsula i s  a checkboard

80
of wire and trenches . . .

The landing on V beach on 25 April 1915 nearly cost  Wedgwood
his  l i f e ,  and the overall f a i lu re  of the operat ions cost  Churchill his
pos t ,  although immediate large-sca le  troop-landings might have turned a
f ia sco  in to  a very s ign i f ican t  success .8 ’̂ To re turn  to 'The Spoi ls ' ,
i t  should be mentioned th a t  th i s  was the f i r s t  attempt to  outline B r i t i sh

82war aims in the colonial sphere. Presented to the Cabinet for  discus­
s io n , 1 'The Spoils '  did not ul timately influence post-war Br i t ish  policy,  
p a r t ly  due to  i t s  anti-French b ias ,  Harcourt 's  lack of standing as a 
s t r a t e g i s t , a n d  i t s  e s se n t ia l ly  speculative  na ture .  Nonetheless, despite  
i t s  mis takes ,  p a r t i cu la r ly  about Turkey, the document i s  of considerable 
i n t e r e s t .  In i t s  wide-ranging discussion of post-war t e r r i t o r i a l  r e d i s ­
t r i b u t i o n ,  'The Spoils '  was not e n t i r e ly  inaccura te .  Russia did not 
get Constantinople, but Japan d id  hang on to her Pacif ic  mandates, and 
the Union of South Africa ce r ta in ly  proceeded to consolidate  i t s  grip on 
German South West Afr ica . 83

Ju s t  as Crewe saw part  of Mesopotamia as a possible  outle t  for  
I n d i a n , e m i g r a t i o n ,  so Harcourt envisaged German East Africa f u l f i l l i n g
a 8̂ i
such a funct ion.  ' Harcourt did not think the B r i t i sh  would need - or 
could usefu l ly  occupy - more than a quarte r  of the Cameroons, while r e ­
ta in ing  the northern railway with i t s  terminus a t  Dual a,

the town and harbour of which in enemy hands could 
eas i ly  be made an impregnable and menacing naval base 
against  our West and South African commerce,

France would also have, in addition to the bulk of the Cameroons, j o in t  
occupation of Togo!and and the Port of Dahomey. In re tu rn ,  i t  would cede 
i t s  h a l f  of the New Hebrides and - one of Harcourt 's  old concerns - the



settlement of J i b u t i ,  which, he s ta ted  'controls the mischievous arms
oc

t r a f f i c  to Abyssinia and Central  A fr ica ' .

The obvious reason th a t  Harcourt 's proposals fo r  West Africa 
bore a closer resemblance to  r e a l i t y  than some of his Near East proposals 
was his d i rec t  involvement in the operations there .  Because the Cameroons 
were not f in a l ly  subdued by B r i t i sh  and French forces un t i l  ear ly  1916, 
the log is t ics  of the  o p e ra t io ns ,  and th e i r  expense, imposed an unbearable 
s t r a in  on the Office. As the  struggle  in the Cameroons continued the 
Office found i t  could no longer  cope, and the War Office took over d i r e c t  
control of the campaign.

Not long before "his demotion the would-be 'War Lord1 wrote to  » 
Dobell admitting t h a t

We a t  the Colonial Office had e x h a u s t e d  a l l  o u r  
resources in the  way of material and personnel 
and I found i t  increas ing ly  d i f f i c u l t  -  indeed 
p rac t ica l ly  impossible - to  extract  from the 
War Office the men whom you required as Com­
missioned and Non-Commissioned Officers. I 
have no doubt t h a t  now the War Office are d i ­
rec t ly  responsib le  t h a t  they will do you 
be t ter  in these mat ters  than I have found i t  
possible to do.

The prolongation of  the war reduced the Colonial O f f ice 's  
a b i l i t y  to cope with i t s  ta sk s  on a daily basis - i r r e sp ec t ive  of

07
actual mili tary setbacks, such as a t  Tanga in East Africa ~ and i t s  
f a l te r in g  was symptomatic of  the wider, ongoing d is in teg ra t ion  of the 
machinery of government i t s e l f .

The Cabinet had b e e n  badly sha ke n  by t h e  c r i s i s  of July/August 
1914 ,  which a c c o u n t s  fo r  t h e  e a s e  w i t h  which  K i t c h e n e r  had  reversed i t s  
previous decision n o t  to send t h e  Expeditionary Force to France. Pease 
and the other p a c i f i s t s  had been made 'miserable beyond measure1, as 
he put i t ,  by the harrowing decision to go to war, Now they were



apparently wil l ing to en t ru s t  the conduct of  the war to  the mil i ta ry  
exper ts .  As David French shows. Kitchener got the Cabinet to accept a 
'na t ion  in arms' s t ra tegy ,  as d i s t i n c t  from previously intended re-

op
l iance  on naval and economic pressure on Germany. The period of 
Kitchener 's  g rea tes t  ascendancy was from August 1914 to March 1915, 
by which time his Cabinet influence was on the wane. Even his  prest ige 
and influence could not offset the  growing pressure on the Government 
on two f ro n ts .

F i r s t l y ,  because the.war was not going wel l ,  and because the 
Liberal rank and f i l e  were becomingmigiasyabout the Government's handling 
of 'co re '  issues l ike  f ree  t rade  and conscr ip t ion.  The i n i t i a l  feeling 
of uni ty  which had taken the Liberal Party in to  the war was beginning to 
wear th in .  A clash of fundamental p r inc ip les  was imminent, in which the 
Government would have to choose. The choice was between increasingly 
in t ru s ive ,  bureacratic  measures to  ensure more men fo r  industry and the 
armed forces ,  and to make production and d i s t r ib u t io n  of munition and 
supplies more e f f i c ie n t ,  or support of t r ad i t io na l  Liberal values. Har- 
court  himself was aware of t h i s  dilemma as ear ly  as September 1914, when 
Sir  Charles Macara, the pres ident  of the English Federation of Master 
Cotton Spinners'  Associations, made a p lea ;on  behalf  of cotton.

Macara wanted the governments of B r i ta in ,  the United States of 
America, Egypt and India to coordinate  to buy up and store the a n t i c i ­
pated surplus of cotton due to the war-time slump in demand from Europe. 
I t  must have been doubly unpleasant for  Harcourt,  knowing the importance
of the cotton industry to Lancashire , and being MP fo r  a Lancashire00
'co t ton '  town, to turn down Macara's appeal. Such wholesale S t a t e  
intervention - Macara had estimated the c o s t .o f  buying up the surplus as 
between £65 000 000 to £70 000 000 - was not as yet acceptable to the 
Government in th is  or other spheres* such as f i sca l  policy. By the 
same token, the Dominions were not amenable to a relaxation of the i r  
in ternal  f i sca l  polic ies.  Smuts expressed t h e i r  general view that  a 
reduction of duty on UK goods, non-competitive or not ,  would mean an 
unacceptably high loss of revenue.

Yet, i f  the Dominions were wedded to pro tec t ion is t  po l ic ies ,  
the mother country was not. So when McKenna became Chancellor of the 
Exchequer a f t e r  the coal i t ion of May 1915, his September budget in tro-



ducing a tax proportional to  estimated value of goods on luxury items 
caused considerable d issension  in Liberal ranks. The movement away from 
f ree  trade via t h i s  33^3 per cent  ad valorem t a r i f f  was due to the 
exigencies of war-time f inance .  But the growing s t ra in  on Government 
was not measured so le ly  via  s h i f t s  in f i sca l  policy. As Chris Cook notes 
in his h is tory  of the Liberal  Par ty ,  the furore over McKenna's Budget was 
ind ica t ive  of the even g re a te r  c o n f l i c t  to  come over conscr ip t ion.  This 
issue encapsulated a . f u n d a m e n t a l l i b e r a l  commitment to the defence of 
individual r igh ts ,  an’d r e j j e c t i o n o f  State  encroachment on those r i g h t s .

On conscription i t  was i ron ica l  tha t  both the ex-leaders of 
the Opposition stood f i rmer  a ga in s t  i t  than the leader of  Harcourt 's  own 
party was prepared to do in Cabinet.  The Colonial Secretary remained 
implacably opposed to conscr ip t ion  fo r  the reasons’c i ted  above, and i t  
was no accident th a t  the sub jec t  had featured in his 1-Si3 speeches, so 
as to counter the l a s t  nation-wide 'stump1 by Lui-j Roberts before the

on
war. During the war i t s e l f  Asqui th t r i e d  to s teer  a neutral course to 
preserve the p a r ty ' s  un i ty ,  but i t  was no secret  tha t  Churchil l ,  Lloyd 
George and Haldane were amongst those Cabinet Ministers who favoured con­
scr ip tion  as much as Harcourt,  Simon and Hobhouse opposed i t .

The issue of co n sc r ip t i  on posed the most serious th rea t  to 
Liberal unity ye t .  High ranking Libera s l ike  Chief Whip Percy I l l i n g ­
worth were prepared to oppose conscr ip t ion a t  a l l  costs ,  although in 
December 1914 he f e l l  i l l  and never returned to the House of Commons.
Like Lloyd George who made powerful speeches to promote recruitment, 
Harcourt i n i t i a l l y  hoped to  f i l l  the gaps with volunteers. Certainly
there was no shortage of them on the outbreak of war - indeed, more than

01
the War Office could cope with. Yet by la te  1914 Asquith f e l t  t h a t  
the l im its  of th is  approach were being reached, and despite  his own 
aversion to compulsion ex-Prime Minister  Balfour shared th is  view. 
Asquith's invita t ion to Balfour to  jo in  the War Council se t  up in 
November 1914 was ind ica t ive  of the dissolving barr iers  between the two 
major pa r t ies .

The War Council was supposedly a sub-committee of the CID, but
• g?

effec t ive ly  came to dominate the conduct of the war. " On the Council, 
as in the Cabinet, Kitchener and Churchill ran the mil i ta ry  side of 
business and Asquith headed t h i s  t r ium vira te .  By March 1915 the
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Council had been jo ined  by Haldane, Crewe, McKenna, Admiral Wilson and 
Harcourt. This now made the Council the rea l power in Government, but 
with most of the  C ab ine t ' s  most,powerful and dynamic members serving on 
i t ,  Harcourt had even le s s  chance of influencing Government policy. Con­
scr ip t ion  became a real"  p o s s ib i l i ty  due to the p o l i t i c a l  c r i s i s .  Since 
the s t a r t  of the  war, the  Unionists had allowed the Government to proceed 
on i t s  business unimpeded. Criticism would have seemed unpa tr io t ic  a t  
f i r s t .

But by e a r l y  1915 the Government's growing i n a b i l i t y  to keep
the war economy funct ioning  smoothly could j u s t i f y  open a t tack  on the
grounds of na t ional  i n t e r e s t s .  This, as Cameron Hazlehurst  notes ,  was
why the Opposition was in a strong posit ion.  But Bonar Law regarded the
at tack  from a purely pa r ty  point  of view: tie did not want to  form a coa l j -  

93t ion .  Yet even tua l ly  common in te re s t  did drive the two party  leaders 
into co a l i t io n .  There were several reasons fo r  i t .  Both faced a chal­
lenge from d i s s id e n t  back-bencher s and from more sen io r  members of 
th e i r  p a r t i e s ;  the l a t t e r  consideration as Koss argues,  probably weighed 
more heavily with Law than had h i ther to  been rea l ized  because p r io r  to 
Asquith's d i r e c t  approach on 17 May he did recognize t h a t  coa l i t ion  
would be pu l l ing  the  L ib e ra l ' s  chestnuts out of the f i r e .

Asquith was wellaware of th i s  as well.  Not only would he be 
re -es tab l ish ing  h is  control  over the Liberal Party,  but  a lso  ensure - 
as the d i s t r ib u t io n  o f  Cabinet seats did - th a t  the L ibera ls  held the 
preponderance of sen io r  posts .  Asquith did not care about what happened 
to Labour in terms o f  the 'new d e a V . ^  Coalition would a lso  f a c i l i t a t e  
a grea ter  degree of S t a t e  cen t ra l iza t ion ,  although Asquith was not pre­
pared to go as f a r  as Lloyd George along th is  road. As ear ly  as 
9 November 1914 the Chancellor had referred,  in the Commons, to the need, 
for  a man of 'push and go' to  ensure an uninterrupted supply of munitions. '  
He was ac tual ly  the man who f i t t e d  his own descr ip t ion ,  although Asquith 
could hardly guess t h a t  Lloyd George's assumption of the  newly-created 
Ministry of Munitions in the coal i t ion  formed on 25 May 1915 was in 
fac t  to mark an important s tep on his way to the premiership.

Harcourt 's  correspondence does not indicate  t h a t  - unlike
* os

McKenna, Runciman and Hothouse" -  he suspected a major new p o l i t i c a l  r e ­
alignment was in the  off ing .  He continued to write to  the Chancellor



about routine m a t te rs , and t h e i r  working re la t ion s  seem to  have been no 
worse - or b e t t e r ,  than usual .  As 1914 drew to a c lose ,  he wrote to 
Lloyd George to express his s trong disapproval of the suggestion to make 
the  f inancia l  year correspond with the calendar year . This would force 
every single B r i t i sh  colony and pro tec to ra te  to a l t e r  i t s  finances and 
accounts , Harcourt objected,  invoking (as usual) the au thor i ty  of his  
l a t e  fa ther :

I beg you to read c a re fu l ly  the  papers which must be 
on record a t  the Treasury on th i s  matter .  I t  was 
considered, or a t  l e a s t  discussed, when my fa th e r  
was Chancellor of the Exchequer and I think you 
will be able to  f ind on record some very strong ex­
pressions on the sub jec t  by hinu®6

Where the two men did have 'most amiable consu l ta t ions '  was
over war finance and in p a r t i c u l a r  the question of Australian war loans,
having the common objectives of curbing Australian and other - including

97Brit ish-extravagance.

During the f in a l  phase of the p re-coal i t ion  period much of 
Harcourt 's  a t ten t ion  was focussed on developments in the United S ta tes .
He hosted v is i t ing  Americans, and anxiously monitored the US reactions 
to the  Allied tightening of the naval blockade around Germany. This was 
due to  the change of German maritime s t ra tegy ,  embodied in the announce­
ment on 18 February 1915 th a t  the  waters around the Bri t i sh  I s l e s  were 
now a war zone. Now a l l  ships would be sunk on s i g h t , This, in tu rn ,  
enabled Britain to free  i t s e l f  of  the self-imposed shackles which ad­
herence to the Declaration of London since August 1914 const i tu ted .  Now 
B r i ta in  declared tha t  a l l  ships suspected of carrying goods to Germany 
would be intercepted and searched a t  B r i t i sh  ports .

From information gleaned from a correspondent ' l l th  ex-President  
Theodore Roosevelt, Harcourt knew tha t  public feeling against  President 
Woodrow Wilson's Democratic adminis trat ion was due more to inaction over 
border incidents with Mexico than h o s t i l i t y  to the Bri t ish  move. The 
considerable anti-German sentiment o f f s e t  the p o l i t i c a l  influence of 
German-Amerleans, especial ly  . in the  mid-West. 98 In one of his  l e t t e r s  
to the  South African Governor-General, Harcourt described his



contribution to the preservation of amicable Anglo-American relations:

There are  a g re a t  number of American p o l i t i c i a n s  
Senators and pressmen over here j u s t  now and I see a 
good deal of  them in order to keep th e i r  views as 
f r iend ly  as p o s s ib le .  The fac t  of May being an 
American i s  v e r y - u s e f u l d n r t h i i ‘' d i r e c t i o n . .

American v i s i t o r s  both before and a f t e r  the war c e r t a in ly  en­
joyed th e i r  stay a t  Nuneham. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge* Woodrow Wilson1 

implacable post-war opponent, and his wife were most impressed. The 
Senator remarked i t  was v i r t u a l l y  the only place he had seen which he 
would not wish to change in any wayJ*^ Another c a l l e r  was Herbert Croly 
a f r iend  of Bryce, and the  e d i to r  of The New Republic, a new weekly jo u r ­
nal .  When Croly a r r iv e d  in  England, they had a 'very f r a n k 1 and 'charm­
ing ' t a lk ,  the Colonial Secre tary  noted, on the understanding th a t  the 
t a lk  would not be t r e a te d  as an interview, and not be pub l ic i sed .  I t  i s
possible th a t  Harcourt urged c loser  American commitment to B r i ta in  a t

101
th is  and other  meetings with American v i s i t o r s ,  but his main concern 
a t  th a t  time - April 1915 -  was to placate American opinion over B r i t i sh  
abandonment of the Declara t ion  of London.

To the New York correspondent who had suggested the  meeting 
with Croly, Harcourt wrote:

The use of the  word "blockade" in Sir  Edward Grey's 
communication to  the  Governme*of the United Sta tes  
seems to have been successful in i t s  object and I 
think you will  be in te res ted  to know tha t  i t  was en­
t i r e l y  the r e s u l t  of  your conversation with S i r  John 
Simon and me. We reported the g i s t  of i t  immediately 
to Sir  Edward Grey,,with  the re su l t  tha t  you now 
know.

Straight  concurred t h a t  the  use of the word 'blockade'

has r ea l ly  helped to reconcile opinion in th is  
country to measures against  which i t  would o ther ­
wise have f e l t  t h a t  i t  must p ro tes t ,  not because 
of any a n t i - B r i t i s h  fee l ing ,  but merely on the



ground of se lf -respect .  0̂2

Yet, substantia l  as Harcourt1s contr ibut ion  to  the American 
acceptance o f  unres t r ic ted  Br i t i sh  search on the seas might have been, 
the r e a l l y  s ig n i f ic a n t  fac tor  moulding American public opinion was the 
sinking of the  Lusitania by a German submarine on 7 May 1915. Croly had 
used the g re a t  ocean-gMng l ine r  to reach England only 2 months e a r l i e r ,  
and the loss  of 1 100 passengers, including American c i t i z e n s ,  helped to 
pave the way for  the eventual United S ta te s  entry  in to  the war on the 
side of the  Entente powers.

On 17 May 1915 Asquith sent around a red box to which only 
Cabinet Ministers had the key, asking f o r  the provisional  resignation of  - 
each departmental ch ief  and his Under-Secretary. In h is  explanatory 
l e t t e r  to  Lord Stanfordham, George V s  sec re ta ry ,  the Prime Minister 
wrote t h a t  a f t e r  'much re f lec t ion  and c o n su l ta t io n 1 he had come to the
conclusion t h a t  for a successful prosecution of the war the Government

1 fnhad to  be r e b u i l t  on a broad, non-party bas is .  The explanation provid­
ed to  his  m in is te rs ,  also c ircula ted by Asquith in a Cabinet box, was the 
need f o r  national unity , in the face of  a double c r i s i s .  These c r ises  
were the  resignat ion of Lord Fisher as F i r s t  Sea Lord on 15 May, and the 
a l l e g a t io n s  by Repington in The Times of  Wednesday 14 May about a 
shortage of  high-explosive she l ls .

In f a c t ,  the evidence indicates  th a t  Asquith had made overtures 
to Bonar Law about coal i t ion  as early  as 12 May, aware that  within both 
Cabinet and party the s p l i t  over po l ic ies  l ike  conscription and a more 
cen t ra l ized  control by Government were coming to a h e a d J ^  & coa l i ­
t ion government would be able to pursue po l ic ie s  unacceptable to many 
L ibera ls ,  but a t  the same time a disgruntled Cabinet in terpreted  Asquith 's 
action in d i f f e ren t  ways. Much bad fee l ing  was d irec ted  a t  Churchill , 
who was thought to have provoked the c r i s i s ,  not only by having led 
Fisher to  resign over the F i r s t  Sea Lord's  handling of the Dardanelles 
opera t ions ,  but his involvement i n the in t r igue  which led to the publi­
cation of the Times .a r t i c le  about the shell  shortage.

Harcourt 's  view was that  i t  was a ploy by Fisher to t ry  to get



good terms from a Unionist adm in is t ra t ion .  ' I  th ink 1, he wrote to  Esher 
the Monday a f t e r  the terminat ion of  B r i t a in ' s  l a s t  Liberal Government, 
'Jacky has triumphed1." The Colonial .Secretary decided to  await
events, although Hobhouse opined in his diary on 20 May th a t  Harcourt 
would r e t i r e  a t  his own requ es t .  Certainly Harcourt was in danger of
being displaced: as Asquith wrote to Stanfordham on 19 May, Harcourt 
managed his o ff ice  well ,  but  was in poor heal th ,  and was of no use in the 
Commons or in the running of the  war.10  ̂ Yet Harcourt supported Asquith 
over issues l ike  conscr ip t ion ,  and - i f  one of his correspondents‘i s  to*
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be believed - was popular with L ibera ls  from Cornwall to Orkney, so 
was not so easy to d i e  c a r d .

By the th i rd  of four  counts Harcourt was removed from the 
l o s e r ' s  column and reassigned to  the Office of Works. Alfred Emmott, 
Harcourt 's Under-Secretary, wrote to  Asquith to pro tes t  the p o s s ib i l i t y  
of Churchill replacing 'Lulu ' as Colonial Secretary, for  the sake of 
the Dominions:

An off ice  r ev o l t  might be the f i r s U r e s u l t .  Ke 
[Churchill] has n e i th e r  the temperament nor manners 
to f i t  him fo r  the p os t .  I was a t  the C.O. for  
two years and a h a l f  and I am so convinced of the
tru th  of what I wri te  t h a t  I am willing to r isk
your d ispleasure r a th e r  than remain s i l e n t  about 
i t . 109

In f a c t ,  Churchill did not get the post he had applied f o r  as
fa r  back as 1908, and was re lega ted  to the backwater chancellorship of
the Duchy of Lancaster, a m in i s te r ia l  post without po r t fo l io .  Bonar Law
got the Colonial Secre taryship ,  although he had hoped for  the Exchequer
or the new Ministry of Munitions. In the past ,  he had already l i a i s e d
with Harcourt on the eve of Colonial Office debates, when he had led the

i i oOpposition's a t tack ,  and the post  was cer ta in ly  not beyond his cap­
a b i l i t i e s .  Indeed, his biographer s ta te s  tha t  Asquith might rea l ly  have 
believed that  Law's a b i l i t i e s  did not merit a more important post than 
th is  Office. By the same token, i f  the Office was, a t  bes t ,  of secondary 
importance in time of war, Harcourt 's  reshuffle  back to Works repre­
sented a considerable demotion.
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Many correspondents wrote to express t h e i r  sympathy a t  the 
s a c r i f i c e  he made, but Harcourt regarded the s i tu a t io n  philosophically:  
he had,.he wrote to one governor, had a very happy and not unsuccessful 
four and a h a l f  yea rs ,  and j u s t  as a cook could not make an omelette with­
out breaking eggs, so  t o o

a Prime Minister cannot make a c o a l i t i o n  without break­
ing colleagues ,  and as the incoming Tories had to be 
fed with big off ices  i t  was natural  t h a t  mine should 
be one of them . . .  I am quite happy a t  my old place 
a t  the Office of 'o rk s .  I do not  propose to show 
Mr Bonar Law your pr ivate  and personal papers to me, 
but have informed him oral ly  of the general trend of 
a f f a i r s  in Newfoundland and shal l  continue to place

111my knowledge of them a t  his disposal as a colleague.

According to Harcourt,  in another l e t t e r  to  Buxton, he would 
have been wil l ing  to  leave the Government a l to g e th e r ,  because he did not
believe in c o a l i t i o n s ,  but the Prime Minister had pressed him 'very
strongly ' n o t  t o  leave to remain in the  Cabinet to a s s i s t
him, and ' I  could hardly refuse or people might have said th a t  I was not
wil l ing  to play the game1. ^ ^  Very few remained to  'play the game'. As
the Times noted, only six  members remained of the Cabinet formed by CB 
in 1905: Asquith(PM) Sir  Edward Grey (unchanged), Crewe (Lord President 
of the Council), B i r re l l  ( I r e l a n d . ) and Lloyd George (a new Ministry of 
Munitions). But Liberals  s t i l l  had the upper hand, and were not 'he lp­
less  before a so l id  force of Tor ies ' 3 Only Balfour (Admiralty) and 
Austen Chamberlain (India Office) held senior  pos ts .

The Times a r t i c l e  concluded with approval th a t  the composition
of the new Cabinet re f lec ted  the continuity  of English p o l i t i c a l  l i f e .
The Cabinet underlined the 'value of h e re d i ty 1 containing the sons of
Lord Randolph C hu rch i l l , S ir  William Harcourt, Roundel! Palmer, Lord

1 ........
Selborne and Joseph Chamberlain. ' The Nation was less  impressed by 
the readjustments: i t  opined tha t  :

Nothing is  added to the a b i l i ty  of the Administration 
. . .  and le s s  than nothing to i t s  experience . . .  p o l i ­
t i c i a n s  are  not b i t s  of machinery . . .  and i f  .members



of Cabinets f l y  asunder a f t e r  long associat ion,  
they are  a lso  uni ted  by strong common t i e s  of s e r ­
vice, or a f f e c t i o n ,  or p r in c ip le .  I f  these are 
l ig h t ly  severed, D t i  doB£) not augur well . . .  115

Harcourt 's good r e l a t i o n s  with his s t a f f  ^ere i l l u s t r a t e d  by
t h e i r  reactions to his depar tu re .  Furse, one of the rec ru i t ing  agents ,
expressed his r eg re t ,  as did unpaid secre tary  JCC Davidson, who offered
to  follow Marcourt to Works 'q u i t e  in d i f fe ren t  to pay and conditions as
long as I would be with y o u ' ,  tie added th a t  i f  Law preferred him to
s tay  on he would comply, provided Senior Clerk FrederickButler did so
because he did not want to  serve under an ' o u t s i d e r ' J 1,6 The fa i th fu l
Davidson and an a s s i s t a n t  subsequently spent months packing and t idying
Harcourt 's  personal records.  This included arranging, f i l i n g  and'indexing
a l l  minutes and telegrams concerning the negotiations over the revis ion of
the secre t  t rea ty  of 1898. By February 1916 Davidson announced,somewhat

117
r e g re t fu l ly ,  tha t  the 'Augean s t a b le 'h a d  now been cleaned. Frederick 
Butler  also subsequently wrote to  thank Harcourt fo r  the 'g rea t  kindness'  
shown to him and the kind comments about his  work, adding th a t

You are s t i l l  ' t h e  c h i e f  when we ta lk  about >vu,
as we often do . . .  118

So the wheel had come f u l l  c i r c l e .  Harcourt was pushing his 
'perambulator' once again,  to  use A.G,‘.Gardiner's phrase,dealing with the 
same Old problems and the new ones posed by ' t o t a l '  war. One of the very 
f i r s t  tasks he'had to face - and i t  was a fam il ia r  one - was how to f i t  
in a l l  ministers in the l im i ted  o f f i c e  ava i lab le .  As Simon wryly n o t i ­
f ied  him, an ' i n c id e n ta l '  r e s u l t  of  the coa l i t ion  was th a t  the Home 
Secretary had no room. Attorney-General S i r  Edward Carson had taken 
Simon's room, McKenna (now Chancellor) kept h is ,  as did Lloyd George. 
Harcourt found Simon a room next to McKenna, but noted tha t  the ' d i f f i ­
c u l t i e s  about Ministers '  Rooms are  very g r e a t ' .

As time went on, Harcourt 's  misgivings about the value of a 
coal i t ion  were re inforced.  He d id ,  as promifed,liase with Law. The 
l a t t e r  was pleased tha t  Harcourt agreed to be Chairman of the Committee 
of the Imperial Bureau of Entomology because of his fam i l ia r i ty  with
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the Bureau’s work Yet, however well the Cabinet worked toge ther ,  
or t r i e d  to* Hareourt  commented to  a Major Wilson, i t  seemed ' in tense ly  
unpopular in every q u a r t e r ' .  Mor eover, as he wrote to  Lord Liverpool, 
the Unionists were ' o f  course ,  lamentably de f ic ien t  in a l l  knowledge of  
what took place during the f i r s t  nine months of the war before they jo in ­
ed US 'J"^  '

Writing t o  Buxton, Hareourt noted th a t  the 'experiment'  did 
not seem to have g r e a t ly  increased confidence in the Government. He
complained about 'mischievous and troublesome l i t t l e  c l i q u e s '  in the
Commons. He f e l t  t h a t  the  lo ss  of an o f f ic ia l  Opposition was a grea t  
j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of the  m er i t s  of ordinary party government. Nor did he 
think much of the Dardanelles Committee, the successor of the  War Coun- 
cil:

You well see  t h a t  we have se t  up a so r t  of Junta 
within the  Cabinet to  s i t  more or le s s  continu­
ously to  take  urgent decisions,  though not to  
deprive th e  Cabinet as a whole of t h e i r  raspon- 
s i b i l i t y  f o r  a share in questions of large po l icy .

Ultimately* Asquith did not fare b e t t e r  as the  leader  of a coa­
l i t i o n  than a s in g le  p a r ty ,  and was unable to preserve un i ty  within the 

Liberal camp. Apart from the ad valorem t a r i f f  introduced by McKenna 
which outraged Liberal  f r ee  trade r s ,  as noted e a r l i e r ,  the  most d iv is ive  
issue as the year 1915 drew to a close was conscr ip t ion.  I t s  opponents 
s t i l l  hoped to r e ly  on volunteers .  As Hareourt put i t  during a speech 
a t  Rawtenstall in mid-May, wil l ing  volunteers made f ine  s o ld ie r s .
Advocates of conscr ip t ion  l ik e  Lloyd George probably would not have d i s ­
agreed with t h i s ,  but  indiscriminate  enlistment played havoc with the 
manpower needs of in d u s t ry .  For Lloyd George the real usefulness of 
conscription lay in i t s  capacity to allow the r a t i o n a l i z a t io n  and d i s c i ­
plining of ind u s t r ia l  manpower. Asquith and his supporters  did not 
believe th i s ,

Nor indeed did they accept plans for national central ization* 
of e f fo r t  on the l i n e s  envisaged by the re lent less  Minister  of Muni­
t ions .  This fundamental s p l i t  on principle was to prove f a t a l  to  Liberal 
unity. To avoid c onsc r ip t ion ,  and ensure a steady flow of volunteers ,



r e c r u i t i n g  methods needed to be e f f i c i e n t .  As ear ly  as November 1914,' 
H arcour t ' s  d i s sa t i s fac t ion  with the r e s u l t s  of the drive fo r  volunteers 
led  him to suggest to  Kitchener th a t  local  agents of the two major pa r t ies  
could be given o f f ic ia l  s ta tu s  as r e c r u i t i n g  agents.  However Kitchener ^  
t o ld  Harcourt tha t  any o f f i '  * r e c r u i t i n g  agent had to be an Army man. 
When Lord Derby became Director-General of  Recruiting,  he lis tened more 
sympathetically  to Harcourt 's p roposa l . Derby decided tc make use of 
p o l i t i c a l  agents but did not , as Harcourt .wanted, give them temporary 
commissions.

Derby explained th a t  many agents had already e n l i s te d  - i t  
would not  be f a i r  to  ellow men who had a lready done so to  serve as p r i ­
v a t e s ,  while those who rent ained a t  home received commissions as o f f ice rs .  
Also,  were a l l  agents uniformly f i t  to  be given commissions? How would 
the d i s t in c t io n  be made? Acting on Derby's recommendations, the 
Parliamentary Recruiting Committee and the Jo in t  Labour Recruiting 
Committee (chaired by Henderson) sen t  out  forms to  a l l  p o l i t i c a l  cons t i tu ­
enc ies .  They were asked to canvass, as i f  they were conducting a general
e le c t io n .  Individual MPs, l ik e  Harcourt ,  were mobilized to  support the

1^7
dr ive  in t h e i r  const ituencies.

Harcourt needed l i t t l e  urging to  boost the recru i t ing  drive - 
he had already been doing so f o r  some t ime,  p ra is ing  the e f fo r t s  of Lord 
Derby, :coaxing his audiences to  put t h e i r  t r u s t  in the Government to 
f u l f i l l  i t s  t r i p l e  task: control of the seas ,  enrolment and equipment of 
men, and the maintenance of a world-wide c r e d i t .  The second had to "be 
done 'within l i m i t s ’ i f  the f i r s t  and l a s t  tasks were to be done.
The exis tence  of a coal i t ion  a t  l e a s t  spared Harcourt the worry of think­
ing about an e lec t ion ,  Prior to  c o a l i t i o n  he had opposed postponement 
of an e lec t ion  (to have been held by January 1916 a t  the l a t e s t ) *29 but 
had now come around "e the view th a t  conscr ip t ion was too explosive an 
issue  to r i sk  contesting an e lec t ion  on.

Despite the rear-guard act ion fought by the advocates of volun­
ta ry  recrui tment ,  the Western F ron t 's  maw required ever greater  numbers 
of  so ld ie r s .  Even the Commons i t s e l f  had a deserted look, with many MPs
on ac t ive  service - Harcourt 's own bro ther ,  Robert, was with the Royal

130Naval Air Service, and was promoted to temporary Lieutenant. " Lord 
Derby’s drive fo r  volunteers began in October 1915, but when his scheme



was seen to be f a i l i n g ,  p lans fo r  conscription went ahead. By
Thursday, 28 December 1915, the Cabinet had produced a d r a f t  compulsion
b i l l ,  and there was growing press speculation about who would resign over
the issue.  Simon and Harcourfwere  thought to be in the 'w i l l  res ign '

‘131
category. In the end th e  l a t t e r  stayed, as did McKenna, B i r r e l l ,
Runeiman and S i r  Edward Grey.

They were a l l  unenthusiast ic  about conscript ion,  but  Asquith 
persuaded them, once aga in ,  to  'play the game'. Derby's scheme had 
attempted to s a t i s f y  both m i l i t a ry  and industr ia l  manpower needs by c a l l ­
ing up groups, and taking s ing le  men f i r s t .  But there was resentment 
a t  the privileged pos i t ion  given to married men, and the lack of response 
meant th a t  the M il i ta ry  Service  Act replaced the voluntary system in 
January 1916. Harcourt 's  subsequent speeches show th a t  he s t i l l  could 
not accept tha t  the  'principles involved had been given away f o r  good, and ‘ 
he maintained th a t  the m ajor i ty  of the English people s t i l l  opposed con­
sc r ip t ion .  But events had made such a claim ring ra the r  hollow. Journa­
l i s t i c  in - f igh t ing  raged -  Harcourt 's  f r iend A.G. Gardiner 's  crusade against  
Lloyd George in the  Daily News, while the F i r s t  Commissioner'of works  
indignantly refuted in publ ic  speeches the 'outrageous and scandalous 
press abuse' d i rec ted  a t  the  Prime Minister,

Harcourt now had l e s s  pressure of work - he could e n te r ta in  
friends on leave from a c t iv  e service a t  Nuneham, devote more time to 
gardening, and accept t ru s t e e s h ip  s ,  such as that  of the National Por­
t r a i t  Gallery. But the  s t r a in  ot off ice  began to t e l l  on le s s  f o r ­
tunate colleagues. In March 1916 Harcourt had f i l l e d  in b r i e f l y  for  
Runciman a t  the Board of Trade, In the l a s t  week of May Runciman turned 
up as usual for the f i r s t  two days, then suffered a complete breakdown, 
lie was ordered to r e s t  f o r  a considerable period. The Times noted t h a t  
Harcourt was standing in f o r  him and speculated th a t  he would presumably 
also accompany Bonar Law to  Paris  fo r  a conference on economic a f f a i r s .  
To one of his correspondents ,  Harcourt confirmed Runciman's absence

may, I f e a r  extend to several months, The work is  
so new to  me and there fore  a t  f i r s t  rather over­
whelming th a t  I am not able to go in Runciman's
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place to  the Paris Conference but we are  send­
ing Crewe instead

Despite t h i s  b r ie f  spell a t  the Board of Trade, Harcourt 's f inal  
months in o f f i c e  e f fe c t iv e ly  marked the t w i l i g h t  of his public career .  
Whan BirreV) resigned a f t e r  the Easter Rebellion of  1916 i t  was surmised 
th a t  Harcourt might replace him, although the Times expressed surprise  
th a t  the re  was any place fo r  Harcourt in a War Governments Actually 
H.E.Duke, the fu tu re  Lord Merrivale,was se lec ted  as B i r r e l l ' s  successor, 
and Harcourt  had no intent ion of embarking on a major new departure even 
had he been considered for  the appointment. By 1916 what limited in ­
f luence Harcourt had possessed in Cabinet was on the  wane, and th i s  was 
i l l u s t r a t e d  by his l a s t  major  ̂ with S i r  Edward Grey over foreign 
po l icy .  The dispute  was over ^ ' V - f r e n c h  negotia t ions  over the post-war 
p o l i t i c a l  boundaries in WestMtiica.

As Gaddis Sh,. kh has pointed ou t ,  the d ispos i t ion  of the German 
colonies in Africa was not one of the B r i t i sh  Government's major concerns 
during the Great War, but did re l a te  to a wider debate over how best  to 
preserve and extend Bri t i sh  im perial  power and secur i ty  during the post­
war period J 3° Via his  attempt to keep. Dual a .in B r i t i s h  hands, Harcourt 
reVtaled a continuing anti-French bias which placed him outside the 
'mainstream' of post-war policy formulation. In t h i s  dispute Harcourt 
did have some sympathizers, but his p ro te s t s  indicated th a t  he believed 
he should have a g rea te r  say in post-war colonial  agreements. This the 
Cabinet was not prepared to allow him since he was no longer .at the 
Colonial Office .  But th is  f a c t  did not dissuade Harcourt, who was in ­
fu r i a t e d  by reports  from Lugard th a t  the French were acting on the 
assumption th a t  they were to  take possession of Duala.

Harcourt expressed his ' u t t e r  d i s s e n t '  from the decision to cede 
Duala taken 'without any consulta tion or concurrence on my p a r t '  
in h is  indignant missive to Asquith. In his very b r i e f  note in reply,  
the Prime Minister pointed out tha t  the Duala arrangement was 'purely 
p ro v is io n a l ' ,  and had been approved by the represen ta t ives  of the Army

i i r
and Navy and the Colonial and Foreign Offices.  “ ' Harcourt was also 
rebuffed by Grey's equally curt  reply to his p r o t e s t ; *1 contend th a t

°i!i7
the French occupation is  provisional and th a t  my language is  c l e a r ' . '  
Harcourt received th i s  note on 28 February , , two days a f t e r  his abortive



appeal to Asquith, and he now decided to appeal to  F i r s t  Lord t>f the 
Admiralty Arthur Balfour. Harcourt ins is ted  th a t  the port was the f i n e s t  
in the west coast  of Africa -  'everyone1 who knew about Duala was con­
vinced of t h i s .

I t  could be made in to  an impregnable base by i t s  possessors, 
and should therefore  never be allowed to pass out of Br i t i sh  control 
' l e s t  i t  should be a standing menance to the whole of our West and South 
African commerce as well as the  Cape route to I ndi a1 Harcourt  then 
c i t e d  the Prime Minister and Kitchener 's  statements about the provisional  
nature of the arrangement, and a l so  directed Balfour 's  a t ten t ion  to  h is  
memorandum prepared in March 1915 on 'The S p o i l s ' .  In response to  t h i s  
attempted outflanking movement .  Grey c ircu la ted  a b r ie f  note in Cabinet 
addressed t o A r i s t i d e  Bt»iand,the French premier, informing him of the 
'very great opposition . . .  from colonial  c i r c l e s '  to  the proposed 
French occupation of Duala. Although the consensus of Cabinet opinion 
was to  l e t  France have the  p o r t ,  Harcourt pers is ted .

He drew up a lengthy memorandum on The Cameroons, with a t tached 
l e t t e r s  going r ig h t  back to  1914 concerning the value of Duala, The 
memorandum se t  out his o bj e c t io ns  once more, and asked why the B r i t i s h  
had not a t  l e a s t  got something in return fo r  such a great g i f t  - a share 
in Togo!and, or the French h a l f  of  the  New Hebrides. Harcourt noted 
a lso th a t  Paul Cambon, the  French Ambassador, had stated th a t  the French 
co lon ia l i s ts  in the Government were 'very excited ' and tha t  Duala was
the only possible port f o r  French Central A f r ica ' ,  and i t  was c lea r  t h a t
Cambon did not see the arrangement as temporary and provisional ! ^ 9 Har­
court  did not win his f o r l o r n ,  one-man campaign, because he lacked support 
in the Cabinet. Supporters l i k e  J.C.C.Davidson and Lord Isl ington lacked 
influence.

The l a t t e r ,  who had been made Under-Secretary for  India 
shortly a f te r  the c o a l i t io n ,  remarked tha t  the 'absurd arrangement' about 
Duala would never have been poss ib le  had Harcourt s t i l l  been a t  the 
Colonial Office:

If  Grey is allowed a f r e e  hand - l ike in th is  
instance - he wil l  f r i t t e r  away a l l  our bargaining
powers before the  conclusion of the war, and we



sh a l l  f in d  ourselves empty handed in our attempts 
to  secure  exchanges etc with our very a s tu te  Ally.

Thus Harcourt was not  the  only one suspicious of France, but he came 
out of t h i s  episode no more successfully than from his  previous d is­
agreements with  the  Foreign Secretary over the  n o n ra t i f ic a t io n  of the 
revised Anglo-German se c re t  t rea ty  ^  and the use of the  term 'Triple 
Entente1 in d iplomatic  correspondence. Even i f  lie did not rea l ize  i t ,  
he lacked the  weight in policy-making c i r c le s  to modify Anglo-French 
colonial agreements.

A f a r  more s ig n i f i c a n t  clash of pe rso n a l i t i e s  and pol ic ies  than 
th a t  between Harcourt  and Grey was the growing estrangement of Asquith 
and Lloyd George. When Lord Kitchener went down with the  Hampshire on 
5 June 1916,142 Lloyd George obtained the War Office with a freedom of 
act ion which hinted a t  the  growing pressure on Asquith6s leadership.
Both the Unionists  and Lloyd George wanted to reconstruct  the government, 
and a f t e r  a t t a c k s  on him in the press, Asquith seems to have lo s t  his 
nerve. He res igned on 5 December 1916, and subsequently wrote that  he 
had been the  vict im of 'a  well - organized, carefully-engineered conspi­
racy 1. Yet John Grigg has shown that  Lloyd George was not as Machiavellian 
as the toppled Prime Minister  suggested.

To some e x ten t  Asquith was the author of his own misfortune, 
insofar as the  i n f l e x ib l e  stance he took - influenced by McKenna, and 
the refusal to  even consider  serving under a reconstructed government 
led by Lloyd George143 -  precluded reconci l ia t ion .  Cameron Hazlehurst 
has referred to  Lloyd George's 'unplumbed capacity for  swallowing out­
rages on Liberal t r a d i t i o n ' 1, 44 but in the national i n t e r e s t  t h i s  was as 
equally necessary as sinking personal d ifferences.  I t  was in th i s  re ­
spect tha t  Asquith betrayed his l imitations as a war-time leader .  Yet 
Lloyd George's Cabinet opponents, including Grey, McKenna, Runciman, 
and Harcourt had no in ten t ion  of serving under Lloyd George e i t h e r ,  and 
f e l t  that  they would be able to oppose the usurper more e ffec t ive ly  
externally than by remaining in o f f i c e . '145

Their  p r i o r  refusal  to serve under Bonar Law instead on



6 December, l e f t  only a Lloyd George administrat ion as an a l t e rn a t iv e .
On 7 December the Welshman duly became Prime Minister .  The ensuing mass 
exodus by the Asquith ian 'Libera ls  was an unfortunate consequence, from . 
th e  Liberal  Par ty 's  point  of .v lew^ of  the power s t ruggle .  The new c o a l i ­
t io n  government which was to hold power un t i l  1922 contained a preponderance 
of Conservatives. The Asquithians had the edge on in te l le c tu a l  t a l e n t ,  
but th e re  was no s ig n i f ic a n t  d i f fe rence  in age or social  composition be­
tween the two Liberal f ac t io n s .  The s ig n i f ic an t  d iv id ing-l ine  was how 
the war was to be fought ,146 and th i s  c lash  of p r inc ip le ,  combined , with 
personal animosit ies,  was to have a d isas t rous  e f f e c t  on the  post-war 
Liberal Party.

Although he had res igned,  Harcourt was required to keep on sign­
ing documents until  h is  successor Alfred $ond took his oath of off ice  
the following Thursday, 14 December. On 16 December Harcourt explained 
to S i r  John t-1aden,the chairman of  the Rossendale Liberal Council, why he 
was resigning his parliamentary s e a t  as well .  He reminded Maden th a t  i t  
was j u s t  over three years since he had informed the Chairman and Fred Monks, 
the Liberal agent fo r  Rossendale, in the s t r i c t e s t  confidence tha t  he had 
been medically advised i t  would be impossible fo r  him to contest another . 
general elect ion or take p a r t  in platform a c t i v i t i e s .  He had hoped to 
remain MP for  Rossendale un t i l  the next d isso lu t ion ,  but there were a 
number of factors which convinced him otherwise. On the advice of the 
Prime Minister the King had decided to  revive the old family peerage and he 
had decided to accept the o f f e r . ^

The following Wednesday, 20 December, Harcourt had an audience 
with th e  King a t  Buckingham Palace,  and was duly included on the l i s t  of 
f ive  new Liberal peers. After years of v i l i fy in g  the Second Chamber, he " 
was now part  of i t .  As he wrote to his old acquaintance Munro-Ferguson:

You will readi ly  understand how much I feel the 
break with the House of Commons and a l l  my old 
l i f e  and work and f r iends  there .

The congratulat ions fo r  his peerage and commiserations fo rg iv in g  up his 
sea t  poured in. Monks declared i t  would be one of the worst Christmases
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he had ever had.
4

Harcourt 's  p r iv a te  secretary wrote tha t :

i t  has been a source of pleasure and pride to me to 
be p r iv i leg e d  to  a c t  as your Private Secretary and 
I deeply r e g r e t  t  he circumstances which have 
brought about your departure . . .

Bonar Law's r a th e r  c ry p t i c  message read:

I hardly know whether t  he honour to be given to
you i s  a l to g e th e r  a subject  of congratula t ion, but
a t  a l l  events  i f  I am ever to come into c o n f l i c t
with my old colleagues I shall have reason to con.r
g ra tu la te  myself on your removal from the House of 

149
Commons. .



P O S T S C R I P T  f  FUL L ,C I R C L E

I t  will always be a source o f  deep s a t i s fac  
t ion to me to look back on the  great  days 
through which we have l iv e d ,  the great  
pol ic ies  we have fought f o r  and won . . .

-  Harcourt to  S i r  John Maden, December 1916

Harcourt spent the r e s t  of the war g lee fu l ly  ant ic ipa t ing  the 
demise of an administration he described as a 'curious experiment1J  
His re t i rem ent  from public o f f ice  only marked the s t a r t  of a new phase 
of  h is  long career  of in t r igue ,  since he continued to  work behind the 
scenes to  support Asquith. In th i s  sense he was back in his  n a tu ra l , 
unoff ic ia l  h a b i t a t ,  but the years of o f f ice  had l e f t  an unmistakable 
imprint on his  p o l i t ica l  character . The war i t s e l f  a lso seems to have 
taken i t s  t o l l  of  his personal l iberal ism or  open-mindedness. By com­
parison with the indirect  ca l l  by his old acquaintance Richard van Kuhl-

2mann f o r  a negotiated peace, 
phobia, or  r a th e r  Teutophobia.

2
mann f o r  a negotiated peace, Harcourt f e l l  prey to the general xeno

He was not seeking re-e lec t ion  when he declared a t  Rossendale
th a t  in ‘what remained to him of l i f e 1 he could not 'imagine having

3
anything to  do with a German ever ag a in ' .  This came oddly from the 
l ip s  of someone who, along with Haldane, had been iden t i f ied  before the 
war as one of the Cabinet's 'pro-Germans', o r  'a  most ardent Gemanophile 
as Ni col son of the Foreign Office had once com pla ined /  I f  th is  was 
a l e s s  than impressive change in his a t t i tu d e  to Germans, in another 
sphere the absence of change was equally negat ive .  He did not real ly  
change his  a t t i tu d e  to women's suffrage,  and would probably have endorsed 
a l e t t e r  his  old an t i - su f f rag i s t  f r iehd Bryce wrote to an American corres 
ponder,t about the Reform Act of 1918:

The whole project of giving votes to  the whole body 
of women has long seemed to many of our most thought­
ful  minds a capital e r r o r , 5

In other respects, however, Harcourt 's  tenure of off ice  did 

broaden his  horizons. As Colonial Secretary he became more sympathetic



to the needs fo r  expenditure on Imperia) defence and colonial development, 
even when th is  threatened to  c lash  with his Gladstonian adherence to 
'economy'. While committed to  preservation of Imperial unity  in terms of 
his personal conception o f  the fu ture  development of Empire, in p rac t ic e  
his broader vision did not  necessa r i ly  t rans la te  i t s e l f  into  genuinely 
Liberal 'native* policy.  He com bined pragmatism with Eurocentric tenden­
cies typical of colonial  o f f i c i a l s  of the Edwardian period. In domestic 
p o l i t i c s  his views represen ted  a blend of radicalism and conservatism, 
with the l a t t e r  elements predominant as bef i t ted  someone who was not one 
of his party 's  leading soc ia l  reformers.

As a landowner and emp loyer he represented an e s se n t ia l ly  
'Whiggish' element of the  Liberal Party which found i t s e l f  by-passed by 
rapid social transformation and upheaval, During the 1912 coal s t r i k e s  
he did favour a f a i r  deal f o r  ' t h e  men' against  ' the  m as te rs ' ,  as he put 
i t .  And he did t ry  to help the agricultural  labourers via the p r o l i f e r a ­
tion of smallholdings -  a t  the same time helping the gentry in need of 
casual labour. But h is  a t t i t u d e  to reform pe r  se was always se lec t iv e  
and id iosyncratic .  I t  does not seem th a t ,  unlike his a n t i t h e s i s ,  Lloyd 
George, he ever r ea l ly  understood workers or t h e i r  a sp i ra t ions .  Continu­
a l ly  worried about Liberal e lec to ra l  prospects, he feared Labour as a 
source of upheaval.

Part of the reason t h a t  he opposed conscription was not only 
his objection to i t  on p r in c ip le  as an infringement of individual l i b e r ­
t i e s ,  or as detrimental to  the  economy, but also his concern th a t  t h i s  - 
l ike any other v o la t i l e  issue  -  might lead to serious social unrest:

I do not think they [Lord Northcliffe and his 
f r iends]  will succeed . . .  for  i f  they do I very 
much fea r  the re  would be something l ike  a sud­
den revolution amongst organized labour, which
in th is  country i s  very host i le  to any form of 

6compulsion.

Radical as some of his views were, as over the House of Lords, in his 
a t t i tude  to Labour Harcourt showed, a t  best ,  a paternalism more reminis­
cent of the previous century.



Convinced th a t  the Liberal Party represented the best  guardian 
of the in te re s t s  of i t s  soc ie ty ,  Harcourt devoted his l i f e  to i t s  service. 
But in the post-war period the L ibera ls '  e lec t ion  r e s u l t s  went from bad 
to worse, due to the growing impo rtance of ' c l a s s '  p o l i t i c s ,  and the 
erosion of re l ig ion  as a determinant of e lec tora l  behaviour.^ Harcourt 
witnessed the Liberal P a r ty ' s  post-war e lectoral  se t-backs,  but net i t s  
annih i la t ion  a t  the po l ls  in 192,4, because he had died under mysterious c i r  
cumstances two years ear l ier ."^  The Labour Party stepped in to f i l l  the 
vacuum l e f t  by the ec l ipse  of Liberalism as a p o l i t i c a l  fo rce .^  As 
Peter Clarke has remarked in his succinct  survey of Liberalism, i t  
d iss ipated i t s  i n te l le c tu a l  c a p i t a l ,  and what was meant fo r  party was

1 n
bequeathed to mankind. Perhaps i f  Harcourt could view modern Bri ta in ,  
he would be less  ce r ta in  t h a t  the struggle over the 'g rea t  p o l ic ie s '  had 
been won. B r i t i sh  troops s t i l l  patrol  s t r i f e - t o r n  Nbrthern Ireland,  
despite  the grant of i n d e p e n d e n c e  t o  t h e  S o u t h  i n  1922 ,

Harcourt would a lso  be dismayed by aspects of the present Wel­
fare  S ta te ,  the culmination of the New Liberalism. Existing alongside 
aff luence,  he would f ind  underdeveloped areas and communities with th i rd -i <j
world ch a rac te r i s t i c s  hardly reminiscent of a f i r s t -w o r ld  nation.
His conception of an Empire bound by 'kinship' bears no resemblance to 
the presently tenuous l inks  of the Commonwealth nations with the mother 
country. Colonial o f f ice  s t r a te g y ,  p a r t icu la r ly  in Southern Africa, was 
based on his vision of gradual Dominion absorption of  neighbouring 
t e r r i t o r i e s .  But t h i s  did not  take place. In Southern Rhodesia the 
white s e t t l e r s '  continued contempt f o r  the metropolitan government 
achieved i t s  f inal  expression via a uni la tera l  declara t ion  of indepen­
dence, f i f t y  years a f t e r  Harcourt 's  departure from the Colonial Office,
By th a t  time, the Office had been incorporated into  the  Commonwealth Re­
la t ions  Office, which was i t s e l f  reincorporated into the Foreign Office 
in 1970.

Whereas the Unionists s tressed t a r i f f s  as the means of combat­
t ing unemployment, Harcourt would see tha t  the th ru s t  of present Conser­
vative policy has been to e levate  monetarism into  a doc tr ine ,  se t t ing  
curbing of in f la t io n  above provision of jobs! Committed to retrenchment, 
and appalled by the size of the 1914 Budget, Harcourt would find the 
present  levels of expenditure, p a r t i cu la r ly  on defence, in Brita in  and 
globally, v i r tu a l ly  incomprehensible. He would a lso f ind , th e  Old Guard 
l i s t l e s s l y  f ighting on for  some of the same old causes - temperance,ip Wales



and proportional represen ta t ion  in e le c t io n s .  What he would surely 
f ind  pleasing is  the recen t  beginning of a reversal of the pa ttern  of 
' c l a s s '  poljticLS which'haa,'shaped the B r i t i sh  e lectoral  landscape fo r  
so long.1'" Recovery since 1924 has been slow: only now i s  the L ibe ra l /  
SDP a l l iance  beginning to  e s t a b l i s h  i t s e l f  as a major a l te rn a t iv e  to 
the two major pa r t ies  on the Right and the Left .
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A Note on Sources

There are  s t i l l  several avenues l e f t  unexplored fo r  future 
wri ters  bn Lewis Harcourt: the bibliography provided does not purport to 
be, and i s  by no means, exhaustive.

Harcourt‘s work on behalf of the Home Counties Division of the 
National Liberal Federation during the 1880s s t i l l  awaits documentation. 
Also t e r m  in&ognit*. i s  how Harcourt helped Liberal leader  S i r  Henry 
Campbell-Bannerman to  victory |n  the desperate s t rugg le  CB waged with 
the Liberal Im per ia l i s t s  fo r  control of party policy from 1899-1903.

These c landes t ine  a c t iv i t i e s  are mentioned by Alfred Gardiner 
in Prophets, P r i e s t s ,  and Kings (1908), 308, but Harcourt does not fea­
ture  prominently in the deta i led  study of the Liberal Imperia l is ts  by 
Colin Matthew (C.U.P,, 1973). The story of th i s  a ss i s tance  in the defeat 
of the ’Lib-Imps ', a lso hinted a t  by Francis H irs t  ( In  the Golden Days 
(1947), 256), might be very d i f f i c u l t  to piece together .

Nor does Harcourt receive any mention in A.K. Russe l l ’s book on 
the Liberal Landslide (David & Charles, 1973). Yet, another tan ta l iz ing  
reference by Gardiner suggests th a t ,  in the Home Counties, 'Lulu' made 
a key contr ibution to the overwhelming e lectoral  triumph of 1906,( Prophets, 
313).

Several co l lec t ions  of private papers may s t i l l  have additional 
information to impart on Harcourt 's period of o f f ice .  The Crewe Papers 
a t  Cambridge Universi ty  Library were not consulted. Since Crewe preceded 
Harcourt a t  the Colonial Office, these papers would provide more back­
ground on the colonial questions Harcourt deal t  with,

Thfe;Pease Papers a t  Nuffield College might y ie ld  some fresh in ­
sights on the ro le  played by Harcourt during the Cabinet meetings held on 
the eve of the Great War. Unfortunately, Nuffield College Library was 
closed except to Fellows during the w r i t e r ’s stay a t  Oxford. However a 
dras t ic  revision of the conclusions Cameron Hazlehurst and Anthony Morris 
reach about Harcourt ( in  Pol i t ic ians  a t  War (1971) and Radicalism



Against War (1972) respectively) seems unlikely.

A more extensive use of press opinion could be made fo r  compara- 
Jkive purposes, as n sample of opinion on various public issues Harcourt 
was involved with. Of course any examination of press reaction to his 
decisions must make due allowance fo r  p o l i t i c a l  b ias .  A thorough account 
of the  speeches made by Harcourt during his tours of his Lancashire 
constituency would require extensive perusal of local papers, p a r t i c u l a r ­
ly  the  Rossendale Express, which might y ie ld  an appreciable quanti ty of 
untapped m ate r ia l .

Finally ,  lack of time and space precluded the f u l l 1 use of 
Colonial Office documents in chapter th ree .  Detailed consideration of 
a l l  the matters Harcourt coped with would have necessi ta ted  the wri t ing 
of innumerable colonial 'm in i1 h i s to r ie s  on a regicn-by-region bas is ,  
which was obviously not f e a s ib le .  The Harcourt Papers, microfilmed 
Colonial Office documents and Hansard have served as the main prim 
sources , and the notes r e fe r  readers to more deta i led  treatments oi cer ­
t a in  colonial topics.
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' , Ha^court to Gladstone, 27/02/1914. HAP 444, 274-75.3 ' ' .
•7/ ■ " . * ' .
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•;"'\2dMgJLEsiaaiii. ' - ' . ■■ êb^mm-isUv..

■ . My daar Herliert, , ' • ' •. ;
* V ; a ■„ ■ ' % • - • ■9-

-' " .. . - - .-..rl'i - '
I  have not bad ti&o t i l l  W -to . write t6" Voii""'

: - ; f  - ' " . - :  , - -
' '. ' ' "'' - . .. - - ' - ' . * 

. Binos the debate in the Rouse of Commons on South. Africa. 

I was estrerAely anzioi# beforehand as to the spoec&'I had 

"to majie, for I was being watched narrowly by a number of 

different in terests.' 

I managed, I .  

am nappy to say, to stoer a devious course through tkgge 

p itfa lls  and to make a speech which gave general B&tffsP&ctinn-
« v\  . e

in the House of Ccmaono and, I aw #Lad to know, both 0% % '

. a  y

.South-Jlfrioa,/.Australia and other dalf-govorning Dominions* . \
" ' ' . ' ' ' \

/. ,:.Of coWBB Ikn^v.that &,great deed;I was. \  Y \  .

ssying would in future bo used hero aa: an argument against '
» " » «» .

Irish Home Rule and the iopossibility of interfering with '

'<1037 3eif-goyernin£.un'it, .., ‘I wmisii Asquith .of ■ t.Mb; ' ' • '



"before J B^oks. but he said P Never mind that/ it is your

rt dut-y to look after the relations of the Dominions ard the */ ", , -
- ' % , f ' -" Mothei' Country and we will take care of ouroelvea •

H afterwards on Irish Home Rule. * It is obvious that

at some stage or other we shall he asked whether, if . 

Redmond deyorfcs Carson and rJ.1 tlie Ulster Protestants to 

Ltmcaahiro under Martial law, the Bouse of Coruions will be 

allowed to say anything on the matter or the British . 

Governnont able and willing to taka any action in regard

/.-to it. ‘ ’'But my/shocial‘-object■•'wiis‘‘to make'a:speech'to
, '  - ' - . .

u
- kill :the debate'-and'I* did-‘so effectively-by 8.0 O'clock “

’< and; in fact; no other Government speech ‘was necessary' *
r  * . ■ :

beforo the”I)ivision‘. ‘All "the‘leaders of- the Opposition
- * . * 

came'dom to* hoar me, including Arthur**-*Balfour, :’bui, '• *:

‘'"being satisfied, left the House immediately ‘I had done.
■

, > - w, ■; - •Your Ministers-will no doubt know how essential

it ii ‘that 1"should-never, under any cifsubstances;"

allow myself/ if it could possibly be avoided,-to express
;

any opinion;-by'wiiy of'approval/or'disapproval; of the 

dbmeotio administration of the "Dominions; ‘ - Approval 'in

on©* case would neceastirily lead to disapproval in’ another.,.



A P P E N D I X  THR E E

S h e  set h e r se l f  to  c a r r y  o u t  h e r  s ide  o f  the  task b y  d e a l in g  w i th  the  
C o lo n ia l  Office  officials a n d ,  a b o v e  all, w i t h  H a r c o u r t .  T h e r e  to o k  
place  a series o f  m e e t in g s  a t  h e r  h o u s e  w h i c h  m u s t  re p re se n t  a u n iq u e  
re la tion sh ip  b e tw e e n  a C o l o n ia l  S e c r e ta r y  a n d  th e  w ife  o f  a lead ing  
g o v e r n o r ,  o n e ,  m o r e o v e r ,  w i t h  w h o m  h e  a n d  his s ta f f  w e r e  a t odds.  
T h e  p i c tu r e  Flora  g iv e s  o f  h e r  v is i to r  is fu l l - len g th ,  on e  o f  a g e n t l e m a n  
o f  th e  o ld  sch o o l ,  a la te  V ic to r i a n  r a th e r  th an  an  E d w a r d ia n ,  a W h i g  
ra th e r  titan a L ib e ra l ,  h i g h ly  c u l t u r e d ,  dressed  in the  h e ig h t  o f  fashion, 
y e t  w i t h  a s u g g e s t io n  o f  th e  o l d - w o r l d  in his fo u r - in c h  c o l la r  an d  ra th e r  
M c p h is to p h e l ia n  m o u s t a c h e s ,  " a  b e au t ifu l  c r e a tu r e ”  as o n e  o f  his 
fo r m e r  secre taries d e sc r ib e d  h i m  to  th e  w r i t e r .  H e  w o u l d  sit  d o w n  to 
lu n c h e o n  o r  to  tea ri dai.v w i t h  h is  b e a u t i fu l  hostess, an d  th e n  settle his 
cons id e rab le  le n g th  c o m f o r t a b l y  i n t o  a c h a i r  b y  the  f ire ,  ga in  pe r ­
m ission  to  l ig h t  his c ig a re t t e ,  a n d  sit there fo r  s o m e  t w o  h o u r s  o r  m o re  
w h i le  th ey  ta lked  o r  w h i l e  F lo ra  re ad ,  w i t h  sk ilfu lly  d isg u ise d  o m is­
sions, f r o m  h e r  h u s b a n d ’s le t te rs .  " O n  the  w h o l e  1 m a n a g e d  to pull 
m y s e l f  u p  fairly w e l l  w h e n  1 w a s  g a l lo p in g  a lo n g  a n d  f o u n d  m y se lf  
su d d e n ly  la n d in g  in th in g s  n o t  i n t e n d e d  fo r  Secretaries  o f  S ta te !  H e  ' 
w o u l d  h a v e  opened his eyes  i f  h e  c o u ld  h a v e  seen h o w  th e  s to ry  read 
to  h im  so  d e m u r e ly  w a s  e m b r o i d e r e d  w i t h  lo v e - m a k in g  all ro u n d  its 
edg es ."

H a r c o u r t  se e m e d  fa sc in a te d :  h e  w a s  q u i te  eq ua l  to  g u ess ing  m u c h  
th a t  w as  o m i t t e d .  W h e n  she  s to p p e d  he w o u l d  say " G o  o n  I G o  o n !
It is m o s t  n u c le a t in g  a n d  1 a m  th r i l l e d  w i t h  i t . "  " I  w a s  careful, o f  
co u rse ,"  she  w r o t e  a n o t h e r  t im e ,  "  to  e x p u r g a te  a n y  p h r a s e  w h ic h  I  
th o u g h t  m i g h t  o f fen d  a n d  r e a d  h i m  w h a t  I t h o u g h t ,  i f  I w e r e  S e c re ta ry  
o f  State, i t  w o u l d  be  g o o d  fo r  m e  to  h e a r  as the  p r iv a te  o p in io n  o f  a 
m an  o f  y o u r  e x p e r ie n c e .  A s th e  passages r e c u r r e d  aga in  I sa id  ' Y o u  arc  
sure y o u  d o n ' t  m in d  th is  f r a n k n e s s , ’ a n d  he  a g a in  reassured  m e .  ' N o .  
N o ,  I like it. I e s teem  it a p r iv i l e g e . '  A n d  a t  the  e n d  he said ' Y o u  a rc  
lu ck y  to  h a v e  a h u s b a n d  w h o  c a n  w r i t e  to  y o u  like th a t .  Y o u  share  
the w h o le  o f  his life t h o u g h  h e  is a w a y  f r o m  y o u . '  "  M a p s  a n d  p h o t o ­
graphs w e r e  b r o u g h t  o u t  as L u g a r d ' s  to u rs  w e r e  fo l lo w e d .  "  H e  was 
like a n ice  ch ild  (as all th e  b e s t  s o r t  o f  m e n  are) lea rn in g  it all a n d  listen­
ing  w i t h  the  g rea tes t  i n te r e s t . "  S o m e t i m e s  he  w o u l d  su d d e n ly  r e m e m ­
ber he s h o u ld  be in  th e  H o u s e  a n d  w o u l d  rush  a w a y  p r o m is in g  " o m e  
back the  n e x t  d a w  o r  th e  d a y  a f te r ,  fo r  m o r e .

Perham, M. Lugard: The Years 
of Authori ty a 616-617.



A P P E N D I X  FOUR

' Death by Misadventure1

On Saturday, 25 February 1922, The Times reported the death of 
Viscount Harcourt a t  age f i f ty - n in e .  Over the passage of time the circum­
stances surrounding th i s  event have been d is to r ted  and sensat ionalized,  
and i t  is  s t i l l  unclear  how the a l lega t ions  » described below might have 
contributed to Harcourt 's  death. According to the o f f i c i a l  account, the 
former Colonial Secretary  was foumt dead in bed a t  69 Brook S t r s e t  West, 
one o f  the family 's  London residences.  Tin l a t e  Tom D r iberg> sometime 
jo u rn a l i s t  and ex-Labour MP, had a d i f fe ren t  version.

In Ruling Pass ions, a frank discussion of homosexuality, and in 
pa r t icu la r  his own, Driberg refer red  to an an incident  which gave Edward 
James a cer ta in  boyhood no tor ie ty .  Janes was the son of a wealthy land­
owner, and was educated a t  Eton and Oxford. According to  Driberg:

When a boy a t  Eton, James had a t t rac ted  the amorous 
a t ten t ions  of a celebrated Liberal statesman, S i r  
William Harcourt.  This became known to the au tho r i ­
t i e s ,  and to  avoid public scandal , S i r  William shot 
himself on the splendid marble s ta i rcase  of his  own 
house in Brook S t r e e t ,  near the Savile Club. (Dri­
berg, T. Ruling Passions (1977), 67 .) .

This story ra ther  devalues the eu log is t ic  p o s t sc r ip t  by former 
Labour leader Michael Foot t h a t  whenever Driberg ' took a pen in his hand, 
he became a p e r fe c t io n is t  with a nose for  every form of  fab r ic (a t ion j
and misleading r h e t o r i c 1. S i r  William met a f a r  more prosaic end, and, *
as discussed below, obviously his son is  being referred  to .  Driberg's  
account appears to be a garbled derivation from an incident  in the 
biography of Edward James. Published soon a f t e r  Ruling Passions, th is
biography describes the incident which allegedly drove Harcourt to suicide.
Edward James told Phil ip  Purser tha t ;

A Liberal p o l i t i c i a n  ca l led  Lord Harcourt, who was on 
friendly terms with his [Edward James^ mother 
apparently had a weakness fo r  young boys. One day.
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a f t e r  his mother and he had spent a weekend a t  Har- 
c ou r t ' s  country house and were about to leave,  she 
ins is ted  t h a t  he go up and thank th e i r  host in his 
bedroom. Edward descended again hurriedly and on 
the verge of t e a r s .  In the car  going home she 
scolded him fo r  his lack of pol i teness  unt i l  
f in a l ly  he blur ted  out the t ru th .  That [same] 
evening, says Edward, she . . .  de liver(eQ a solemn 
warning aga ins t  the dangers of evil men, whom she 
l i s t e d  as Nero, Heliogobalus, Benvenuto Cell ini  . . .
Oscar Wilde and now Lord Harcourt, She a lso com­
plained so loudly about Harcourt to her fr iends 
tha t  the luckless  man was disgraced, and eventually 
met his death in circumstances ca l l ing  fo r  an inquest.
The jury returned a ve rd ic t  of misadventure.*

(Purser, P. Where i s  He Now? The Extraord inary 
Worlds of E d war clJames 9787, 22. f  "

Purser does not provide a date fo r  the inc ident ,  but  since James
was born in 1907, i t  would have taken place not long a f t e r  the Great War.
The tiniy person who could ve r i fy  the d e ta i l s  would be James, and according
to Purser the wealthy recluse  was l a s t  known to be somewhere in Mexico.
The o f f ic ia l  account o f  Harcourt 's  death does re fe r  to the p o s s ib i l i ty  of 
suic ide,  but his wife denied any knowledge of t h i s .  However her t e s t i ­
mony a t  the inqu es t ,a t  Westminster 's Coroner's Court on 28 February, does 
indicate tha t  t h e i r  r e la t ionsh ip  had de te r io ra ted .  *

She s ta ted  th a t  since 1919 Harcourt had been in low s p i r i t s ,  and 
his health was poor. He had to  undergo a course of in jec t ions  for  bo i ls ,
and said th a t ,  ' I  feel  these in jec t ions  depress my heart  very much. I t
is  in te rm i t ten t1. Unable to sleep well,  Harcourt was prescribed a nar­
c o t i c ,  brotnidia,' as a sedat ive .  Mary Harcourt added th a t  when she l a s t  
saw the b o t t le ,  about 15 January 1922, i t  was half  fu l l  and her husband 
did not take the bronr/dia regular ly .

The t ran sc r ip t io n  of the  inquest,  provided in abridged form 
belnw, went on to describe how the Westminster Coroner arrived a t . h i s  ver- 
•dict:

\\

V



Lady Harcourt: At about 11.30 pm [Thursday 23 February) 
we went up together  and parted a t  his  dressing room door.
He had s l e p t  in his dressing room since 18 months ago when 
I had a breakdown.

Coroner: He never mentioned suicide?

Lady Harcourt : No.

The v a le t  t e s t i f i e d  next and s ta ted  th a t  he l a s t  saw Lord 
Harcourt a l iv e  on Thursday about 6.30pm. He (the valef)  
cal led him a t  8.00am on Friday morning.

Valet: I found his reading lamp a l ig h t .  He was in bed
apparently sleeping on his back.

Coroner: Where was the bottle?

Valet: On the bedside table .  The cork was in and the glass 
wasTeside i t .

Coroner: Had some f lu id  been poured in to  the glass?

Valet; J t  had.

Coroner: He had not been i l l  or sick?

Valet: No. He was very peaceful , the bedclothes were not 
ruff led  and there  were no signs of  a s t ruggle .

Coroner: Would the effect  of a narcotic  l ike  bromidia be 
accentuated in the case of a man who had a diseased heart  
l ike  Lord Harcourt?

Dr Weir [Pathologist  a t  Charing Cross Hospita l] :  Yes.

Coroner: I t  would not be a safe thing for  him to take a t  
a l l ?  "

Dr Weir: No, not a wise thing . . .  In the condit ion of 
Lord Harcourt 's  heart an ordinary dose would to  some ex­
ten t  acce le ra te  death,

Coroner: Medical evidence l e f t  no doubt th a t  Lord Har- 
c o u r t ' s  death was accelerated by a dose of bromidia -a 
f a i r l y  well-known narcotic . . .  Very l i t t l e  was in the 
b o t t le  when l a s t  seen - there was not a f a ta l  dose l e f t .  
Death would not have taken place i f  Lord Harcourt had 
been healthy . . .  There was not the s l i g h t e s t  motive fo r  
suicide . . .  he lived quite happily with his wife,  and 
the idea seems grotesque that  he should have taken his 1 i l l .

Verdic t: Died of syncope while suffe r ing  from pulmonary 
oedema, myocarditis and coronary d isease ,  accelerated by 
a dose of bromidia, Misadventure.

(The Times, 01/03/1922)



m

326

The bland o f f ic ia l  v e rd ic t  by the coroner a t  the inquest - 
there was no jury as Purser s t a te s  *• did not answer some remaining ques 
t io n s .  What had Mary Harourt found out which caused her a-breakdown,

; and led to husband and wife sleeping in separate  rooms? And even i f
! Harcourt had not taken a fa ta l  dose of the 60-drop p rescr ip t ion ,  had he

wanted* in his weak condition, to  ' a c c e l e ra t e '  his death? However the 
| surviving Harcourts seem to have been general ly  successful in s t i f l i n g
| specula t ion ,  assuming there was information to conceal. The funeral

was held a t  Nuneham Park's church the following Wednesday, and Harcourt 
i  was buried next to Sir  William and f ive  o ther  members of the family, in

the vau l t  next to the chapel.
i 'i

The o f f i c ia l  memorial service  a t  S t .  Margaret 's,Westminster, 
held t h a t  same day, was attended by several of Harcourt's old Cabinet 
colleagues l ik e  Asquith, Birre l l  and Buxton. Mary Harcourt outlived 
her husband by almost for ty  years ,  unt i l  7 January 196.1, and she was 
a lso  l a id  to r e s t  in the family vau l t .  Her son William Edward, the 
Second Viscount Harcourt, died recen t ly  without leaving a male he ir  to  
the t i t l e .  Oxford University took over Nuneham Park not long a f t e r  
World War I I ,  and presently i t  serves as a business conference centre .  
Stanton Harcourt manor house i t s e l f  i s  s t i l l  occupied by descendants of 

the family. Copying of the Harcourt Papers kept a t  the New Bodleian 
Library i s  now authorized by Mr Wynter Bee of Walker, Martineau & Ccr, - 
a firm of s o l i c i t o r :  long associated with the Harcourt family.

*

,!
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