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Introduction


Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee


London: Tuesday, 22nd June 1897





‘Scarlet and gold, azure and gold, purple and gold, emerald and gold, white and gold, always a changing tumult of colours that seemed to list and gleam with a light of their own, and always blinding gold,’ recorded a spectator. ‘No eye could bear more gorgeousness.’ Field-Marshal Lord Roberts VC, the diminutive hero of the Second Afghan War, led the procession on the famous white Arab pony which had seventeen years earlier borne him from Kabul to Kandahar. His baton resting on his right thigh, Roberts rode at the head of more than forty-six thousand men, the largest military force ever assembled in London. Queen Victoria had been on the Throne for sixty years, and the units taking part were chosen to emphasise the breadth of her Empire, which stretched over a fifth of the world’s land surface and comprised a quarter of mankind.


There were broad-chested lancers from New South Wales, zaptiehs from Cyprus in red fezes, militiamen from Malta, hussars and dragoons from Canada and artillerymen from Trinidad. The dyak policemen from Borneo had black-and-white feathers on their scabbards: one of them, so The Times reported, had hunted thirteen heads in his former occupation. There were Ceylonese light infantrymen, baggy-trousered hausas from the Gold Coast, slouch-hatted carabiniers in khaki from Natal and Cape Colony, frontier policemen from Sierra Leone and a Chinese detachment from Hong Kong and the Straits Settlements who wore large, conical coolie hats. Even eighty years later, Queen Victoria’s granddaughter, Princess Alice of Athlone, could recall the dyed red hair of the fierce Fijian warriors.


There were Sikhs and Malays and 28-stone Maoris and a camel corps belonging to the Maharajah of Bikaner. The South Australian Mounted Rifles wore spiked pith helmets, the British Guiana Police white képis and the Royal Niger Constabulary large red epaulettes. The most admired of all were the Indian cavalry regiments, in particular the Bengal Lancers. Their dark beards, upright carriage and strange and rich uniforms made them the sensation of the procession. The brightly coloured turbans, nine-foot beflagged lances and the proud martial bearing of these elite corps thrilled the million Britons who packed the six-mile route of the procession.


There was much to celebrate. In the last three decades of the nineteenth century, the Empire had expanded by four million square miles. The Royal Navy, whose policy it was always to be larger than the next two navies combined, patrolled the oceans in protection of the world’s greatest trading nation. London was the most powerful financial centre on earth. Even the French newspaper Le Monde was enviously but favourably comparing Britain’s imperium to that of Ancient Rome.


Peoples as diverse as the Romans, Macedonians, Mongols, Turks, Spanish, French and Americans have had their moment in History’s limelight – a time when the rest of the world watched their imperial progress with admiration, or fear, or both. On that glad, confident Tuesday morning it was Britain’s turn to know such glory, to be the object of global awe and envy.


The 3rd Marquess of Salisbury and his wife waited on the steps of St Paul’s Cathedral during the procession, together with the Cabinet, two military bands, the Corps Diplomatique, senior clergy, 500 choristers, a detachment of Yeomen of the Guard and the Gentlemen at Arms. After the Queen’s carriage drew up in the bright sunshine, accompanied by a cavalcade of thirty-six princes and 100 courtiers, the Te Deum and the Hundredth Psalm were sung. When the Archbishop of Canterbury called out ‘Hip, Hip, Hurrah!’, the three great volleys of cheers could be heard all the way to Trafalgar Square. ‘It will live in history as a unique and unexampled demonstration of the attachment which has grown more and more in intensity between the sovereign of a vast Empire and her subjects in every clime,’ the Prime Minister wrote to the Queen that evening.


Lord Salisbury had guided the destinies of the Empire, nurturing and massively extending it, for almost nine of the previous twelve years, and he was to carry on the task for a further five. He knew there were times of great trial approaching: disputes with France on the White Nile, with Russia in the Orient, with the Dervishes of the Sudan, with the United States over commerce, with Imperial Germany and her new High Seas fleet, with Chinese nationalists and with the two small but pugnacious Boer republics in South Africa. ‘The dangerous temptation of the hour’, he warned a political meeting soon after the Jubilee, ‘is that we should consider rhapsody an adequate compensation for calculation.’ Even as the crowds were rhapsodising their time in the imperial sun, Lord Salisbury was calculating how to keep it from setting.
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ONE


Early Life


The Cecils – Eton and Oxford – The Grand Tour


1830 to 1853







‘Perhaps a phoenix may arise.’





Lord Robert Arthur Talbot Gascoyne-Cecil was born at Hatfield House in Hertfordshire on Wednesday, 3rd February 1830, the second surviving son of the 2nd Marquess of Salisbury. ‘Robert’ was a family name, in honour of the 1st Earl of Salisbury, the Secretary of State to both Queen Elizabeth I and King James I. ‘Arthur’ was a tribute to the Prime Minister, the Duke of Wellington, who stood godfather. Another godfather was the 16th Earl of Shrewsbury, whose Talbot family were long-standing allies and kinsmen of the Cecils. ‘Gascoyne’ was the maiden name of Lady Salisbury, whose Liverpudlian commercial fortune had nine years earlier bought the honour of hyphenation with the great Tudor name of Cecil.


The Cecils originally hailed from Wales, their name an anglicised form of the Old Welsh ‘Sitsilt’ or ‘Seissylt’, hence the pronunciation to rhyme with ‘whistle’ rather than ‘wrestle’. His ancestry mattered to Lord Robert and was invaluable to him politically. His physical similarity to his great forebear, Lord Burghley, Queen Elizabeth I’s tall, bearded adviser, provided an irresistible comparison for sentimental late-Victorian profile-writers.


Ever since David Cecil left Wales to fight for King Henry VII, the Cecils have been politicians. After fighting at the Battle of Bosworth in 1485 and becoming a Yeoman of the Guard, David Cecil settled in Stamford in Lincolnshire and sat for the borough in Parliament. His son Richard became a Gentleman of the Privy Chamber and Sheriff of Rutland. It was Richard’s grandson, William, who was appointed Secretary of State by Elizabeth I, her first act after being informed of her accession when sitting under an oak in the park of the then Crown property of Hatfield. ‘He had a cool temper, a sound judgment, great powers of application’, wrote Macaulay, ‘and a constant eye to the main chance.’ Created Lord Burghley in 1571, William Cecil counselled the Queen cautiously and sagaciously until his death in 1598, gaining honours, titles and land in the process.


Burghley’s son by his first wife became the Earl of Exeter and inherited the Burghley estate in Stamford. His son by his second wife, Robert Cecil, took his father’s place as chief minister and managed the smooth succession from the Tudor to the Stuart dynasty. ‘A statesman’s statesman,’ he has been described, ‘a figure intimidating, aloof and formidable.’ So Machiavellian was he that he has even, probably unfairly, been accused of having managed the Gunpowder Plot for his own political ends. He was certainly responsible for the Plantation of Ulster, which transplanted thousands of Protestant Scots into the north-eastern part of Ireland in the early seventeenth century. Created Earl of Salisbury, he too collected titles and land and, after swapping his home, Theobalds, with the King, he built a beautiful Jacobean palace at Hatfield, dying just before its completion in 1612.


The family’s political genius then went into virtual hibernation for a century and a half, when, as the 3rd Marquess’s daughter and biographer Lady Gwendolen Cecil put it, ‘the general mediocrity of intelligence which the family displayed was only varied by instances of quite exceptional stupidity’.1 This is slightly unfair to the 2nd Earl, who somehow contrived both to sit in Cromwell’s regicide parliament and get his grandson appointed a page of honour at Charles II’s Coronation, but was probably true of the 4th Earl, who became a Roman Catholic and imprudently raised a troop to support James II at the time of the Glorious Revolution. ‘Oh God, I turned too soon, I turned too soon!’ he was reputed to have exclaimed on hearing of William III’s success, and his inexpert sense of timing cost him four years in the Tower of London.


The family motto, ‘Sew Sed Serio’, translates as ‘Late but in Earnest’. It was the courtier and politician James Cecil, the 7th Earl, who was raised to the marquessate in 1789. ‘Now my lord,’ King George III said to him, ‘I trust you will be an English marquess and not a French marquis.’ A Tory MP, Fellow of the Royal Society and Lord Chamberlain from 1783 to 1804, the 1st Marquess rejected the Foxite Whig embrace which enveloped so many of his class. From almost the earliest days of the political philosophy, therefore, the Cecils were Tories.
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James Cecil, the 2nd Marquess, was born in April 1791. Prevented by his father from joining the army because he was an only son, he found commanding the Hertfordshire Militia and South Hertfordshire Yeomanry a poor substitute. A tough landowner, he interested himself in country sports, the local magistracy and his role as Middlesex’s Lord Lieutenant, as well as representing Hertfordshire’s interests in the House of Lords. He was a fatalistic, old-fashioned Tory who opposed parliamentary reform and detested railways (while nevertheless winning excellent terms from the company which built one close to his estate). Particularly interested in the operation of the Poor Law, he had some influence on the ideas of Edwin Chadwick, the Secretary of the Poor Law Commissioners. When Wellington’s younger brother, Lord Cowley, married one of his sisters, Salisbury was irritated not to find office in the Duke’s brief 1834 ministry. After opposing Sir Robert Peel’s repeal of the Corn Laws, he served in two of the 14th Earl of Derby’s short-lived ministries, as Lord Privy Seal in 1852 and as Lord President of the Council in 1858–9. He seems to have exerted little influence beyond providing landowning, and thus protectionist, ballast.


In 1821, the 2nd Marquess massively augmented the Cecil fortune in the traditional aristocratic manner, when he married the nineteen-year-old heiress Frances Mary, only daughter of the late Bamber Gascoyne, a merchant prince whose Essex and Lancashire estates more than complemented the Cecils’ own in Hertfordshire and Dorset. Fanny Gascoyne’s father and both grandfathers had been members of Parliament, and she was passionately interested in politics. Attractive, witty and high-spirited, she softened her husband and entertained on a large scale, partly in order to advance his career. The Duke of Wellington, who gave her away at her wedding, was so close a friend that he had to write to her in 1837 to discourage her from visiting him at Walmer Castle without her husband, for fear of a scandal, adding the (quite untrue) protestation: ‘I am beyond the age to afford any ground for it.’


An heir, James, Viscount Cranborne, was born nine months after the Salisburys’ wedding. Two daughters, Mildred and Blanche, followed in 1822 and 1825. A second son, Arthur, died aged sixteen months, and Cranborne developed a disability which soon led to blindness, possibly as a result of his mother suffering German measles during her pregnancy. It therefore became vitally important that the next baby should be a healthy male. When a baby was born two months premature and greatly underweight, Lady Salisbury exclaimed to the wife of the Hatfield rector: ‘Oh Mrs Faithfull, pray don’t let them kill it, especially as it is a boy.’2 Robert survived, and at his christening on 1st May 1830 a ‘sumptuous’ dinner and rout was held at Hatfield, attended by nine dukes, but not by Princess Mary, another godparent, owing to the mortal illness of her brother King George IV.


Little is known of Robert Cecil’s very early years, other than that he was sleeping in a four-poster bed in the south-east wing at three, and could write his Christian name at four. When he was five his grandmother, the eccentric widow of the 1st Marquess, burned herself to death in a famous fire which devastated the west wing of Hatfield House on the evening of 27th November 1835. Although she had hunted into her late seventies, by eighty-six she should not have been left alone with a lighted candle in her room. As the dowager Marchioness’s ashes could not be distinguished from the rest of the debris, they simply scooped up those closest to a ruby ring she was known to have been wearing and put them in an urn. The ring had been taken out of pawn for a forthcoming party. (In Oliver Twist, published two years later, one of those who helped extinguish the flames was the villain Bill Sikes, on the run from London after having killed Nancy.)


When staying at Hatfield during Christmas 1835, Wellington was fond of ‘taking Bobby on his knee and putting questions to him upon the different things he learnt’. Everything changed, however, in October 1836, when, aged six, the boy was sent to the school run by the Rev. Francis Faithfull, the rector of Hatfield and the 2nd Marquess’s former tutor. ‘My existence there’, recalled the doleful victim years later, ‘was an existence among devils.’ The boys were woken at 6 a.m., given no food until 10 a.m., worked seven hours a day, beaten with shaving straps, ‘and naturally learnt nothing’. He told his niece, Lady Rayleigh, sixty years later, that they regularly fell ill, ‘but nobody minded’. According to Cecil’s younger brother, Lord Eustace, who was born in 1834 and who also had to endure Mr Faithfull: ‘My father’s idea was that the more boys roughed it in every way, the stronger and better they grew up.’


The children were never allowed flannel next to skin or a greatcoat in winter. Pneumonia struck regularly, as they were not protected from draughts. ‘When I required purgative medicine,’ remembered Eustace, ‘I was given green apples!’ They slept on mattresses on the floor, rode without saddles and, until Lord Salisbury finally put a stop to it, were forced to endure Mr Faithfull’s ‘Methodistical tenets, discouraging every innocent amusement’ on Sundays. No worse regime could have been devised for a shy, slight, introverted child, and Robert Cecil was to suffer regular severe bouts of illness and depression over the next three decades.


He was much happier when he attended the Berryhead, Devonshire, school of the Rev. Henry Lyte, the author of the hymns Abide with Me and Praise, my Soul, the King of Heaven, who encouraged his early interest in science and botany. He was also allowed to avoid the riding and field sports which he said brought him misery. In June 1838, Wellington asked ‘my friend Bobby’ to be his page at the Coronation of Queen Victoria, but he was found to be too small for the uniform. He went to the ceremony as his father’s page instead, and found it interminably long. At the supreme moment when the Crown was placed on the Queen’s head, however, a kind neighbour lifted him up on his shoulders. The child forever afterwards remembered ‘an abiding vision of gorgeous colour and light centred upon one slight lonely figure’.


‘I do not think I have ever met so promising a boy,’ Lyte reported to Lord Salisbury on 3rd October 1839, ‘and I have no doubt of his distinguishing himself hereafter in life. His constitution is, I fear, a little delicate, and he requires a stimulus to induce him to take exercise.’ Within a fortnight of that report, at 7 a.m. on Tuesday, 15th October 1839, Frances, Lady Salisbury, died of a pancreatic disease associated with diabetes, in those days known as ‘the dropsy’.3 Her distraught husband recorded how at midnight on the 14th ‘a violent spasm came on which we thought would carry her off. After some time she revived a little. She knew us all, and desired to see the children and blessed them in a faint voice…. Asked for scissors and endeavoured to cut off some hair for us, which she gave us when she cut it … she expired without a groan.’ A week later Salisbury noted how, at her large Hatfield funeral, Robert, then only nine years old, ‘behaved well and with calmness’.


At precisely the time when he most craved affection, the young boy found himself starved of it. His elder brother was an invalid who spent much of his life abroad, his sisters were eight and five years older than him and both married young. His brother Eustace was four years younger and unaccountably antagonistic. His domineering father would occasionally hear his history lessons and correct his essays, but was following a political career that kept him in London for much of the year. ‘Outside the limits of his family’, his Times obituary was to observe in 1903, ‘he never really had an intimate friend.’ Instead his boyhood consisted of what his nephew Algernon later called ‘a pathetic loneliness’, living amongst the forty indoor servants at Hatfield, studying alone in its well-stocked library. As a result, he became sensitive, solitary, highly strung and phenomenally well read. Of acute shyness he later wrote: ‘Nobody pities the unfortunate victim to it…. Most people who do not happen to be afflicted in that way look upon it as a deliberate offence against themselves, planned for their especial annoyance.’


Both his sisters’ marriages were to be important to the young Cecil. In 1842, Mildred married Alexander Beresford-Hope, the very rich heir to a Dutch diamond fortune and a British field marshal’s estates. A right-wing, High Anglican Tory MP as well as a novelist, poet and founder of the Saturday Review, Beresford-Hope supported many of the causes Cecil came also to champion. Blanche married another Tory MP, the equally rich Scottish landowner James Maitland Balfour of Whittinghame, in 1843. Although he died in 1856 aged only thirty-six, they had had eight children, including Arthur and Gerald, both of whom were to serve in their uncle’s ministries.
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The Eton of the 1840s was the worst possible place to have sent an eleven-year-old with anything but the most robust mental and physical constitution. It was then a monument to child’s inhumanity to child. Cecil’s housemaster there, the Rev. W.G. Cookesley, doubled as his tutor. His sharp academic brain entirely failed to atone for his naïve myopia about the brutal bullying that was rampant in his house. His reports to Lord Salisbury depict a child whose intellect and learning placed him in sets three years ahead of his age group, but also a house-master who failed to appreciate the dangers this might involve.


Although he tended absent-mindedly to lose his hats, clothes and books, Cecil was ‘industrious, amiable and endowed with a fine understanding’.4 By 1843, his letters to his sister Blanche were written in fluent French and sometimes German, which he had asked to be taught extra-curricula. He disapproved of Eton’s over-emphasis on the Classics, ‘the eternal verse-making’ system which he later complained ‘makes Horace and Virgil all in all, while it ignores Dante and Goethe and Corneille’. By 1861, he believed that ‘nothing is taught at Eton which people wish their sons to know’, but he excelled there intellectually nonetheless. His exams were written in a ‘very remarkably superior way’, and he was recommended as a candidate for the Newcastle Scholarship. Beneath these academic laurels, however, lay much misery. Cecil’s refusal to do Latin and Greek verses for his far older and dimmer classmates spelt purgatory.


Having begun in earnest in the summer of 1843, by May 1844 the bullying had become so vicious – especially after Troughton major with ten pints of beer inside him had burnt Cecil’s mouth with a candle so badly that he could not speak for the rest of the evening – that Cecil decided to ‘sneak’ to his father. ‘I know that you do not like complaints,’ he wrote, ‘and I have tried to suppress them and conceal all this, but you are the only person to whom I can safely confide these things. Really now Eton has become perfectly insupportable. I am bullied from morning to night without ceasing.’ He described how four boys, each larger than himself, would regularly kick and thump him, seven more had pelted him throughout breakfast, and someone else had just spat in his face. ‘Then when I come into dinner they kick and shin me and I am obliged to go out of dinner without eating any thing … I have no time to learn my lessons. I know this is very little interesting to you, but it relieves me telling it to someone.’ He considered merely acceding to the bullies’ demands, but the precedent of a boy who had been withdrawn from school the previous year suggested it would not have appeased them. Because the unsympathetic Cookesley was both his housemaster and his tutor, Cecil had no independent mentor amongst the beaks who could intervene for him, and he also knew that any official investigation might only make the bullying worse.


On his father’s inquiry he named the ten worst bullies – all three years older and ‘considerably bigger’ – begging him not to mention them to Cookesley ‘so as in any way to implicate me or them’. The best his father could do was make the common but contentious assertion that ‘bullies are always cowards, and it is not unlikely that you will succeed against one’ if he challenged the next boy to a fight on the playing fields. Later that month, Cecil returned to his room to find his clock smashed, butter stamped into his new carpet and a valuable book thrown into the fireplace with its cover torn off. As he was writing the closing paragraphs of a letter to his father, a boy came in, ‘kicked me and pulled my hair and punched me and hit me as hard as ever he could for twenty minutes, and now I am aching in every joint and hardly am able to write this’. He ended by begging his father not to let the bullies suspect that he had sneaked, but simply to take him away from ‘this horrid place’.


Salisbury hamfistedly complained to Cookesley, who made equally clumsy inquiries in the house and reported back that: ‘I have never detected or suspected them being the worse for drinking.’ He even went so far in his complacency as to send Salisbury a copy of the prayers which he read to his boys at night, in order to show ‘how earnestly I endeavour to inculcate mutual forbearance amongst them’. Myers minor, Cookesley admitted in a later letter, had ‘shoved him about … but I seriously believe in a playful, not an angry manner’. It was not until December that the house-master finally had to admit: ‘I have no doubt that Robert has been coerced,’ but even then he added: ‘I wish to act as gently and mildly as I can.’ It was not until July 1845 that Salisbury finally withdrew Robert from Eton, when he saw that his son’s physical and nervous health was on the verge of collapse.


His schooling profoundly influenced Cecil’s outlook upon life. His pessimism about human nature, his assumptions about the cowardice of the silent majority, the cruelty of the mob and the vulnerability of the rights of the individual were instilled in him by his Eton experiences. ‘I think the human heart naturally so bad’, he wrote to his sister Blanche while still at school, ‘that if not checked by true religion, the bad principle will in most cases predominate over the good.’ He refused all invitations to return, and his sole visit there, to introduce his two eldest sons, he found such a painful experience that he refused to repeat it for the younger ones. He only sent them there because he had been assured that it had changed for the better, which indeed it had, but when his son Edward fared badly in his Sandhurst exams, he automatically blamed the school. ‘He would never talk about his school life,’ reminisced one of his daughters to another, ‘I remember trying to get him to, but quite unavailingly. He only said he was thoroughly miserable.’5 Even when a Member of Parliament, if Cecil saw a school contemporary approach in the street, he would duck down a side alley, preferring a circuitous route to his destination to one that risked unnecessary social contact with an Etonian.
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After two and a half years of successful tutoring at Hatfield by the Rev. Arthur Starkey of St John’s College, Oxford, Cecil matriculated as a gentleman-commoner at Christ Church, swearing his belief in the Thirty-Nine Articles in December 1847. His time there was spent with the brightest and most high-minded undergraduates, men such as the 4th Earl of Carnarvon, Henry (later Canon) Liddon and Henry Acland, who went on to become Oxford’s Regius Professor of Medicine. He avoided physical exercise, read very widely in German literature, the Classics and modern history, and delivered papers to a college secret society, the Pythic Club.


Victorian Oxford was the home of High Anglicanism and High Toryism, and Cecil imbibed deeply of both. He enthusiastically attached himself to the Tractarian wing of the Church of England, which was founded in the belief that in a time of increasing scientific inquiry and social licence, the Church of England was in danger and ‘a great effort must be made to stem the threatening flood’. Inaugurated by John Keble’s famous sermon, ‘National Apostasy’, delivered at St Mary’s, Oxford, on 14th July 1833, which attacked the Whig Government’s proposed suppression of ten Church of Ireland bishoprics, the Movement attracted the most brilliant Oxford theologians and preachers of the day, including John Henry Newman, A.P. Percival, Richard Hurrell Froude and William Palmer.


In September 1833, the first of a series of Tracts for the Times, reiterating High Anglican doctrine, was distributed, and by the end of 1834 Dr Edward Pusey, the great Oxford divine, had joined what became known as the Oxford Movement. Described by Dean Church as ‘clear, brief, stern appeals to conscience and reason, sparing of words, utterly without rhetoric, intense in purpose’, the Tracts, which eventually numbered ninety, could have been written specifically with Cecil in mind. For a conservative-minded young man with a feeling for history, Tractarianism was an intoxicating force, preaching a traditional creed with clarity and conviction and it was to provide the main spiritual and intellectual influence on Cecil’s life. The Movement attempted to appeal to the educated classes through the intellect, leaving emotion to the evangelicals. Thus tract No. 84, published in 1840, was entitled: ‘Whether a Clergyman of the Church of England be Now Bound to have Morning and Evening Prayers Daily in his Parish Church?’ (concluding that he was) and No. 87 was ‘On Reserve in Communicating Religious Knowledge’.


When Cecil arrived in Oxford in 1847, the Movement was staggering under the tremendous blow of Newman’s secession to Roman Catholicism two years earlier, which seemed to confirm all that its enemies had been warning about how the Tracts’ homilies tended to lead towards Rome. Pusey, Palmer and Keble remained, however, and helped to mitigate the blow. (Canon Pusey himself resided in the south-west corner of Tom Quad of Christ Church when Cecil’s rooms were in the north-west.) Newman’s book, Parochial and Plain Sermons, had provoked ‘supreme admiration’ in Cecil, but, rather than wishing to unpick the Reformation, Cecil instead wanted to regenerate the Church of England, and he had little time for those who converted. When setting up Pusey House in 1882, he spoke of ‘the church of eighteen centuries’, in the Prayer Book sense in which the Church of England is that part of Christ’s Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church established by law in England. He did not accept for example that the administering of the Last Rites made any difference in the next world, and classed it with the laying-on of hands and the necessity of baptism as ‘reducing the whole thing to the level of a lawyer’s deed or a chemical reaction, rather than the ruling of an intelligent being’.


Cecil also found time to take revenge on the type of hearty boors who had made such a misery of his life at Eton. Anticipating a surprise ‘ragging’ attack on the set of rooms occupied by one of his intellectual friends, he led the defence in beating them off. After the vicissitudes of his unhappy childhood, the concepts of fun and playfulness were largely alien to him, and he only really discovered them once he was married with a family. In contrast to most people, the older he grew the less priggish and earnest he became, until one of his closest Cabinet colleagues remarked that as Prime Minister there was nothing that he did not find a fit subject for teasing and humour, except of course Christianity.


Cecil’s rooms were in one of the two turrets on the corner of St Aldate’s, reached through the gateway below Tom Tower and then turning sharply left. The young undergraduate could hardly have missed the slogan ‘No Peel’ which had been burnt into a door in 1829 at the time of Catholic Emancipation. It was a sentiment with which he entirely sympathised, and in an inelegant phrase to the Oxford Union, Cecil declared that, for splitting the Conservative Party over the Corn Laws in 1846, the former Conservative Prime Minister ‘should be left to lie in the grave of infamy which his tergiversation had dug’.


Cecil had discovered High Toryism before leaving Eton. In a discussion there upon the relative political merits of Sir Robert Peel and Lord John Russell, he was remembered to have said: ‘I am an illiberal Tory,’ refusing even to take sides because he ‘had a peculiar pleasure in taking higher ground still’. By the time he left Oxford, Cecil’s Toryism was so High it regularly spilled over into pure reaction. To attack the Conservative Party from the Right was a habit it took thirty years and two spells in government to dispel, and on some subjects, such as his nephew Gerald Balfour’s 1890s Irish Land and Irish Local Government Bills, he even criticised the Party’s policies when he himself led it.


Coming at the sensitive ages of fifteen and sixteen, when great events can determine political views far after adolescence, the actions of Peel in 1845 and 1846 had an enormous influence on Cecil. Decisions taken during the Irish Home Rule controversy forty years later can be traced back to the disgust Cecil felt over Peel’s willingness to split the Conservative Party by granting taxpayers’ money to the Catholic Irish seminary at Maynooth in 1845, and by repealing the protectionist Corn Laws. In letters to Blanche in April and May 1845, Cecil denounced Peel for ‘supporting idolatry’, subsidising ‘heresy’ and trampling on his former principles, concluding that ‘there must be something wrong at the root’. The argument that the largely Catholic Ireland should be treated differently from Protestant England drew his analogy that one might as well allow rural Essex to have Protection whilst industrial Lancashire could enjoy Free Trade.


Beneath these debating arguments lay Cecil’s assumption that Ireland was a potential enemy, that the Maynooth Grant was the thin end of the wedge of Irish nationalism and that England faced great dangers there. ‘You give the priests education and learning,’ he complained to his family, ‘powers of sophistry and argument, and you cultivate their talents and intellects which you know afterwards will be employed in biting the hand that nursed them, in promoting revolution and destroying the English.’ In 1848, as the Year of Revolutions progressed on the Continent, Cecil became if anything more reactionary still. ‘Their Celtic blood indisposes the inhabitants to all bodily industry,’ he wrote to his father of the Irish poor as the famine abated in 1849, ‘and their religion deadens the mental energy which is otherwise a peculiarity of the race.’ His preferred solution was mass emigration, one which by then, of course, hundreds of thousands of Irishmen had already discovered for themselves. By December 1850 he was writing of ‘my hero Strafford’, despising Charles I for betraying ‘Black Tom Tyrant’. Cecil’s complaints contain the kernel, once toned down and put into language palatable enough for a mass electorate, of the arguments with which he was to wreck Irish Home Rule forty years later.


Cecil was not a natural orator at the Oxford Union Society, tending to look down and sideways as he spoke. The height he had desperately needed at Eton had come too late, and by the time he left Oxford he was 6’4”. The Union was an acknowledged nursery for would-be parliamentarians. When the Society celebrated its fiftieth anniversary in 1873, it could boast no fewer than seven former Presidents in Gladstone’s Cabinet. The society’s debates there were small, a typical division might be 29 to 25, with Cecil invariably taking the most reactionary line in them. In June 1849 he spoke against the removal of Jewish political disabilities, and in November in favour of ‘sufficient restraint on the liberty of the Press’. As well as speaking against Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries, Free Trade and ‘the endowment of the Romanish priesthood’, he stood for elective office, becoming Secretary in November 1848 and Treasurer in the Easter Term of 1849. One of his few schoolfriends, the Earl of Dufferin, had been President the year before Cecil matriculated. The President when Cecil was Secretary was Frederick Lygon, later 6th Earl Beauchamp, who later served in his second ministry.


Cecil’s time as a Union Society office-holder brought him down to the petty level of politics, at a time when he was receiving high praise in his termly reports for his work on Sophocles and Theology, Trigonometry and the Epistles. The minutes he kept as Secretary cover such mundane matters as the auditing of accounts, use of the reading room by honorary members, blackballing, sub-committees, five shilling fines for missing committee meetings and whether the President should have an ordinary as well as the casting vote. The very triviality of university politics is part of what can make it absorbing, and Cecil learnt valuable lessons about human political behaviour in the committee’s debates on whether the library should economise on subscriptions to The Times, the Spectator or the Daily News. (The Calcutta Review and the Railway Gazette survived the purge.)


Before he could stand for more senior Union offices, however, Cecil left Oxford. His ill-health, which he blamed on Eton, allowed him to stay up only for six terms and in 1850 he graduated with an honorary fourth in Mathematics, a special pass degree then available to the scions of noble families. Rather than face the strenuous mental competition of Oxford’s class lists, in which Acland and Carnarvon both took firsts, Cecil was advised by his doctor to build up his strength through travel. After half-heartedly joining Lincoln’s Inn in April 1850 and discovering the Bar not at all to his taste, the twenty-one-year-old left for Cape Town aboard the Maidstone on 9th July 1851.


The classic Grand Tour usually covered Florence, Venice, Paris and Rome. Possessing little æsthetic sense but some adventurousness, Cecil planned a journey around the major British colonies in the southern hemisphere, with South America also included if money and time permitted. The twenty-three months he spent touring Cape Colony, Australia, Tasmania and New Zealand, and on the long journeys in between – his return voyage involved 110 days at sea – tended to confirm him in the low view of human nature and society that he had already formed. South Africa in the Kaffir Wars, Gold Rush Australia and New Zealand during the Maori Wars could hardly have been expected to have done anything else.


If Oxford had taught Cecil what he liked – High Anglicanism, High Toryism and the political and social status quo – his time in the colonies demonstrated to him just as effectively what he despised – atheism, ‘ephemeral plutocrats’ and democracy. From an entirely sheltered social background, this sickly, fastidious and still shy young man was plunged into a heaving world of ex-convicts, prospectors, bootleggers, soldiers and settlers. On the journey out to South Africa, when he was not being seasick (a lifelong complaint), Cecil for the first time encountered serious drinking and swearing, sailors flirting with female ‘steerage’ passengers, ‘vulgarians and bores’, as well as a missionary’s wife who ‘was more revoltingly, loathsomely vulgar than you can fancy even in a dream’. Despite ‘all my practised bearishness’ during the sixty-one days at sea, he had to sit opposite her on the way out, and he found himself ‘quite unequal to putting down the impudence of this woman’.6


Once he landed in Cape Town in September 1851, Cecil covered a great deal of ground. Before leaving South Africa on 13th December he had visited Robben Island, Protea, Constantia, Rondebosch, Somerset West, Caledon, Zuurbrak, Montagu’s Pass, Hartenbosch, Wynberg and Riversdale. His comments on people, vouchsafed to a diary as well as in letters home, were invariably rude. One vicar was ‘an abominable profligate’, a Mr Bray was ‘very vulgar in manner and mind’, a Mr Baker was ‘weak, illogical and shallow’, a Dutchman was described as ‘indolent’ and another woman he put down as ‘a garrulous old twaddler, given to “deary me” and “ecstatics”’. It was some time before Cecil recognised that rather different types of Victorians chose to make their living in the colonies than in Hertfordshire. Travelling on mail carts in all weathers, listening to his Hottentot drivers, Cecil heard how the Boers were ‘so stupid you could not talk to them’. By September he was telling his father that free institutions and responsible government should not be extended to Cape Colony because the Boers outnumbered the British three to one, and ‘it will simply be delivering us over bound hand and foot into the power of the Dutch, who hate us as much as a conquered people can hate their conquerors’.


Cecil took cynical pleasure from the story of the emigration of fifty ‘distressed’ needlewomen, a scheme which the Peelite minister Sidney Herbert had helped to arrange and finance. ‘Before they got to the Cape’, Cecil reported to his sister, ‘the surgeon, captain, mate and a couple of passengers had seduced – if such a term is applicable – nearly all of them. When they came here they took to the streets and, as Herbert had consigned them to the Bishop’s care … they were called the Bishop’s women. So much for philanthropic efforts.’ Missionaries were always another bugbear; the London Missionary Society he denounced as ‘a dreadful set of Radicals’, telling his father to ‘beware, for they lie like troopers’.


In contrast to his dislike of the Boers, whom he regarded as in-bred, dishonest, brutal, illiterate, stubborn slave-drivers, Cecil considered the Kaffirs ‘a fine set of men – whose language bears traces of a very high former civilisation’, which he thought not unlike Italian in its melody. He thought the Kaffirs ‘an intellectual race, with great firmness and fixedness of will’, but ‘horribly immoral’ as they lacked all idea of theism. By October 1851, his diary was sardonically recording tales of settlers’ adultery and incest, as well as the social torture of ‘tiffin with Lady Smith’, the wife of Cape Colony’s Governor, the Peninsular War hero Sir Harry Smith, of whose campaigns against the Kaffirs Cecil held a particularly low opinion. The jagged corners of Cecil’s diffident personality were slowly being rubbed down by contact with one of the roughest parts of the British Empire, to be replaced with an ironic detachment and a sceptical banter which were to stay with him for the rest of his life. In his letters and diary he also honed a written style which was to stand him in good stead before the end of the decade. Staying with the Bishop of Cape Town in December, he noted how: ‘The ladies sat in a row and the gentlemen huddled into a corner, and people dropped solemn jokes at long intervals, like minute guns.’


Social intercourse with women was especially irritating for someone who preferred to discuss the minutiæ of High Church liturgy with the local clergy. Cecil was never happier than when talking about the prospects for Puseyism and the Tractarian movement, even out in the South African bush. Although what passed there for society – in towns where often the only three stone buildings were the church, the prison and the public house – was keen to lionise a marquess’s son, he was always far more interested in whether an archdeacon’s font or reredos was ecclesiastically correct, or whether curtaining off the vestry at the western end of some outback church was objectionable on religious grounds. He was merely irritated when taken out to see ‘views’, let alone wildlife. ‘I found the general love of scenery to be the greatest nuisance in the world,’ he wrote in his diary on 15th October. ‘The more I protest my apathy the more they urge me to visit some hackneyed lion … [or] go into ecstasies at some landscape which I wish all the time at the bottom of the sea.’ In the end, he thought, he ought to get a certificate sent out from Hatfield ‘to testify to the real nature of my tastes’.


Leaving Cape Town on board the Amazon on 13th December, Cecil arrived at Adelaide in South Australia on 30th January 1852, stepping ashore in a white top hat, a garment which was to excite some ribald comment when he wore it at the goldfields. There was a ‘frightfully vulgar’ woman on the long and rough passage with her ‘thoroughbred squaller’ children, and he joked that his time in South Africa had taught him ‘to endure vulgar society with less repugnance. When I get home – as Charles II could eat only bad oysters – I shall like no other.’


Gold-mania meant that with all the able-bodied men absconding to the goldfields it was hard to find service in Adelaide, so Cecil made his way to Melbourne in the company of an Irish baronet and MP, Sir Montagu Chapman. March 1852 saw them at Golden Gully in the Bendigo field, going down mines and viewing the valley, which they found ‘honey-combed with holes’. The nuggets he watched being prised out of the quartz-clay conglomerate varied in size from a pin’s head to a flattened pea. Staying with the local police commissioner, Cecil was present at the smashing of an illegal ‘sly grog shop’, heard diggers’ ‘bush language’ and tales of violence, but witnessed little actual lawlessness at the goldfields themselves. It was only when he visited Melbourne that he came across mass drunkenness, occasional gunfire, street prostitution and other scenes of burlesque far removed from the refined debates of the Oxford Union Society.


Cecil was struck by the way that whereas in Melbourne the streets were ‘thronged with ephemeral plutocrats, generally illiterate, who were hurrying to exchange their gold nuggets for velvet gowns for their wives and unlimited whisky for themselves’, a process which sometimes led to crimes of ‘audacious violence’, in the actual Bendigo goldfield itself ‘there is not half as much crime or insubordination as there would be in an English town of the same wealth and population’. Four men armed with two carbines policed 10,000 diggers at Bendigo, and at Mount Alexander 200 policemen protected 30,000 people, almost all of them armed, where over 30,000 ounces of gold were mined per week. ‘During my stay there,’ he reported home, ‘I found generally far more civility than I should be likely to find in the good town of Hatfield.’ He drew the Tory moral that order derived from the fact that ‘the government was that of the Queen, not of the mob; from above, not from below. Holding from a supposed right (whether real or not, no matter) and not from “the People the source of all legitimate power”.’ The product was a fine degree of civic obedience, where otherwise there would have been anarchy.


After a further trip to Melbourne, where, as he told the Marquess of Lothian, ‘all the foulest words we used to hear at Eton are here household words at which nobody is surprised’, Cecil sailed to Tasmania. On landing, he witnessed an anti-Tractarian protest meeting in Hobart, one of his first experiences of democracy in action. ‘Of course they are grossly abusive and very ignorant,’ he commented of the protesters and he left predictably scornful of ‘the mob’s supremacy’. The bishop who had inflamed this opposition by supporting a priest’s decision to allow his communicants to confess, further impressed Cecil because he ‘forgets all the little etiquettes which the sensitive dignity of the nouveaux riches requires’. Hobart was therefore, he reported home, the only place he had so far left with reluctance.


On the issue of the transportation of convicts, Cecil fully admitted that ‘no island can be the better for the yearly admixture of two thousand select villains to its population’, but he thought the system about as reformatory ‘as a non-religious system can be, for I have no faith in paper schemes of conversion, or reformation by Act of Parliament’. A completely theological state might work, he thought, ‘but of course the nineteenth century is much too enlightened for this’. To an Oxford acquaintance, the Rev. Charles Conybeare, he asked rhetorically: ‘Can anything exceed the absurdity of punishing a man by giving him a gratis passage to a goldfield?’, neglecting to point out that prison walls separated one from the other.


The then crime of sodomy horrified Cecil, especially when he discovered that in one Tasmanian prison no fewer than seventy inmates were being treated for diseases in relation to it. Despite the fact that it ‘supersedes all the less revolting forms of lust, and deadens and brutalizes (so the clergy say) the whole nature, to an extent unknown in any more ordinary sin’, it was impossible to ‘rouse the epicurean indifference of the Colonial Office’ to what was going on. Disgusted that the rape of young men, the ‘filthiest depravity’ and the ‘depths of degradation’ could exist in a Christian country, Cecil placed the blame squarely if illogically on Lord Stanley, the Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs and the son of the Tory Prime Minister Lord Derby. Cecil believed Stanley’s ‘high character happened to be negligent or too facile’ to deal with the abuses.


Sydney found Cecil plagued by mosquitoes which lurked at the bottom of his lavatory. Newcomers to the city, he told his father, were instantly recognisable from ‘a remarkable tendency to scratch the least honourable part of their persons, and an extreme unwillingness to sit down’. He was thus happy to be able to sail for New Zealand, arriving in Auckland in mid-July 1852. As in South Africa, he instinctively sympathised with the local black population, who were then fighting against rapacious European settlers. ‘The natives seem when they have converted’, he wrote back to Hatfield from Wellington on 1st September, ‘to make much better Christians than the white man.’ A Maori chief called Katana generously offered Cecil five acres of land to settle near Auckland, but with his health by then restored, Cecil abandoned plans to visit South America and returned to England, arriving at Plymouth on 29th May 1853.


Writing to his father from Wellington the previous September, Cecil had broached the subject of his future career. He admitted to the ‘great horror’ he felt at returning to London’s social conventions and Season, ‘to be stewed and bored at dinners and parties’. (He only reluctantly shaved off the beard he had grown.) The House of Commons was a sphere in which ‘a man can be most useful: but my chances of getting in are, practically, none’. Holy Orders was another possibility, but Cecil rejected them because of his ‘inaptitude for gaining personal influence’, i.e. persuading other people. His father’s original idea of the Bar was anathema. ‘The barrister is at best a tolerated evil,’ he explained. ‘He derives his living from the fact that the law is unintelligible.’ Cecil concluded that even eking out a living writing for newspapers was preferable to the horrors of practising the law.


His first choice turned out to be not so impracticable as he thought. The borough of Stamford had survived the Great Reform Act of 1832 and remained in the pocket of the Marquess of Exeter, the descendant of Lord Burghley’s eldest son. One of his two nominee MPs, J.C. Herries, wanted to retire, and so, within ten weeks of stepping off the boat, Lord Robert Gascoyne-Cecil was elected unopposed for Stamford. He only visited the town after the mayor had moved the writ on Thursday, 16th August, and the returning officer had announced that the election would take place the following Monday.


Cecil’s election address was a masterpiece of patriotic generalisation. He opposed class-based income taxes and the secularisation of education. He believed in religious tolerance, but would oppose any ‘ultramontane’ interference with the Established Church which was ‘at variance with the fundamental principles of our constitution’. He had no objection to ‘cautious change’ per se, but would resist ‘any such tampering with our representation system as shall disturb the reciprocal powers on which the stability of our constitution rests’.7 The religious parts of his election address were virtually dictated to him by his ultra-Protestant patron Exeter, and he also had to state that he would not support the reintroduction of Protectionism, which by then was not a likelihood. These fine-sounding but rather platitudinous sentiments were unlikely to present Cecil with any future hostages to fortune.


The only real interest in the poll shown by Cecil’s constituents, reported the Lincoln, Rutland and Stamford Mercury after he was elected, was the customary scramble at the close of poll for the timber from which the hustings were made. The whole proceeding, from opening speeches to the declaration, took less than an hour. Nor was Cecil opposed in any subsequent election in the fifteen years he sat in the House of Commons. This was just as well, because he held a low opinion of his electors. When in 1867 his brother Eustace, then Tory MP for South Essex, complained that he had been addressed by some of his constituents in a Brittany hotel, Cecil commiserated: ‘A hotel infested by influential constituents is worse than one infected by bugs. It’s a pity you can’t carry around a powder insecticide to get rid of vermin of that kind.’


Salisbury agreed to pay all Cecil’s (very low) election expenses and settle on him £300 per annum, the interest on £10,000 which was earmarked for him from his mother’s estate, adding £100 per annum from his own pocket. Aged twenty-three, Cecil was in Parliament, sitting in the interest of what the month before his birth had been christened the Conservative Party. Here was his opportunity to fulfil Horace Walpole’s prediction, prematurely made on the succession of the 7th Earl in 1780: ‘As the ashes of the Cecils are re-kindling, perhaps a phoenix may arise.’
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TWO


Rebellions


All Souls – Faith – Parliament – Marriage


1853 to 1857







‘If he will work, and he has a working look, I will soon make a man of him.’





Soon after his election to Parliament, Cecil sat the examination for a Prize Fellowship to All Souls College, Oxford. There were sixteen candidates for two vacancies, six of whom Lygon told Cecil were ‘formidable’. ‘My own chance of All Souls – never high – has sunk to zero,’ a despondent Cecil told his family on being appraised of the odds in November 1863. He added that ‘the fact that “no Lord” has ever been elected’ would further count against him. This suspicion of an anti-aristocratic tone to the College could not have been more wrong. In fact, of the 274 fellows elected in the century after 1753, forty-eight were the sons of noblemen. Furthermore, Cecil counted as Founder’s Kin, being related to the brother of Archbishop Chichele, who founded the College in Henry V’s memory in 1438, through Catherine Howard, the wife of the 2nd Earl of Salisbury. Of the 113 fellows elected between 1815 and 1857, no fewer than seventy-eight were Founder’s Kin, meaning that the College was not only an intellectual power-house but also a giant system of indoor relief for Chichele’s brother’s extended gene pool.


After Thomas Chichele wrote to The Times in November 1853 announcing that Lord Robert Gascoyne-Cecil MP and a Mr A.G. Watson of Balliol had been elected, the Radical Mercury newspaper commented that the former hardly represented the class of ‘poor students’ for whom fellowships were designed. Yet there is no indication that Cecil’s background, rather than his fine intellect and examination results in Classical languages and an English essay, explained his success.
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When Cecil had written to his father about Parliament being the sphere in which ‘a man can be most useful’, he was not referring to something primarily secular, or even political. He went to his grave with a profound disbelief in the capacity of legislation to affect the state of the human soul, which was in itself the only thing that truly mattered in life. He meant instead that in Parliament he could take his place in the Anglican Church’s rearguard action against the forces of atheism, agnosticism and disestablishmentarianism, which he believed were welling up in Victorian Britain and threatened to smash civil society.


Cecil’s Christian faith was total and unquestioning. According to his grandson, Lord David Cecil, he ‘underwent a momentous spiritual experience’ as a teenager, which ‘involved an intimate sense of what he believed to be the living and personal presence of Christ’. The only hint of this strange but possibly seminal event from his daughter Gwendolen’s writings appears in a single sentence in the first volume of her 1921 biography of her father: ‘The unique appeal which Our Lord’s revealed personality makes to the heart may well have been emphasised to the lonely child whose craving for affection was so meagrely fed in his human surroundings.’ Exactly where or when this ‘momentous spiritual experience’ took place we cannot now know. Nonetheless, it seems profoundly to have affected the nature of his faith.


‘The light is too dazzling for our weakened eyes,’ he wrote to his sister Blanche from Cape Town about the doctrines of Original Sin and the Fall of Man; ‘we must turn from it, lest it blind us. At the proper time we may logically test these doctrines, and if true accept them. But as a habit we must not think of them.’ Yet for Cecil there never was a proper time. He preferred to take the view that the ways of God were too unfathomable to be explicable to man, that no human experience could possibly come close enough to His to make any attempt to employ reason or logic worth while. ‘God is all-powerful, and God is all-loving and the world is what it is!’ he would say to his children when they attempted to apply logic to their faith: ‘How are you going to explain that?’


Cecil’s Christianity was both so monolithic and so personal to him, possibly because of his teenage spiritual experience, that he never felt the need to discuss his faith with anyone else. When one of his children told him he found it useful to talk about important subjects with other people, he ‘expressed surprise and almost incredulity’. The solitary childhood spent in the library at Hatfield had left him spiritually and intellectually self-sufficient, and he almost took solace from the very inexplicability of his faith. ‘We live in a small bright oasis of knowledge surrounded on all sides by a vast unexplored region of impenetrable mystery,’ he stated in a lecture in Oxford on Evolution in 1894, and for him the author of that mystery was God.


The very idea that mankind could even so much as guess anything useful about the ways of God struck Cecil as profoundly pretentious. During the American Civil War, he ridiculed the Liberal politician W.E. Forster’s contention that if the Confederacy won it would shake his faith in Providence. Cecil thought that this showed:




a want of mental perspective – an outrageous exaggeration of the dimension of the things which happen to be close to us. We cannot shake ourselves free from the arrogant idea that our own planet, our own race, our own generation, our own corner of the earth is the culmination of the Creator’s work, and that in the events which pass through our field of view the final issues of Creation are being fought out. If we could better preserve our sense of proportion we might recognise the humiliating fact that the events of our day, visible from our point of view, are but an infinitesimal atom in the great whole. No one to whose mind this truth was present would dream that, from the mere fragment of the vast drama that falls under his view, he can grasp its real meaning, or conjecture the intentions which it is accomplishing.1





For all that it was ‘humiliating’, this knowledge had its comforts for Cecil. He feared a future avalanche of infidelity, an onslaught of agnosticism and atheism which would deluge Christianity. He regularly predicted ‘widespread unbelief’ and in 1867 a neighbour at lunch at Hatfield reported that ‘he thinks we are rapidly approaching a state of religious chaos, what will come after it is hard to say’. Fortunately for Cecil’s febrile state of mind there was an answer, a salvation for England from the horrors which such an atheistic world threatened: the Oxford Movement.


In December 1900, in a characteristically oblique mood, his nephew Arthur Balfour remarked of his uncle that ‘the key to [his] character is contradictoriness and that is why he is a Christian. In his youth – at Oxford – his contemporaries who thought at all were not all religious – and therefore he became religious.’ This was unfair; Cecil was attracted to Tractarianism at Oxford for the best of scholarly and spiritual reasons. Reverence for the sacrament, frequent services, high standards of clerical life and dignified ceremonial were its hallmarks. Cecil worshipped every day in the chapel at Hatfield and twice on Sundays. When he was Prime Minister, he treated the appointment of bishops as seriously as that of government ministers, and he fought unyieldingly throughout his political life in defence of the rights and privileges, as well as the tithes, Church Rates and endowments, of the Church of England. Some colleagues believed that defending the Established Church motivated him more than anything else in politics, including the direction of foreign policy. Although an impulse for perversity undoubtedly did play a part in Cecil’s general psychological make-up, it played little or no part in his genuinely profound religious faith.


Religious life in Victorian Britain consisted of an unending struggle between sects, and Cecil threw himself into the fray with partisan gusto. Attacking a Papal Encyclical in 1865, he wrote that the Jesuits were once ‘a homage to the powers of intellect, and a recognition of the vital importance of its aid to the cause of religion. But now Rome … is content to base her power upon the credulity of women and of peasants.’2 The Broad Church tradition of the Church of England he decried as ‘a religion without dogma’, while the Low represented ‘haziness and undefinedness’. On Sir Morton Peto’s 1862 Bill to allow nonconformist ministers to conduct burials on Established Church land, Cecil said that since Welsh land was cheap, ‘let them procure a plot of land in each district where they can bury them in their own fashion without troubling their neighbours’.


Balfour recalled how, when it came to Presbyterianism, his uncle ‘respected the history of the church … hated its services and the Covenanters’. Missionaries, Cecil warned the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1899, ‘may have the ultimate result of giving a powerful and enduring stimulus to race-hatred on both sides’. Nor did Evangelicalism in general escape a pen-lashing. Cecil considered it had:




never made much way with the higher class of intellects. But it has stood its ground because it has always been popular with children, with women, and with half-educated men. The plumpness and almost juridical precision of its statements make it eminently suitable for minds that are too blunt for subtle distinctions, and both too ignorant and too impatient to be satisfied with half-truths.





It was, however, in criticising ultra-Protestant intolerance that Cecil most regularly vented his highly productive spleen. When in 1861 a civil servant was ejected from the Record Office because he was a Roman Catholic, Cecil attacked ‘the pure and perfect bigotry’ of the Protestant Defence Association, which had been behind it. ‘Who would have thought that Popery could lurk in pigeon-holes,’ he mocked, ‘or heresy be propagated by catalogues?’ Squires who believed themselves to be defending Protestantism by throwing High Churchmen out of their livings he denounced as ‘those agricultural divines who are so fond of turning their ploughshares into swords’. Such fanaticism, he believed, only ‘succeeded in placing intellect in hostility to faith’, and as a result talented and intelligent men such as Shaftesbury, Bolingbroke, Hume, Gibbon and Adam Smith ‘have been driven by this disgust for religious vandalism to fight in the ranks of infidelity’.3 As Prime Minister he appointed Henry Matthews to the Cabinet, the first Roman Catholic to serve there since the reign of James II. He also appointed the first Catholic Ambassador since the Glorious Revolution and the first Jewish Lord-Lieutenant. If a tolerant High Anglican fundamentalism is not doubly oxymoronic, it defines Cecil’s lifelong faith.


Fortunately such a religious stance fitted perfectly with the philosophy of Toryism which Cecil was simultaneously developing. Over almost all the great questions where there was friction between Church and State – such as tithes, the abolition of compulsory Church Rates, disestablishment, the excision of the Athanasian Creed, allowing marriage with a deceased wife’s sister and especially over denominational education – Cecil was always found ranged solidly behind the main traditions of the Church of England. If the late-Victorian Church of England was ‘the Tory Party at prayer’, this was partly because Cecil resolutely defended the Church’s interests when he was its Leader. For him, the two institutions were intricately intertwined. When the nonconformist Liberation Society almost converted the Liberal Party to disestablishment in the mid-1880s, he hoped every Anglican parson would double as a Tory election agent.
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In Parliament, Cecil soon won a name as a peppery, caustic speaker with a habitually vituperative tongue. Punch called him ‘a vinegar merchant’, but, for all the friends his rhetorical rudeness lost him, it won him the attention of the House. Never fundamentally believing in the efficacy of debate, Cecil used speeches primarily to sledge-hammer his enemies and embolden his supporters, but only very rarely ever to try to change people’s minds.


Cecil’s maiden speech, in opposition to the second reading of the Oxford University Endowment Bill on 7th April 1854, was on a subject tailor-made for his talents and views. The Derby Government had fallen in December 1852, to be replaced by Lord Aberdeen’s Whig-Peelite coalition. The Cabinet minister and former Prime Minister, Lord John Russell, wished to amend the University’s statutes in order to allow money to be diverted to modern uses from the often arcane endowments their donors had, sometimes centuries earlier, originally stipulated. A Royal Commission had reported in favour of altering the statutes, but Cecil attacked this on several grounds. Ignoring founders’ wishes, he argued, would discourage future bequests. Cecil was sceptical of the utility of the reforms themselves and, on a more basic level, it was the founders’ money, not the University’s (and still less the State’s), so their original wishes should be respected.


There was also the argument of the thin end of the wedge, one that he used constantly throughout his political career. What would prevent a future House of Commons one day confiscating private property on much the same principle? He even argued that ‘if the will of the founder was to be overturned, let the property return to the heir in the natural course of law’. Although he himself considered the speech ‘a failure’, it pleased his father and impressed the Chancellor of the Exchequer, William Gladstone, who called this first effort ‘rich with future promise’, but who warned against indulging in too much hyperbole.


Someone else who was impressed was Benjamin Disraeli, the Conservative former Chancellor of the Exchequer and leader of the Party in the Commons, who wrote to Lord Salisbury ‘a hasty line to tell you that your son made a most satisfying debut last night in the Commons …. His voice is good, and he showed debating power, taking up the points of preceding speakers, and what he had prepared was brought in naturally …. If he will work, and he has a working look, I will soon make a man of him.’ Nor was this simply typical charm towards a colleague, because to John Mowbray, a veteran MP who later became Father of the House, Disraeli said that despite the fulsome congratulations accorded to the Hon. G.C.H. Byng (‘letters from all the duchesses and countesses in London’) for his maiden speech in the same debate, it was in fact Lord Robert Cecil ‘who made his mark as a natural debater, and will become a considerable man’. Within a month, Disraeli was suggesting that Cecil should speak in a forthcoming debate on the malt tax. ‘I know nothing whatever of the subject,’ Cecil wrote to Hatfield, asking for his father’s views on it, ‘so I shall probably make a great hash.’ In the event, he was saved from having to perform when the debate was unexpectedly brought forward.
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Cecil’s negative reaction to his own maiden speech performance, which by any objective standard had been a success, was actuated partly by modesty, but also by a deep sense of pessimism, brought on by what was almost certainly clinical depression. When the 1st Earl of Salisbury’s wife died, his mother warned him during his prolonged mourning against becoming ‘a surly, sharp sour plum, no better than in truth a melancholy mole and a miseranthropos hateful to God and man’. The 2nd Marquess was also liable to intense despondency and laboured under an unalterable conviction that the country was going to the dogs. He detected a growing contempt for law and order, and when his wife read out items of news from the newspapers at breakfast he used to say: ‘All very bad – depend upon it, the end of the world is coming.’ He was only really happy when smashing up the theodolites of the surveyors sent by the railway companies.


Cecil found his own depression ‘lays me up and makes me incapable – sometimes for days – without any sort of warning’. His daughter recorded how what he called his ‘nerve storms’ alternated between mental agitation and physical exhaustion, and ‘they could be accompanied by an overwhelming depression of spirits and also by great bodily lassitude and by a morbid acuteness of the senses of touching and hearing. The slightest physical contact became painful to him when in this state.’4 Writing about depressives, Cecil gave some idea of his pain:




Their physical condition sharpens every little sting they undergo, by giving a preternatural sensitiveness to their power of suffering…. Men who are really ill are allowed for, but ‘delicate’ men are not, nor are ‘depressed’ men. There is no bigotry in existence so complacent, so absolutely self-satisfied, as the bigotry of robustness.





In defence of an MP who voted in a division despite being under medication and recently released from a lunatic asylum, Cecil wrote: ‘He is no more mad than Oliver Cromwell was, or than any man is who is subject to fits of extreme depression.’ When changes in the lunacy laws were proposed in 1872, he wrote to Gladstone in warm support of the sufferers’ rights. As soon as he became Prime Minister with a working majority, Cecil supported two Bills to codify the lunacy laws and prevent men who were not dangerously insane from being incarcerated in asylums. There was more than simple humanitarianism in this concern for the rights of the mentally unstable; there is also a certain sense of ‘there, but for the Grace of God …’.


Just as Eton had been the worst place for a sensitive eleven-year-old, so the House of Commons, with its cheering and jeering and late nights, was disastrous for Cecil’s still delicate physical and mental condition. Writing to his typically unsympathetic father in April 1855, turning down the offer of a commission in the Hertfordshire Militia, he pointed out how ‘the House of Commons work especially exposes me to these nerve attacks and I know by sad experience that unless I obey when it does attack me, the incapacity of a day may be turned into a week’. Ill-health was reducing his parliamentary career to ‘a sham’, and the thought of taking on fresh commitments – let alone something as hearty as soldiering – ‘gave me a stomach ache all morning’. There was a criticism implied in his parting line: ‘I have a naturally weak constitution; and I have been brought up as though it was a strong one.’


Though hardly medical, the connection between depression and extreme pessimism is well established and was tremendously powerful in Cecil. At Oxford in February 1850, in a Union debate on Protection, he gloomily observed: ‘We are not the same people that we have been in our social characteristics, in our patriotic sentiments, or in the tone of our moral and religious feelings.’ This, just as Britain had put its louche Regency past behind it and was beginning to embrace mid-Victorian values. Cecil’s Hobbesian view of human nature was if anything reinforced by events in the Maori and American Civil Wars, which, he wrote, ‘furnish instructive evidence of the small extent to which civilisation has power to tame the natural savagery of mankind’. His daughter remembered the ‘peculiar horror’ with which he contemplated the very concept of optimism, a state which he regarded as ‘essentially cowardly’.


Another reason for refusing his father’s offer of a commission in the Militia was that Cecil opposed the war that had been going on since the Allies landed in the Crimea in August 1854. ‘Has the regiment volunteered for foreign service? If so, all hesitation is at an end. I have no vocation for fighting.’ In February 1853, Tsar Nicholas I had told Sir Hamilton Seymour, the British Ambassador in St Petersburg, that he would understand if British interests required the annexation of Cyprus and Egypt, and offered in effect a pre-planned dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire. ‘We have a sick man on our hands, a very sick man,’ said the Tsar. ‘It would be a pity if he slipped away before we had made arrangements for his funeral.’ Lord John Russell, the incoming Foreign Secretary, instead reappointed the Turcophile Lord Stratford de Redcliffe to the Embassy at Constantinople, thereby wrecking the chances of any partition deal. For the rest of his life, Cecil believed this to have been a tragically missed opportunity.


Cecil detested the Crimean War from its start, and denounced it in Parliament in June 1855. On the fifth night of a debate on its prosecution, he depicted the peace terms as ridiculously harsh on Russia, and asked whether the Allies genuinely intended to hold Sebastopol once it had fallen, equating it to ‘placing a lot of Dutchmen in the Isle of Wight, and telling them to hold it in the teeth of England’. In July, he went so far as to second an amendment of the Tory MP General Jonathan Peel, the former Prime Minister’s brother, which allowed the Liberal Government to survive a Tory motion of censure. At a meeting on 16th March 1857 at the George Hotel in Stamford, he ‘contended that the seventy-six millions of money and the enormous sacrifice of life in the Black Sea, had been thrown away’, and he defended his votes and speeches against the war ‘on the broad ground of humanity and justice’.5 By then the animosities had faded, however, and Cecil found himself facing a far more dangerous adversary than mere constituents, in the person of his own father.
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In 1847, the fifty-six-year-old 2nd Marquess of Salisbury had married for a second time. Lady Mary Sackville-West, daughter of the 5th Earl De La Warr, was twenty-three, and the couple proceeded to have five children, bringing Salisbury’s total to ten. The new Lady Salisbury ‘was certainly not gifted with tact’, according to a bitter account of the burgeoning feud written half a century later by Cecil’s younger brother Eustace. It took all their tact to remain on speaking terms when it was discovered that Salisbury was using Gascoyne money left to them in their mother’s will to make large settlements on his new wife and their children. Cecil’s elder brother Lord Cranborne understandably found it ‘a constant source of irritation’, and over the years Lady Salisbury’s overt preference at Hatfield for her own children created what Eustace was later to describe as a ‘climax of squabbling, distrust and suspicion in the family’.


By 1856 the situation had calmed, although Cranborne was effectively estranged from his stepmother. Into this uneasy stalemate stepped Georgina Alderson, a friend of the Sackville-Wests. She was the intelligent, gregarious and strong-willed daughter of Sir Edward Alderson, Baron of the Court of Exchequer, a senior Tractarian layman and committed High Tory. Georgina too was a keen Tractarian and, to Lord Salisbury’s irritation (as he was not one), Miss Alderson was befriended by the fellow-Tractarians Lady Salisbury and Mildred Beresford-Hope, gaining regular invitations to Hatfield in 1855 and 1856. It is easy to see what the intelligent, earnest Robert Cecil saw in her; nearly three years older than him, she wrote verses and short stories and was interested in church architecture and ecclesiology. She was something of a blue-stocking, but was also capable of lifting Cecil out of his ‘black dog’ depressions. He fell in love with Georgina, something Eustace suspected she had carefully engineered.


Sir Edward Alderson was a distinguished and respected lawyer, but he was also irredeemably middle class, and his daughter could bring no fortune to the marriage. When the twenty-six-year-old Robert Cecil announced his engagement to Georgina in November 1856, Lord Salisbury ignited in anger, as did his wife, who claimed her friendship had been betrayed. ‘My intelligence is brief, though possibly startling,’ Cecil wrote to Eustace asking for his support. ‘I wish to marry Miss Alderson and My Lord kicks vehemently. At present we – My Lord and I – are in no amicable temper with each other – the matter may end in a grand family row.’ Cecil had no idea whether he would receive his share of any of his mother’s fortune. Eustace, whose own livelihood also depended on their father’s largesse, replied that he hoped that there would be ‘no grand family row’, but avoided giving any intimation of support.


Salisbury’s insistence that his son should marry someone rich, so as not to prove a drain on the Hatfield estate, drew Cecil’s ire. After his father had written of the social and financial privations he must inevitably face as a younger son if he married into the middle classes, Cecil replied on 27th November 1856 with a letter which deserves extensive quotation:




‘Privation’ means the loss of something I enjoy now. If the privation in question is the want of food, warmth, clothing, I am not prepared to face it. But I cannot enjoy anything else I now enjoy, for the simple reason that I do not enjoy anything. Amusements I have none …. The persons who will cut me because I marry Miss Alderson are precisely the persons of whose society I am so anxious to be quit. My marriage therefore cannot entail upon me any privations. I have considered the matter for very many months, anxiously and constantly.


I have come to the conclusion that I shall probably do Parliament well if I do marry, and that I shall certainly make nothing of it if I do not. In the latter case, therefore, it will be useless to worry myself with so arduous a life. I have further come to the conclusion that Miss Alderson suits me perfectly. Heiress-hunting – which you suggested for three years on the chance that I might find one suiting equally well – is a profession to which my pride will scarcely bow. I have therefore decided to marry Miss Alderson if I can. It is, I believe, the universal custom, when a mother is wealthy, to secure something to the younger children: but in the present case the practice was, I think I have heard you say, departed from in deference to your remonstrances. My resolution is necessarily contingent on your furnishing me with the requisite means. I have agreed to a six months’ separation for the purpose of testing my resolution: but the demand I believe is not a usual one. But as I never remember to have receded from a resolution once deliberately undertaken, I do not anticipate much from my present trial: and I think it strange that you should have taken a different view of my character. However, I have promised – though it seems to me a needless source of irritation – not to set eyes on Miss Alderson till May, except on one occasion specially reserved for Holy Communion.


I am exceedingly sorry that my adherence to this marriage should cause you annoyance: but my conviction that I am right is too strong for me to give it up: and it is my happiness, not yours, that is at stake. I cannot resist the feeling that through my life, you have erred in dealing with me as though our tastes and temperaments were similar when in truth they are diametrically opposite. I am quite sensible that if you were in my place this marriage would be a very unwise one.





This could be read as an accusation that Salisbury had married his mother solely for her money – something that was widely though wrongly assumed at the time – and it drew a furious response from his father. Cecil had to write back quickly to apologise, but added: ‘It was a fault in style … if I said what I meant – I might possibly appear disrespectful. You say I am strangely ignorant of my position. I was fully aware of it as you describe it, namely that I am utterly at your mercy.’


The Marquess was not disposed to clemency and let Cecil know that he would prevent the marriage by blocking access to his mother’s fortune. In this Trollopian situation, made more dramatic by his married sister Lady Mildred Beresford-Hope’s supporting him against the opposition of Cranborne and Eustace, Cecil was not bluffing. ‘You speak of my attachment as one that under no possible circumstances “could end in marriage”,’ Cecil wrote to his father on 23rd December. ‘This might seem to imply that, in case you should finally resolve to give me no aid, the marriage could thereby become an impossibility. I do not think this is quite the case. Of course it would enormously increase the difficulty: but I think I can see contingencies, by no means visionary, under which that difficulty might be overcome.’ He went on to mention entering the Church, saying that he had a number of friends who were patrons of livings, and added: ‘the world in disputes of this kind, is apt, rightly or wrongly, to side with the younger disputants’. Then there might be a change of government, in which he could be offered ‘some small permanent office’. Finally, as he rather unsubtly put it, there was always the chance ‘that Cranborne should die’.


By May, Salisbury had gone so far as to instruct his solicitors to see whether it was possible to get Cranborne to cut off the entail of the family estates away from Robert and towards Eustace in the event of Cranborne’s death without issue. ‘You have hinted to me yourself,’ Cecil wrote to his father, ‘and conveyed to me still more directly through others, that in case of my marriage with Miss Alderson, and in case of Cranborne’s dying without children, you would leave the family estates over my head.’ Even this prospect of a lifetime of relative poverty failed to deter him. He told his father on 7th May that even in the event of his refusing to hand over the capital his mother had left, the marriage ‘will take place in any case’, although it would ‘materially increase my comfort’ if he could invest the £10,000 himself, as he felt sure of being able to obtain better than the present 3 per cent return.


Eustace hoped to usurp his elder brother’s fortune and later wrote that ‘my brother’s mind was poisoned against me, and the estrangement between him and me (though never openly avowed) increased and was never allowed to die out by his wife’. If there was really an estrangement, which is doubtful, it was primarily Eustace’s own fault. From his papers it is clear that he intended that Cranborne’s letter refusing the wedding invitation should be even ruder than the one finally sent. Cranborne had written that ‘I most fully concur with my Lord in disapproving the step you are about to take.’ However, had he sent Eustace’s original draft letter, it would have added that the marriage was ‘an imprudent match, one as ruinous to your prospects as it is little in accordance with your rank and position’.6 Eustace’s own letter was equally unconciliatory: ‘My Lord’s expressed disapprobation, and the rupture of all communication between the two families, leave me no alternative but to decline most positively, your very kind and affectionate invitation.’


Although Cecil invited his father, stepmother and brothers to the wedding at 8 a.m. on Saturday, 11th July 1857, at St Mary Magdalene, Munster Square, none attended. Only Alexander and Mildred Beresford-Hope braved the family boycott to attend. As Baron Alderson had died on 27th January and the family were still in mourning, it was to be solely a family affair, so the absence of Cecil’s relations was felt all the more. The rupture took seven years to heal, the young couple not visiting Hatfield again until July 1864. It was hardly surprising, therefore, if Georgina Cecil held a grudge against Eustace, although from the constant invitations he received to her receptions and dinners when her husband was in the Government, he could hardly complain of ‘estrangement’.


After the ceremony, the couple honeymooned in Switzerland and on the Baltic island of Rügen. They returned to live with Georgina’s widowed mother for a few months in Park Crescent, and then moved into a small house at No. 21, Fitzroy Square. So unfashionable was the area that one would-be acquaintance refused to visit them because she ‘never left cards north of Oxford Street’. Later in life, Cecil admitted that he had hated the small rooms there, and the fact that he could not afford good doctors for his family. In the course of the next eight years, they were to move to No. 11, Duchess Street and No. 1, Mansfield Street, and were never completely financially secure. On top of his original £400 per annum, Georgina managed to contribute £100 per annum. It was only by writing articles for newspapers and reviews that Cecil managed to pay for the upkeep of his growing family. Maud was born in 1858, Gwendolen in 1860, James in 1861, William in 1863, Robert in 1864, Fanny in 1866, Edward in 1867 and Hugh in 1869. By the time Robert was born in September 1864, Cecil was earning enough money from journalism to rent a small country house called The Oaks, in Headley on the Hampshire-Surrey border.
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Cecil found in Georgina somebody who could lift him, albeit gradually, out of the debilitating state of neurotic depression into which he sometimes fell. ‘She knew his secret mind,’ wrote Lady Frances Balfour, a niece-in-law, ‘and understood how outward things affected it … between them there was an understanding not of words, but of the very being of human existence.’ She soothed him, enthused him and provided the domestic tranquillity he needed to be able to concentrate on his writing and politics. When he doubted himself in his early years in Parliament, a friend, Lady Airlie, later reminisced, it was Georgina’s loyalty and faith in him which gave him courage.


Georgina had a sense of humour as sharp as her husband’s, except, one visitor recorded, ‘when she does not wish to make acquaintance or desires to snub people, when she becomes hopelessly impenetrable’. Totally dedicated to the furtherance of her husband’s interests, she was invaluable to him on occasions such as at the Queen’s birthday dinner at the Foreign Office when she somehow managed to steer both the Prince of Bulgaria and the Austrian Ambassador into dinner with her, though each refused to recognise the other. The scale of her activities on her husband’s behalf can be judged from a letter she wrote to her son Robert in May 1886: ‘I am giving a party, buying a house, opening a bazaar, raising money for a church, furnishing a house, besides a few other trifles too numerous to mention such as receiving 200 colonists at Hatfield, arranging a monster Conservative demonstration and buying a wedding present.’


The man who at twenty-seven was about to embark on making a living from his pen, whilst simultaneously pursuing a parliamentary career, was as unlike the archetypal Conservative grandee politician as it was possible to be. He had already begun to stoop; he was short-sighted, still hyper-tense, highly intelligent (in what John Stuart Mill later famously dubbed ‘the stupidest party’), almost devoid of small-talk, and utterly devoid of optimism and sentimentality. In society he acquired the nickname ‘the Buffalo’. He never hunted, shot, fished or raced, and guarded his privacy as though it was his honour. ‘To take a walk with him through any frequented place’, wrote a daughter-in-law years later, ‘was to realise with some accuracy what must be the feelings of a criminal escaping from justice.’


Utterly uninterested in clothes, he once told his nursemaid he wished he had been born a cat as he would not be expected to change his coat. If his dress-sense had been deliberate he might have been considered Bohemian, but he was a sartorial misfit through negligence rather than intent, and one commentator assumed he must have had a tailor and valet as little interested in clothes as himself. The fashion-conscious Lord Ribblesdale complained of his ‘shiny broadcloth of the Early Victorian Period’, and the courtier Sir Frederick Ponsonby said that he had ‘such ill-fitting breeches that they looked like ordinary trousers’.7 To his and his family’s huge amusement, he was once refused admittance to a Monte Carlo casino for being ‘unsuitably attired’, by a doorman who failed to recognise the British Prime Minister.


When, during a great international crisis, the Prince of Wales upbraided him for wearing the trousers of an Elder Brother of Trinity House with a privy councillor’s coat, he tried to excuse himself on the grounds that his valet was away. The Prince, a stickler over sartorial solecisms, said that he found it extraordinary that he had not noticed the mistake himself. ‘It was a dark morning,’ answered the Prime Minister with a hint of acidity that most people would have noticed, ‘and I am afraid at the moment my mind must have been occupied by some subject of less importance.’


For all his massive intellect he entirely lacked æsthetic taste, and rather revelled in the fact. Welcoming his artistic future daughter-in-law Violet to his home for the first time, he proudly announced: ‘Hatfield is Gaza, the capital of Philistia.’ He enjoyed Brahms because it was ‘noisy’, but otherwise disliked musical evenings. When in August 1893 the celebrated Mrs Austin Lee came to sing at Hatfield, Lady Salisbury made ‘the most visible signs to Lord Salisbury to induce him to ask Mrs Lee to sing again, but he only smiled’. The only advantage of going to concerts, he thought, was that ‘you pay for it in money rather than in the dearer coin of reciprocal civilities’. The opera involved ‘four hours’ hard sitting, besides the loss of your dinner, and a very fair probability of bronchitis’. Other than occasional French plays and Shakespeare – he liked The Winter’s Tale’s trial scene – he avoided the theatre as far as possible, though he liked the concepts of theatre and ballet as they tended ‘to neutralise that money-worshipping grovelling materialistic spirit so rapidly increasing amongst us’.8


He liked Byron, Goethe and Pope, but blithely admitted to ‘hating’ Wordsworth, Keats, Milton and Shelley, although he eventually came round to the last. ‘Lord Salisbury’s want of understanding of things he does not like is very curious,’ noted a daughter-in-law during a stay at Hatfield in 1901. ‘He thinks that people who read poetry (except Pope), go to concerts, or look at pictures, are either hypocrites or idiots.’ In literature, when he was not reading Greek, Latin or German for relaxation, he enjoyed middle-brow popular fiction. He also liked French fiction, establishing a large collection of French novels at Hatfield. His favourite author was Jane Austen, and he preferred Scott to Dickens, whom he regarded as a ‘vulgarian’ but nevertheless still read and to whose works he would allude in speeches and letters.


For the eight years after his 1857 marriage, however, it would be writing that would concern Cecil and his reading was concentrated on the thousands of books he reviewed, while he penned nearly two million words in order to pay for the luxury of defying his father and marrying the woman he loved. In so doing, he left as complete an exposition of his political philosophy as we have from any British Prime Minister. As a corpus of Tory thought, taken together and shorn of the extraneous articles on crinolines and chaperonage, it is a route map for the views he was to attempt to convert into a political programme over the next forty-five years. There, in black and white, lie his principles and his prejudices.
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THREE


Journalism: Foreign Policy


Colonialism – The Schleswig-Holstein Question – The American Civil War


1857 to 1866








‘If we do not mean to fight we ought not to interfere.’





Samuel Johnson, a fellow Tory depressive, famously pronounced that no man but a blockhead wrote except for money, and when Cecil threw himself into journalism he accepted pretty much any and every offer, producing an astonishing output in both quantity and quality. He began in December 1856, when it seemed, a month after his engagement, that money would be tight, and only stopped after Cranborne’s death in 1865, when he came into his brother’s inheritance and prospects. Very occasionally thereafter, as a favour to a friend, a holiday diversion or in order to announce a major policy initiative, he would again put pen to paper, but the great mass of his output was undertaken directly in order to provide for himself and his family.


Cecil wrote for small-circulation reviews influential in the areas of life he knew – colleges, clubs, country houses and rectories. He wrote proliflcally, for cash and on every conceivable topic. He rarely spoke about his new trade and resented others attempting to discuss it with him, both for reasons of privacy and because journalism was hardly a gentlemanly calling, although Disraeli had written in The Times and Peel and Palmerston in the Courier. His work was almost all published anonymously, despite his belief that a signed article attracted thrice the readership of an unsigned one. Cecil appreciated the way that anonymous writing ‘disarms the native flunkeyism of the true-born Briton’.


Reviewing a book on the sources of the Nile in November 1860, Cecil accused the author of giving ‘an occasional parenthetical snarl’, yet a large proportion of his own work consisted of snarling denunciations of many aspects of life, especially modernity in all its forms. One Tory historian has called his journalism ‘as powerful and reasoned a protest against modern thinking as Burke had made in the 1790s’. Judges, Protestant bigots, schoolmasters (unsurprisingly), Irish nationalists, Emperor Napoleon III, ‘progress’, democracy, sentimental lady novelists, the Radical politician John Bright, philanthropy, optimism and America were the favourite targets of his witty, scathing prose. It is in the nature of bileful weekly journalism that it is easier to distinguish what the columnist opposes than what he supports, but the Church of England, Elizabeth I, Lord Castlereagh, William Pitt the Younger and ‘the ancient constitution’ rarely came off badly.


Cecil’s acerbic, restless dissatisfaction with the status quo is more commonly found in revolutionaries than reactionaries, but even before he was twenty-seven his mature intellect was working at full throttle, denouncing very many aspects of society and politics. ‘This book is a model to students of composition’, he wrote in a review in April 1863, ‘who desire to know how the most biting sarcasm may be lavishly employed in controversy without the slightest transgression of good taste.’1


In a discursive article on ‘the use of ridicule in public controversy’, Cecil explained how its indiscriminate use in attacking concepts such as Relativism, Sociology or Logical Positivism was not a serious danger, in fact, ‘it is only by the unsparing use of ridicule that such follies can be dispelled. Elaborate and solemn argument is wasted upon them…. There is no alternative – one must either believe in M. Comte or laugh at him. As a tireless propagandist for privilege, who used irony, paradox and epigram rather than any statistics, his writing inverts C.P. Scott’s worthy dictum – for Cecil, comment was sacred, facts were free.


The anonymity attaching to his work – although cognoscenti could sometimes spot which pieces were by him – allowed Cecil occasionally to indulge in rampant nepotism, such as when he praised his brother-in-law Alexander Beresford-Hope’s plans for protecting the hop trade, or when he reviewed Cranborne’s book of travel articles and historical essays extremely favourably. To the biography of Sir Edward Alderson he also give a kind notice; Cecil felt under no obligation to state that the subject was his wife’s father, or indeed that the author was his own brother-in-law.


Cecil was astonishingly eclectic in his book reviewing. Thousands of children’s books, travel guides and novels, as well as books on history, linguistics, botany, social anthropology, ethics, Church history and geology were judged by him. He also wrote the Saturday Review’s German column, where he would review a dozen books of German history, philosophy and literature at a time, once a month for nine years. Cecil was au fait with the works of Bentham, Burke, Mill, Hegel, Montesquieu, Gibbon, Rousseau, Locke, Humboldt, Madison, de Tocqueville, Froude, Carlyle, Macaulay and a score of other thinkers. Didactic novels, however, rarely failed to draw his coruscating ire: ‘The crime of binding up a sermon as a three-volume novel is hardly less than that of an Eton boy who brings into chapel a novel bound up as a prayer book,’ he said of one. A book on Australia he similarly swatted aside as ‘the unpremeditated scribblings of an occasional leisure hour’.


On Christmas Eve 1856, Cecil told his fiancée that his first piece, a review of The Letters of Henrietta Maria, would appear in the Saturday Review two days later. The thirty-page, sixpenny weekly magazine had been founded in November 1855 by Beresford-Hope, and for the next nine years Cecil contributed articles to it, sometimes at the rate of two or three per week. From 1861 to 1864 he wrote 422 articles for that publication alone. In all, he wrote 608 articles for the Saturday Review, each of around two thousand words.


The Saturday Review featured some of the best writers of the day, including Walter Bagehot, James Fitzjames Stephen, Charles Kingsley, Max Müller and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. J.A. Froude was on the staff, as was John Morley, who was once sent to one of Baroness Burdett-Coutts’s donkey-shows for ‘copy’. Published on a Saturday in time for the weekend trains, it was an immediate success, the weekly circulation jumping from 2,000 in November 1856 to 5,000 by March 1858. The editor, J.D. Cook, called it ‘a weekly review without news but with reviews of all the stirring subjects’. It doubled Cecil’s income during the period of his greatest activity. He would write on any subject, from Mormonism to the most recent poisoning case, from interior decoration to the dangerous inflammability of crinolines (‘The British Suttee’).


The leading intellectual journal of the day was John Murray’s Quarterly Review, which ran long, 18,000-word articles on weighty topics. Lord Acton, Matthew Arnold, William Gladstone, François Guizot and John Ruskin were occasional contributors. We know from Gwendolen Cecil’s meticulous list of all her father’s magazine journalism that, of the twenty-six issues of the Quarterly Review which appeared between the spring of 1860 and the summer of 1866, all but three carried anonymous articles by Cecil. These covered major political topics, and each was written in his distinctive, often vituperative style. In addition to his work for the reviews, Cecil regularly wrote leaders for the Standard, which had been founded as a Tory evening paper in 1821 to oppose Catholic Emancipation, but which by the 1860s, relaunched as a morning daily, had become a competitor to The Times. Having worked in the Standard’s office in Shoe Lane, Cecil found it very difficult, even decades later, to shake off the suspicion that he still directed its editorial policy.


Cecil was a founding co-editor of another journal, Bentley’s Quarterly Review, along with J.D. Cook and the Rev. William Scott, which according to the July 1858 minutes in his handwriting was intended ‘to be progressive in politics, moderate and unobtrusive in religion’. He was to be paid £62 10s per issue by Dickens’s former publisher Richard Bentley. The publication folded after only four issues, three of which carried extremely unprogressive, immoderate and highly obtrusive anonymous attacks by Cecil on Disraeli’s attempts to outmanoeuvre the Whigs by appealing to the Radicals, something he always viewed as anathema.


Sadly for Cecil, the late 1850s and early 1860s presented few great domestic issues over which the young writer could break his literary lance, in the way that the 1830s had Reform and the 1840s had the Corn Laws. There was a mild Reform Bill in 1859 which he could fulminate against, but otherwise mid-Victorian England concentrated on enriching itself, under the hegemony of a Liberal Party which was in a parliamentary majority for almost the whole period after Peel’s fall in 1846. Cecil was acutely aware of the relative peacefulness of the political times and had to content himself with attacking the Whiggery of Palmerston and Lord John Russell, and warning of the dangers of the oncoming democratic onslaught.
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Russell’s foreign policy drew Cecil’s anger, especially for what he dubbed its ‘tariff of insolence’ to smaller powers, whilst refusing to face up to stronger ones. Cecil was dismissive of Russell, ‘a born schoolmaster accidentally elevated to the Foreign Office’, who was under five feet tall. ‘There is always something comical about the indignation of a very small man,’ he had written on another subject, and he tried to draw Russell out by attacks that became progressively ruder and more personal. Over British policy towards Denmark during the Schleswig-Holstein Question, Poland’s subjugation by Russia, and the non-recognition of the Confederacy during the American Civil War, Cecil believed he could detect a pattern of what he called Russell’s ‘sequence of snarling remonstrance, officious advice, treacherous encouragement, and shameless abandonment’.2


The fledgling MP accused the veteran former Prime Minister of ‘always being willing to sacrifice anything for peace … colleagues, principles, pledges’, of following a policy of ‘cowardice’ and ‘bluster’, of ‘a portentous mixture of bounce and baseness’, but above all of being ‘dauntless to the weak, timid and cringing to the strong’. In his defence it must be added that Cecil was equally discourteous on the floor of the House of Commons as in his anonymous Saturday and Quarterly Review articles. Describing Russell’s policy over Brazil as that of ‘an angry old maid’, his ‘insolence’ to the King of Denmark, his rudeness to Japan and his quixotic offer to the Pope to live in Malta if ousted from the Vatican by the Risorgimento, Cecil accused the Foreign Secretary of ‘making up for weak action with valorous words’.3


In his analysis of Russell’s tenure of the Foreign Office, Cecil drew out a few vital principles which served him well when he himself presided over that department. The first was not to listen too much to the Opposition or the press, otherwise:




we are to be governed … by a set of weathercocks, delicately poised, warranted to indicate with unnerving accuracy every variation in public feeling. A gentleman from the office of The Times will do it for a tenth part [of Russell’s £5,000 salary] and probably do it better … If the functions of a Minister are reduced to those of a head clerk, it will be difficult to induce anyone but head clerks to assume them.





The second lesson was that foreign policy was about raw Realpolitik, not morality. ‘No one dreams of conducting national affairs with the principles which are prescribed to individuals. The meek and poor-spirited among nations are not to be blessed, and the common sense of Christendom has always prescribed for national policy principles diametrically opposed to those that are laid down in the Sermon on the Mount.’ Grand talk by politicians about the rights of mankind and serving humanity, rather than purely the national interest, were, for Cecil, simply so much cant.


The third principle he drew from Russell’s policy was about how far Britain could or should be the ‘candid friend’ of other countries, involving herself in their domestic political arrangements. When the British minister in Florence, Lord Normanby, intervened in Italian domestic politics, Cecil reminded his fellow legislators how:




The assemblies that meet in Westminster have no jurisdiction over the affairs of other nations. Neither they nor the Executive, except in plain defiance of international law, can interfere with the brigandage of Italy, or the persecutions in Spain, or the teaching of the schools in Schleswig. What is said in either House about them is simply impertinence…. It is not a dignified position for a Great Power to occupy, to be pointed out as the busybody of Christendom.





He went on to aver that anything Britain was likely to say about governmental misdeeds in Italy might equally be used by foreign countries against the British administration of Ireland.


Finally, Cecil considered that giving ‘unasked advice or impotent scolding’, not backed up by the ultimate threat of force, merely irritated Britain’s friends and encouraged the scorn of her adversaries: ‘Quixoticism was acceptable only so long as it did not falter at the sight of a drawn sword.’ The fact that Russell usually backed down when faced with the prospect of war provoked Cecil’s contempt: ‘A willingness to fight is the point d’appui of diplomacy, just as much as a readiness to go to court is the starting-point of a lawyer’s letter. It is merely courting dishonour, and inviting humiliation for the men of peace to use the habitual language of the men of war.’4 Few better initiations into the art of Great Power diplomacy, at which Cecil was to become Europe’s prime master after the fall of Bismarck, could be devised than having carefully to analyse the conduct of foreign affairs for a weekly column on which his livelihood depended.
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In his writings on colonialism, the Lord Robert Cecil of the 1850s and 1860s seems an entirely different person from the Lord Salisbury who as Prime Minister added two and a half million square miles to the territory of the British Empire four decades later. ‘A genuine Empire is a very grand thing,’ Cecil admitted in an article in June 1864, on the ‘little wars’ that were being fought against the Ashanti Kingdom in West Africa – present-day Ghana – and against the Maoris in New Zealand. ‘But a sham Empire, consisting chiefly of titles and professions of allegiance heavily paid for in hard cash, is a rather parvenu counterfeit of the real thing.’ Thinking the British army ‘most unfitted’ for bush wars, he was ‘simply sickened’ by the news from the Ashanti campaign, and hoped there would be ‘no more New Zealand wars’ at all.


Cecil’s was essentially an eighteenth-century, utilitarian attitude towards colonisation, one that would have been easily recognisable by earlier Prime Ministers such as Lord Melbourne. He was extremely reluctant for Westminster to accept direct responsibility for administering the huge areas of Africa and Asia which the European Powers were beginning to acquire. He subscribed to what was later called the ‘fit of absence of mind’ theory of colonial acquisition, and blamed traders, land sharks, prospectors, missionaries and settlers for occupying the areas and subsequently forcing ministers in London to annex them as colonies, rather than allow anarchy or foreign conquest. The missionary he defined as ‘a religious Englishman with a mission to offend the religious feelings of the natives’. When he was Prime Minister and missionaries requested protection for their evangelical work in central China, he refused. ‘It is all very well to have the Gospel of Christ at your head,’ he minuted, ‘but your influence will be greatly diminished if you must be followed by gunboats at your tail.’


Despite having visited far more colonies than the average Briton, Cecil was not particularly interested in them, describing their settlements as ‘very like a second-rate English town, with some addition in energy, and some deduction in morality’. He considered that it required ‘the courage of a literary martyr, or the despair of a seaside lodger, to open a book of colonial facts’. Of his 608 Saturday Review articles, only twenty-two covered colonial issues, of which the vast majority were written in support of the Maoris whom he considered viciously ill-used. In the House of Commons, his nine speeches on colonial affairs between 1853 and 1866 were fewer than those he delivered on the American Civil War.


Cecil’s scepticism about the use of colonies sprang primarily from their cost to the British taxpayer. He was one of those Tories who saw income tax as William Pitt’s emergency wartime imposition, which sadly no one had yet got around to abolishing. The £1½ million spent annually on imperial defence in 1860 struck him as merely ‘an expenditure which enables us to furnish an agreeable variety of station to our soldiery, and to indulge the sentiment that the sun never sets on our Empire’. He was nonetheless furious when colonies made secessionist noises, however timidly, considering them mere blackmail. Reviewing a book about Australia’s complaints about the mother country in January 1860, he observed with satisfaction that ‘four sloops of war could at any time bring the four colonies to their knees’.5


Cecil blamed what he called the Empire’s ‘prodigal sons’ – those local Governors who indulged in semi-authorised military expeditions such as Sir Harry Smith’s against the Kaffirs in Cape Colony – for unnecessarily violent and costly ‘little wars’. He wrote a series of philippics against Sir Thomas Browne, the Governor of New Zealand, whom he accused of precipitating the war against the Maoris and abrogating their ‘scrupulously reserved’ land rights as prescribed in the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi. Browne’s crushing of the Maoris, ‘a sovereign nation who voluntarily entered into an agreement to live under our flag under specified conditions’, struck Cecil as ‘flagrantly unrighteous’ and not really warfare so much as ‘man-stalking’. The New Zealand Government he dismissed as nothing ‘but a firm of Auckland attorneys’, and settlers in general as ‘incorrigible, plausible scapegraces’ whom Westminster should not continue to subsidise.


Cecil thought part of the problem lay in the low quality of the ‘prodigal sons’, because the Government insisted on using governorships as ‘convenient almshouses in which political incapables may be cheaply boarded and lodged’. As a result, rather than saving money, their incompetence involved Britain in wars which in the Cape Cost £500,000, and in New Zealand twice that, with no discernible profit to Britain deriving from either. Racial arrogance – what he called ‘the “damned nigger” principle with which we are so familiar in India and the United States’ – was generally growing, he thought, using ‘a thin veil of commonplace professions’, such as ‘the advance of civilisation’. This would one day pose a serious danger, when the natives developed better military strategies than that of merely ‘testing our Armstrong guns’. He held Governor Browne up as ‘one of the most striking instances of the “nigger-despising” temper’ which he described as ‘the bane of our colonial policy’.


Fearing that there would be a European scramble for Japan after the revolution there, Cecil wrote in January 1863 that it was ‘easy to philosophise about the vanity of extended territory’, but, should other countries such as France and Russia be seen to profit, ‘the instinct of the nation will never be content without a share in the booty which it sees its neighbours greedily dividing’. Although deeply sceptical about the ‘hopeless mess’ which he believed characterised British colonial policy, Cecil opposed John Bright’s anti-imperialism, which he described as ‘the simple process of cutting the colonies adrift’. He accepted that they were ‘worth maintaining’, if only on the utilitarian grounds of protecting trade. The ultimate objective must be to ‘lay the foundations for great, durable and friendly nations’, but he believed that this could and should be done without the extermination of tribal peoples.6
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Lord Palmerston’s famous trio who understood the Schleswig-Holstein Question – Prince Albert who was dead, the Danish statesman who had gone mad, and Palmerston himself who had quite forgotten all about it – ought in fact to be a quartet. Robert Cecil made it his business to master the complexities of the Blue Books (the official Government reports to Parliament), Salic law, the lineage of the duchies’ rulers, and the historical, linguistic and religious background of that notoriously complicated issue. He was the first to admit that ‘the mere vocables in which the dispute must be conducted, such as Schleswig-Holstein and Augustenberg Glücksburg, Dannerwerrke and Rigsraad, are not such as any man would wish to pronounce except when his powers of concentration are in first rate order’.


His studies convinced him that the Prussian and Austrian claims upon the Danish duchies were based more on German nationalism and ‘irrepressible patriotism’ than upon any inherent legal right. He blamed the pan-Germanic Nationalverein’s desire for naval expansion, and argued that only by standing up to its early manifestations could ‘the extravagant and flagitious demand of the Germans’ be halted. Otherwise, he warned, the crisis would both establish the existence of a German Bund and furnish ‘a harmless and bloodless gratification to the martial imaginations of the Prussians’. He did not, however, advocate direct British intervention on Denmark’s side, and condemned Russell for seeming to offer it before backing down in front of the Central Powers.


In the House of Commons in February 1864, Cecil described Austria, which that month had invaded the duchies in alliance with Prussia, as ‘that hypocritical power, which, with one foot on Venetia and another upon Hungary, turns northward and calls herself the champion of nationalities’. In identifying German nationalism as the new, dynamic threat to European peace, Cecil showed Themistoclean prescience, especially as Prince Otto von Bismarck had only been Prime Minister of Prussia since September 1862. Cecil’s anti-nationalist stance was also directed against Hellenism, pan-Slavism and the Italian Risorgimento. He called a united Italy ‘a student’s dream if there had been no misgovernment to warm it into life’ and ridiculed the ‘artificial and premature freedom’ won by the Greeks at the Battle of Navarino in 1827.


Cecil declared that by sabre-rattling in support of Denmark and then stepping back from a clash with the Central Powers when challenged, ‘England, under pretence of serving and defending Denmark, is in reality betraying her.’7 In Parliament and the press he rammed home the point that Russell’s policy of ‘friendly bystanding’ actually harmed Danish interests, by encouraging a vain and naïve policy of resistance. ‘If we do not mean to fight we ought not to interfere. If we did not attempt to carry out by arms our threats and measures, we must abstain from the luxury of indulging in them.’ His foresight deserted him, however, when he consoled his readers that Napoleon III, ‘who, in the matter of breaking treaties and rectifying frontiers is perfectly ready to mete out to them the measure they mete out to others’, would one day bring Nemesis upon German designs.


Reviewing a book about Arminius, who had visited the Varian disaster on three Roman legions in 9 AD, Cecil expounded on the need for hero-worship in the German national character. Their reverence this obscure, flawed figure who also fought other Germans produced a paradox: ‘There are no people who venerate antiquities like the Americans; there is no place where trees are so much admired as in Holland; and so there is no nation that reveres a national hero like the German.’


Except as the future vanquisher of Teutonic hubris, Cecil had little time for what he called Napoleon III’s ‘democratic cæsarism’. Deeply suspicious of France’s foreign policy, especially towards Italy and Mexico, he worried that her ‘unscrupulous worship of military glory’ might eventually lead to war with Britain. He also noted how the Emperor was ‘the only Frenchman who is perfectly free to speak’, and the suppression of free speech had been achieved in ‘a masterpiece of dexterity’ through universal suffrage. ‘So long as the Emperor preserves his subjects from the demon of ennui,’ he predicted, ‘he may do what he likes with the liberty of the Press.’ Cecil’s own experience of earning a living had obviously made him more jealous of press freedom than when he had spoken up for censorship at the Oxford Union.


It was just as well for Cecil that his journalism was anonymous, and thus in the final recourse deniable, otherwise his remarks about Austria in 1862 would have severely embarrassed him once he became Foreign Secretary. Phrases such as ‘supposing the Austrians were lucky enough to get rid of [Emperor] Francis Joseph’, or ‘a monarchy which is at once the most blundering and most priest-ridden in Europe’, or ‘hereditary tyrants’ would have been quoted with painful effect when he was attempting to bind Austria into his anti-Russian entente sixteen years later.
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If pan-Germanism worried Cecil, it was the peril from across the Atlantic that terrified him. This derived not from the United States’ military might but from her ideological raison d’être – Democracy. The threat was so apocalyptic for him that it gave him nightmares and severely aggravated his ‘nerve-storms’. Cecil disliked America and most Americans, despite never having been there. ‘The Yankee,’ he wrote in an article ridiculing America’s belief in her ‘manifest destiny’, ‘whose life is one long calculation, appears to have bombast for his mother tongue.’ After reading Charles Dickens’s ‘pungent’ Martin Chuzzlewit in 1843, he wrote to Blanche that in the United States, money-lust ‘prevails universally and operates to the exclusion not only of literature and refinement but to the destruction of good faith, honour, gentleman-liness, high feeling, and in fact all those substitutes for Christianity which until Christianity itself supersedes them, it is so necessary to maintain’.8 He believed Americans to be instinctively anti-British, not from calculation but out of ‘hearty, genuine feeling’, and he despised the way that British liberals held up American democracy, republicanism and classlessness as a model for the rest of the world.


It was thus with a powerful sense of Schadenfreude that, once the Civil War broke out in April 1861 and important civil liberties began to be suppressed, Cecil relished pointing out that the idea that somehow Americans ‘were sagacious and long-headed, much too far in the vanguard of civilisation to be deluded by martial passions or dreams of empire’ had been shown to be ‘utterly untrue’. Part of his passionate, lifelong anti-Americanism sprang from his anti-Puritanism. He denounced the hypocrisy of the Founding Fathers professing to escape the rigours of a State church only to set up one yet more rigid themselves. ‘They were no evangelists of religious liberty,’ he wrote in 1859, but instead ‘the most intolerant generation of the straitest of all sects’. Instead of attempting to convert the Red Indians, Cecil reminded his readers, ‘they sought to Christianise the country by the simple expedient of slaughtering all who were not Christians’.


Curiously for one who wanted the Confederacy to be recognised by Britain, another animus against America was the ‘eminently wasteful and inefficient’ system of slavery, which ‘habitually tears wife from husband, and child from mother, which rules by cruelty and spreads by prostitution’. In an article entitled (with deliberate irony) ‘A Word for Slavery’, Cecil refused to accept such a concept as the inalienable rights of man, but he also assumed that because ‘you cannot flog them into ingenuity, or care, or diligence’, slavery was a doomed institution. ‘Isolated acts and cruelty are no more an argument against slavery than against omnibus-driving,’ he nonetheless argued in 1857, but a system which ‘bred slaves like cattle, only treating them worse,’ could not be right. He was quick to point out that for all the championing of the negroes by the North, they were still made to feel unwelcome in most white hotels, churches and schools there.


When the Confederacy seceded from the Union and attacked Fort Sumter, Cecil supported it, in part because he believed ‘the best chance for the alleviation of the slave’s condition lies in the increased wealth and prosperity of the South’, which he convinced himself, if not necessarily many of his readers, would lead to a transitional period of ‘modified and alleviated slavery’ on the road to emancipation. ‘The wickedness of slavery’, he argued, was no more a reason for Britain not to recognise the Confederacy as an independent country ‘than the fact that a baby squints would prove that it had not been born’.


Cecil did not anyhow believe that Abolitionism was the primary cause of the war. Democratic triumphalism was to blame for the Northern majority forcing its will on the Southern minority, just as it had been responsible for thrusting Free Trade on to a Southern economy which was better suited to Protection. A mature Constitution such as Britain’s would have been able to hammer out a compromise without recourse to war. ‘The omnipotence of the majority, imperious as any king, greedy as any court-mistress or court-confessor,’ he argued, ‘has bred the revolution.’ This revisionist analysis condemned Northern aggression in general and Abraham Lincoln in particular. Calling for British recognition of the Confederacy in the Quarterly Review in October 1862, Cecil argued that it was only after ‘a gradual process, in which the Negro’s culture and his freedom shall increase together, that emancipation is either desirable or safe’. Britain was friendly with and recognised Brazil and Spain, in whose empires slavery still survived, and in the Crimean War she fought for the integrity of Turkey, where the slave trade flourished. With famine threatening Lancashire for want of blockaded Southern cotton, it was anyhow wrong, he contended, to be so ‘squeamish’ about America’s domestic institutions.


Cecil reserved his sharpest invective for those British liberals who opposed recognition, comparing it to ‘the sympathy of our kinsmen for anyone, whether Tsar or sepoy, whose conduct was embarrassing for England’. In a February 1864 Commons debate over the Alabama, a Confederate raiding ship built in Britain but captured and impounded by the Union Navy, the pro-abolitionist W.E. Forster told his wife how he was amused to see Cecil ‘glaring up at me with his dark eyes from under his hat’. Forster had accused Cecil of supporting the Confederacy because the aristocratic, landowning Southerners were ‘the natural allies of the noble Lord and of the order to which he belonged’. Cecil answered that Forster was ‘a fanatic about slavery’, a charge which Forster readily accepted. Washington’s claims against Britain for the damage done by the Alabama, Florida and Shenandoah were eventually settled, to Cecil’s fury, when the Gladstone Government paid a $15.5 million indemnity to America eight years later.


Out of Forster and Cecil, it was in fact probably the latter who was the more fanatical about events in America. Just as Cato the Elder concluded every speech on every subject with a call for the destruction of Carthage, so Cecil slipped the dangers of American democracy into almost everything he said and wrote during this period. Reviews of books on German nationalism, Professor Jowett’s theology, historical anecdotes, even an article about Anglican bishops condemning Sunday excursion trains, all had at least a passing reference to the evils of American democracy or the ‘despotism’ of Lincoln’s Government.


John Bright said that Cecil bore ‘unsleeping ill-will’ towards the Americans, but in fact it even continued on into his subconscious. Georgina Cecil worried for his state of mind and told her daughter Gwendolen how alarmed she had been when she woke one night to see him standing at the wide open window of their second-floor bedroom, fast asleep, but in a state of extreme perturbation. He was, she thought, ‘preparing to resist forcibly some dreamt-of invasion of enemies – presumably Federal soldiers or revolutionary mob leaders’. She told her daughter that ‘never in her knowledge of him did he suffer such extremes of depression and nervous misery as at that time’.9


Such total identification with the protagonists in a war over three thousand miles away led Cecil into wild hyperbole, to the point that he even compared the Federal forces during General Sherman’s admittedly brutal march through Georgia with those of ‘Genghis Khan and Tamerlane’. Cecil could hardly believe civilised Christians could act as Generals Sherman’s and Butler’s troops had. He partly blamed the ‘singularly barbarous instincts’ of the Federal troops on the supposed fact that ‘a large proportion of Red Indian blood must have entered into the composition of the people of the Northern States’. There had been few white women in the original thirteen colonies at the time of their greatest expansion, he contended, so miscegenation probably explained the ‘traits of monstrous ferocity which accord but little with the character of the European races from which the Yankees are ostensibly descended’. Whilst fully admitting that ‘war is not made with rosewater’, he nevertheless accused General Butler’s army in New Orleans of employing systematic rapine as a method of terrorising the women of the South. ‘The history of Christendom will be ransacked in vain for another instance of a general who has avowedly utilised the lust of his men for the purposes of military terrorism,’ thundered Cecil.


Yet it was not solely humanitarianism that animated Cecil against the North, nor the fear he often reiterated of an attack on Canada as soon as the Confederacy was crushed. Rather he saw events in America as a sinister portent of what might happen in Britain should democracy triumph. ‘As soon as real danger touches her,’ he wrote of the American system of government, ‘the surface gloss of liberty falls off, and the latent image of despotism develops itself with startling directness.’ For those liberals who preferred American democracy to British constitutional and representative (albeit strictly numerically limited) government, Cecil thought that ‘the weary search for a political ideal must be commenced afresh’.


Cecil’s admiration for the Confederate President Jefferson Davis’s ‘good taste and high moral feeling’ contrasted with his view of Abraham Lincoln’s ‘personal nullity’. He thought that Lincoln had only ‘done what all weak and timid rulers do’ when he arrested his political opponents and closed opposition newspapers. Lincoln’s suspension of habeas corpus and subsequent internment of 14,000 people without trial was, in Cecil’s view, as unconstitutional and despotic as anything that was happening in Warsaw, Paris or Naples at the time, except that it was being done in the name not of an avowedly absolutist regime, but of ‘The People’. ‘The French Emperor himself,’ wrote Cecil, ‘under threat of assassination, never did anything to rival this.’


The United States Chief Justice, Roger B. Taney, believed that only Congress, and not the Executive, could suspend habeas corpus, but he was overruled by Lincoln, so Cecil had a reasonable legal point. By arresting elected members of the Congress and even a Supreme Court judge, introducing conscription and suppressing Opposition newspapers, Lincoln had indeed assumed virtually dictatorial powers. Of the famously despotic King Ferdinand VII of Naples, Cecil asked: ‘What did Bomba do that Lincoln has not done?’ Yet the circumstances were entirely exceptional in America, and Cecil was widely thought to be indulging in hyperbole when he argued that tyranny was the inevitable result of democracy. ‘Gradually, but surely, the elaborate fabric devised by Washington is crumbling away, and the well-known outlines of a military despotism are shaping themselves in its place.’ This was the gravamen of a large number of Cecil’s articles in the Saturday Review from that time.


In his portrait gallery of heroes at Hatfield, alongside men such as Lord Castlereagh and Pitt the Younger, hangs a print of General ‘Stonewall’ Jackson dated January 1864. By the end of that year, however, Cecil had lost hope in the Confederates’ ability to secure even an acceptable truce. His bitterness at their final defeat showed when, after a pro forma condemnation of Lincoln’s assassination, he wrote in May 1865 that John Wilkes Booth had shown ‘not only courage, but the hardihood of desperation’, and argued that the murder was ‘very little different’ from a legitimate act of war. Writing seven years later, he still felt ‘the whole of our conduct towards the Yankees is too disgusting to think calmly of…. If we had recognised the South ten years ago, America would have now been nicely divided into hostile states.’


One lesson Cecil had learnt from the conflict was that the nature of modern warfare had entirely changed. After discussing the possibility of a new type of missile that could smash through armour plating, he wrote that events in America had ‘wholly falsified the doctrine that such facilities, by sharpening war, also shorten it’. His daily study of the struggle convinced him that railways, trenches, barbed wire, ‘an aerial ship’, long preliminary bombardments and mass mobilisation would be the hallmarks of future wars. At the annual dinner of the 5th Lincolnshire Volunteer Corps at Stamford in October 1862, he predicted that ‘armies like that with which Napoleon invaded Russia will be the normal armies of future wars’. Might Cecil have also foreseen the tank? In a Saturday Review article of October 1863 entitled ‘Scientific Warfare’, he predicted the eruption on to the world’s battlefields of ‘moveable iron forts, containing men and guns, which should have travelled as easily over the land as the gunboats do upon rivers … an army of traction engines whose flanks could never be turned, and which would be equally invulnerable before as behind’.


Cecil also predicted what has been called ‘the American century’. In March 1902, on the verge of retirement, he wrote to his son-in-law about the news that the American financier J.P. Morgan was about to acquire a predominating influence in Cunard, White Star and other transatlantic shipping lines:




It is very sad, but I am afraid America is bound to forge ahead and nothing can restore the equality between us. If we had interfered in the Confederate War it was then possible for us to reduce the power of the United States to manageable proportions. But two such chances are not given to a nation in the course of its career.10
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‘The quaint antics of pygmies in power.’





Cecil did not believe in fate. His rejection of historical determinism, by which ‘great men … are treated as mere clips indexing the course of the stream along which they float, but which they cannot guide’, was best adumbrated in his reviews of the works of Leopold von Ranke, whom he admired in everything except the fact that ‘his historical theory is of the necessitarian, not the free-will type’. In Cecil’s opinion it was human agency operating through free will, with people taking responsibility for their actions, which explained historical development. He listed the exploits of Elizabeth I, Cromwell, Wolfe, Nelson and Wellington as supporting the ‘great men’ theory for the creation of the British Empire, rather than any concept of ‘the destined expansion of the English race’.


Cecil denied that there were ‘currents’, ‘tendencies’, ‘elements’, ‘impulses’, ‘developments’ and ‘fermentations’ that drove history along predestined courses, and, because God did not take sides, civilisation was not embarked upon any onward march, but could dawdle, take blind alleys or even slip backwards at certain periods. When Forster made his Bradford speech saying that a Confederate victory would make him doubt his belief in an ‘overruling Providence’, Cecil retorted that had Forster been living in Carcassonne during the Albigensian crusade, or Rome during the fall of the Republic, or the Levant ‘when the blight of Mohammedan conquest was passing over’, he would presumably have doubted his faith then also.


Some historical periods were thus more worthy of study than others. Reviewing the letters of Horace Walpole, whom he thought ‘as malicious as a mannekin’, Cecil described the reign of George II as not affording fitting material for a historian, as it was merely ‘a petty, stagnant, pulseless age…. The King had no one salient point of character, except a love of ugly mistresses. Political contest was a sheer struggle for the then golden prize of place.’ Cecil was just as stern a moralist when it came to the historian’s duty, which was ‘to trace the action of political principles, the growth of ideas, the rise and the effects of widespread feelings, not the disconnected results of selfish intrigues’. Those were the property of gossips like Walpole, who ‘wander by choice in the dirty lanes and crooked alleys of history’, in order to record ‘the quaint antics of pygmies in power’. Nor did he approve of biography, writing in the Saturday Review in January 1859 about a life of Bishop Wilson: ‘A place in history is the reward of great men – a biography is the fitting commemoration of those who are remembered more for the love and respect they earned from their friends than for the mark they have left on the destinies of their fellow men.’


A true bibliophile, Cecil would always have two or three small books in his voluminous pockets wherever he went, so he would never have to waste time on railway journeys, picnics or waiting for people. ‘I want to know what happened,’ he would complain about over-authored history books, ‘not what the man thinks.’ He distrusted the use of the anecdote, suspecting that the phenomenon it was employed to illustrate was often the exception but was too often quoted as if it was the rule. He criticised Carlyle, Macaulay and J.A. Froude, ‘our most eminent historians’, for using ‘the great blemish’ of anecdotes, and argued that a historian of the future might one day cite the various assassination attempts on Queen Victoria in order to substantiate the claim that she was ‘a bloody-minded tyrant’.
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It was largely anecdotal information, rather than statistics or facts, that Cecil employed in his own writings on the subject of Ireland. The 1848 humiliation of the nationalist revolutionaries in the Widow McCormack’s ‘far-famed cabbage garden’ was a favourite theme, to which Cecil returned whenever he wished to conclude that Irish patriots were cowards at heart and ‘a sound whipping – stinging but not injurious – administered once a week for six months is the prescription [and] the world will have heard the last of Fenianism’.1


It is impossible to escape the conclusion that, because of their perceived rebelliousness, Catholicism, nationalism and refusal to respect the rights of property on which he believed civic order to be based, Cecil simply could not stand the Irish. He readily accepted that Ireland had been subjected to gross historical wrongs, he rejected the intolerance of the Orangemen, and he attacked absentee landlordism, but the evidence of his journalism can only lead to the conclusion that Cecil also intensely disliked Ireland and the Irish. ‘England knows Ireland as well as a man knows the corn that has afflicted his spirit from early youth,’ he wrote in 1857, reviewing a travel book. ‘She has given us foreign invasions, domestic rebellions; and in quieter times the manly sport of landlord shooting.’ He believed that ‘the extirpation of Irish landlords is the Irish peasant’s one idea of political Utopia’, and that ‘taste for deeds of violence has become almost a national characteristic of the lower orders of Irish’.


Because Cecil believed that ‘there is no firm resting place between interference with the rights of property and confiscation’, he was opposed to all forms of Irish tenant-right, ridiculing the proposals that tenants could be compensated for improvements they had made on their landlord’s property. When a peasant ‘puts up some ricketty shanties … which he calls farm buildings’, or ‘allows a pig to wander in search of refuse [and] informs the bailiff that he has manured it with his stock’, or ‘digs a hole in the earth at several intervals … and tells the landlord he has drained the land’ he had not genuinely improved it, but when the landlord refused to pay compensation, there was ‘a howl from every priestly and parliamentary agitator…. The Saxon is trampling upon the Celt.’ In December 1861 The Nation newspaper complained at the growing number of evictions, but Cecil sarcastically remarked that they were taking place ‘for no other offence but that they omitted to conform to the purely Saxon custom of paying the rent on which they had agreed’.


Cecil argued that the central problem was ‘the absolute want of capital’ in Ireland, money which if the killings ceased would pour into the island because of its ‘virgin soil’, ‘magnificent harbours’ and ‘vast mineral wealth’. Only the lack of capital to drain marshes, construct mills and work mines held Ireland back. The sole reason for this underinvestment was that ‘capitalists prefer peace and 3% to 10% with the drawback of bullets in the breakfast room’. So capital instead migrated to Brazil and Asia Minor. The problem was not so much isolated crimes, ‘the chance outbreak of individual passion’, which scared off the prospective investor, but ‘organised murder, in which the whole peasantry are accomplices’. As a result, ‘the peasantry will not be able to flatter themselves that the Irish famine, when it comes, is a mysterious visitation from God. It will be the direct and legitimate consequence of systematised crime.’ Cecil further considered Irish emigration a matter for ‘unmixed congratulation’, frankly saying ‘the sooner they are gone the better’. He hoped that when he departed for Canada or America, the Irish peasant ‘leaves a place behind him to be filled up by a Scotchman or Englishman over whom the vicious tradition has no power’.


Cecil considered the Orange tradition to be quite as vicious as the Green. ‘An Orangeman values his religion’, he wrote in 1864 in words that had they not been written anonymously would have severely embarrassed him on his anti-Home Rule campaign thirty years later, ‘chiefly for the opportunity it gives him of making his natural enemies uncomfortable.’ After dozens of people were killed and wounded in eleven days of rioting in May 1865, Cecil blamed ‘the special fanaticism of Ulster’ and the gross partiality shown by the Protestant-dominated local authorities there. ‘An Orangeman believes he is the agent of the Protestant world’, he wrote indignantly in July 1865, ‘to see the Irish Catholic properly bullied.’ He denounced the Protestant Ascendancy as incapable of understanding concepts such as impartiality and justice.


Despite all the acknowledged problems involved in keeping Ireland within the Union, Cecil never wrote or spoke so much as a sentence, even in the most hypothetical way, to suggest that the island would be better off as an autonomous political entity. His heroes Pitt the Younger and Castlereagh had forced through the Act of Union in 1800, and Irish wishes were not as important as the considerations of prestige, grand strategy and fidelity to the Ulster settlers which Cecil always believed should take precedence. Ireland had to be kept, he wrote in the Quarterly Review in 1872, ‘like India, at all hazards: by persuasion, if possible; if not, by force’. He was the first to admit that it was England’s ‘evil work of many centuries’ which had made the Irish question so intractable, but it seems never to have so much as crossed Cecil’s mind simply to accord the nationalists the freedom from Westminster rule that they were demanding.


The Irish Catholics had been, he stated in ‘The Condition-of-Ireland Question’ in the Saturday Review in April 1864,




governed by men of an alien race and alien creed, persecuted because they clung to their fathers’ faith and avowed the blood that flowed in their veins; stripped of their property by the invaders, fettered in their trade that their masters might prosper, crushed by unequal laws, harnessed by degrading disabilities, galled, depressed and disheartened by the open, never-abating scorn of the race that had conquered them.





All these were ‘sins for which England has socially, if not politically to answer’. Financially also, and Cecil supported ‘any fitting opportunity of giving back to Ireland a portion of the wealth which she has mistakenly taken from her’.


Yet at no stage did he advocate any form of Home Rule, despite stating that ‘exceptional injuries require exceptional reparation’. Increased trade and inward investment, not self-determination, were his answer to Ireland’s problems. It could not be southern Ireland’s religion which condemned her to poverty, he argued, as the Catholics of Belgium were rich. Nor could it be the fact that they were Celts, because Cornwall, Wales and Brittany did not suffer ‘monstrous and abnormal misery’. The climate and natural conditions could not be to blame either, because Ulster thrived under the same ones. The problem lay in Ireland’s ‘political history’, and for that it was incumbent upon the rest of Britain to make ‘some effort to atone for the wrong which the errors of our ancestors have wrought’.2


Because trade and investment could only be achieved by the crushing of agrarian outrage, Cecil advocated ‘a strong and merciless hand’ in Ireland. If the authorities hanged a Catholic priest for every murder committed in a district, he wrote somewhat histrionically in June 1863, ‘we should have very little more of agrarian outrage in Ireland’. No ‘pedantic theories’ should be allowed to stand in the way of ‘the vigorous extirpation of agrarian crime’, and a reconstructed police force should scare the Irish peasant ‘with prompt, rough vigour’ into renouncing ‘that “wild justice of revenge” which is the source and origin of all the evils that are special to Ireland’.
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Cecil’s draconian views on law and order were not confined to Ireland. He believed that people should be allowed to witness public executions, ‘not that they may learn holiness or purity, but that they may learn to fear the law…. It teaches, not an abstract truth, but a plain fact which it commends to the attention of spectators – that, if A cuts B’s throat, A’s neck will be wrung.’ Uncompromising on issues of prison discipline, Cecil was clearly writing rhetorically in January 1863 when he asked ‘whether a criminal should be made to suffer, or whether a gaol is a mere House of Solomon for conducting experiments in planting and cultivating exotic virtues in unnatural and uncongenial soils’. Without at least two hours’ hard labour daily, he wrote, prison ‘deprives punishment of its most important element – that of personal suffering’.


Cecil’s writing was not all harsh and doom-laden; he also wrote much about the absurdities of Victorian high society, holding the manners and morals of his class up to the most unforgiving of lights. The Belgravian ‘marriage-market’, the trials of a younger son in heiress-hunting, the ‘huge white lie’ of politeness and the artificiality of compliments were all fit subjects for the satire of ‘the Buffalo’. He would dilate wittily on dinner-party mores, the practice of leaving visiting cards (he was against it), quadrille-dancing, bathing machines and whether women should be allowed to model nude at the Royal Academy (he was in favour of it). Public dinners were ‘saturnalias of humbug’, gossip was ‘cheaper than a lawsuit, and safer than an attempt at horse-whipping’, and hostesses who insisted on party games were ‘social Torquemadas’.


Another favourite bugbear was the International Exhibition held at Brompton in 1862, which afforded Cecil no fewer than five opportunities to mock its advertising (‘The Palace of Puffs’), its building (‘Dishcovers and Dripping Pans’) and everyone connected with the exercise. He made great jest of the fact that one of its sponsors, Mr Harper Twelvetrees, a haberdasher who had stood for Parliament for Marylebone supported by someone called the Rev. Jabez Inwards, had once used the following jingle for one of his products:






Fat bugs at midnight always prowl,


And make you rise with hideous growl,


Resolving that you’ll be a buyer


Of Harper Twelvetrees’ bug-destroyer.








Cecil railed at the ceremony to inaugurate the Exhibition, calling it ‘the solemn and religious opening of a gigantic joint-stock showroom’, and taunted the Exhibition commissioners for making an exhibition of themselves, accusing them of gross jobbery into the bargain. When the Liberal Lord President of the Council, Earl Granville, agreed to attend, Cecil recommended that he walk down Regent Street wearing a sandwich board instead. He could not conceal his glee when one of the backers went bankrupt and was later discovered to have received an ‘introduction’ fee from one of the exhibitors. Altogether, Cecil’s campaign was harsh, often unfair, unusually snobbish against commerce, and very funny indeed.


Cecil reviewed dozens of novels, arguing that: ‘Whatever a man has to communicate to the world, he has no hope of its being read unless he dresses it up as a novel.’ He could be merciless; Archdeacon Hare’s posthumous philosophical work Guesses at Truth drew forth the observation: ‘He was a victim of that mania to which so many clever men are subject, of liking that work best which they do worst. The infatuation which induced Johnson to write poetry and Newton to descant upon the Apocalypse hardly surpassed that which induced Hare to guess at truth.’ Witty though this cornucopia of scorn was, he considered it little more than a comic turn, and one can almost sense the relief when he could return to a serious subject. For Cecil the most serious of them all, even dwarfing the American Civil War in comparison, was parliamentary Reform.
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On 19th January 1861, Cecil reviewed a pamphlet entitled Herr Vogt, which he described as:




the invective of a refugee who lives in London against a refugee who lives in Switzerland. One of them has accused the other of being Napoleon’s spy; and the other retorts, among other abuse, with cutting observations on his adversary’s personal appearance. It will add something to the secret history of 1848, and much to the vocabulary of any Englishman desiring to learn the art of German imprecation.





Although at first sight Cecil might not seem to have much in common with the pamphlet’s author, Karl Marx, in fact he fully agreed that a class war was being fought. The only philosophical difference between Marx and Cecil was that the former believed the triumph of the proletariat to be desirable and inevitable, whilst the latter emphatically denied both. Their numerical superiority did not imply to Cecil that the proletariat had any inherent right to dominate the bourgeoisie.


‘The struggle between the English Constitution on the one hand,’ Cecil wrote in the Quarterly Review in April 1860, ‘and the democratic forces that are labouring to subvert it on the other, is now, in reality, when reduced to its simplest terms and stated in its most prosaic form, a struggle between those who have, to keep what they have got, and those who have not, to get it.’ Marx could also just as easily have written Cecil’s dictum: ‘The distribution of property and the distribution of political power are inseparably connected. If power is not made to go with property, property will, in the long run, infallibly follow power.’


‘The suffrage is not a red riband to be given to classes who have behaved well,’ wrote Cecil in 1864 in answer to a speech from the Radical democrat Henry Fawcett. ‘It is an article in a deed of partnership, to be arranged on strict business principles.’ The working classes, then largely denied the franchise, should not be accorded it, for the simple reason that because their numbers exceeded all the other classes combined, ‘they would no longer have a share in the government of the country, but would govern it altogether’. This would be disastrous because ‘every class, high and low, habitually and invariably uses whatever legislative power it possesses in order to protect and promote its interests as a class’. To prove this he cited the way Irish MPs voted for subsidies to Ireland, squires stayed up all night (very much against their normal inclinations) to vote for anti-poaching legislation, manufacturers agitated for commercial treaties and landowning MPs voted for the abolition of the malt tax.


Cecil had an apocalyptic vision of what would happen if the working man ‘succeeded to uncontrolled power’ and then pursued his own self-interest. Unlike the present ruling class, which knew they could not strain their supremacy too far if those under them were not to assert themselves and shatter the artificial fabric of power ‘by one blow’, the working class would not be held back by any such scruples. ‘They will be at liberty so to adjust taxation that the whole weight of it shall fall on those who do not depend on weekly wages, and they shall be exempt.’ The working class would very soon ‘divide the lands of the rich among them’. Poor relief, local taxation, master-servant relations, the legal obligations between Capital and Labour, ‘will be equally at their unfettered disposal’. Cecil believed that should the proletariat triumph, as it inevitably must under universal suffrage, then mass confiscation and redistribution of property through taxation would be the ultimate result.


If somehow the working classes refrained from using their new political power in order to serve their own interests, they would ‘differ much from all other types of humanity, and may be regarded as nothing less than angels in fustian’.3 To prevent them getting the opportunity to subject the rich to exceptional taxation was, he said, in another unconscious comparison with Marx, ‘a matter, not for arguing, but for fighting’. Once the franchise battle was lost and the constitutional palisades had been stormed, Cecil assumed that there could be no going back. In an exposition entitled ‘The Theories of Parliamentary Reform’, published in a book called Oxford Essays in 1858, Cecil boiled his argument down to the fact that ‘the poor voters are numerous, the rich voters are few; and the few voters are absolutely and entirely at the mercy of the many’. Under democracy, he wrote elsewhere, eight workers would have seven Rothschilds at their mercy.


Because of his utilitarian belief that the enfranchised voted according to their financial self-interest ‘in its lowest and least mitigated form’, the idea that the working classes would not do exactly the same was to be ‘found chiefly in Utopia’. Radical politicians would bribe the hugely enlarged new electorate with the money of the rich through taxation, and the horrific result would be equality of outcome, despite ‘the enormous danger to freedom and property that it would involve’. Any a priori constitutional checks ‘to fetter the Frankenstein’ would soon prove worthless once ‘the lower classes … hastened to confirm their monopoly of power’.


Cecil constantly referred to the American experience, where ‘regularly every four years the whole administrative expenditure of the country is converted into an electioneering bribe’ on a scale far larger than ‘the shy and covert corruption of the Old World’. Worse still, the bribes offered were with the taxpayers’ own money, rather than that of the corrupt parliamentarians. ‘We do not care to scrutinise too closely’, Cecil wrote in February 1861, ‘the moral boundary which separates a reckless hustings pledge from premeditated fraud.’ Reform would merely elevate the bribery of the electorate from an endemic evil into an approved system of government. ‘A philosopher may draw a distinction between the pecuniary benefits which will result to you, as one of a class, from the adoption of a political measure, and the coarser forms of pecuniary benefit which results from the insertion of a five-pound note into your pocket. But the elector cannot be expected to exercise so subtle a discrimination.’


Cecil’s argument against enfranchising the working class was not based on snobbery; he did not argue that the rich were necessarily better human beings, as his criticisms of clubland and Mayfair society made clear. But he did believe that the leisure and education which the rich could afford, as well as the pecuniary disinterest they could show, made them more likely to be better legislators and choosers of legislators. ‘Always wealth, in some countries birth, in all intellectual power and culture, mark out the men whom, in a healthy state of feeling, a community looks to undertake its government,’ he wrote in the Quarterly Review in 1862. ‘They have the leisure for the task, and can give to it the close attention and the preparatory work which it needs. Fortune enables them to do it for the most part gratuitously, so that the struggles of ambition are not tainted by … sordid greed.’ After a long day’s work, he argued, mechanics had little opportunity to develop the intellect and political knowledge necessary to make informed decisions. Ridiculing a Radical MP, Edward Baines, who argued in January 1862 that the working classes should be enfranchised because of their ‘good behaviour’, Cecil said that the socio-political equipoise of the nation should not be upset simply because the working classes were ‘universally well-conducted, buy an abundance of penny tracts, and, when they are admitted to the Crystal Palace, do not break the curiosities’. Just because John Bright ‘had been cheered in half a dozen music halls’, Cecil did not believe the victory of Reform was inevitable, or much more than the latest manifestation of ‘the coarse and grovelling materialism of the Manchester School’. When a private member’s Reform Bill was defeated in the Commons, Cecil claimed it was because ‘English gentlemen will scamper off at the first sound of a demagogue’s bluster as quickly as an English mob at the first sight of a red-coat.’4


He was over-sanguine, and when Gladstone proclaimed himself in favour of universal suffrage in 1864, famously declaring that the working classes must be brought within ‘the pale of the Constitution’, Cecil knew that the battle he had long anticipated was just about to commence. He automatically assumed, however, that Derby, Disraeli and the Conservative Party would be staunch on the issue. They, surely, could be relied upon to recognise how, taken to its logical conclusions, Reform was only likely to stimulate what he called ‘the love of a good dinner which animates the garotter’. At least the Party of property could be trusted to remember that, as Cecil put it at its mildest, ‘the laws of property are not very safe when an ignorant multitude are the rulers’.
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Quite why Cecil should have had such a faith in the political mettle of the Conservative Party is hard to understand, considering the contempt he exhibited for the vast majority of politicians. Much of his most waspish journalism was directed against his fellow MPs, such as this report of the speech of the Radical MP George Hadfield in February 1862:




A shrill sound, like the dissonant wail of an oil-less door, is all that meets the ear…. If he had been a general in French uniform announcing that a French army was encamped at Blackheath, or another Cromwell taking away the new bauble, or even an errand-boy shouting ‘Fire’, he could not have produced a more general rush to the door.





Most MPs’ ‘style of oratory is quite safe from deterioration’, and their lack of dignity was such that ‘if a Member of Parliament were obliged to dance upon his head for the amusement of his constituents, it is probable that men of fortune and independence would be found to do it, and to assure the spectators that the time devoted to the feat was the proudest moment of their lives’. (In his early days in politics, Cecil considered it ‘an impudence’ to be asked to speak outside his own constituency.)


He thought the average MP a ‘dull ornament to a drawing room, painfully addicted to talking shop’, but also ‘as greedy of applause as a public singer’. Committees of Supply had degenerated, since the days of the Long Parliament, into ‘an exercise ground for convicted bores’ where ‘the graces of Metropolitan diction are the order of the day – the letter “h” is put under the table with the mace – most people sleep, some snore, a few talk, nobody listens’. Cecil blamed ‘the shopocracy and the ploughocracy – the men who smirk behind counters and the men who speculate in beans’ for lowering the tone of Parliament. Just because nine-tenths of MPs would not read the laws they pass, or nineteen-twentieths understand them, it did not matter, because the British Constitution, so long as Parliament remained unreformed, was ‘the subtlest, and the most complicated science in which the mind of man is conversant’.


His particular parliamentary bêtes noires were the non-Party independent MPs – ‘members upon whom nobody can depend’ – and MPs who represented large metropolitan seats, whom he thought ‘exist in an incessant canvass’. Nor did he have much time for dim, know-nothing Tory squires. He was conscious of the quality of Members declining as ‘seats are falling to local attorneys, pushing tradesmen and contractors of various kinds, to whom a seat is an advertisement that well repays the cost’. It was all a terrible portent of what would happen after Reform, when ‘men refined by thought and education will not stoop to pay this revolting tribute’ and would refuse to ‘supply in any abundance that bombastic and gross adulation which tickles the unfastidious vanity of the uneducated and rude’. Instead, electorates would prefer a representative who ‘will swallow with the plumpest acquiescence any political formula or cry which will be put before him’. He feared that, when Reform came, ‘the transient orgy of misrule in which whips govern and statesmen cringe would become the permanent order of parliamentary subordination’.


Private members’ Bills were a regular butt of Cecil’s mockery. ‘On the wickedness of the mosquito net it is needless to enlarge,’ he wrote of Lord Raynham’s annual attempt to pass an animal welfare Bill. Cecil claimed that under its provisions, a free-born Briton could be consigned to gaol for three months ‘for cracking fleas’. MPs who asked questions about foreign countries’ internal affairs were another favoured target; he claimed that they threatened to turn the House of Commons into ‘a debating society for the discussion of evils which it has no power to allay’. But somehow the mystical genius of Parliament always managed to rise above the selfish, scrabbling, ignorant boors who inhabited it, for to Cecil ‘the dignity of Parliament is a subtle, impalpable essence, which it is not given to eye to see, or the mind of logician to define. Like a saint, its existence is principally known by the invocations that are addressed to it. Like a ghost it is invulnerable to all worldly weapons of attack.’


For Cecil, the only thing worse than speeches at Westminster were ‘extra-parliamentary utterances’, the debasing duty of speechifying at public dinners or the hustings. How could one produce something ‘warm and slipshod enough to elicit the cheers of farmers who have dined’, yet, when it was reported in the newspapers the following day, ‘calm and polished enough to extort the admiration of readers who have not breakfasted’? Cecil believed that there were two separate languages politicians used in Parliament and at the hustings, and ‘nobody likes to be overheard in the practice of those little “economies” which are necessary for the purpose of making a man intelligible to the minds of those who are his inferiors in education’. It involved ‘a lavish use of superlatives in which he only half believes’ and generally amounted to nothing less than ‘a voluntary self-abasement’. It had to be done, however, and in the autumn Recess ‘men will read even the speeches of county members at county dinners, as men will eat shoes in a siege’. One day, he hoped, farmers might find a way ‘to show fat pigs against each other without thinking it necessary to conclude the ceremony by boozing and listening to bad speeches for six hours. But this is Utopian.’


The pain of Cecil’s shyness and offended fastidiousness can be glimpsed at his outburst, irate by even his choleric standards, against the necessities of electioneering at all, and especially the way it involved:




days and weeks of screwed-up smiles and laboured courtesy, the mock geniality, the hearty shake of the filthy hand, the chuckling reply that must be made to the coarse joke, the loathsome, choking compliment that must be paid to the grimy wife and sluttish daughter, the indispensable flattery of the vilest religious prejudices, the wholesale deglutition of hypocritical pledges.5





All this from a man who became Prime Minister without once having to fight a single contested election for any political post.


Cecil believed statesmanship to be the rare ability to govern without dishonouring oneself or ignobly leaping through the hoops held up by the electorate. The true statesman, he felt, was being subjected to more and more humiliations: ‘He stands in a kind of voluntary pillory, in which it is his business to smirk and to bow with ever-increasing suavity; while the dead cats of slander and the rotten eggs of sarcasm fall thicker and thicker round his head.’ If this was permitted to continue, the best men in society would soon abjure the political life altogether. ‘To be obliged to utter exaggerations against which your heart and intellect revolt, to be counselled on all occasions to reiterate untenable or unmeaning formulas which in your innermost soul you utterly despise, are self-degradations to which the higher class of intellects find it very difficult to stoop.’


Reviewing a book of the Duke of Wellington’s despatches, Cecil praised another of his heroes, Lord Castlereagh, for his contempt for ‘whipper-in statesmanship’ and the way he made ‘petty parliamentary tactics appear infinitely despicable’. Cecil felt contempt for the Party Whips, calling the job ‘an admission that the aspirant does not feel himself equal to a political career’. Of the duties involved, ‘a gorilla of a docile character, who could be taught to articulate “Hear, Hear”, would be able to perform them quite as effectively’. It was not a view he retained once he became Prime Minister.


Despite Palmerston being the leader of the Liberal Party, and no mean ‘whipper-in’ politician, Cecil accorded him the laurel crown of statesmanship. He admired Palmerston for precisely the opposite reasons from everyone else. The general opinion was that his ‘gunboat diplomacy’ foreign policy was magnificent, whereas his resistance to Reform was reprehensible. Cecil thought his and Russell’s foreign policy mere bluster, but admired the way that in domestic affairs this octogenarian Whig held up parliamentary Reform. He lauded Palmerston as one of those ‘cynical philosophers who look upon Parliament as more useful for what it prevents than what it performs’, and many years later he told a friend that Palmerston had been the model of ‘an astute and moderate leader’.


Cecil would genially criticise Palmerston’s ‘government by bamboozle’ and promotion of incompetent peers who had ‘no conceivable recommendation except the handle to their names’. He would joke that it was not because Palmerston was a fine orator but because he was eighty years old that crowds came out to hear him, rather as they gathered ‘in thousands to see Blondin cook an omelette on a tightrope’. Palmerston’s easy carriage of power, however, his ‘muscular accomplishments and animal spirits’, but above all his ‘determined immobility’ over extending the franchise, engendered genuine admiration in the thirty-five-year-old MP.
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‘The axioms of the last age are the fallacies of the present,’ Cecil wrote about his ultimate political hero, William Pitt the Younger, ‘the principles which save one generation may be the ruin of the next. There is nothing abiding in political science but the necessity of truth, purity and justice.’ Cecil admired Pitt because ‘he was far too practical a politician to be given to abstract theories, universal doctrines, watchwords or shibboleths of any kind’. He also liked Pitt’s ‘calm complacency’ and the lack of triumphalism with which he ‘announces his victories over the Coalition in the same unimpassioned tones in which he announces that he has been to the Duchess of Bolton’s’. Of Pitt’s ultra-conservative reaction to the abuses of rotten boroughs and Catholic Emancipation, Cecil wrote that he accepted that ‘concession must be made, but he wished to strip it of all its terrors’.


Incorruptible, unflappable, Pitt was admired by Cecil as much as his enemies, such as Charles James Fox, Richard Sheridan and the Prince Regent, were despised. ‘No man was ever so yielding without being weak, or so stern without being obstinate.’ Pitt’s 1801 resignation over Catholic Emancipation struck Cecil as the highest point in his statesmanship. His action to protect the Sheldt in 1792 amounted to ‘a war of self-defence, not a crusade’, the product of the ‘crucial maxim of British policy to protect Antwerp’. No one could have been better placed to combat ‘the rapidity, the contagiousness, the appalling results of the disease’ of Jacobinism, which ‘were new to the experience of mankind’. Insofar as a man of Cecil’s utter independence of spirit can be said to have had a political rôle model, his was the Younger Pitt.
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Cecil’s views on the relief of poverty were predictably unsentimental; he told the Hertfordshire Quarter Sessions, as its Chairman in April 1871, that: ‘The state did not relieve the poor on the ground of philanthropy, but on the ground of general order, because it was found to be impossible, in a country like England, to maintain general order unless some relief was given to those who needed it.’ He believed relief under the Poor Law should be administered efficiently, rather than haphazardly through private philanthropy. ‘Relieving distress is a profession, just like any other,’ he told his Saturday Review readers in 1863. Amateurs tended to bungle it, lose interest in the less fashionable areas or, worst of all, lecture the poor, an attitude which he found intolerable. Some of his most passionate journalism was directed against those Poor Law Guardians who ran ‘mean’ workhouses, and he argued for a single Poor Law rate across the capital, rather than one which varied from parish to parish. The diseases to which some of the poorest were susceptible were, he wrote, ‘a disgrace to our civilisation, and a rebuke to the boastful generosity of our land’.


Cecil believed protection for property, rather than pure charity, was the ultimate point of poverty relief, which was why he castigated those Poor Law Guardians who tried to evade their legal responsibilities and turned paupers away from their workhouses, leaving them ‘to live on air, or mud, or any other substance which he might be able to obtain gratis on the streets’. This amounted to an invitation to burglary and petty theft: ‘Vice offers him a good dinner at a moment’s notice; virtue offers him a bad dinner in a week’s time.’


In an article entitled ‘Casual Shepherds’, Cecil attacked the practice of middle-class amateurs visiting the slums to try to do good. Clergymen and professionals who knew the individual cases involved might genuinely help, but the well-intentioned benevolence of outsiders was worse than useless, he argued. Cecil likened the activities of part-time do-gooders to the action of the Governor of Jamaica who, in order to exterminate snakes on the island, paid for each head brought to him, thereby succeeding only in encouraging snake-breeding. ‘It is the same with all efforts to root up any evil by the expenditure of money. To attach a money value to the existence of an evil, even for the purpose of extirpating it, can have no other end than that of multiplying the evil.’ Cecil never believed in ‘bribing vice to be virtuous’, however much it might be ‘a soothing amusement to philanthropists’, not least because it would never work. ‘If chastity and short commons are to be pitted against vice and victuals, it needs no prophet to foretell the issue.’


Yet Cecil was equally pessimistic about Christianity’s chances of improving the moral character of the very poor:




In ancient times, the poor are recorded to have been eminently the most forward to receive the truth; in modern times, it is necessary that a district should be made tolerably comfortable before there is any hope that the clergyman can be successful…. Christianity forced its way up from being the religion of slaves and outcasts, to become the religion of the powerful and rich; but somehow it seems to have lost the power of forcing its way down again.





Salisbury entirely denied that there was anything inherently noble about poverty. The State had a duty to ensure that the poor never turned revolutionary, but poverty itself was an unfortunate part of the human condition which it was quite outside the capacity of anyone to eradicate.


One aspect of poverty that produced a surprising response from Cecil was prostitution. Society, he argued, had closed its eyes to the way that ‘soiled doves’ had become a ‘formidable nuisance’ in central London, leading to falling rents in some once-fashionable areas. Prostitutes, he said in February 1862, ‘have seized upon the West End like an army of occupation. We might almost as well refuse to recognise a flight of locusts, or the fleas on an Italian bed, or the touters on the pier at Boulogne. The principal streets are in their hands. The pavement in the Haymarket they rule with a sway that no prudent passenger will come to challenge after the sun has fallen.’ Unsolicited advances from prostitutes were commonplace in Regent Street, Pall Mall and Regent’s Park, French prostitutes promenaded in Portland Place, yet ‘still we flatter ourselves that our national morality is benefited by the fact that we recognise them only in the newspapers, and are absolutely silent about them in the Statute Book’.


Such classically Victorian hypocrisy about prostitution elicited a maverick response from Cecil. Instead of harsh police action, as one might have expected from the rest of his stance on law and order, in June 1862 he proposed that the Government should attempt to ‘arrest the progress of a plague’ of venereal disease by having the sex industry ‘duly catalogued and registered’, as it was in Paris, Berlin, Vienna and Hong Kong. Pretending ‘to check the growth of this vice … would be ridiculously futile’, but it should be made less dangerous medically and removed from the streets. No longer should ‘the half-tipsy, half-amorous sirens of the pavement’ be allowed to make the ‘raven-like croak in which their endearments to the passer-by are conveyed’. Once again, this was not really presented out of social altruism: ‘The modesty of landlords has endured a great deal; but when it comes to the falling of rents, they must speak out.’6 In his attitude to both poverty and prostitution, Cecil’s underlying lack of faith in the perfectibility of mankind was powerfully manifest.
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Cecil admired Gladstone’s High Churchmanship, learning and obvious high character, and he was starting to share his distrust of Disraeli. ‘The struggles of so powerful a wrestler, whether they succeed or fail,’ wrote Cecil in an article entitled ‘The Future Prime Minister’, three years before Gladstone reached No. 10, ‘will shake the arena on which they take place.’ Cecil’s respect for Gladstone’s talents never diminished, but by the mid-1860s he thought he had given too much away to the Radicals in his Party, a suspicion which grew with the years until he was convinced that Gladstone had himself actually converted to Radicalism.


At the time of Gladstone’s masterful 1860 Free Trade Budget, Cecil reported that ‘throughout the whole four hours of intricate argument neither voice nor mind faltered for an instant’, despite the Chancellor’s ‘impressive’ bronchitis. It was ‘one of the finest combinations of reasoning and declamation that has ever been heard within the walls of the House of Commons’, a judgment that history has subsequently confirmed. The Budget itself was ‘pure Gladstonism – that terrible combination of relentless logic and dauntless imagination … we soar into the empyrean of finance’. Cecil opposed Gladstone’s policy of remitting and abolishing hundreds of tariffs, whilst transferring the burden from indirect duties to direct tax. The great advantage of placing duties upon imported luxuries was that they were essentially voluntary. Gladstone’s changes confirmed his fears that taxation would become ‘the vital question of modern polities’, to be used increasingly as the primary weapon in the class war.


Although its Peelite formulæ delivered mid-Victorian prosperity, Cecil opposed Gladstone’s reforms on grounds of precedent, arguing that ‘we have now entered upon the descent of the smooth, easy, sloping path of popular finance, on which there is no halting-place to check our career short of confiscation’. He nevertheless had to admire Gladstone’s financial mastery in devising, explaining and forcing the Budget through, although he came close to using unparliamentary language when he described the remission of duties on paper, which would aid Gladstone’s allies in the burgeoning Liberal local press, as a ‘dodge’.7


When the Chancellor reduced the tariffs on 440 items to just forty, Cecil ascribed it to ‘the abstract love of symmetry which belongs to a worshipper of the beautiful’. He noted ‘the amoeban ode of mutual compliment’ between the rivals Gladstone and Bright, but accused the Chancellor of cheese-paring over Civil Service pay and using the philosophy that ‘unless your driver grumbles a little, you may be sure you have overpayed him’. These were intended as little more than glancing blows. When Gladstone encountered effusive public adulation on visits to Middlesbrough and Gateshead in the autumn of 1862, Cecil commented that ‘to most people so greasy a dish would have been nauseous’, but then he himself took personal modesty to absurd lengths. Cecil had a weak stomach for compliments, which he considered ‘discreditable to the utterer, and odious to the receiver’. Gladstone was, as he wrote a week later, ‘a hippopotamus…. He is something to walk around, to stare at, to poke up.’


Cecil’s reportage in describing Gladstone’s great parliamentary clashes with Disraeli featured some of the best of his writing. Disraeli, at his most ferocious over Gladstone’s 1862 Budget, fired a ‘volley of sarcasms’ at the surprisingly thin-skinned Chancellor:




Every shot obviously tells. As the attack goes on, [Gladstone’s] colour grows whiter and whiter, his eyes flash and his lips curl, and his whole expression alters with the nervous tension of the muscles on his face. He keeps himself still with difficulty, and if a chance offers, he interrupts with some sharp and snappish contradiction.





The result was that, after ‘the single combat of the two embittered chieftains’, Gladstone came off worst, having ‘hit about him wildly, like an infuriated rustic fighting with a professional’. Cecil’s inheritance, and the weaker calibre of the opposition provided by the Liberal front bench in the House of Lords, sadly meant that he himself was denied the chance ever to be pitted against a worthy opponent in one of those great Victorian gladiatorial contests.


By 1863, Cecil’s high view of Gladstone had started to change: for ‘Whatever is recondite and circuitous, and ingenious, and paradoxical – whatever is the reverse of plain and simple,’ he wrote that July, ‘he has an irrepressible hankering.’ Although Cecil saw no competition for Gladstone as Palmerston’s successor, and admitted that he was the most brilliant orator of his day, he felt obliged also to mention ‘the schoolmaster tone’, ‘his many political failures’, and the way in which the House of Commons could be ‘offended by the extreme superciliousness of manner’.


It was, however, on 11th May 1864, when Gladstone announced his support for universal suffrage, that Cecil’s stance towards him entirely altered. ‘The kaleidoscopic effect of his parliamentary life would be incomplete without this latest vagary,’ he had written the previous month. By May, Cecil was denouncing Gladstone’s ‘theories which would have satisfied the most violent Chartists’ and predicted, correctly as it turned out, that ‘the future wanderings of a meteor so wayward’ would one day include an attempt to end the veto powers of the House of Lords. Cecil believed Gladstone should have ‘arrived at a time of life when “phases of opinion” should cease’, but in fact the Grand Old Man’s long trek towards Radicalism still had a long way to go. In September 1865, Cecil predicted that if Gladstone ‘persists in making himself the master of democracy, he will have raised against himself a phalanx of powerful interests and tenacious animosities against which no displays of talent will avail’.8 When two decades later this prediction came true, the leader of that phalanx was none other than Cecil himself.
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‘His motto in politics and religion is: “No surrender!”’





Cecil’s journalism covered a myriad of other subjects: the House of Lords, trade unionism, the Poor Laws, Civil Service competitive examinations, the French Revolution and so on. Whilst he wrote these slashing, witty, dyspeptic pieces, Cecil was simultaneously pursuing an active parliamentary career. His speeches and votes – against the ‘revolutionary measure’ to abolish the Church Rate, against Sir John Pakington’s education schemes which he denounced as ‘the secular system in disguise’, and even against a Bill to decommission superfluous City churches which was supported by the bishops – won him a prominent place on the right wing of the Conservative Party, despite his relative youth.


When Palmerston’s ministry fell on 26th February 1858, Cecil wrote to Lord Derby to apply for office, either in the Government or in the colonies: ‘I venture to make this direct solicitation because I find that everyone believes that the son of a very wealthy father must be well off.’ In fact, as he told the incoming Conservative Prime Minister, he was ‘in difficulty about the means of support’. Although MPs were unpaid, ministers received large salaries, and Georgina was pregnant with their first child, Beatrix Maud, who was born on 17th May. Derby replied politely, but said: ‘I do not see how it is to be done.’ Considering Cecil’s criticisms of Disraeli in recent articles as ‘damaged goods’ and as dull an orator as ‘a village schoolmaster lecturing a form of ploughboys’, it is difficult to see how Derby could possibly have obliged.1 The reason for Cecil’s hostility to Disraeli was the former Chancellor’s willingness to damage the Palmerston Whig Government by appealing to the Radicals to Palmerston’s left, especially over the issue of Reform.


Benjamin Disraeli had been writing novels since Cecil was two years old and had been an MP since Cecil was seven. He had known Cecil’s grandmother and was a friend and Cabinet colleague of his father. A week before applying for office in the Government in which Disraeli was the presiding genius, as well as Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House of Commons, Cecil had expressed his distrust of the ‘vague moralisations’ and ‘mysterious views’ of Disraeli’s novels. He had read Coningsby whilst at school, but what he thought of the rhapsodic gush about the ‘bowery meads of Eton’ – the first spoken words of the novel are ‘Floreat Etona!’ – sadly went unrecorded. It was, however, an early intimation that Disraeli and the truth were at best on nodding acquaintanceship.


Cecil believed, not without justification, that Disraeli, who had flirted with Radicalism early in his political life, was ‘one whose Conservative convictions were an accident of his career’. He also thought that, during Palmerston’s lifetime, Tory principles were probably better served by having a Whig government in power than a Conservative one which was constantly bidding for Radical support. In temperament and outlook, therefore, Disraeli and Cecil were likely to have clashed politically. But the personal, searing bitterness, at least on Cecil’s side – Disraeli was extraordinarily tolerant throughout – was not preordained.


When in May 1858 Lord Exeter complained to Cecil about a remark he had made about Disraeli, his reply to his parliamentary sponsor had to be couched in fulsome language: ‘I have a great deal to thank you for, and am very anxious that everything I do so long as I am in the House of Commons should be quite satisfactory to you,’ he began. As to the central accusation, he claimed to have been ‘curtly quoted’, but ‘though, in common with many Conservatives, I cannot in private quite approve of many things which Mr Disraeli has said and done, I have never had any other intention than to give the Government all the support in my power in the House of Commons’, if not, he implied, in the Saturday Review.


By July, in need of his £118.8s.1d Stamford election expenses, Cecil wrote to his father to say that Disraeli, who was stung but not hurt by his criticisms, ‘has intimated to me that he proposes offering me an Under-Secretaryship shortly. To what extent I can look on that as a promise I do not know – but it has had the effect of altering my plans materially.’ With a young family in the offing, Cecil needed a larger house, and Disraeli’s semi-offer of preferment persuaded him not to move out of London. He wanted to take a £1,600 lease on a property, but with his severe lack of capital he needed his mother’s £10,000 to secure it. His father sent a cheque for only £200, and the following month Cecil had to admit: ‘I understand Mr Disraeli’s promises of offering me an Under-Secretaryship were entirely a mistake on his part.’


Instead, it was a far less attractive Commissionership of the Inland Revenue which fell vacant. Cecil thought seriously about taking the job for its regular salary, although as ‘an office of profit under the Crown’ it would require leaving Parliament. Writing to his father again, he shrewdly dropped the demand for his mother’s money and instead emphasised that ‘all I am asking for is sufficient information as to my own future to guide me in the present instance…. I do not think you would wish me to shelve myself now by seeking permanent place.’ He asked his father for an early answer, which is all he did get: ‘I lose no time in anwering your letter. You have placed yourself in a position with reference to me which makes it impossible for me to offer you advice, whatever interest I may take in your welfare.’ Disraeli himself was predictably suave – ‘my vexation is not inferior to your own … the Government have been deprived of abilities which I highly appreciate’ – but it was Derby’s son, Lord Stanley, who came out best from the distressing incident, in which Cecil almost became a taxman instead of a statesman. He advised Cecil not to sacrifice his political prospects for a pecuniary advantage which though immediate was small. It was advice he was one day to have cause bitterly to regret.
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Cecil opposed the 1858 Jewish Oaths Bill; he even disliked the idea of Roman Catholics and nonconformists belonging to the House of Commons, which he considered was not primarily a secular assembly. As with Oxford, which he looked upon as a type of seminary for Anglicans, he wanted Parliament to be true to what he saw as its original statutes and the Church-State connection, and refuse to admit non-Anglicans. Cecil was too intelligent and rational to be ideologically anti-Semitic, although occasionally disparaging remarks about Jews do crop up in his correspondence, in the same way that they do about the Americans, Greeks, Boers, Portuguese, Italians, Montenegrins and especially the Irish. Ridiculing an essay by a German author in November 1863, who claimed that the Jews were becoming masters of the world, Cecil asked why other, respectable contributors to the book in question had not refused to appear in his literary company? ‘It is very rarely that money will induce a Jew to lend himself to a false oath,’ he wrote in a review of a book about German crime and punishment, and blamed the Germans for the fact that the Jews formed ‘the nucleus of the outlaw and criminal population’ there.


Cecil wrote to Carnarvon of Disraeli’s ‘Hebrew tricks’ when describing his tactical wiliness, and when Foreign Secretary he brushed off Jewish deputations demanding full civil rights for the Jews of Romania with talk of eastern European instability. Although he appointed Lord Rothschild as the first Jewish Lord-Lieutenant in 1889, two years later he refused to allow Sir Robert Morier, Britain’s first Ambassador to St Petersburg, to remonstrate with the Tsar about Russia’s pogroms. He argued that the Lord Mayor of London might forward a protest through any channel he liked, but the British Ambassador ‘ought not to touch it with a pair of tongs’, for fear of impairing the all-important Anglo-Russian relationship. The following year Salisbury went further, and privately asked Morier whether he could take any steps to stop Jews emigrating to Britain, not placing the request in a formal despatch ‘because it is evidently so delicate’.


In the debate on the Oaths Bill on 22nd March 1858, Cecil pointed out that the House of Commons was the guardian of the Church of England and the questions which excited the most political interest were those of a religious nature, which was undoubtedly true at the time. Controversial political issues such as Church Rates, the endowment of the Irish Catholic seminary at Maynooth, Sunday openings at the British Museum, denominational education and the perennial question of whether to legalise marriage with a deceased wife’s sister were all based on religious belief. Of the fifty divisions taken before the Easter recess, twenty-six had been on secular and twenty-four on religious questions. ‘The insincere Jew will only legislate according to his own interests, and in order to make political capital, like any other member,’ Cecil said in the debate. ‘It was the sincere Jew who has pledged to legislate against Christianity.’ One of the ‘insincere’ Jews Cecil doubtless had in mind was otherwise the Anglican-baptised but racially Jewish Disraeli, who had referred to ‘my Lord and Saviour’ in a speech supporting the removal of their disabilities in 1847.


In a subject which temporarily split the Conservative Party – four Cabinet ministers voted against the measure, as well as the Chief Whip and Sir Hugh Cairns, the Solicitor-General – Cecil had made his mark. His stance had brought round Lord Exeter, who, when Disraeli wrote at Christmas asking whether one of his vacant parliamentary seats could go to Lord Henry Lennox, replied that it was being kept warm for Cecil in case Disraeli’s Reform Bill should abolish Stamford as a separate constituency.2


Exeter had a good eye for parliamentary talent, and on 28th April 1859 Stamford returned Cecil to Parliament in the General Election along with a baronet called Sir Stafford Northcote. The polling in the town hall was attended by only forty-four people. After a brief speech from Cecil supporting Church Rates, opposing Reform – ‘the effect would be to swamp property and intelligence’ – and a sideswipe against warring Austria and Sardinia – ‘both sides were in the wrong’ – the two men were elected unopposed. A month earlier Cecil had turned down the offer of the Governorship of Moreton Bay in Australia because, although it would have paid him £2,500 per annum, he had to finance his own expenses. ‘I am afraid it would not pay in a commercial point of view,’ he assured the Colonial Secretary, Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton, ‘and to the commercial point of view I am compelled to pay a very humiliating regard.’ To a disappointed father he explained that he ‘must be in a very bad way before I should undertake an office, out of which I could only screw a profit by doing it badly’.


Apart from promoting, in vain, a scheme to introduce postal ballots, the rest of 1859 was spent attacking Disraeli for supporting a Reform Bill which offered ‘fancy’ franchise qualifications. These attacks began in earnest in Bentley’s Quarterly Review in March, where Cecil lambasted Disraeli’s ‘serpentine’ career, arguing that ‘hostility to Radicalism, incessant, implacable hostility, is the essential definition of Conservatism’, whereas Disraeli was only out to buy ‘Radical support in the enterprise of ousting the Whigs’. That same month in the Saturday Review, he observed how in introducing his Reform Bill to a packed house,




Disraeli always on such occasions seems to be arranging his attitude to suit a possible photographer in the gallery. He throws back his coat, makes a theatrical pause, eyes the Gentile rabble in front of him for a moment with supreme contempt, and then, remembering that meekness is the fitting emblem of conscious genius, drops his head and begins in an inaudible murmur. For the first hour, like all Mr Disraeli’s exordiums, the speech was intolerably dull.





The Reform Bill itself was tame, only fifteen seats redistributed and not one borough disenfranchised, nor did Cecil oppose it outright but only tried to amend it in committee, but he hated the fact that the Tories were undertaking it at all, especially through bidding for Radical support. ‘There is no escape on earth’, he wrote, ‘from taxes, toothache or the statesmanship of Mr Disraeli.’3 Cecil claimed that a snap division Disraeli had called in June ‘savoured more of the legerdemain of a thimble-rigger than of the tactics of a parliamentary chief’. What was really only smart parliamentary footwork in avoiding a damaging Commons defeat drew forth Cecil’s pent-up (and surely libellous) invective against his Commons Party leader:




The truth is that his life, from his first appearance in the journalist’s world down to the present hour, has been spent in dodging, and he cannot leave it off…. He has reached the delirium tremens stage of treachery. Everybody knows half a dozen people in whom the taste for lying is so developed, that they will live for the mere pleasure of the thing, even when the lie is certain to be found out. The present leader of the House of Commons is a victim of the same sort of possession. He is bewitched by the demon of low dodging.





The next month, July 1859, saw Cecil attack Disraeli’s ‘oriental cunning’, ‘the foulness of his language in [denouncing Peel in] 1846’, and his ‘ceaseless intrigues and unscrupulous invective’. Of his Tory supporters, whose ‘guide is self-interest and their moving power spite’, Cecil also blamed ‘the obtuseness of the bucolic mind’. This article, entitled ‘The Artless Dodger’, and the previous one in Bentley’s Quarterly Review in which Cecil had called Disraeli ‘the grain of dirt that clogs the whole machine’, drew an angry letter from Salisbury in defence of his ‘distinguished Cabinet colleague’. It made the reasonable point that Cecil’s voting record of support for Disraeli in the chamber ‘must therefore lead to the conclusion that your avowed opinions are greatly at variance with those of which you entertain anonymously’.


This stung Cecil’s sense of honour. ‘I am wholly unconscious of the discrepancy,’ he answered the following day. ‘I have never concealed my opinion of Mr Disraeli, and lapse of years has rather strengthened than improved it.’ He added that he was even ruder in private conversations than in his journalism, adding that it was perfectly possible to be a Conservative in the Commons without having to trust the Conservative leader there, and that plenty of other Tory MPs agreed. The barb at the end of Cecil’s letter was unmistakable: ‘It must be remembered that I write for money. Various concurring circumstances have left me with no other means of gaining money…. I must write in the style that is most likely to attract, and therefore to sell.’ Although it was popular enough with other Tories on the Right, such as his brother-in-law Alexander Beresford-Hope and his brother Eustace, such ostentatious disloyalty brought opprobrium from many other Conservatives. Years later, he referred to himself in this period as having been ‘an Ishmaelite’, referring to Genesis chapter 16 verse 12: ‘His hand against every man and every man’s against him.’ During the Church Rates controversy, Palmerston told a friend: ‘Beware of that young man, he possesses one of the secrets of success, for instead of defending himself and his cause, he attacks the other side.’


Having never made more than a total of five speeches a year in the House of Commons in his first four years, and only three each in 1858 and 1859 when the Earl of Derby was briefly in office, Cecil spoke thirteen times in 1860, a rate he was to keep up for almost the whole of the rest of his time there. These orations were just as slashing as his prose. Gladstone’s attempt to replace the duty on paper with a penny increase in income tax he denounced as ‘plundering finance’ intended to subsidise out of the Exchequer the cheap newspapers belonging to his new allies. When the House of Lords rejected Gladstone’s Paper Duties Bill, Cecil applauded their stalwart defence of their class and political interests, only to find Gladstone putting his measures in his Budget, which then passed the House of Lords in June 1861.


Cecil sent the Commons into uproar when he denounced Gladstone’s action as ‘more worthy of an attorney than of a statesman’. This was considered unacceptable parliamentary language, as attorneys were not necessarily gentlemen. A few days later he got up and, having used the terms that usually led up to an expression of contrition, he said he wanted to apologise. Just as the House was murmuring its approval he added, ‘to the attorneys’. The indignant Commons roared its anger and refused to hear the rest of his speech, but for all his rudeness Cecil had unmistakably made his name as one of its foremost controversialists.


One of the reasons Cecil opposed the remission of paper duties was that he did not believe it ‘could be maintained that a person of any education could learn anything worth knowing from a penny paper’. When it was observed that at least they reported parliamentary debates, Cecil retorted: ‘Well, would that contribute to their education?’ In his Saturday Review round-up of the year 1860, he wrote that Gladstone ‘will continue to be the universal solvent of Administrations, with eloquence enough to shatter any from which he is excluded, and crotchets enough to split up any to which he belongs’.
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On the issue of competitive examinations for civil servants, hitherto appointed almost entirely through jobbery, nepotism and patronage, Cecil was as witty as he was reactionary. Merciless was the ridicule he directed against those hapless reformers who wished to rationalise the archaic process, arguing that theirs was simply a plan ‘for the bestowing of appointments not upon persons who are qualified for them, but upon those who had shown their fitness for something else’. Examinations, he felt, were ‘at best a sorry test for discovering the qualifications that are fittest to govern men’, and the idea that candidates could prove their ability to govern India by asking them to turn Goethe’s Iphigenia into tragic trimeters struck him as ludicrous. In the Foreign Office, the duties of a junior attaché in foreign missions would ‘be far better performed by a dandy to whom William the Conqueror was a myth … than by any professor in either university…. To submit a man whose most important duty is to dangle about at parties and balls to any intellectual test, except that of a knowledge of French, is to ignore the real objects of his profession.’


Cecil denounced the way that ‘a clique of theorists’ had decided to impose professionalism even on the army, despite the fact that Wellington or Marlborough ‘would have been floored by a request to make impromptu quotations from the Greek tragic poets’. The result would be ‘battalions of mooning, narrow-chested, blear-eyed bookworms whom modern progress will place at the head of our troops’. He put in a word for patronage, asking: ‘Why should favour and friendship, kindness and gratitude, which are not banished by men from private life, be absolutely excluded from public affairs?’ To appoint someone whom you know and trust was surely better than some clever stranger; after all, ‘Sir Robert Walpole’s bribery saved his country: Necker’s purity ruined his.’ Just as one did not choose a Chancellor of the Exchequer for his moral character – a clear dig at Disraeli – or a boot-maker for his religious principles, which would ‘generally end in financial embarrassment and sore feet’, so the Civil Service would only be filled ‘with pedants and malcontents’ if bureaucrats were chosen simply on intellectual merit.


The exams themselves were fantastically hard, and Cecil made great play in pointing out how hopeful Colonial Office candidates were required to state concisely David Ricardo’s theory of rent, Inland Revenue officials had to know ‘on which side of the Himalayas were the sources of the Indus, the Ganges and the Brahmapootra’, and Customs and Excise officers had to list six of the principal mountain ranges in Europe, stating the countries to which they belonged, their extent, height, directions and most striking physical features. ‘Only if ships were in the habit of clearing the Alps or Carpathians,’ wrote Cecil, would ‘these questions be very pertinent to the duties of a custom-house clerk.’4


Meanwhile the assault on Disraeli continued, as Cecil likened his career to that of Napoleon III, calling him a ‘vulture’, ‘shameless’ and possessing ‘unrivalled powers of conducting his Party into the ditch’. On Disraeli’s political dexterity over Reform, and especially his attempts to attract Radical support, Cecil declared that: ‘An Englishman half asleep may be coaxed into giving away what the same man threatened and aroused would rather die than yield.’


When Salisbury wrote his son a curt letter refusing to finance any further election expenses, Cecil replied that if forced to decide between his parliamentary seat and his journalism he would have to choose the latter: ‘I shall earn a deal more by my pen than I should ever get by my tongue,’ and wondered aloud whether ‘the House of Commons is not a sheer waste of time’. The result of ‘Your driving me from Parliament would not tend to stop my writing … only that I should be more free and have more leisure.’ As for his father’s colleague:




I have ceased to condemn Mr Disraeli because he has ceased to deserve it. Much as I dislike and despise the man, I should abstain from attacking him needlessly, for the sake of the party to which he is unfortunately attached…. I have merely put into print what all the county gentlemen were saying in private…. I cannot change my convictions to suit his intrigues.





Yet, as Gwendolen wrote later of this period, if Cecil ‘entertained any undue sense of his importance as a mutineer’, it must have been effectively dissipated when he met Disraeli by accident at a country house one weekend. ‘Robert, ah Robert, how pleased I am to meet you!’ said Disraeli, enveloping his embarrassed antagonist in his arms.
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When a son was born to the Cecils on 23rd October 1861, Cranborne wrote a rare letter to his younger brother asking that the child should be named James ‘after my Lord’, their father, a request to which Cecil readily agreed. He only received a frigidly polite letter of congratulations from Salisbury in acknowledgment. If there was no immediate reconciliation, there was at least the abatement of hostilities, because, as Cecil wrote to Carnarvon on 31st March 1861, ‘Dizzy, converted from evil ways, has behaved like an angel’ in supporting Palmerston against Bright on all possible occasions. Cecil had nevertheless not altered his opinion that ‘if a Government is to depend on Liberal support I think it is much better for the reputation of public men that it should be one calling itself Liberal and not one calling itself Conservative – though the names are great trash’.


By 1862, relations had improved with his father enough for him to be able to send on the £122.16s.1d bill for his Stamford expenses, which included subscriptions for a footbridge to commemorate the Prince Consort, who had died the previous December, as well as for the county’s agricultural show at Burghley Park. ‘The Stamford people are getting very shameless in their begging, and we [Cecil and Northcote] disregard as many applicants as we can,’ he told his father. ‘It is a consolation to reflect that Prince Albert cannot die next year again, and that the Northamptonshire Agricultural Association will not meet at Stamford.’


The doorkeeper of the House of Commons, William White, wrote of Cecil in his diary in March 1863:




He is haughty and proud, of an intractable temper. He cannot submit to party discipline … he is too Conservative for modern times. He is a High Churchman. In politics he is a Tory. His motto in politics and religion is “No Surrender!” … In short he is a man of a past age, has no sympathy with the life, the stir and growth of the present, and no belief in the future.





Cecil himself would doubtless have agreed with every word. At a dinner to found the Oxford Conservative Association that July, and to support the local candidate Gathorne Gathorne-Hardy against Gladstone, Cecil declared: ‘Every Churchman must be a good Conservative, and every Conservative a good Churchman,’ which caused much controversy, especially when he repeated it in the House of Commons. Once again, however, it did nothing to harm his prospects on the Tory Right.


In January 1864, Derby told his son Lord Stanley that he expected to form a government that year and that he would send Cecil to the Foreign Office as Lord Malmesbury’s Under-Secretary. A week later, Cecil was invited to an eve-of-session dinner at Disraeli’s house, where a dozen senior Tories discussed the Queen’s Speech. Cecil had been in the Commons for ten years and had to be taken seriously by the Party leadership, despite his rebellious barbs. At dinner with Disraeli at Bellamy’s, the famous Westminster restaurant, on 19th February, Stanley heard how Cecil, ‘though mollified by hopes of office’, belonged to the party of Tory malcontents who only numbered about twenty-five, but who ‘had the sympathies of many more’.


Stanley, a Tory Radical, believed the malcontents damaged the Party; he likened them to Bright’s position in the Liberal Party. When on 6th May 1864 Cecil was ‘cheered from all sides’ for his vehement speech in support of the Danish duchies, Stanley was convinced that Cecil did the Tory cause ‘more harm than good: for he made it appear as though he wished us to go to war’, which he later assured Stanley was not his intention at all, thinking it ‘too late and useless’. Rebellion was of course a well-established way to achieve junior office, but that was not primarily what motivated Cecil.


When in July 1864 he submitted his £137.11s.3d bill for Stamford (girls’ school: 15 shillings, soup kitchen: 10 shillings, agent’s bill: £70), Cecil and his wife, who was seven months pregnant, were invited to visit Hatfield for the first time since their marriage in 1857. Disraeli and Stanley were also present, and the latter recorded how: ‘It was curious to see Robert in his own home looking around at the improvements, of which there were many…. Both he and Lady Robert were evidently nervous and ill at ease.’ Relations were re-established and by September 1864, Salisbury was writing to his son as ‘My dear Robert’ once again. With his black beard, premature baldness, stoop and serious demeanour, photographs of the time depict Cecil as a man who looked considerably in excess of his thirty-four years.
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Because he thought education to be a crucial issue of the age, the arena where atheism must be fought, it was always in the first rank of political questions in which Cecil interested himself. He admitted it to be ‘unromantic’, but flung himself into the subject nonetheless, stalwart in the defence of Anglican denominational education. Even the moderate Education Rate proposed in 1856, by which local authorities took over education funding from the Privy Council grants system, he had denounced as ‘the thin end of the wedge of disestablishment’. Believing that ‘the middle classes are the powerful and ruling classes of the country’, who therefore needed ‘enlightened knowledge’, Cecil became Senior Trustee of the Rev. Nathaniel Woodard’s movement to build a series of independent schools to be run on Tractarian principles. At the public meeting to launch the movement, held at Brighton Town Hall on 2nd December 1856, the nonconformists organised an anti-Puseyite demonstration, and Cecil, Beresford-Hope and the Bishop of Winchester had to try hard to make themselves heard above catcalls, insults, hissing, groans, foot-stamping and incessant interruptions.


Over the following decades, under the direction of Woodard, the movement was responsible for the establishment of Hurstpierpoint, Ardingly, Lancing, King Alfred’s Taunton and several other High Church schools. At the inaugural meeting in Brighton Woodard had failed to distance himself from the doctrine of auricular confession, for which Cecil nearly resigned, as ‘I dislike the Roman doctrine too heavily to suffer myself willingly to seem to approve it.’ As he told his friend Charles Conybeare some years later, confession might do some good in some special cases, but ‘as a general practice it is, at its best, fatal to moral vigour, at its worst an instrument of corruption or ambition’. By 1857 this potential schism was patched up, and in 1872 Cecil wrote to Woodard, then organising a series of public dinners to raise money for further schools, enclosing a cheque but refusing the invitation with the excuse that: ‘Dying by slow indigestion is an exquisite form of martyrdom which never occurred to the pagans.’ Years later when a junior minister was promoted to the Education department, he consoled him that ‘dull as the work of keeping parsons in good humour is, you are on a higher official level’.5


As well as bridge-building with his father, 1864 also saw Cecil take the scalp of perhaps the cleverest minister in the Government, when he forced Robert Lowe to resign as Vice-President of the Council, the Education portfolio. An albino intellectual who had spent much of his life in Australia, Lowe was as unlike the archetypal Liberal Cabinet minister as Cecil was unlike the archetypal Conservative politician of the day. Cecil discovered that several of Her Majesty’s Inspectors of Schools had sent reports to the Privy Council chastising the Government’s new Revised Code for Education – which Cecil had long denounced as ‘violent and doctrinaire’ and ‘the last of the imported Yankee “notions’” – but that these had not been published in the Blue Book. ‘From Mr Lowe’s proceedings,’ Cecil wrote in the Saturday Review whilst simultaneously bringing up the matter in Parliament, ‘it is evident that Blue Books are meant, not for the information of those who read them, but for the recreation and solace of those who write them.’


Using documents leaked to him by disaffected inspectors, Cecil accused Lowe on 12th April 1864 of having doctored the Blue Books, claiming that ‘the mutilation of the reports … are violations in and tend entirely to destroy the value’ of what the inspectors had originally written. Whilst Lowe was actually on his feet denying that his department had underlined certain passages for censorship, Cecil started to circulate the leaked report with its underlined passages. The near-blind Lowe, who could not see what was happening, was ‘disconcerted by the hum and laughter moving along the benches’. When Lowe had got up to speak, many of the Government front bench, expecting a dull, prolonged debate, had gone off for dinner, so the House was lightly attended. Seizing his opportunity, Cecil called for a snap division. Palmerston and Gladstone managed to get back from their meals just in time, but the Government was defeated by 101 to 93. A dozen Liberals voted with Cecil and the House roared with laughter when it heard the result. Lowe resigned six days later, and although a Select Committee accepted his explanation that he had no personal knowledge of what had gone on, he was not reappointed.


His personal involvement did not prevent Cecil from anonymously writing the story up in the Saturday Review that weekend, referring to himself in the third person and arguing that it should have been Lord Granville, the Lord President of the Council, who resigned, rather than the estimable Vice-President. Palmerston reported to the Queen that: ‘Lord Robert Cecil, who never loses an opportunity of saying or doing an unhandsome thing, lost a fair opportunity of taking a handsome and generous line, and alone cavilled at and criticised Mr Lowe’s statement.’ The doorkeeper was also unimpressed by Cecil’s success, writing that: ‘There is not another member of the House that we know who carries on now in this fashion.’ Whatever the rules of politeness dictated, Cecil had taken the scalp of a brilliant senior minister and proved himself a dangerous political force.


On the morning of Wednesday, 14th June 1865, during a debate on the Oxford Tests Bill, Cecil was called out of the Commons chamber to be informed of the death of his elder brother Lord Cranborne, who was forty-two. His death certificate gives the cause as congestion of the lungs, after two days of illness. Unfortunately, such was Cecil’s natural reserve that we can only speculate as to his reaction to the news, as with other family bereavements. ‘A great change in his position and future,’ noted Gathorne-Hardy in his diary the next day, ‘which affects our party much.’ Cecil’s succession to the courtesy title of Viscount Cranborne, and more importantly to the direct succession to Hatfield, came almost as a relief to their father, whose ‘strongest feeling is attachment to his family as an institution – and wish that its importance should continue’. The Cecils, now Lord and Lady Cranborne, were by then on ‘good and friendly terms’ with the Salisburys and regular visitors to Hatfield.6 Before his brother’s death, Cecil had written 589 pieces for the Saturday Review; after it he only wrote nineteen, mostly on political issues in which he was personally involved. Now heir to Hatfield, the days of writing for a living about the combustibility of crinolines were over.
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When in July 1865 a serious plague in cattle was first diagnosed, the Royal Veterinary College reported to the Privy Council that the cows were dying from a malignant disease then unknown to science. In September, a Royal Commission was appointed to stamp it out, under the Chairmanship of the 5th Earl Spencer, a distinguished Liberal. Robert Lowe, the chemistry professor Lyon Playfair and the new Lord Cranborne also sat on it. After quickly taking scientific and agricultural evidence, its report only a month later advocated draconian measures concerning the export, transport and slaughter of cattle. These were attacked by farmers and in the press, but once Parliament had adopted them the following February the disease was swiftly defeated. Cranborne and Spencer were appointed to protect the landed, farming interest, but they supported the recommendations, and, although in February 1866 18,000 new cases had been reported, by the end of April they were down to 5,000. In November, there were only eight new cases and the country was offically declared plague-free by 1867.


On 18th October 1865, Lord Palmerston died in office. Cranborne had admired him for providing what he called ‘the resistance of a sandbag’ and for doing the ‘most difficult and most salutary [thing] for a Parliament to do – nothing’. He was one of the few leading Opposition MPs to attend Palmerston’s funeral and had good reason to regret his passing. Cranborne feared that, with Palmerston gone, the issue of Reform would soon raise its head, and he was right. Palmerston was replaced by Lord John Russell, who had become Earl Russell in 1861, as Prime Minister, with Gladstone as Leader of the House of Commons and Cabinet places for George Goschen, the financier, and soon afterwards the Marquis of Hartington as Secretary for War.


By February 1866, Cranborne was being spoken of as a future Cabinet minister, should a group of about fifty right-wing Liberals led by Robert Lowe split from Lord John Russell’s Government over the comprehensive Reform Bill that Gladstone was promoting, and ‘fuse’ with the Conservatives. Just turning thirty-six, Cranborne was even being discussed as a future Foreign Secretary, although his hawkish behaviour over the Schleswig-Holstein Question and the American Civil War persuaded Disraeli that this was wildly premature.


Cranborne was impressed by Disraeli’s tough rejection of Gladstone’s franchise proposals and by the strong speech he had made to the parliamentary Party in mid-March at Lord Salisbury’s home in Arlington Street, St James’s, where he proposed the rejection of the second reading of Gladstone’s Bill. ‘The meeting was most cordial and unanimous,’ recorded Northcote. Although Cranborne was still writing in April 1866 in the Quarterly Review that ‘Party allegiance is but a means to an end; it can never determine the decision of questions more important than itself’, he was very content with the anti-Reform stance adopted by his own Party.


Cranborne had not set his face against all franchise reform in all circumstances. In his 1865 election address, he said that he would welcome changes to the provisions of the 1832 Reform Act that would expand the electorate without giving undue weight to any single class. Postal ballots, changes in registration procedure and a limited redistribution of seats all found favour with him. Gladstone’s 1866 Bill, however, by enfranchising £14 per annum property-renters in the country and £7 per annum in the towns – i.e. the lower-middle classes – would have added 400,000 voters to the electorate, bringing it up to 2.23 million (out of an adult male population of 13.6 million). To understand, in those pre-democratic days, the horror with which such a proposal struck MPs like Cranborne and Lowe, one would have to imagine a present-day proposal to give the vote to twelve-year-olds. In meetings both public and private, Cranborne was impressed by Disraeli’s stance of ‘uncompromising resistance’ to Gladstone’s measure.


Meanwhile, Robert Lowe along with Lord Elcho created a ‘Cave of Adullam’, as it was nicknamed by John Bright after a phrase in the Book of Samuel about ‘where the distressed and discontented gathered’. Liberals who were nevertheless prepared to vote with the Conservatives to halt democracy, they filled Cranborne with admiration. It was a rebellion, he wrote, ‘against the superstition that there is anything “liberal” in the desire to commit the rule of the British Empire to the least enlightened and least responsible class’. He emphasised that it was not because they were the lower, but because the proletariat were the most numerous class that mattered. ‘They may not be vicious or foolish, but they are human…. It is their numbers, not their vices, that we fear.’ The Adullamites, together with the Conservatives, managed to defeat Gladstone’s Reform Bill by 315 to 304 on 18th June.


When Russell resigned eight days later, Derby offered Cranborne an important seat in the Cabinet. It is not known which one, but it was subsequently withdrawn and on 3rd July he was given the lesser post of India Secretary instead, which nonetheless greatly pleased him. He had leapt from enfant terrible to Cabinet rank without the intervening stage of lobby-fodder, or even that of under-secretary. Although Pitt and Disraeli had become Chancellors of the Exchequer without any previous government experience at all, it was still unusual. Cranborne suddenly found himself with the Secretary of State’s salary of £5,000 per annum, a figure that had been instituted in 1831 and was to last, incredibly, until 1965. He was also at last able to stretch out his immensely long legs. The backbenches had been uncomfortable; he believed that when Sir Charles Barry had drawn up his plans for the Commons chamber, he had omitted to make any allowance for the fact that MPs might be tall. The Times was surprised by his appointment, which at thirty-six years old it considered was ‘a notable achievement, even for a clever Cecil’, adding that his lack of prudence and moderation could soon be corrected.


In July 1865, Cranborne had written that: ‘No one becomes a Member of Parliament, at great cost and trouble, in order that he may sit in judgment upon roads and waterworks; but he does these subordinate duties because they are incident to the condition of a member of Parliament, which he has been anxious to obtain for other reasons.’7 A year after writing that, he held sway over the lives of 250 million Indians. On 6th July 1866, he took a special train to Windsor with the other thirteen members of the Cabinet. As they went upstairs to kiss hands with the Queen, they met the outgoing ministry coming down, and everyone shook hands. On the journey home Disraeli, the new Leader of the House of Commons and Chancellor of the Exchequer, missed his seat in the saloon carriage and fell to the floor. A more apposite omen would have had it happen to Cranborne instead.
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‘Is Robert still doing his sums?’





During his brief stint as Secretary of State for India, Cranborne only had time to lay down the outlines of the policy he was to adopt when he returned to the post later for a longer sojourn. The Mutiny had only been put down eight years before and British administrators, led by the Viceroy, Sir John Lawrence, were cautiously building the Raj of the Crown where the rule of the East India Company had been. One of the results of the effective nationalisation of the Company in 1858 had been that the old Board of Control was replaced by an India Council, whose duty was to advise the Secretary of State. With his individualist’s suspicion of committees, Cranborne disliked having to work with these old India hands, despite the fact that several were great experts and they included some of the most distinguished veterans of the Mutiny. In the Saturday Review, he had described the new Council as ‘only a machinery for soiling white paper with elaborate protests it is nobody’s business to read’, and in office he soon complained that the Council’s financial powers held the Secretary of State ‘in tutelage’.


With characteristic thoroughness, Cranborne threw himself into his office, even studying the Koran in order to help him understand Islam. (He was surprised to find it ‘by no means an unsympathetic subject’.) He was an unabashed supporter of the ‘divide and rule’ policy, which, as he wrote to Lawrence in December 1866, ‘followed the despotic trend of employing our soldiers as much as possible at a distance from their birthplace’, and wondered if it could not be more widely employed in India. ‘Would the Mahometan Afghans be as dangerous in the South of India – or even in Ceylon – as in the North-West Frontier? Would a Sikh be as formidable to his masters at Calcutta as he is in his own country?’


It was ‘a resource which has recommended itself to conquerors in every age – Roman, Russian, French – and which on the whole has ensured their purpose well’. Better still would be to employ soldiers ‘with neither caste nor Koran to defend nor deposed rulers to avenge’, and suggested recruiting in Burma, Ceylon, Nepal and Borneo for troops to serve in India.


Cranborne extended much the same principle to taxation, advising Lawrence to increase it in such a way that ‘it is split up into a number of small local grievances and directed at different times against subordinate local offices, [so] it can never constitute a serious political danger’. Over grand strategy, Cranborne agreed with Lawrence that since money was tight – £35 million of India’s annual revenue paid for £16 million military expenditure, with only £19 million left for civil administration – and the threat from Russia unrealistic, it was impolitic at that time to meddle in Afghanistan. ‘We are strong enough to give them a warm reception when they come,’ he wrote to a generally supportive Lawrence, ‘and there seems to be no need to disturb ourselves prematurely on that subject.’ The day would indeed come, but in the mid-1860s Cranborne refused ‘to look on those alarms even seriously’, not least because it would be ‘sheer wantonness’ for Russia to march south when so much remained to be conquered east of Bokhara.1 He added that he ‘would as soon sit down’ upon the frontier town of Quetta as ‘upon a beehive’. He advised the Foreign Secretary, Lord Stanley, to give Sir Henry Durand, the former Indian foreign minister at Calcutta who suggested taking Quetta, a consignment of blue pills for Christmas.


Cranborne won plaudits for his presentation of the Indian Budget less than a fortnight after coming to office. He was aided by the fact that debates about the sub-continent were notoriously ill-attended. As Cranborne had written in the Saturday Review, Indian questions were ‘richly endowed by that centrifugal force which scatters Parliamentary atoms abroad into the infinite space of the West End’. As few divisions were taken, constituents could not tell whether MPs were there or not, and Indian names were ‘an intolerable complexity’ for many MPs. The Secretary of State for India, Cranborne had once written, ‘ought to fight as the cuttle-fish fights. It ought to fly, leaving the waters behind him so impenetrably and so unpleasantly turgid as both to blind and to disgust his pursuer’. That Cranborne was so pleased to have been offered the India portfolio was surprising, as in his writings he had rightly said it gave little scope for parliamentary distinction and was ‘not, therefore, a position which a man who desires to rise will willingly accept’, but instead was ‘more often given to satisfy long-standing claims than to provide employment for genuine capacity’. In the major crisis of his first India Office tenure, however, Cranborne failed to show his own capacity, to his sincere and lasting regret. 
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‘The day I took office’, Cranborne reminisced a decade later, the former Governor-General of India, Lord Ellenborough, ‘wrote to me warning that there were indications of a terrible famine, and urging me to take measures in time. I was quite new to the subject and believed that if any precautions were necessary, the local Government was sure to take them. I did nothing for two months. Before that time the monsoon had closed the ports of Orissa – help was impossible – and – it is said – a million people died. The Governments of India and Bengal had taken in effect no precautions whatever…. I never could feel that I was free from all blame for the result.’2


Cranborne was over-harsh on himself, although as Secretary of State he must bear the ultimate responsibility for the tragedy. He could only work on the information his officials gave him, however. He did make inquiries about reported food shortages in eastern India as soon as he came to office, but the men on the spot failed to appeal to the Government even when they saw the people starving. Indeed, as Cranborne stated later, they seemed ‘more inclined to look at starvation merely as a question of police’. He demanded irrigation schemes to be put in place ‘without further delay’, but he was dealing with a Lawrentian administration which was itself, in the estimation of an Indian historian, ‘tardy and inadequate’, due to the Viceroy being constantly overruled by his own Council in Delhi. Lawrence’s own attempts to get grain imported into famine areas were blocked by the Council on grounds of political economy.


Sir Cecil Beadon, the Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal, to Orissa’s north, was ill in Darjeeling at the time the reports were coming through, which Cranborne likened to the Home Secretary’s living in John O’Groats for six months of the year. Beadon failed to appreciate the scale of the coming catastrophe, and informed Lawrence that the situation was not as serious as rumours suggested. A hitherto extremely competent official, Beadon’s assurances were accepted by Lawrence, and Cranborne in turn accepted Lawrence’s.


By the time Cranborne discovered the ghastly truth it was too late. He fumed, appointed a Committee of Inquiry, raised finance from the Cabinet and forced through large-scale irrigation schemes on the eastern seaboard. ‘It is not a subject on which time ought to be lost’ was his constant refrain, but as he had written four years earlier, ‘there is nothing to check the Secretary of State except an India official’s unlimited powers of procrastination’. With two Councils, two finance ministers and two local Governors, Cranborne’s efforts against the famine, though strenuous, were largely unavailing. He even attempted to divert large amounts from the sums to be spent on India’s defence, in order to prevent ‘the periodic loss of vast numbers of human beings’. Setting up a new Department for Irrigation in December 1866, Cranborne encouraged Lawrence to spend more and he promised that ‘every technical and dilatory obstacle to a prompt commencement and energetic execution of those works will be put aside with a strong hand’.3 By then, however, it was largely an exercise in stable door-locking.


When the Orissa famine came to be debated in the Commons on 2nd August 1867, Cranborne delivered a philippic against experts and political economy in general and the Government of Bengal in particular, which received ‘an enthusiastic, hearty cheer from both sides of the House’. John Stuart Mill crossed the floor of the Commons to congratulate him, and even the sceptical doorkeeper admitted that although Cranborne ‘used to be caustic, acrimonious and uncharitable … now … we have seriousness, solemnity, earnestness, stern independence’. Quoting from Blue Books, Cranborne showed how, especially as there had been a famine the year before, officials such as Beadon had been ‘walking in a dream … in superb unconsciousness, believing that what had been must be, and that as long as they did nothing absolutely wrong, and they did not displease their immediate superiors, they had fulfilled all the duties of their station’.


Those officials worshipped political economy ‘as a sort of “fetish”’, he said, and because they believed supply and demand would always square themselves, they ‘seemed to have forgotten utterly that human life was short, and that man did not subsist without food beyond a few days’. He considered at the time that around three-quarters of a million people had died, largely because Beadon and the local administrators chose ‘to run the risk of losing the lives than to run the risk of wasting the money’. He defended the Viceroy, who had been told by Beadon ‘that no supplies of rice were necessary’, and who had not found out the truth until it was too late.4 In the days before direct telegraphic communication with India, when despatches took at least six weeks to send, Cranborne was hardly personally blameworthy, and the House of Commons exonerated him. Nonetheless, the experience left him with a profound and lifelong distrust of experts of all types. In the photograph albums at Hatfield, amongst the pictures of smiling Cecil children in 1866–7, are two haunting images of skeletal, famine-struck Indian children.
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One area in which Cranborne had made himself an acknowledged expert, immersing himself in the statistics until it became something of a joke amongst his less swottish colleagues, was the electoral mathematics of franchise reform. During the 1866 debates which had wrecked Gladstone’s Bill, he had painstakingly mastered all the detailed intricacies, based on census returns, of how each clause would affect the electoral situation in each constituency. He was convinced that reform would lower the quality of MPs, because ‘First-rate men will not canvas mobs: and mobs will not elect first-rate men.’ In September 1866, he was writing to ‘My dear Disraeli’, to support the idea of a modest Bill to disenfranchise corrupt boroughs, but warning that Lowe’s support for the Conservative Government was conditional on no Bill being brought in during the session due to start in February 1867. There were no fewer than twelve Cabinet meetings held in November 1866 on the question of Reform, and at none of them did Cranborne suspect what was germinating in the minds of Derby and Disraeli.5


On Boxing Day 1866, Disraeli wrote to Cranborne from his country seat of Hughenden in Buckinghamshire to say of Reform: ‘I have, throughout, been against legislation, and continue so. Lord Derby, about the time you were here, thought it inevitable, but, as you know, his views are now modified. It’s a difficult affair, but, I think, we shall pull thro’ – the Whigs are very unanimous in wishing the question settled – but you and I are not Whigs.’ Nonetheless, Disraeli wanted to steal the Liberals’ most popular electoral ‘cry’. He wanted to enfranchise a section of the population which Cranborne assumed would vote first Liberal and eventually socialist, but whom Disraeli believed could be persuaded to vote Conservative.


For two decades, most of Disraeli’s political life, the Conservatives had been only capable of forming three short minority administrations, and had not looked like the natural party of government since 1846. Rather than stay in opposition forever, Disraeli was preparing for a bold political volte face, one which Cranborne, quoting Thomas Hobbes’s last words, was later to dub ‘a leap in the dark’. Disraeli intended nothing less than to regain the initiative for the Government by proposing in 1867 a Reform Bill yet more radical than the Gladstonian one which he had been instrumental in wrecking only the previous year. Exactly what it contained he did not much mind; that he should be its sponsor was the great thing.


Lady Salisbury, Cranborne’s stepmother, was the first person to suspect this, when Disraeli did not discuss the subject of Reform at a house party at Carnarvon’s home, Highclere, over the New Year. Cranborne scorned her intuition at the time, but later confessed to his wife, when Disraeli finally showed his hand: ‘My Lady’s murder is out. She was quite right. She is the sphinx.’ It was also his stepmother who subsequently effected a reconciliation between Cranborne and her friend Robert Lowe. This was to lead to a close alliance between the Tory Right and the Adullamites, who voted with the Liberals against Disraeli’s Bill, versus the mainstream Conservative Party and the Radical Liberals, who voted in favour of it. Lowe, Lord Elcho and around forty other Adullamites agreed with Cranborne that ‘the great danger of democracy is that it places supreme power in the hands of those who might be misled by hunger into acts of folly or wrong’.


Throughout January 1867 Cranborne was entirely ignorant of Disraeli’s plans, writing to him about how Lowe was cursing the Government ‘with bell, book and candle’ because he had learned from The Times’ editor John Delane that it was intending to bring in a Reform Bill, albeit one which Cranborne believed would be a mere tinkering measure. As Queen Victoria had agreed to open the Houses of Parliament in person on 5th February 1867, only the second time since Prince Albert’s death, there was a good attendance despite bad weather. They heard the non-committal, even platitudinous sentence dealing with Reform in the Speech from the Throne, read out by Lord Chelmsford, the Lord Chancellor: ‘Your attention will again be called to the state of the representation of the people in Parliament, and I trust that your deliberations, conducted in a spirit of moderation and mutual forbearance, may lead to the adoption of measures, which, without unduly disturbing the balance of political power, shall freely extend the suffrage.’


The Cabinet meeting the next day displayed ‘considerable division of opinion’ for the first time. As Carnarvon, Northcote, Gathorne-Hardy and the First Commissioner of Works, Lord John Manners, all kept diaries or memoranda during this period, and the correspondence of many of the protagonists is also extant, it is possible to discern the way in which Disraeli and Derby hoped to bounce the Cabinet into accepting a very wide measure of franchise extension, and how Cranborne led the increasingly dogged resistance to it. The first dissident, however, was Major-General Jonathan Peel, the former Prime Minister’s brother and a highly respected Secretary for War, who on 9th February threatened to resign if Disraeli’s speech two days later so much as mentioned household suffrage. When Disraeli stood up in the Commons, ‘Lord Cranborne sat with his eyes cast down upon the floor and his countenance overshadowed by his hat’ as he heard that resolutions would be presented shortly, at the end of which ‘the number of electors from counties and boroughs in England and Wales ought to be increased’, but carefully not specifying by how much.6


In Cabinet on Saturday, 16th February, Disraeli unveiled his proposals more fully, but still by no means completely. Cranborne still kept his opinions under his hat, as he tried to amass the necessary statistics to put them into context. Starting by congratulating the Cabinet on being ‘homogeneous and effective’, the Chancellor proposed a plan for plural voting in which individuals would receive a second vote according to different criteria, namely the payment of £5 per annum in rates, an educational qualification, savings bank investments or the payment of direct tax. The figures Disraeli presented were compiled by the parliamentary lawyer, political author and statistician Robert Dudley Baxter. They seemed to show that about 330,000 newcomers would be added to the electoral roll, all but 60,000 of whom would gain extra votes through the other franchises. Not now one to accept an expert’s conclusions unquestioningly, Cranborne carefully checked Baxter’s figures. General Peel, who was averse to any significant widening of the franchise, announced, after ‘a long and painful conversation’, his intention to resign.


By 1 p.m. on Tuesday, 19th February, Derby was able to announce to the Cabinet that Peel had waived his opposition, that the House of Commons was thought to be in favour of the resolutions as they stood, and that the Queen – who had brought pressure to bear on Peel – believed ‘the security of her throne was involved in the settlement of this question’. With Peel’s threat withdrawn, the Cabinet discussed plurality, residential qualifications and the level of payment of direct taxation at which voters would be enfranchised. A £10 ratepaying franchise was also discussed.


Cranborne was troubled. In the gloom of the evening of Thursday, 21st February, he met his old Oxford friend and closest political ally Carnarvon, the Colonial Secretary, at the far end of the House of Lords library. As Carnarvon confided to his diary:




He is firmly convinced now that Disraeli has played us false, that he is attempting to hustle us into his measure, that Lord Derby is in his hands and that the present form which the question has now assumed has been long planned by him. On comparing notes it certainly looks suspicious. My own suspicions have been for some time roused in this direction though I hardly perhaps admitted them as fully as he did. The conclusion was a sort of offensive and defensive alliance on this question in the Cabinet.





This alliance was intended to ‘prevent the Cabinet adopting any very fatal course’. They had both seen how, in Carnarvon’s words,




the system of separate and confidential conversations which Mr Disraeli had carried on with each member of the Cabinet from whom he anticipated opposition had divided them and lulled their suspicions; whilst the prearranged decision of the interior Cabinet, and the weakness of the general Cabinet had so strengthened Mr Disraeli’s hands that the individual in question stood in an isolated and thus powerless position.7





Both men greatly regretted having gone along with the Cabinet decision of 16th February, Carnarvon adding that he had mistakenly trusted that Disraeli was acting in good faith.


On the night of Thursday the 21st, Cranborne spent three hours working through Baxter’s figures. He wrote to Carnarvon the next day to say that, although Baxter assumed 30 per cent of the £10 ratepayers who qualified would not register, this was ‘true in the lump; but it is untrue as respects the smaller boroughs. There the register is well looked after, and … ninety [per cent] or even more register.’ It was a dangerous lacuna in Disraeli’s logic, so the same day, Friday, 22nd February, Cranborne wrote to Derby urging him to accept ten shillings rather than Disraeli’s twenty shillings for the direct taxpaying franchise qualification. ‘The taxing franchise is our counterpoint,’ he argued. ‘Now above 10 shillings you won’t get in the large mass of the £20 householders. At 20 shillings I fear you won’t get more than 150,000 double voters; instead of the 270,000 on which we counted. And I fear this will tell horribly on the small and middle-sized boroughs.’ It was there that household suffrage would bring in the largest number of voters and the richer plural-voters would be fewest, and yet it was upon winning the small boroughs that the Tories had long depended. The large urban working-class boroughs rarely returned Conservatives, so the smaller ones were crucial to the Party’s success. ‘We are making a very dangerous experiment and we must take every security we can get,’ Cranborne warned the Prime Minister.


At the Saturday, 23rd February, Cabinet meeting, with the Monday the 25th deadline for meeting Parliament with agreed resolutions fast approaching, Disraeli recapitulated his figures, describing Baxter as the ablest statistician of the age. The business was hurried through as Derby said he had to leave early. An anti-bribery Bill and also a redistribution of seats Bill were also discussed cursorily, although Cranborne complained at the eleventh-hour nature of their introduction. According to Carnarvon, ‘Cranborne muttered his discontent in very audible tones,’ and Stanley recorded that ‘Cranborne made objections, but all the rest assented without difficulty.’8 The Cabinet, after this rushed, unsatisfactory meeting, had therefore officially committed itself to rated residential (i.e. household) suffrage, duality of voting and what were being called ‘fancy’ franchises, along the lines of the original 16th February Cabinet agreement. Derby was due to explain this to a meeting of the whole parliamentary Party at 2 p.m. on the following Monday, with Disraeli announcing it in the Commons later that same day.


On Sunday, 24th February, Cranborne, having had another chance to revisit Baxter’s statistics in minute detail, using census returns and other statistical information, tried to work out borough by borough the likely effect of Disraeli’s scheme on the psephological map of Britain. He discovered that Baxter had only taken the totals of new voters across the board and not differentiated between the types of borough in his statistics. The actual distribution of new voters in small boroughs of under twenty thousand population tended to suggest to Cranborne that the ‘counterpoise’ fancy franchises for direct taxpayers and dual voting in these crucial seats would be not quite equal to the addition of new working-class voters in each constituency. He visited Carnarvon’s house in Grosvenor Street that evening, where they went through the figures together several times, always coming to the same result. ‘A complete revolution would be effected in the boroughs,’ such as Stamford, because the new working-class voters who were expected to vote Liberal would outnumber their richer, multiple-voting neighbours who were expected to vote Conservative.


Cranborne’s first reaction was to send the statistics to Derby along with his resignation. Carnarvon persuaded him instead to exercise his right as a Cabinet minister to call a Cabinet meeting. One was arranged for lunchtime the next day, just before Derby and Disraeli had to announce the policy to the Party at 2 p.m. and Parliament at 5 p.m. Carnarvon promised to support him. After Cranborne returned home, Carnarvon tried to rally support by visiting Gathorne-Hardy in Grosvenor Crescent and persuading him to visit Cranborne. They then both drove to Cranborne’s house at Mansfield Street near Portland Place, where Gathorne-Hardy found him in ‘a very disturbed state of mind, but clearly set in his resolution not to be a party to the Bill…. I foresee future difficulties, for clearly Cranborne will not long act with Disraeli, that is at the bottom of it.’ The three men discussed the matter until 11 p.m., but Cranborne and Carnarvon failed to persuade Gathorne-Hardy to join them. Carnarvon then left again, this time for Peel’s house in Park Place, where ‘bare-legged and dressing gowned’, the General ‘declared that if either Cranborne or I left the Government he would at once resign’.


Cranborne’s letter to Derby, written on Sunday night and left in the letter box at his St James’s Square residence overnight, went straight to the cardinal point. ‘I trust you will believe me that it gives me great pain to have to say what I am going to say,’ he began, before explaining that close examination of Disraeli’s 19th February franchise scheme had shown him:




that its effect will be to throw the small boroughs almost, and many of them entirely, into the hands of the voter whose qualification is less than £10. I do not think that such a proceeding is for the interest of the country. I am sure that it is not in accordance with the hopes which those of us who took an active part in resisting Mr Gladstone’s Bill last year raised in those whom we induced to vote for us.





Cranborne went on to show how most of the Conservatives representing boroughs of fewer than twenty-five thousand inhabitants – a majority of the boroughs in Parliament – would be far worse off under Disraeli’s Bill than even under Gladstone’s. He went on to criticise the tempo of the arrangements since 19th February, when they had been announced ‘to my extreme surprise; and though, since that day, I have devoted every spare moment to the study of the statistics, it was not until today that I obtained the leisure, from heavy departmental work, in order to go through them borough by borough’. He added that, although he and Carnarvon requested a special Cabinet to be held the following day, he could not promise to support any alternative proposals there, as ‘the error of attempting to frame a Reform bill during the week previous to its production is one that, in my opinion, cannot be redeemed’. He claimed that he would have preferred not to embarrass the Government in this way, ‘But if I assented to this scheme, now that I know what its effect will be, I could not look in the face those whom last year I urged to resist Mr Gladstone. I am convinced that it will, if passed, be the ruin of the Conservative party.’9


The people Cranborne had urged to resist the 1866 Reform Bill were principally those Adullamite followers of Lowe and Elcho with whom he had been in close consultation, and with whose anti-democratic creed he entirely concurred. If possible he would have liked the Adullamites to have ‘fused’ permanently with the Conservatives, providing some anti-Disraelian ballast to the Party. Writing to Elcho on Monday, 25th February, he repeated his belief that, though not massive, the overall addition to the electoral roll would be uneven enough to threaten small boroughs despite all the deductions and counterpoises. Three other considerations weighed heavily with him. Would the Bill’s counterpoise clauses survive the committee stages and three voting stages of parliamentary scrutiny and Liberal attack? Were Disraeli’s basic figures even accurate? If Disraeli could pull this trick, fulfilling all Cranborne’s earlier suspicions, was there any point in serving in government with such a man anyhow?


Derby’s initial reaction to Cranborne’s letter was to panic. ‘Utter ruin,’ he wrote to Disraeli at 8.45 a.m. after reading both it and a separate letter from Carnarvon also requesting an emergency Cabinet: ‘What on earth are we to do?’ Disraeli came over at once and they discussed the matter along with Stanley. The emergency Cabinet was called for 12.30 p.m., to be held at St James’s Square rather than at Downing Street, in order to avoid publicity. The meeting was, in Derby’s words to the Queen, ‘of a most unpleasant character’. Carnarvon remembered ‘a very angry discussion’, made all the worse for him because Cranborne only received his summons late and did not arrive until after 1 p.m.


When Cranborne entered the room ‘with reams of paper in his hand’, he started to read out figures, but was interrupted and told of a proposal by Stanley that since there was so little time they should fall back on a £6 borough rating franchise rather than full residential suffrage and a £20 rather than a £50 county franchise. With Derby due to chair the Party meeting at 2 p.m., the row continued almost until the minute he had to leave. No attempt was made to dispute the statistical accuracy of Cranborne’s case, but Disraeli ‘white as a sheet’ and Derby ‘very angry’ instead attempted to browbeat the three recalcitrant ministers into submission.


Sir John Pakington, the First Lord of the Admiralty, ‘vehemently’ urged Cranborne to give way altogether, and, when Cranborne refused, he proposed to the Cabinet that the three resignations be accepted and the original plan proceeded with regardless. This was overruled and instead Stanley reiterated his compromise, which doubtless had already been agreed with his father and Disraeli that morning. After further protests from the Duke of Buckingham, Lord Chelmsford, Gathorne-Hardy, Northcote, Manners and Pakington again, this was adopted. Pakington, whose education schemes in the early 1860s had been the butt of several Cecilian sallies, two days later described the moment to Peel as ‘that distressing and unparallelled scene’. The meeting was so acrimonious that another minister who arrived late initially thought that the Cabinet was discussing the suspension of habeas corpus.


It was only within ten minutes of the Party meeting that a compromise was finally reached. Derby announced its outlines at 2 p.m. and Disraeli in more detail to the House of Commons at 5 p.m. Both assemblies were distinctly unimpressed. Most of the Cabinet regretted the withdrawal of Disraeli’s bolder scheme. They were furious at Cranborne for having agreed on Saturday to something he refused to accept on Monday morning, and complained that the ‘extreme suddenness of the act’ had left them no room to manoeuvre. The bouncers had been bounced. Cranborne had also admitted that he had been in discussions with non-Cabinet members, probably including Lord Elcho whom he had met on 23rd February, thus further irritating his colleagues. After what Carnarvon called ‘a very painful scene’, nobody was satisfied with the resulting Stanley compromise. Manners described it as a ‘poor and miserable pis aller’. A second round was inevitable.10


On the following day, Tuesday, 26th February, ‘great gloom and personal irritation prevailed’ at Cabinet. Cranborne, Peel and Carnarvon said little, and the meeting agreed to Disraeli’s plan to introduce a Bill in a week’s time, the exact nature of which would be the result of further negotiation. Meanwhile, Disraeli was acting quickly to mobilise backbench Tory opinion, as well as writing to the Queen to say that Peel and Cranborne ‘have acted in a complete ignorance and misapprehension of the real feeling of the Conservative Party’, oleaginously adding that ‘the Chancellor of the Exchequer is confident that Her Majesty will not be disturbed’. The same day he wrote to Derby trying to goad the Prime Minister into taking tougher action against the dissidents. Disraeli did not much care about Carnarvon, whom he nicknamed ‘Twitters’, leaving the Government, and Peel might be persuaded to stay so as not to split the Party, but he correctly identified Cranborne as the man who was spoiling his ‘great plan’ to steal the Liberals’ clothes.


Disraeli sent Derby reports of the views of the Home Secretary, Spencer Walpole, who had sat virtually speechless throughout the crucial meeting, as well as two senior backbenchers and the Chief Whip, Gerard Noel, who was getting up support in the Carlton Club. He tried to steel the Prime Minister to accept the three resignations if necessary. Nor was he deterred by a letter from Baxter himself on 28th February, which admitted that on further examination he had realised that Cranborne’s figures were correct, and ‘the larger scheme of rating household suffrage and duality … would … hand over all those small boroughs to the working class’.


That same day a meeting of around one hundred and fifty backbench MPs at the Carlton Club – over half the Party in the Commons – came out in support of the leadership’s line. When Disraeli reported this meeting to the Queen, he said that ‘there was only one feeling, that Lord Derby should be allowed to fall back on his own policy, and that the measure he seemed forced to introduce was not equal to the occasion’. This was untrue. An annotation made by his biographer G.E. Buckle, the editor of The Times and of Queen Victoria’s letters, points out that in fact ‘this was the feeling of the majority, but there was a minority in favour of a more moderate measure’.


Cranborne and Carnarvon agreed on 28th February that ‘a strong pressure is to be put on us’, not least by the Tory press, and the next day Disraeli sent Northcote to Carnarvon to try to ‘detach’ him from Cranborne, saying that Derby was now prepared to accept the resignations, but Carnarvon could save himself by an eleventh-hour apostasy.11 The Cabinet meeting at 3 p.m. on Saturday, 2nd March, passed in better temper than Monday’s had. Two hours were spent in trying to persuade the three ministers not to relinquish office, but once Cranborne had ‘announced his intention of resigning … Peel and Carnarvon, with evident reluctance, followed his example’. Gathorne-Hardy thought that Peel would have stayed if one of the others had, and Manners wrote that ‘Carnarvon cut a sorry figure and it all turned on Cranborne, who remained unmoveable.’


Derby, finally seeing it was useless to persevere further, closed his red box with a heavy sigh and got up, saying ‘The Party is ruined!’ Cranborne also stood up and as he did so, in a last-ditch attempt to save the situation, Peel said: ‘Lord Cranborne, do you hear what Lord Derby says?’ But Cranborne took no notice. The three ministers then left the room, ‘and so ended a painful scene’.12 The Cabinet, now denuded of the sceptics, went swiftly ahead with Disraeli’s original, bolder scheme for large-scale franchise reform.


The reconstruction of the Government was swift, with two dukes – Richmond and Marlborough – joining the Cabinet and the India Office being taken by Sir Stafford Northcote. Stanley assumed that the Government would fall, and the loud cheers during the resignation speeches of Cranborne and Peel on 6th March tended to confirm his fears. When Derby met Lady Cranborne socially soon afterwards, he chaffingly asked: ‘Is Robert still doing his sums?’ She assured him that he was indeed, and ‘he has reached a rather curious result – subtract three from fifteen and nothing remains’. For all the wit of her riposte, she spoke too soon. The Conservative Party’s instinct for self-preservation easily outweighed its desire for consistency, and, crucially for his later leadership prospects, Cranborne made little attempt to split the Party, despite keeping up a powerful rearguard action against the provisions of the Bill.
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