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    Preface




    This book is principally based upon the papers presented to a ‘Sir Keith Hancock Symposium’ held in the Common Room of University House at the Australian National University in Canberra on 1–3 April 1998. It was held in commemoration of the centenary of Hancock’s birth, the tenth anniversary of his death, and the fiftieth anniversary of the conference he chaired in Canberra which led to the establishment of the Research School of Social Sciences at the Australian National University, of which he later became the first Director.




    The symposium was jointly sponsored by the Humanities Research Centre at the ANU, the Australian Academy of the Humanities, of which he was the founding President, and the Research School of Social Sciences. Each of these contributed generously to the costs of the conference, not least by providing short-term visiting fellowships and other travel and accommodation grants to non-Canberran and overseas participants. Their support is warmly appreciated.




    An additional debt of gratitude is owed to the Academy, to the Research School and to the Vice-Chancellor of the ANU for generous grants which have made the publication of this book possible.




    Warm thanks are due too to the Master of University House, who made its Common Room available for the symposium, and arranged the conference dinner in celebration of the Research Schools fiftieth anniversary, which was presided over by the Chancellor of the ANU, Professor Peter Baume.




    Special thanks are also owed to those discussants whose comments it has not been possible to include here, and to those who chaired the sessions of a very lively symposium: Iain McCalman, John Malony, Ann Curthoys, Tim Rowse, Katherine Massam, Pat Jalland, Keith Jeffrey, Ian Hancock, Heinz Arndt, Jack Caldwell, Robin Prior, Bruce Kent, Peter Edwards, Donald Denoon, Jim Davidson, Marian Quartly, Meaghan Morris, Tim Bonyhady, Paul Bourke, Ken Inglis, Margaret Steven. Thanks are also due to Bob Gollan, John Tregenza, Michael Roe, Tom Stannage and Michael Thwaites for their very particular contributions, while for assistance with the necessary administration warm appreciation is owed to Yvonne Gentry in the Academy and Leena Messina in the HRC.




    As editor I am most grateful to all the contributors to this book for their ready responses to my requests, and especially where word limits necessarily had to be imposed. I am especially grateful to Norma Chin, whose expert help in the preparation and finalizing of the text has been quite invaluable, and to Nicole Maclennan for drafting the index.




    Anthony Low
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Introduction William Keith Hancock


      1898–1988, Historian




      D. A. Low


    




    Keith Hancock was the most distinguished scholar in the humanities and the social sciences to have been born and to have worked in Australia. His formal record runs as follows: First Class Honours degrees in History from both Melbourne and Oxford Universities, Rhodes Scholar, the first Australian to be elected a Fellow of All Souls College, Oxford, Professor of History successively at the Universities of Adelaide, Birmingham, Oxford, London and the Australian National University, general editor of the British Civil Histories of World War II, founding Director of the Institute of Commonwealth Studies in the University of London, founding Director of the Research School of Social Sciences at the ANU, founding President of the Australian Academy of the Humanities, inaugural Chairman of the Australian Dictionary of Biography, knighted in 1953, knighted again (at Prime Minister Menzies’ instance) in 1965, Fellow of the British Academy, Foreign Honorary Member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, recipient of nine honorary degrees, author of twenty books.1




    He was born in Melbourne on 26 June 1898.2 His four grandparents had come to Victoria in the 1850s. One grandfather had owned a brickworks; the other became a successful building contractor. Hancock’s father, William, graduated from Melbourne University in 1886. Beginning as a country clergyman he ended his career as Anglican Archdeacon of Melbourne. He and Elizabeth McCrae were married in 1890 (they had first met when she was just eleven). They had two girls and three boys, Keith the youngest of the latter. At the age of nine he won a bronze medal from the Royal Humane Society for rescuing a small boy from drowning, and at fifteen a scholarship to Melbourne Church of England Grammar School. From there he went to Trinity College in the University of Melbourne and to its History department in the halcyon days of Professor Ernest Scott.3 Upon graduating his very obvious abilities led to an Assistant Lectureship in History at the University of Western Australia, and then in 1922 to a Rhodes scholarship at Balliol College, Oxford.




    The following year he took his (second) undergraduate degree in Oxford, before embarking on his first visit to Italy. On his return he was elected to a Fellowship at All Souls, and over the next two years immersed himself in the writing of his first book, Ricasoli and the Risorgimento in Tuscany (1926).4 In 1925 Hancock married Theaden Brocklebank, a former fellow Melbourne student, who had been teaching at Frensham School in New South Wales, and in the following year they moved to Adelaide, where at the age of twenty-eight he took up his first chair.




    There he threw himself into teaching, but at the same time soon embarked on the writing of Australia (1930),5 which, as Professor Ken Inglis has remarked, ‘remained the most professional and profound single volume about the country’.6 In Adelaide the Hancocks never settled happily—they found it at that time both feckless and vulgar—and in 1934 he accepted a chair of history at the University of Birmingham in Britain. Once again he threw himself into teaching, but over the next eight years also produced what was arguably his masterpiece, the two volumes (the second in two parts) of his Survey of British Commonwealth Affairs.7 This had taken him to Ireland, to South and West Africa, to Malta, to Palestine, and immediately placed him in the forefront of imperial and Commonwealth historians worldwide for the rest of his life.




    During his All Souls years he had been closely involved with the Round Table group that clustered about Lionel Curtis,8 but in 1936 he broke with them over their support for the appeasement of Nazi and Fascist dictatorships in Europe. Following the death of his beloved elder brother in France, he had in World War I been prevented by his parents from volunteering for military service. When World War II broke out he determined to remain on the ‘home front’ in Britain, declining, for example, to go to India as constitutional adviser to the Viceroy (and spending many a night fire watching on the roof of St Paul’s Cathedral). In 1941 he became Supervisor of the [British] Civil Histories of the War, the brainchild of Edward Bridges, the Secretary of the British Cabinet, who wanted to see Britain’s war-time experience authoritatively ‘funded’ for future reference. As a result Hancock found himself in the exceptional position for a working historian of sitting in the British Cabinet Office with immediate access to the innermost workings of government precisely as these were unfolding. Despite the exigencies of war-time he soon managed, moreover, to gather around him a galaxy of historians for his task,9 and with Margaret Gowing (later Professor of the History of Science at Oxford) wrote the key volume on British War Economy (1949)10 in the series of twenty-eight volumes he edited which arguably remains the most magisterial survey of British life at any one point in the long course of its history.11




    Whilst all this was in train he was elected in 1944 to the Chichele Professorship of Economic History at Oxford, and in the immediate post-war years took a leading part in Oxford’s history teaching. During this time he published an important selection of his occasional essays, Politics in Pitcairn,12 but in 1949 was prevailed upon to move to the University of London to become the founding Director of its new Institute of Commonwealth Studies.13 Once more he gathered about him a remarkable array of talented people that was this time by no means confined to historians.14 He there honed, moreover, his exceptional skills as a seminar chairman. Papers, he insisted, should be written and circulated in advance, and after a brief introduction by the author he himself took charge of the proceedings so as to widen and deepen the issues for discussion, while at the same time manoeuvring as many as possible of those who were present into the ensuing ‘talk’—a characteristic Hancockian term.




    It was from his London Institute that he made his one excursion into public life, when in 1954 he embarked upon a constitutional mission to the kingdom of Buganda in East Africa, and in a tour de force successfully resolved a disruptive political crisis there.15




    Along with two other Australians, Florey, the medical Nobel laureate, and Oliphant, the physicist, together with the New Zealand anthropologist, Firth, all of whom held significant chairs in Britain, he had during the late 1940s been one of the four notable expatriate academics who were called upon to advise on the establishment of the new Australian National University. On both sides there had been a considerable expectation that he would before very long move to Australia to join it.16 But in 1949 there was a falling out with the ANU’s first Vice-Chancellor, and there followed the publication in 1954 of his first volume of autobiography, Country and Calling,17 which was suffused by his lament that despite his love for the two of them they could not for him be joined together in practice. Two years later, however, the ANU’s second Vice-Chancellor, Sir Leslie Melville, managed to persuade him to change his mind, and in 1957 the Hancocks finally returned to Australia, where he became Professor of History and founding Director of the Research School of Social Sciences at the ANU. He and Theaden never regretted their decision.




    Back in 1951 he had undertaken to write for Cambridge University Press the major biography of the South African Prime Minister and statesman, General Smuts. Thereafter this became his main academic preoccupation for all but seventeen years. The first volume, Smuts: The Sanguine Years, 1870–1919 appeared in 1962, the second, Smuts: The Fields of Force 1919–1950, in 1968, together with seven volumes of Selections from the Smuts Papers (1966–73), whose publication he initiated with its major editor, Jan van de Poel.18 He elaborated upon some of the themes both in this and in the Civil Histories of the War in his Wiles Lectures at Queen’s University, Belfast, which were published as Four Studies in War and Peace in this Century19 in 1961.




    On his arrival in Canberra he found two existing appointees in the then ANU’s history department, Laurie Fitzhardinge, Australia’s foremost bibliographer and ‘Billy’ Hughes’ biographer, and Bob Gollan, Australia’s leading labour historian. Anthony Low was recruited to share his African interests and initiate Australian research into modern South Asian history. On her arrival in Canberra with her astronomer husband, Eleanor Searle became the department’s medievalist. Three productive research fellows, Geoffrey Bolton, Margaret Steven and Ann Moyal made up the department’s full complement. Seminars were on the London model, and were regularly joined by Joe Burton, Manning Clark and their history colleagues at what had begun as the Canberra University College but became part of the ANU in 1960.




    From the outset Hancock had been determined to learn once more about his own country. He chose to do so by masterminding what must be accounted one of the most remarkable interdisciplinary seminars ever to be held—on the subject of ‘Wool’. Its meetings stretched over three years, and once more brought together an array of talent, this time including a number of natural scientists, the animal geneticist, Helen Newton Turner, principally amongst them. Alan Barnard edited the outcome as The Simple Fleece. Studies in the Australian Wool Industry (1962).20




    At the same time he took hold of the embryonic plans for a major Australian Dictionary of Biography. As inaugural chairman of its Editorial Board he soon became the key figure in its early development. This was by no means always a happy venture, but in the end proved to be a resoundingly successful one, arguably his major legacy to his own country.




    He resigned from the Directorship of the Research School of Social Sciences in 1961, and eventually retired from his chair in 1965. But he remained as active as ever. He became in 1969 founding President of the Australian Academy of the Humanities. In 1973 he gave the Boyer Lectures for the Australian Broadcasting Commission. He gave a number of occasional lectures around Australia, and went on extended visits both to Oxford and to Cambridge.




    At the same time he plunged into yet another major research project, the first since Ricasoli that was entirely of his own choosing. In this ‘country’ and ‘calling’ quite magically cohered, for it was about the country where he loved to go trout fishing. Discovering Monaro. A Study of Man’s Impact on the Environment appeared in 1972.21




    In the following years he wrote a little book about an issue that at the time stirred his mind deeply, The Battle of Black Mountain. An Episode of Canberra’s Environmental History (1974).22 This was followed by his second volume of autobiography, Professing History (1976);23 by a further collection of his essays and writings, Perspective in History (1982);24 and eventually by his engaging, rambling Testimony (1985), which apart from containing a literary fugue upon Gulliver and his travels included a passionate denunciation of those who, by allowing the United States to establish defence facilities on Australian soil, ‘brought my country into the front line of thermonuclear confrontation’.25




    In these last years he remained a constant denizen of his old Research School, still talking with scholars of all kinds and all ages, whilst long immersed at home in studies of the Bible, the Book of Job more particularly.




    Theaden Hancock had died in 1960. Marjorie Eyre, who had been his secretary and close confidante since his Cabinet Office years, and Hancock were married in 1961. Their small house in the Canberra suburb of Campbell was a port of call for all manner of visitors, while they stayed regularly at the cottage at Bawley Point on the New South Wales south coast whose construction Theaden had overseen before she died. He had the unusual distinction of celebrating two silver weddings.




    Occasionally there were those who did not find his manner to their liking, and like his biographical subject Smuts he could be ‘slim’. But time and again drawn by his commanding intellect, the range of his vision, his passionate commitment to the task in hand, his ready assumption of leadership, and his galvanizing interest in the work of others, there gathered about him clusterings of people of ability and of widely different backgrounds who committed themselves to the pursuit with him of some highly creative endeavour. This was true for the Civil Histories of the War, of seminars at the Institute of Commonwealth Studies in London, of his mission to Buganda, of his energizing of the Research School of Social Sciences in Canberra, of the Wool seminar, of the launching of the Australian Dictionary of Biography, of the establishment of the Australian Academy of the Humanities, and of the campaign to stop the erection of a communications tower on Canberra’s Black Mountain. All this went along with extraordinary powers of concentration, a supreme gift for swift and arresting prose, a puckish humour, a total lack of pretension, a quite distinctive colloquial language (political science he always called ‘knobbery’), a great love of country-sides, gardening, cricket and cats, and a modest domestic regime. There were many, moreover, who will long recall the country walks they had with him over the years when he stirred and probed the work they were doing so as to smoke out the larger issues which it raised. He was above all an exceptional academic animateur. He died on 13 August 1988 in his ninety-first year.




    Judgment has yet to be made on his role over many years as a pre-eminent ‘contemporary’ historian. Apart from Ricasoli and some of his essays, everything he wrote about fell within his own lifetime. Because he brought to contemporary history the highest standards of craftsmanship and insight, traditionally honed in the study of more distant times, he stood in the forefront of those who gave it intellectual respectability. What has never been in doubt since the publication of his Survey has been his preeminence in the study of British imperial and Commonwealth history. ‘There would probably be a consensus among the historians involved in the Oxford History of the British Empire’, the principal editor of this five-volume venture writes, ‘that he was far and away the greatest historian of the Empire and Commonwealth’.26 Amongst Australia’s historians Ken Inglis nicknamed him ‘the Archbishop’, while Stuart Macintyre affirmed that he would be ‘generally acknowledged to be the most eminent Australian historian’.27 His reputation, however, went much wider still. Professor Derek Beales, Emeritus Professor of Modern History in the University of Cambridge, an eighteenth-and nineteenth-century European historian who has known so many in that field and whose interests apart from Ricasoli never overlapped with Hancock’s, called him ‘the greatest historian I ever got to know at all . . . He must have had extraordinary powers of rapid reading as well as concentration . . . his lack of pretension and breadth of historical interest were amazing’.28




    To historians in general Hancock bequeathed a special legacy. It first shaped in his mind on a sea voyage back from West Africa in 1940,29 and then took form in Ά Note on Mary Kingsley’, the late Victorian traveller and commentator on West Africa, which first appeared as Appendix A in volume 2 of his Survey.30 The central passage contains the fullest statement of his striking admonition to all practitioners of the historian’s craft.




    

      She wrote very little history; [he said of Mary Kingsley] yet she possessed three cardinal virtues which distinguish the great historian from the crowd of journeymen. These virtues are attachment, justice and span. Attachment means self-implication in the thought and emotions and actions of the life which is being studied; it is that capacity for self-forgetfulness and sympathetic insight which enables the historian to handle the actual stuff of lives which others lead, and to share their experience from the inside . . . But she did not make herself a partisan for any way of life. Partisanship is the perversion of the virtue of attachment. It is a perversion which occurs so frequently that many timid historians seek refuge in aloofness, and try to persuade themselves that detachment is their proper virtue . . . Attachment is a virtue which must not be eradicated; the cure for its perverseness and excesses is justice. Throughout Mary Kingsley’s writings, justice may be seen constantly at work redressing the balance which attachment has threatened to upset . . . The justice which ruled her mind was rooted in a loyalty to fact and to the habit of criticizing first assumptions in the light shed by new fact. . . Mary Kingsley struggled to attain justice by means of knowledge. In pursuit of knowledge she remained ardently attached to the particular and the concrete; but her breadth of sympathy and interest saved her from the specialist’s myopia and gave her the quality of span. Span reveals itself in historical and sociological work as an awareness of background; it places the object of immediate and intense study in its proper perspective with the other objects, near or distant, to which it is necessarily related. Attachment is to the particular things; span is a consciousness of the relation of things.


    




    The historian, Hancock was to reiterate in Country and Calling,




    

      is constantly ringing the changes on attachment, justice and span—he attaches himself to one party, he attaches himself to its rivals, he detaches himself from them all. He follows the intimate criss-crossing paths of the little province that he is exploring yet tries to see this province in its proper place in the wide map of human experience.31


    




    The remainder of this book considers item by item the major publications of Hancock’s half-century career as a publishing historian. More might have been said about his occasional writings (and about part I of volume 2 of his Survey, though the rest of it figures in two chapters and more). But the highlights are canvassed. And the brief to authors has been to consider not merely what Hancock originally wrote, but also, as may be appropriate, the various directions of the fields in which he wrote have moved since his time. It will be seen that none of this is done in any sycophantic spirit. His oeuvre is pulled this way and that, as (for the most part) he would have approved.32 This is in no sense, therefore, a biography, either personal, academic or even intellectual. It is a multi-authored reflection upon the successive major writings of one exceptional historian constructed in an effort to rehearse his quite extraordinary range and the resonances that it still evokes beyond his death.




    Perhaps the most striking impression given by these studies is the width of Hancock’s historical interests, a different version of his concept of ‘span’. Very few scholars have worked and published in so many comparatively unrelated areas. This in turn, however, points to two aspects of his career which may arguably have limited both his broader reputation and his deeper influence.




    First, upon successive occasions over time he shifted his academic interests from one field to another leaving the rest largely behind: from Italy in the mid-nineteenth century, to the broad history of Australia, to the inter-war British Empire and Commonwealth, to the British war effort between 1939 and 1945, to Smuts and South Africa since the 1890s, and then via his Wool seminar in Canberra to the environmental history of Australia. In each of these fields, and in others into which he only ventured briefly, he proved himself to be a master craftsman. It is not, however, at all easy to discern here any common core. This may be partly fortuitous, the consequence of his movements between Australia and Britain, and between different appointments in each country. It certainly owes much to the widespread awareness of his singular abilities that led to his receiving five exceptional invitations,33 each of which he found it difficult to resist, each of which took him in a quite new direction. But it also reflected his invigorating penchant for lateral thinking, and his never-ending relish for embracing new challenges.34 One result seems to have been, however, that those who venerate his work in one field frequently remain largely unaware of the major contributions he made in several others. This book may help to rectify any such shortcomings.




    A further aspect of his career was connected with these shifts. Hancock never founded a school of history, with its own special concepts and techniques, such as other leading historians have done. To do this it has normally been necessary to produce a stream of related publications, remain for a reasonable period of time in a single place, and launch a series of research students in the chosen field. None of this did Hancock do. He was an academic wanderer, shifting from Adelaide to Birmingham, to London (for the war histories), to Oxford, to London once again, and eventually to Canberra. In terms of subject matter he left his detailed study of the Risorgimento behind very quickly; returned to Britain before he had built on the insights oí Australia; broke much new ground with the Commonwealth Survey, but apart from some later lectures and broadcasts left others to pursue its themes; did not become the administrative historian the war histories might have made him; following Buganda took little further interest in African decolonization; devoted seventeen years of his academic life to Smuts, but played no part in the new liberal and Marxist historiography of South Africa which then ensued; and only ‘discovered Monaro’ when he had already turned seventy. All along he stimulated other scholars to develop topics that he himself had opened up, including a number of contributors to this volume. But a handful of such people do not make a school. That, however, was never his purpose. He never sought disciples. His interest and enthusiasm were always focused on those who were busily branching out in fresh directions, since that was his own strong predilection too.




    This book demonstrates the width of his influence. It was, however, a very dispersed influence, and that may explain why relatively few Australians of later generations, or so it sometimes seems, know all that much about the full range of his work, or recognize him for what he was: the greatest historian Australia has yet produced. If that is so this book may serve as something of an aide-memoire.35
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    Keith Hancock’s first book1 was written in his middle twenties, and though it sold only a few hundred copies, it was a fine piece of research on an interesting and important subject. The topic he chose was a biography of Baron Bettino Ricasoli, a wealthy conservative landowner in the Grand Duchy of Tuscany who in the 1850s helped Cavour to change Italy from eight separate sovereign states into a single unified kingdom. It always surprises me that this book was never translated into Italian where it would certainly have had a real impact, but unfortunately it was written at a moment when the fascist censorship was beginning to blacklist foreign books as politically dangerous and corrupting; and indeed its author once confessed that one reason for his choice of subject was to investigate why a liberal patriotic Risorgimento was followed by authoritarian fascism.




    Some copies of the English language edition must exist in Italian libraries but I have never found one; and although there now exists a large bibliography about Ricasoli, I know of only one Italian historian who certainly must have read what Hancock wrote over seventy years ago.




    What makes his book the more impressive is that no other biography in any language has replaced or equalled it. Equally remarkable is that, when he wrote in the 1920s, the Italian State archives were inaccessible for anyone studying the nineteenth-century Risorgimento. Instead, he was able to use ten published volumes of Ricasoli’s correspondence, though unfortunately this edition had been partially bowdlerized or falsified for reasons of political correctness—a fact that I assume Hancock must have guessed. A student writing today would have the advantage of a fine new edition that has so far reached its twenty-ninth volume. But Hancock compensated by opening up a treasure house of private family archives and this was a pioneer achievement on his part. Even the private papers of Italy’s greatest statesman Cavour were not available to outside scholars until the 1950s.




    Ricasoli in this respect was an excellent subject for him to have chosen because the family archives were well indexed back to the twelfth century. Another attraction was that this Tuscan aristocrat was a most unusual person. He was one of the leading Italian patriots. He was also far less prejudiced than Cavour against the radical revolutionaries Mazzini and Garibaldi. Yet despite this he was a grand seigneur whose home was a moated castle with drawbridge, and from this castle he supervised agricultural operations on the eighty farms that his family owned in Tuscany. In some ways, surprisingly, he was liberal-minded in politics and religion, but he was an autocrat by temperament, an austere moralist who preached to his peasants on Sundays and imposed absolute obedience on them with penalties for idleness or blasphemy. Here was plenty to fascinate a young economic historian who in his travels had become enchanted by the Tuscan countryside. I should add that Ricasoli, as well as being a landowner on the grand scale, was one of the first Italians to invest in railways and the Suez Canal. He travelled to Bordeaux to study different methods of wine making, and to England where he bought novel types of agricultural machinery. In the castle of Brolio he had his own small scientific laboratory, for he was a scientist by training and his experiments contributed to making the Chianti from Brolio into what is still today one of the most famous Italian wines.




    Ricasoli was not by nature or inclination a politician, for he lacked guile and the instinct for wheeling and dealing and compromise. But in wanting a united Italy he was ahead of the vast majority of Italians and even ahead of Cavour himself. So passionate was he in this belief that later in life he said on one occasion that he would have committed any crime to make Italy a nation, even if it involved killing his only much-beloved child. In a notebook discovered by Hancock, Ricasoli confessed that Italians by themselves would never have been able to achieve nationhood even if they had wanted to, because they were too frivolous, too individualistic and riven by internal divisions. Personally he was more than ready to accept another foreign dictator such as Napoleon who could drive out the Austrian rulers of northern Italy and impose nationality on his divided country.




    Such an idea would have appalled Mazzini and Garibaldi had they known of it, because they were much more single-minded as patriots. But Ricasoli (like Cavour) accepted that foreign help was absolutely essential in order to make a united Italy, whereas Mazzini and Garibaldi put their trust in self-determination by Italians as the only justifiable method for creating a viable and enduring nation. There is also a further very interesting difference between Left and Right in the Risorgimento: both Mazzini and Garibaldi put nationality way ahead of internal party politics. They wanted Italian unification even if it meant victory for their conservative enemies. Ricasoli on the other hand had mixed motives. Certainly he wanted a strong united Italy, but not if it meant social revolution or an attack on property, and not in fact until he realized that national unification might be the best instrument for subduing the radical democrats. So horrified was he by the excesses of the 1848 revolution that in 1849 he welcomed the return to power of the Grand Duke and of the ancien régime—a very important decision that was always held against him by the radical patriots.




    For the ten years after 1849, Ricasoli went back to his isolated life at Brolio, until another revolutionary event in 1859 which became the culminating moment of Hancock’s book; and here I have a minor disagreement. On 27 April 1859 the ordinary citizens of Florence, in a remarkable but entirely peaceable demonstration, took to the streets and, after forcing the Grand Duke out of power, gave almost dictatorial power to Ricasoli. The subsequently concocted story was that this revolution had been a concerted effort by conservatives, liberals and radicals, but it is fairly clear to me that Ricasoli was up to the very last moment ready to support the Grand Duke in order to preserve law and order against mob rule. Hancock has nothing to say about the democratic leader Rubieri who was the unsung hero for this dramatic episode in the Risorgimento. Rubieri and the democrats at first hoped that the aristocratic conservatives would actively help to precipitate the insurrection, but in vain. On the contrary, so frightened was Ricasoli when the crowds in Florence fraternized with the mutinous soldiery that, far from putting himself at the head of the movement, he disappeared in great haste at dawn on 27 April to Turin; and his motive was to ask Cavour to send troops to contain this dangerous popular revolution. Urgent messages were sent from Florence later that day begging him to return, but he refused.




    Only when the Florentine democrats had overturned the government on their own did Ricasoli return to inherit a solution that he had not wanted and indeed had tried to prevent. This seems to me a crucial point and one that Hancock underestimates. In writing his book he may have been misled by official historians who were later employed by successive conservative governments to give a slanted and more rose-coloured account of these events. Not only does Rubieri have no entry in the index to his book, but Hancock implausibly states that over 100 000 Florentines (that is to say well over half of the total city population) signed a manifesto by Ricasoli; whereas in fact he must have misread the source from which he obtained this information, which gives the very different figure of 15 000. In other words, Ricasoli behaved much as he had done ten years earlier, preferring the Grand Duke rather than support a victory by the radical patriots.




    More important is that Ricasoli was the obvious person to take over the revolution once it had won, and in fact he had almost more support from these radicals than from his aristocratic conservative friends. The six months of his virtual dictatorship of Tuscany then proved to be one of the decisive factors in the final unification of Italy; and he remained constant in his patriotic faith even when Cavour momentarily faltered after his set-back at Villafranca. Tuscany, it should be said, was the one single region in the whole Italian peninsula where the Italian language was generally spoken, a region that was culturally different from Austrian-administered Venice and Lombardy, or from Frenchified Piedmont, or southern Italy under its Bourbon king. Ricasoli’s Tuscan pride made him strongly dislike the insistence on what Cavour provocatively called the ‘annexation’ of Tuscany by Piedmont, just as many Tuscans also disliked the imposition of Piedmontese laws on the rest of Italy. He wanted not annexation by Piedmont but the joint creation of an entirely new State of Italy—just as did Mazzini’s followers. For some time he therefore hoped that Cavour would allow some elements of local regional autonomy to continue, much along the lines of what many Italians are once again proposing today. But he eventually realized that a highly centralized administration was needed, at least as a temporary measure, in the interests of national unity, and although almost every subsequent government of Italy criticized this excessive centralization, the temporary can often become permanent with the passage of time.




    Hancock has eloquent pages on the Tuscan plebiscite of March 1860 which was hurriedly organized in order to seal the transition to nationhood. Ricasoli called this popular plebiscite entirely free and spontaneous, which was a very long way from the truth. But it was hugely successful and in some areas he somehow secured a favourable vote from over 100 per cent of those on the electoral roll. Specific orders were sent out about which way people should vote, and landowners were instructed to march their peasants to the voting stations and observe how they voted. Not for nothing was that other Tuscan, Machiavelli, among Ricasoli’s favourite reading.




    This biography takes the story only up to 1860 when the heroic period of the Risorgimento was about to end in triumph. But Ricasoli’s political life was far from over and he remained a member of parliament for the twenty remaining years of his life. During this period he was a respected elder statesman. As the obvious choice to succeed Cavour, he twice became prime minister at difficult moments when he had to face the immense difficulties of establishing a new nation. Earlier he had been one of the few politicians with enough independence of mind to stand up to Cavour, and again after 1860 he always remained an independent outside any strict party loyalty. Not a natural parliamentarian, he was in practice even more authoritarian than Cavour. As prime minister he took pleasure in overriding the opinion of his cabinet colleagues and on at least one occasion took an important decision against their unanimous vote.




    Often when out of office he expressed deep pessimism about parliamentary life in the new Italy, about the endless and useless debates, about financial corruption of the elected representatives, and later about the money wasted on colonial adventures while so much of Italy remained underdeveloped and impoverished. The new nation, he used to say, had negative results to show for its first decade of existence. Regretfully he concluded that Italy had been created mainly by luck and favourable circumstances. Even the acquisition of Venice in 1866 and of Rome in 1870 were due to luck, not to Italian strength or wisdom as he had been hoping. Sometimes he even thought that parliamentary government was not suited to the Italian temperament, and increasingly he refused to waste his time on it, absenting himself from major debates in the camera.




    Much closer to his heart were his views on the urgent need for reforms in Catholicism, and these became much more important to him in the years after 1860. The Risorgimento had been inescapably an anti-clerical movement because the Pope was temporal sovereign of a large State that opposed the union between northern and southern Italy. Unlike Cavour, Ricasoli was a devout practising Catholic, yet strangely was quite unmoved by the repeated papal excommunication of the Risorgimento leaders. Indeed he used the words ‘anti-Christian’ to describe this intolerant attitude in Rome. His firm belief was that the Roman curia was chiefly responsible for the fact that so many Italians were unbelievers or indifferent in matters of religion. Living in the rural countryside he saw how many of the clergy were materialistic and hypocritical or openly living in sin; and if the Church could not put its house in order, the State had a right and duty to intervene in the interests of society at large. This was an eccentric opinion at the time. So was his other belief that religion was a matter of individual conscience alone. So also was his idea that by introducing more freedom into the Church and giving more influence to the laity the result would be a great revival in religion.




    Whether or not these views were heresy, or whether they were perhaps an orthodoxy ahead of their time, they are one more reason to applaud Hancock’s choice of subject. Ricasoli was neither a great politician nor a great intellectual. But as a character he was an original and an oddity. He was a politician almost by default who nevertheless helped to change the course of history. In government he also had a much more serious interest in religion than every one of the thirty prime ministers who followed him until de Gasperi won power for the Christian Democrats in 1946. Few other historians can claim as Hancock could that their first youthful publication has retained its relevance and its challenge for over seventy years. Hancock often told me that he continued to hope that one day he might return to Italian history, but at least this one book was a labour of love for which some of us can be truly grateful.




    Note




    1 W. K. Hancock, Ricasoli and the Risorgimento in Tuscany, Faber & Faber, London 1926 (reprinted Howard Fertig, New York 1969).
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    Keith Hancock may have been the first Australian to write a scholarly work on the Risorgimento, but he was far from the first in his country to be seduced by Italy and its history.1 Educated settlers carried to the colonies the British fascination with Italy and its cultural traditions. They read and—in some cases—translated Dante, traipsed around the galleries of Florence and the ruins of Rome on their trips home, and filled public and private spaces with Italian art and artefacts. Australia’s writers, artists and intellectuals have from colonial times sought inspiration from Italy’s landscape, and that other great practitioner of history in Australia in the inter-war years, Max Crawford, was, like Hancock, an Italophile.




    If Hancock was to become a chronicler of the Risorgimento, he had been preceded by Australians who had taken a lively interest in the events of Italian liberation at the time.2 In 1848 that fiery republican pastor John Dunmore Lang penned his long letter of congratulations and encouragement to the revolutionary forces in Rome. His sentiments were excellent, his timing less so; the exhortatory letter arrived well after the Roman revolution had been crushed and Pió Nono restored to his state. Lang’s protégé, the poet and painter Adelaide Ironside, published verse on the theme of Italian liberty before she left Australia for Italy. From Rome she wrote to Lang after Garibaldi’s 1860 abortive march on the city ‘that come what may, I shall cry “Viva Garibaldi” with the Republicans’. When Ironside came to depict the bridegroom in her large oil painting, The Marriage at Canae, she gave him Garibaldi’s face. Ironside celebrated Garibaldi in Rome. Back in Melbourne, over one thousand citizens had subscribed for the purchase of a silver sword for the Italian hero. Twenty-two years later when Garibaldi died, some ten thousand people gathered at Sydney’s Garden Palace to honour the memory of ‘the greatest man of the century’ in a pale colonial echo of the crowd of over 600 000 who lined the streets of London when Garibaldi made his triumphal visit to the British capital in 1864.




    I doubt if this Australian lineage was known to Hancock. His passion for Italy, its history and culture, appears to have developed during his vacation trips to Italy while at Oxford, and the origins of his work on the Risorgimento lies as much in the streets of Florence and the country byways of Tuscany as in libraries and studies. Like so many northern Europeans and their new world descendants, the young Hancock was captivated by Italy, or rather in his case not so much by Italy as by Tuscany. The account of his Tuscan interlude in the 1954 autobiography expresses much of that exuberance and sense of revitalization and rebirth that suffuses writing in English on Italy. In Tuscany he learnt that the ‘historian needs also a lust for life’.3




    From the version of his life in Country and Calling, it would seem that it was his desire to prolong his encounter with Italy, ‘an excuse for frequent visits to Tuscany and for living my own particular brand of the good life’ that led Hancock to Tuscan history.4 Tuscan history is most obviously Renaissance history and Hancock himself noted that his opting for modern history was odd given that much of his time in Florence had been absorbed in learning to appreciate Renaissance painting and literature, in reading the poems of Lorenzo de’ Medici, the sermons of Savonarola and the tracts of Machiavelli. But I suspect that, already by the time that he began work on Ricasoli and the Risorgimento in Tuscany, Hancock was as much a political scientist as an historian, a student of contemporary international affairs, an historian interested in nationalism and internationalism, in the relationship of power and law—hence his fascination with Machiavelli. And the years of his first encounter with Italy, 1922–23, the years of the fascist coup, were all-important in Hancock’s choice of subject. He wrote retrospectively in Country and Calling in 1954:




    

      I was an assiduous reader of Mussolini’s speeches. They were forceful vivid speeches and they outraged my deepest political convictions. I believed that this man with his words, this man’s thugs with their revolvers and clubs and castor oil were befouling and destroying values which I had cared for ever since my Melbourne days.5


    




    He was taking those speeches seriously from his first days in Italy.




    Writing from Florence at the end of 1923 at the time of the ‘Corfu incident’, he warned readers of the Australian journal, The New Outlook, that the dominating note in Mussolini’s speeches was force and of the threat that ‘Fascist Nationalism’ presented to the British Empire and to the League of Nations.6 It was the rise of Mussolini, Hancock later argued, that led him to meditate on orthodox interpretations of the Risorgimento, on the assumption that democracy and nationality were linked causes, that the ‘patriots of the Risorgimento were equally in earnest about constitutional freedom and Italia Una’.7 Thus in Ricasoli and the Risorgimento, in discussing the failure of the 1848 revolution in Tuscany, he wrote of the Italians fighting a battle ‘in which, liberty so often on their lips . . . was a matter of secondary importance’; ‘few of the nationalists had thought seriously about liberty’.8 Hancock’s own subject, Bettino Ricasoli, was more than suspect. For him, there could be no compromise with the national idea, ‘face to face with this the other liberties must give place’. Thus Hancock argued that if some of the patriots had accepted the constitutional programme simply as the handiest instrument for achieving the nationalist programme, then fascism was not ‘merely a perverse revolt’ against nineteenth-century liberalism but the aggravation of tendencies already present in nineteenth-century nationalism. Hancock’s admiration was reserved not for the nationalists but for that rather muddled and obscure historian and antiquarian Ferdinando Ranalli: ‘the only man in Florence who realised that Liberty was not indissolubly bound up with Nationality and who doubted whether the nationalist party really cared for freedom of the human spirit’.9 When Hancock was asked to give the annual Italian lecture of the British Academy in 1941 he chose Ranalli as his subject.10
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