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INTRODUCTION


On the evening of Wednesday 4 November 1903, twelve men sat silently at a long table in a large, brightly lit room at Carmelite House in Blackfriars, London, the headquarters of the Harmsworth newspaper empire. On the table stood a Y-shaped ‘Electrophone’ – an ebonite and metal receiver-box with green cords attached to it. If their experiment came off, they would be making history, and they knew it.

At 8.10pm, a voice suddenly emanated from the box – a newly invented machine that, as was reported in the Daily Mail the next morning, ‘marks the beginning of a change in the whole system of the world’s reporting’.1 The speaker’s diction could be heard as ‘clear as a bell, and eloquent, rising and falling, warning and persuading, pleading, insisting, proclaiming’.

More than a hundred miles away at Bingley Hall in Birmingham, the Liberal Unionist leader Joseph Chamberlain was unveiling his proposals for Imperial Preference, a radical plan to reform Britain’s tariff system and end over half a century of free trade. Every word mattered, and for the shorthand-writers ‘not only could they clearly hear the words of the speaker, they could also feel the emotion of the great meeting, they could hear the mighty waves of applause… they could detect the slightest tremor in the voice of the statesman.’

The wires of the receiving-boxes on the speaker’s platform at Bingley Hall had been connected by the National Telephone Company to the Birmingham Post Office, which in turn led onto to two trunk lines running to the Post Office headquarters in London, that then fed into the Electrophone room at Carmelite House. ‘What was it like?’ wrote the Mail journalist Filson Young about the experience of hearing human speech via this revolutionary process. ‘Like nothing else in the world.’

The operation at Carmelite House was organised with perfectionist efficiency and split-second accuracy to take full advantage of this brand-new technological phenomenon. With the head of the reporting corps standing behind him with a stopwatch, the first shorthand writer took down Chamberlain’s words for exactly two minutes and then started transcribing his notes into longhand for the printer at 8.12pm, whereupon the second shorthand writer took over for the next two minutes. So it continued around the table until the eleventh man, after whom the first was ready to start again. They kept this up throughout the one hundred and fifteen minutes of the speech.

The compositor was thus able to start setting up the first slip of newspaper copy at 8.22pm and, only five minutes after Chamberlain sat down at 10.05pm, the last reporter finished transcribing his notes. The Evening News was therefore able to hit the streets of London with a complete verbatim report of the speech at 10.32pm, a full hour and twenty-seven minutes before any other newspaper received the report of the speech down the telegraph wires.

‘For the first time in the history of journalism,’ the Daily Mail boasted, ‘a speech was being reported simultaneously and verbatim by a staff of practised shorthand writers seated in a quiet room far away.’2 The telephone had beaten the telegraph by eighty-seven minutes, and Chamberlain’s words could be read on the streets of London on the very same night that they were delivered in the Midlands, rendering every other evening paper in the capital effectively obsolete.

The twelfth man sitting around the table was the thirty-eight-year-old Alfred Harmsworth, proprietor of the Daily Mail, Evening News, Daily Mirror, Weekly Dispatch and a large stable of other publications, and who, within five years, was to own The Times as well. ‘Came to Mail office in the evening and listened to Chamberlain speech at Birmingham through the Electrophone,’ he noted in his diary. ‘Wonderful success. Heard the great man distinctly – distance 113 miles. Evening News brought out verbatim speech within half an hour of the finish.’3 His attractive Irish secretary (and later one of his mistresses) Louise Owen recalled years afterwards how ‘it seemed a miracle, so distinctly could I hear every word’.4

Harmsworth had been a journalist since he was fifteen. Ink ran in his veins. A man of ineffable charm, genuine journalistic genius and immense drive, he was also capable of utter ruthlessness and even, on occasion, cruelty. He and his brother Harold had founded the Daily Mail as Britain’s first popular newspaper in 1896. By the time of Chamberlain’s great speech, he was one of the richest men in Britain, and fewer than two years from becoming Britain’s youngest peer: Lord Northcliffe.

Harmsworth had always embraced the latest technologies to improve the appearance, production and delivery of his newspapers – linotype, rotary presses, ticker-tape services, typewriters, motorised transport, and so on – and he was to continue to do so. Yet on that Wednesday evening in November 1903, it was not to be the new method of reporting Chamberlain’s speech that was most profoundly to affect the career of Alfred Harmsworth, as much as what that statesman said in it.

The speech and the controversy that it launched over Britain’s trading relations was to convulse the nation’s politics for a decade, split one government and lead to a landslide election victory for another. It was also to catapult Northcliffe from the position of a highly successful businessman into the front-rank of international politics, where he became one of the most controversial figures of the era, loved and loathed alike. For after 4 November 1903 – and the decisions that he took in its immediate aftermath – nothing would be the same again for Northcliffe and his burgeoning, seemingly all-powerful press empire.






CHAPTER 1 YOUTH July 1865–March 1886



‘Northcliffe… had known the pinch of poverty in his childhood, and with his usual directness appears to have made up his mind quite early in life that this obstruction to happiness must be put out of the way for himself and all his family before anything else was done.’1

J. A. SPENDER,

Life, Journalism and Politics 1927



Alfred Charles William Harmsworth was born on Saturday 15 July 1865 at Sunnybank Cottage in Chapelizod, a prosperous suburb of Dublin. It was a pretty, two thousand-square foot house with fine views of the city and a lawn that ran down to the River Liffey. He was the eldest child of his father, also called Alfred, an English-born schoolteacher, and his mother Geraldine, who was the daughter of a hard-bargaining Irish Protestant land agent.

Alfred Senior had put down ‘Gentleman’ as his occupation on his wedding certificate, and to all outward appearances the Harmsworths seemed like a comfortably off middle-class family. Yet in fact much of Alfred’s childhood was spent in an atmosphere of quiet, submerged desperation. His family were indeed middle-class, but they were stricken with that species of Victorian genteel poverty by which genuine deprivation was hidden during a constant struggle to get by. The effect on Alfred was profound. ‘As long ago as I can remember,’ he said years later, ‘I was determined to be rid of the perpetual and annoying question of money.’2

There ought to have been enough for Alfred to have enjoyed a relatively comfortable bourgeois upbringing, but three major factors militated against it. The first was that for all that Alfred Snr was a charming, engaging, literary and occasionally hard-working man, he was also an alcoholic who never fulfilled the potential that Geraldine had once seen in him. The second was that Geraldine’s expected inheritance never materialised due to disputes over her father William Maffett’s will, which ensured that the lawyers received more than the family.3 The third great drain on the family resources was that Geraldine bore no fewer than fourteen children, eleven of whom lived past infancy.

Alfred Snr’s father, Charles Harmsworth, had been a Regent’s Park greengrocer and coal merchant who died, probably of cirrhosis, aged fifty-two.4 By 1861, the twenty-four-year-old Arthur Snr was a teacher at the Royal Hibernian Military School in Phoenix Park, across the road from Sunnybank Cottage. The school, founded in 1769, overlooked Chapelizod and was a feeder for the British Army. This made Alfred Snr a possible target for the Fenians, the Irish republican terrorist movement, and while Alfred was an infant, his father would work at his desk with a sword resting on his knees.5 Some have seen Alfred’s intense British patriotism later in life as the subconscious result of this constant, if low-level, terrorist threat, but there is no direct evidence for that.6

It is easier to see from where Alfred Jnr’s lifelong abhorrence of alcoholism originated. Alfred Snr was a dedicated but apologetic drunk: ‘Made a fool of myself last evening. No more drink,’ he would write in his diary, and, not long afterwards, ‘Very seedy, my own fault, too much drink.’7 It continued like that for years. The effect on his son of the disease that so nearly wrecked his family was predictable. ‘Drunkenness disgusted him,’ noted an employee years later, and no-one ever saw him drink to excess.8

The mainstay of the family was Geraldine, a formidable woman whose determination not to allow it to fall into financial disaster was tested almost to its limits by her unambitious, hopeless, but outgoing and popular husband. Her obituary mentioned ‘her simple and direct nature’, her Ulster Scots background, strict ProtestantI faith, and powerful strength of character made her a force that kept the eight sons and three daughters of the family together, and ultimately led to two of her sons becoming viscounts, one a baron and two others baronets.9 Her staunchly patriotic views were summed up when she refused to visit George Washington’s grave at Mount Vernon in 1908, because she ‘would not pay tribute to a rebel’.10 A decade later, her family joked of her iron will that she would have made an excellent member of the War Cabinet.11

It was Geraldine, who was twenty-five at her wedding and a year older than Alfred Snr, who insisted that her husband escape what she saw as the provincialism and danger of Dublin to become a barrister in England, which led to the family leaving Ireland and moving to London in March 1867. He passed his Bar exams and took up a place at the Middle Temple in June 1869, before practising on the south-eastern circuit which took him to the Middlesex, Essex, Hertford, St Albans and Colchester Sessions, as well as at the Lord Mayors’ Court at the City of London. He took a large number of briefs for small amounts – one pound, three shillings and sixpence was the standard fee.

Despite their modest accommodation at No 6 Alexandra Terrace in St John’s Wood, money was always tight and Alfred Snr constantly teetered on the edge of bankruptcy. They borrowed from relatives, sold heirlooms and, one winter when blankets could not be afforded, Geraldine wrapped the children up (ironically enough) in newspapers. One baby was said to have slept in a cupboard drawer.12 Their third child Harold recalled that they once lived on the same kind of fish for days because ‘my mother couldn’t afford to get us anything else’.13 For more than twenty years, children were born every eighteen months or fewer, and all the children bar Alfred Jnr wore hand-me-down clothes. ‘Having known in his early days what it was to be hard-up,’ one of Alfred Jr’s secretaries noted years later, ‘he hated waste of any kind. I have been hauled over the coals for carelessness, specially for omitting to switch off electric lights.’14

Alfred’s mother Geraldine ‘was not an adoring mother,’ the journalist Hamilton Fyfe, who knew the family well, wrote. ‘She was a critic, shrewd, kindly, frank.’15 Once it became clear that her garrulous, genial, good-natured husband was not going to achieve her high ambitions for the growing Harmsworth family, she transferred them onto her eldest son. Meanwhile, her long, courageous struggles for her family kindled in Alfred Jnr a remarkable psychological and emotional bond between mother and son that lasted his whole life. ‘Between them,’ noted Fyfe, ‘there appeared to be that complete confidence that sometimes exists between husband and wife.’ Alfred often signed himself ‘Your Firstborn’ in his letters to his mother, to whom he wrote or telephoned every single day that they were apart.16 ‘She is a wonderful woman,’ he said of her in 1916. ‘Irish – and the only one who can keep me in my place. She can tell me off when she wishes.’17

Alfred Jr was to call his mother ‘most darling one’, ‘Mum dear,’ ‘darling Mums’, ‘my sweet’ and ‘my pet’ – while he called his wife ‘dear’ – and he has unsurprisingly been widely assumed to have had an Oedipus complex, yet their relationship was probably based on his admiration for her work in keeping the family solvent in hard times, rather than anything Freudian.18 A private secretary noted that, even in Alfred’s fifties, ‘in the presence of his mother his attitude was not so much that of a grown-up son, but that of a child seeking guidance from her… When he had to decide upon newspaper policy, he would consult his mother as well as newspaper colleagues.’19 Another secretary noted that, ‘If he had promised to dine or lunch with her, neither kings nor queens could keep him from that promise.’20 Any hint of illness in his mother sent him ‘quite hysterical’ with fear. When she was eighty and he convinced himself, on no evidence other than her tiredness, that she had contracted cancer, he was ‘quite beside himself’ with anxiety and when several London specialists cleared her, he ‘threw up his hands with relief’.21

Alfred Jr was nicknamed ‘Sonny’ and was described as a ‘strangely quiet child’ with ‘solemn blue eyes’.22 He had a large head, which later in life he congratulated himself about, rather despising people with heads that he considered too small to accommodate the necessary amount of brains. Yet, by the age of two, his head was causing him trouble, and in August 1867 he was diagnosed by a doctor with ‘congestion of the brain’.23 He suffered what his father called ‘little Alfred’s fits’. Prone to headaches later in life, he demanded silence around him whenever possible, and sometimes worked from bed on the basis that ‘the blood doesn’t have to make the effort of running uphill to the brain’.24 His childhood illnesses led to a profound hypochondria as an adult.

For all his father’s general dreamy indolence and uselessness as a paterfamilias, Alfred loved him as much as he despised the family’s genteel poverty. Alfred Snr wrote comic plays, satirical poems (‘The Wagga-Wagga Bone’, ‘A Hampshire Ballad’), pastiche-Tennyson poems (‘To a Young Widow’, probably written for his sister Sarah), short stories (‘How We Escaped Collision’ about a train nearly crashing), and some poetry which was published in small-circulation magazines and the Dublin Review. Alfred Snr’s love letters to Geraldine were full of passion and even literary merit, but they buttered no parsnips.

In 1868, Alfred Snr and his friend Freddie Wood set up the SylvanII Debating Club, along with half a dozen others. It met at the Princess of Wales tavern adjacent to Lord’s cricket ground. By its second year, the membership numbered fifty and later it averaged well over a hundred. Alfred Snr attended many of its thirty Monday-night meetings a year, debating such issues as ‘That the wrongs of Ireland justify a spirit of dissatisfaction in its people’.25 Alfred Jnr first attended aged thirteen and enjoyed it; in 1896, he became its honorary treasurer and he left it £100 in his will.

The family grew quickly in number after Alfred Jnr: Geraldine (nicknamed ‘Dot’) was born in December 1866; Harold (nicknamed ‘Bunny’, somewhat incongruously for one who was to become a great national power-monger in his own right) in April 1868; Cecil (‘Buffles’ for his thick, buffalo-like hair) in September 1869; Leicester in September 1870. The growing family and Arthur Snr’s lack of success at the Bar meant that, by 1870, he was late paying the butcher’s bills and writing to the building society hoping to defer payments. ‘Geraldine and I do not bear our troubles well,’ he wrote in his diary in April 1870. ‘My mind fearfully disturbed at our state.’26 The next day: ‘Very low spirited, never worse in my life.’27 The next month they downsized, leaving leafy St John’s Wood to relocate to Rose Cottage in the cheaper Vale of HealthIII at Hampstead Heath. A logical response to their downward mobility and more straitened circumstances might have been to slow the growth of the family, but Alfred and Geraldine did the opposite. Hildebrand Aubrey was born in March 1872 and Violet Grace in April 1873.



Alfred Jnr went to school for the first time aged eight; he was popular but did not shine intellectually. For his eighth birthday, a friend and debating companion of his father – George Jealous, the proprietor of the prestigious Hampstead and Highgate Express, then as now known as the Ham & High – gave him a bag of old, worn-out metal letters of newspaper type, from which he enjoyed making sentences.28 Alfred later claimed that he had not been taught the alphabet before he was seven, but even if that were true he put it into printers’ type soon afterwards. Mrs Jealous noticed that as soon as he could read, Alfred would curl up in armchairs with newspapers and journals.

By his early teens, Alfred Jnr was a handsome, blond-haired and blue-eyed boy: ‘the Adonis of Hampstead’, one admirer was later to call him.29 Henry Arnholz, who Alfred Jnr saved from being bullied at school and who later became his lawyer and one of his closest confidants, said that he was so ‘extraordinarily attractive’ as a youth that people would stare at him in the street.30

‘We [are] in great distress,’ Alfred Snr wrote in his diary in August 1874, ‘at lowest ebb, account overdrawn and without a shilling, and almost in despair. The money we depended upon from Ireland [that is, from Geraldine’s family] having sunk to £15…. Nevertheless, full, though not so full as I could wish, of trust in God.’31 Yet still the children kept coming: Charles in December 1874 and William Albert St John in May 1876. Maud Sarah died after eight months in 1878, but Christabel Rose was born in April 1880, to be followed by Vyvyan George in April 1881.

Having been appointed junior counsel for the Great Northern Railway in 1876, Alfred Snr could afford to move the family to No. 94 Boundary Road, St John’s Wood, and to send his eleven-year-old eldest son to Browne’s Grammar School in Stamford in Lincolnshire (today’s Stamford School). Alfred Jnr hated the harsh disciplinary regime there; he was thrashed by the headmaster for playing marbles. Years later, he told a fundraising alumnus:


I am sorry to say that, though I was educated at Stamford School, I have such unpleasant recollections of the place, and of the ill-treatment received by the boys from the then headmaster Mr Musson, that I never care to hear of it.32



Late in 1878, Alfred Jnr was allowed to leave Stamford and attend the much more easygoing Henley House School in St John’s Wood as a day-boy. His headmaster, John Vine Milne (the father of A. A. Milne) thought him a good pupil, a useful cricketer and footballer, but also ‘something of a puzzle’.33 One of his teachers recalled that ‘he was the handsomest boy I ever had and the most original. In one respect he was remarkably deficient. Arithmetic was a mystery to him, and as that was always compulsory for examinations, I never entered him for any and I am glad to think I never troubled him by them.’34

It was in March 1881 that the fifteen-year-old Alfred discovered the passion of his life, when he set up the Henley House Magazine, which he edited, largely wrote and set in type by arrangement with a printer in Kilburn called Ford. It was in Ford’s shop that he learned how to make up a page of type so that ‘it will leap to the eye’.35 He discovered how there are ‘dull flat pages’ which ‘seem to shrink from the reader’, but also ways to ‘raise’ up type and make headlines.36 ‘The hours he spent in the composing-room,’ wrote Hamilton Fyfe, ‘in shirt-sleeves and white apron, picking the type rapidly from its slanting box with finger and thumb, putting it into his compositors’ stick, were some of the happiest of his life.’37

The magazine was full of in-jokes and three-sentence paragraphs, painfully bad puns of the kind the Victorians enjoyed, requests for contributions, and Alfred’s own poetry in blank verse, which has been described as ‘of a most conventional sort’.38 Importantly, on the back pages were questions sent in by pupils which were answered by Alfred, probably augmented by himself using pseudonyms. Self-promotion certainly came as second nature to him: in the ‘Entre Nous’ section, he wrote, ‘I have it on the best authority that the H.H.S. Magazine is to be a marked success.’39

One of the reasons that the school magazine was indeed a success was that Alfred managed the business side as well as the editorial. He succeeded in selling a whole page of adverts to a sports shop in Holborn, and made the printers pay for advertising other products of theirs in spaces that would otherwise have been empty. A detractor has claimed that this showed the sixteen-year-old, whose nickname was ‘Dodger’, to be ‘an unscrupulous mountebank’, but in fact it merely showed shrewd business sense, and the nickname came from his nimbleness at football.40 In the school holidays, Alfred took up part-time jobs working for George Jealous on the Ham & High. He also showed an entrepreneurial nature as a schoolboy – and here the charge of mountebank might indeed be levelled – when he claimed to have invented a mixture to ‘revive’ top hats and sold a patent remedy: ‘Tonk’s Pills – Cures all ills’.41

As well as journalism, Alfred had also discovered another passion: bicycling. Riding the high-wheeled penny-farthings required agility and even courage, and was largely restricted to athletic young men. ‘For them,’ writes an historian, ‘showing off their bravery and virility added to the attraction of this macho “danger-machine”.’42 It was through bicycling that Alfred met Max Pemberton, another cyclist who was to become a close friend and eventually one of his many biographers. Pemberton later recalled ‘a handsome and well-built boy’ who rode a Timberlake bicycle with fifty-two-inch front and nineteen-inch back wheels, a feat requiring exceptional balance. Alfred was ‘dressed in a grey knickerbocker suitIV and wore a polo hat so placed that an obstinate forelock, almost golden in colour, could not fail to intrude itself on the notice of an observer’.43

Cycling required stamina, and although he would regularly ride with his club the sixty miles to Eastbourne or even a hundred miles to Bournemouth, this often required more strength than he possessed, and he would have to retire to bed for long periods afterwards, physically shattered. It was a sequence of over-exertion followed by collapse followed by periods of exhausted restitution that would re-emerge at intervals throughout his life. He was certainly a fanatical cyclist as a teenager; Pemberton recalled him cycling from St John’s Wood to St Albans with Pemberton’s brother one Saturday, returning at midnight, whereupon it was suggested that they cycle to Eastbourne for breakfast. ‘The undaunted Harmsworth immediately accepted the invitation, and the pair set off amid cheers.’44 Encountering a heavy mist, they slept in a hedge near Uckfield, reached Eastbourne at 10am, slept there until 5pm and then rode back to London, a round journey of 130 miles. When the club cycled around Surrey, a favoured route was down the Portsmouth Road past the Tudor stately home, Sutton Place.

In December 1881, aged sixteen, Alfred decided to leave school and try to make his living as a journalist. His father wanted him to go to university and then follow him into the law, telling him that if he went to Fleet Street instead, ‘none of my friends will have anything to do with you’; journalism was not then practised by gentlemen.45 It was true that the life of a freelance journalist in Victorian England was notoriously uncertain and hard-scrabble, and for the next six years Alfred had to work hard. He combined his two passions by writing about bicycling in the magazines Bicycling News (1882–88), Wheel Life (1884–85) and Wheeling (1885–88).

In order to break into Fleet Street, Alfred also took work wherever he could find it. ‘I could turn my hand to anything,’ he said later in life, ‘as every capable journalist should be able to do. I could produce passable verse even. But I do not think I ever, after I left school, took any pleasure in writing for its own sake. I liked to turn out whatever I did in a workmanlike manner, but I very soon knew that writing was not to be the occupation of my life.’46

It was journalism rather than writing that interested Alfred, and he was constantly on the lookout for ways of turning ink into gold. When the great Victorian journalist George Augustus Sala advised him to give up writing and pursue something more lucrative, he did not realise that Alfred was constantly thinking of how journalism itself could be made lucrative and was saving as much money as possible for the time that he could invest in his own publication. He was an ardent advocate of the typewriter, the early models of which were worked with a pedal.

Alfred was willing to write about absolutely anything, regardless of whether he had any expertise in his subject. He had no discernible political bent at that period, and was just as ready to write for the Tory Morning Post as the Liberal Pall Mall Gazette. Ideology could come later, when he could afford it. Nor was he disheartened when editors rejected his work.47 Often unable to afford public transport, Harmsworth tended to walk everywhere and deliver his copy to editors by hand if he could, allowing him to establish personal contact with them.

He quickly learned the importance of looking confident and dressing smartly, usually wearing a frock coat and shiny top hat. He took it in turns to wear the coat with his friend Herbert Ward when they roomed together, as they could not both afford one. It also helped that he was extremely good looking; the popular novelist Helen Mathers spoke of how ‘he resembled a young Apollo’.48 He smiled a lot, was not affected, and the adjective ‘boyish’ was often used about him, even into late middle age.49 He had a pleasant though quiet voice, which one contemporary later thought ‘served him greatly, radiating a personal charm far more powerful than any air of greatness’.50

The reason that he had to lodge with Ward rather than living at home was that, in early 1882, the sixteen-year-old Harmsworth had got the family’s maidservant, Louisa Jane Smith, pregnant, and Mother had expelled him from the family home. As his nephew Cecil King was to put it eighty years later, Harmsworth had ‘got the family servant in the family way’.51 (The fact that they even had a servant underlines that the family were doing better than in the 1870s.)

Louisa was returned to her family in Essex to have the baby and hopefully minimise the scandal. Meanwhile, in April 1882, Harmsworth set off on an extended two-month cycling tour of France and Switzerland with the forty-three-year-old Cambridge-educated Reverend Edward Powys, the son of the Liberal politician Lord Lilford. They cycled to Aix-les-Bains via Dijon, and forty years later Powys recalled how Harmsworth’s ‘ready wit, his boyish joyousness, his remarkable personality were irresistible’.52 He was obviously not too downcast at Louisa’s predicament and the prospect of becoming a father.

On 5 November 1882, Louisa gave birth to Arthur Benjamin Smith. The birth certificate shows a gap where the name of the father should have been, and the signature of Louisa’s mother Caroline Smith, who was present at the birth, was simply a cross, implying illiteracy.53 The devout, church-going Geraldine was furious with her son over the sin (and probably also the potential scandal), but a financial arrangement was reached with the Smiths, and Arthur was brought up to be a carpenter’s apprentice, with his father’s identity kept secret.

That same year, 1882, Geraldine had gone through the trauma of losing another child, a boy oddly called Muriel, who only lived for a few days. In 1885, she was to lose her last, Harry, who lived for a year and a half. It is unclear how Alfred Harmsworth responded to either becoming a father or being forced to leave the family home aged seventeen, but it certainly did not affect his long-term worship of his mother, and vice-versa.



Although Harmsworth freelanced for prestigious established newspapers such as The Globe, Morning Post and St James’s Gazette, and for magazines such as Weekly Budget and Young Folks’ Tales, it was George Newnes’ new magazine Tit-Bits, founded in 1881 and funded by a vegetarian restaurant in Manchester, that made the greatest impression on him. Tit-Bits contained strange facts, light articles on a wide variety of subjects, very short stories, jokes and puns, and paragraph-long pieces of information – what Punch magazine described as ‘giblets journalism’.

When Harmsworth and Max Pemberton visited Newnes in his office in Farringdon Street, Pemberton recalled that Harmsworth wore a tall hat. ‘Not to wear a tall hat… proclaims a man to be of no account. This young man knows, none better than he, the value of appearances.’54 When Newnes asked what articles they would write for Tit-Bits, Pemberton looked around the office and suggested an article on jerry-building. Harmsworth wrote on ‘Some Curious Butterflies’, ‘How Some Fortunes are Made’, ‘Organ-Grinders and Their Earnings’ and ‘QCs and How They Are Made’.55 They were paid a guineaV per column of seven hundred words. This was already more than Alfred Snr was receiving for a brief that would require him to read the papers and take him to St Albans magistrates court and back.

Newnes was a master of promotion: Tit-Bits gave a house as a prize for one of its competitions on the condition that it be called Tit-Bits Villa. Although Harmsworth was impressed by Newnes’ business sense, overall the quality of Fleet Street proprietors and editors left him profoundly underwhelmed. Three decades later, he described how he had heard of a restaurant near Ludgate Circus where the senior journalists ate:


So I decided to go there and inspect them. Neither their eating nor their conversation impressed me. I was astonished to see such a collection of mediocrity. I said to myself, ‘These are the giants of Fleet Street… directors and editors and special writers.’ I can remember now leaving that restaurant with the firm conviction that there was nothing to beat in that overfed gang, slipshod in food as well as work.56



Among the proprietors for whom he wrote were, he recalled, ‘an unsuccessful draper who could not even spell, a Board School teacher, [and] an able bohemian who has since disappeared owing to his addiction to delirium tremens. It is quite rare to find a newspaper owned by the brain that made it.’57

In the half decade that he was a jobbing journalist, Harmsworth’s own brain worked hard on how he was going to make his fortune, convinced that he could beat ‘that overfed gang’ at their own game. Meeting Pemberton on the steps of the British Museum one day in the late 1880s, he told his friend that:


The Board Schools are turning out hundreds of thousands of boys and girls annually who are anxious to read. They have no interest in society, but they will read anything that is simple and sufficiently interesting. The man who has produced this Tit-Bits has got hold of a bigger thing than he imagines… He is only at the very beginning of a development which is going to change the whole face of journalism. I shall try to get in with him. We could start one of those papers for a couple of thousand pounds, and we ought to be able to find the money. At any rate, I am going to make the attempt.58



In fact, scraping together a couple of thousand pounds was hard for a nineteen-year-old earning a guinea per column, whose family was broke and when £2-a-week wages had to cover board and lodging.

Harmsworth was right about the Board Schools, however, for in the 1870s a political development took place that was to change his fortunes forever. After the passing of the Second Reform Act in 1867, which gave the bulk of the lower-middle and upper-working class men the vote, it dawned on some of the governing class that, as Robert Lowe MP put it, ‘We must educate our masters.’ The result was W. E. Forster’s Education Act of 1870, which provided for the teaching of reading and writing to all schoolchildren. When further legislation that decade made school attendance both free and compulsory, a vast new reading public was created.

In late 1882, Harmsworth wrote about another of his hobbies for the magazine Youth, which was owned by Sir William Ingrams, proprietor of the prestigious Illustrated London News. In a long article entitled ‘Photography for Amateurs’, he wrote that ‘even a schoolboy of average intelligence and with a trifling supply of pocket money may become a moderately expert photographer in a few weeks,’ before giving his readers detailed practical explanations with sub-headings such as ‘Wet Plate Negatives and Printing’ and ‘Wet Plate Solutions and the Dry Plate Process’.59 Harmsworth was eclectic, but he was never slapdash, and in the summer of 1883 he was appointed assistant editor of Youth at a guinea and a half a week.

It was in that role in November 1883, and in particular in editing the ‘News From The Schools’ section of Youth, that Harmsworth became the target of a long-running hoax by a group of Etonian sixth-formers. They invited him to Eton College and solemnly informed him of various ancient school traditions and activities that they had entirely invented, which he reported almost verbatim in the magazine. It seems extraordinary that someone who later prided himself on his highly developed sense for when his leg was being pulled was not suspicious at some of the activities the pranksters came up with or the aliases they used, such as R. A. S. Berry, T. T. Vator, and A. S. Tute Goodheart. Nonetheless, he duly reported that in the college dining hall, the ‘curious custom’ existed of ‘Passing The Green Stuff’, in which boys chased anyone in the college dining hall who asked for mint sauce around the school shouting military commands.60

Harmsworth also completely swallowed the Etonians’ claim that there was a tradition called ‘Slunching the Paddocks’, when all the pupils went to the school paddocks after dinner on a certain day to throw puddings, called ‘slunches’, at each other. ‘It is supposed to be derived from the fact that when Queen Elizabeth visited Eton College she lunched (s’lunched) in College Hall,’ he was told, ‘and the students sprinkled the paddocks with dry rice in her honour.’VI It was hardly cruel satire, but the Etonians kept it up for a good six months. If Harmsworth became sceptical about much of the British Establishment in later life, it might possibly be traced back to this early hoax played on him by some of its future members.



In October 1884, Ingrams hired him to edit Youth on £2 a week. One of his jobs as editor was to keep the content of Youth clean and wholesome, even if that meant it was somewhat self-righteous. He wanted to set Youth well apart from the popular ‘penny dreadful’ magazines, with their obsession with crime, torture, vampires and gothic murders. A. A. Milne sneered that Harmsworth ‘killed the penny dreadful – by the simple process of producing a ha’penny dreadfuller’ – but the accusation was simply untrue.61

When Herbert Ward left for the Congo and a life of exploration (where he met H. M. Stanley), his lodgings at 11 Boscable Gardens, between Baker Street and Lord’s cricket ground, were taken by Max Pemberton, who had not yet become a novelist. It was there that Harmsworth taught himself the piano and, in May 1885, wrote ‘The Ellen Terry Waltz’, which was published to good reviews, such as ‘deserves to become popular’ (The Architect), ‘graceful, poetic, charming’ (Oldham Chronicle), ‘lively and danceable’ (Daily Graphic) and ‘a very pleasing composition’ (The Metropolitan).62 It was not commercially successful, however, and Alfred Snr disapproved of his son writing popular music.

When Pemberton married, Harmsworth lodged with him and his wife at 34 Clifton Hill in St John’s Wood. Years later, Pemberton recalled how they ‘used to sally forth to Fleet Street to try and sell the product of their pens… each sharing a top hat, one buttonhole, and paper cuffs which my mother cut for them.’63 In January 1886, Harmsworth started a daily diary that lasted for two decades. It tells of his daily expenditure, and of his wooing of Mary ‘Molly’ Milner, whose brother Harry had been a friend since boyhood. She had large brown eyes and a beautiful head of hair, was vivacious, graceful and socially superior to him as her father, Robert Milner of Kidlington, Oxfordshire, was a prosperous sugar-broker.64

Alfred took Mary to church in January, to the London Scottish vs Richmond rugby match in February, and was ‘awfully happy with my darling’ in March. He worked furiously for Lady’s Pictorial, Bicycling News and the Young Folks Paper, and was regularly hard on himself, recording in his diary over three days in late January ‘a very bad day’s work’, ‘a poor day’s work’, and ‘did poor day’s work’.65 It could not have been too bad as his output was huge and varied, and it was not hack journalism either. Articles published in the first three months of 1886 included ‘Famous Ventriloquists’, ‘Some Popular Delusions’, ‘How To Take a Photograph’, ‘Stage Villains’, ‘Sarini’s Sapphire’, ‘The Origins of the Bicycle’, ‘Chinese Customs’, ‘The Tragedy of Doon Bay’, ‘What Shall I Be?’ and ‘The Secrets of Success’.66 Harmsworth’s strong sense that his family were inexorably sliding down the many declensions of middle-class life in Victorian Britain kept him working hard.

On 17 March 1886, the successful publisher William Iliffe, owner of the Midland Daily Telegraph, offered the twenty-year-old Harmsworth the editorship of Bicycling News, at fifty shillings a week. It meant that he would have to live in Coventry, far away from his sweetheart Mary, but it was the break he had been seeking.


	
I. Her forebears were Presbyterian though she was Anglican.

	
II. The name was chosen because of the idyllic nature of St John’s Wood at the time. The Club still exists today.

	
III. The name was an advertising promotion by a local builder in 1801.

	
IV. The uniform of the Stanhope bicycling club in St John’s Wood, which had its own bugler.

	
V. A guinea was worth twenty-one shillings, or one pound and one shilling.

	
VI. ‘The Hon. C. Randegger-Devereux read a paper on Scandinavian Paleological Researches’ in which ‘he derived the disputed word “slunch” from Schlunja, patroness of baking among the Scandanavians.’








CHAPTER 2 ‘SCHEMO MAGNIFICO’ March 1886–December 1891



GERALDINE: ‘Those who ask shan’t have, and those who don’t ask won’t get.’

ALFRED: ‘Yes, Mother, but I take.’1

Undated conversation from Alfred Harmsworth’s childhood



Coventry was the hub of Britain’s bicycle industry, but before Alfred Harmsworth became editor in March 1886, the sales of Bicycling News had fallen to a few hundred per issue, far behind the market leader The Cyclist. He therefore completely revamped the paper, changing the typography, cutting paragraph lengths, introducing short stories and hiring a female columnist, the Brooklyn-born Lillias Campbell Davidson, who had an almost messianic belief in the role of cycling in female liberation. Her popularity alerted him to the potential for addressing female audiences later in his career.2 He also introduced a ‘talking points’ column, which encouraged readers to discuss issues regarding bicycling amongst themselves, which was also to become a key feature of his journalism.3

‘When the bicycle was regarded as a toy,’ Harmsworth later said of William Iliffe, his proprietor, ‘he saw that it would be the beginning of a revolution.’4 Harmsworth’s revolution at Bicycling News, and the fact that the blond-haired editor was so young, did not make him popular with the staff, where he was nicknamed ‘the yellow-headed worm’.5 Yet, before long, circulation rose and was soon to overtake that of The Cyclist itself. Nor was his contract with Iliffe exclusive; he also wrote two mass-market books for Newnes: One Thousand Ways to Earn a LivingI and All About Railways. He also tried to set up a journal called The Private School Master, which soon folded.

The 1880s and 1890s saw a technological revolution in printing.6 It involved more efficient paper manufacture based on wood pulp, electricity-driven rotary presses that increased the speed of letterpress orienting, the hot-metal process that mechanised and automated type-pressing, and the invention of halftones which introduced photography into letterpresses.7 Harmsworth embraced as many of these new processes as could be afforded by Iliffe, who in early 1887 offered him a small partnership in the firm. By then, however, a new opportunity had arisen, one that Harmsworth was determined to grasp.

W. Dargaville Carr was an Irish businessman whose mother was a friend of Geraldine and who had come into a small amount of money that he wanted to invest in a new publishing venture. Harmsworth had the idea of setting up a magazine based on the ‘Answers to Correspondents’ section of Tit-Bits, but had been unable to persuade Iliffe to invest in it. He had already had a Questions and Answers section in the Henley House School Magazine and Bicycling News, and saw it as a way of building a loyal readership.8 Iliffe was willing to print the new venture on his Coventry presses on credit terms, however, which was an attractive incentive. The fortuitous convergence of Harmsworth’s idea, Carr’s seed-capital, and Iliffe’s willingness to defer payment for printing costs until the new venture was successful, was about to bear remarkable fruit.

In June 1887, Carr and Co. started in first-floor offices at 26 Paternoster Square, under the shadow of St Paul’s Cathedral. The partners were Carr; Harmsworth (who put in £1,000 of his own money); Edward Markwick, a barrister friend of Alfred Snr; and Markwick’s half-sister Annie Rose Rowley, who worked as a secretary in the new venture. The following January, Markwick and Harmsworth persuaded Alexander Spink Beaumont to invest £1,000 of his wife’s money in the venture. Beaumont, formerly a captain in the Royal Welch Fusiliers, was living in exile in Viareggio, Italy, after his trial for attempted sodomy (which had ended in acquittal).

Harmsworth’s projected title for the new magazine was Answers to Correspondents on Every Subject Under the Sun, but the company was still £3,000 short of the capital needed to publish it. It was thus under severely straitened circumstances that he married the petite nineteen-year-old Mary Milner on Wednesday 11 April 1888. The ceremony was conducted by Harmsworth’s bicycling friend Reverend Edward Powys in Hampstead, who recalled that ‘It was the prettiest wedding imaginable, the extreme youth and good looks of the bride and bridegroom most attractive.’9

Harmsworth borrowed the money for the engagement ring from Markwick, his best man, and the honeymoon was spent in Folkestone. His sister Geraldine could only afford to spend twelve shillings and sixpence on a wedding present. ‘My darling Mother,’ he wrote the day after the wedding, ‘Just a line to tell you how happy we are and how comfortable. What will please you I know is that we are having a very economical honeymoon… we are living very simply…. I cannot tell you how it pleased me to see you kiss my darling so affectionately. It is what I have wished for for years.’10 In fact his mother was doubtful about the match, predicting ‘They will have so many children and no money.’11 It was the life she had had so far, but she could not have been more wrong on both counts.

The wedding report in the Ham & High stated that the couple were in Folkestone ‘en route to the Continent’, but in fact they were not en route to anywhere, except No. 31 Pandora Road, Dennington Park, in West Hampstead, a newly built terrace house then on the edge of the suburbs.12 Mary had had a comfortable middle-class upbringing, with French and German governesses, foreign travel, music lessons and ponies, and when she told her father that she wanted to help her husband by working on Answers, he replied, ‘Is it for this that I spent so much on your upbringing?’13 On 19 April, while the Harmsworths were on honeymoon, Markwick secured the necessary extra funding for Answers from the Beaumonts. He sent Harmsworth a one-word telegram from Italy to announce the news: ‘Joy’.14

On his return from honeymoon, Harmsworth flung himself into editing Answers to Correspondents, a weekly magazine comprising sixteen pages and approximately 35,000 words, which would be priced competitively at one penny. Subtitled ‘A Journal of Instruction, Literature and Amusement for Home and Train’, the first issue was published on 16 June 1888 after two practices with dummy issues over the previous fortnight. Because it was new and there were no correspondents yet, he and his small team, including Mary, came up with the first questions themselves, which they attributed to non-existent readers. When one of his brothers went to work on the magazine, he noticed that his material was published as from ‘J. F. Smith from Birmingham’. Issues were published on a Saturday, to coincide with rest days for the clerks and shop workers who were the initial target audience.

Answers posed intriguing questions and then answered them, whilst also running short articles on subjects as eclectic as ‘How Madmen Write’, ‘How to Cure Freckles’, ‘What The Queen Eats’ and ‘Can Insects Feel Pain?’15 There were endless facts, such as that in 1795 all the flour that was used by hairdressers for wigs could have made 5,314,280 loaves of bread.16 Answers also offered readers the chance to gain certificates in French and mathematics as courses through the magazine, feeding the great demand for self-improvement among its readers.17

Analysis of one edition of Answers taken at random – No 5, dated 30 June 1888 – illustrates its appeal. ‘Interesting – Extraordinary – Amusing’ proclaimed its masthead, and it deserved all three soubriquets. The first article on the front page was entitled ‘Lord Randolph Churchill’s Height’, which established that he was ‘5 feet 8 inches in his boots’. Below that was ‘Are Whales Good to Eat?’, which was curiously inconclusive, but informed readers that roast porpoise had been on the menu at King Henry V’s wedding banquet. Also on the front page was ‘Inside Newgate’, which mentioned the prison’s ‘interesting collection of casts of murderers’ heads taken after their execution’.18

On page 2, ‘Rum Customer’ asked why there were two buttons on the back of morning suits. (Answer: it was to button the coattails back for riding.) On the second and third pages were nineteen jokes, epithets and aperçus, such as ‘There is a man in Birmingham who has been asleep seven years. This, we believe, beats the best yet done by any member of the Metropolitan Police Force.’ The third page also listed the richest men of the century, led by Cornelius Vanderbilt (‘His father began life as a bargee; he left £60,000,000’). On page 4 was a competition for ‘A Free Continental Tour’ which was ‘open to all irrespective of age or position in life’. There was a ‘prize for the reader following the most curious trade’, a ‘prize for the most curious love-letter’ and a ‘prize for a new way to make money’.19 Elsewhere on page 4 were articles entitled ‘About Girls Names’ and ‘Should Men Shave?’

Page 5 was almost completely covered with a biographical sketch of Charles Dickens, who had died eighteen years earlier, but it also fitted in a paragraph entitled ‘The Effects of Smoking’, which opined that ‘smoking affects everyone in a different manner… excessive is always bad’. Page 6 opened with ‘Do Dogs Commit Suicide?’ which might seem to conform to that long-established journalistic tradition of asking questions in headlines to which the answer is patently no, but in this case it argued that, if ill-treated, they would deliberately run in front of trains. On page 7 were the supposed maxims of the Rothschild family.20

To ‘Jumpy’, who wanted to be tattooed with a snake, the reply was, ‘If he really wants to get disfigured in this way he had better go to Japan.’ Page 8 had articles on ‘The First Umbrella’ (invented in Italy in 1611), ‘How to Introduce People’ (‘the inferior is always introduced to the superior – the gentleman to the lady’), ‘Human Leather’ (‘darker and more mottled than vellum, of a rather coarse textured surface, with holes in it like those of pigskin’), and ‘The Pleasures of Carving’.

Page 9 discussed the penny journal market, explaining how only 7 per cent of the titles were profitable while ‘The others exist feebly and then retire.’ They made their profits, Harmsworth explained, ‘by printing a huge number… the cost of paper, print, editorial salaries and literary matter of each is reduced to six-tenths of a penny… The newspaper proprietor, we will say, sells his paper to the newsagents for seven-tenths of a penny, thus making one-tenth profit… If you will calculate what three or four hundred thousand tenths of a penny means you will find that the amount is a sum of very great proportions’ which would ‘make a remarkably handsome income’.21 At that stage, Answers’ circulation was twelve thousand, below the point at which it broke even. Harmsworth was unconcerned because of Iliffe’s guarantee and, as Mary later recalled, ‘He felt instinctively that success would come.’22

Pages 10, 11 and half of 12 of the fifth edition of Answers comprised a true crime story, and the rest of page 12 was covered with twenty-two more or less unfunny jokes. Letters to the editor covered page 13, including ones on tipping waiters and a ‘Remarkable Case of Mesmerism’. The next two pages featured columns about famous fat people, what millionaires eat, ‘The Destiny of Lost Luggage’, ‘Corns and their Cure’, and whether the veteran French executioner Heindrich, who had guillotined one hundred and thirty-nine criminals, had seen anyone speak after decapitation? (‘On one occasion, a woman’s head made a faint effort to speak to him.’)

The back page listed thirty-two ‘Curious Facts’, such as that Sir Arthur Sullivan wrote his comic operas between midnight and 4am, Fiji Islanders pray before and after playing cricket, and that Napoleon disliked cats. According to this section, ‘kissing originated in England’, ‘betting men send more telegrams than any other class’, and ‘Mr Gladstone wears size nine boots’.23 Anything hinting at sacrilege was blue-pencilled: a joke that went ‘I knead thee every hour, as the baker said to the dough’ was cut not because it was unfunny, but because it punned on the hymn I need thee every hour, Most gracious Lord.24

In the practice edition of 9 June, the week before going public, a question asked why the Prince of Wales was nicknamed Tum-Tum? ‘The cause is understood to be the Prince’s graceful rotundity of person,’ was the answer, ‘which is the more noticeable for the reason that he is well known to have a particular aversion to obesity.’25 Of course, such lèse-majesté was never published; it was not going to be the route to the kind of rewards Harmsworth wanted in life, and when the comprehensive index to Answers was published, that question did not appear.

The Answers to Correspondents staff worked in one twelve-foot square room at Paternoster Square, rented at twelve shillings and sixpence a week. The first issues were printed in Coventry, but the operation moved to London once it became profitable, and on 3 November the title was shortened to Answers. As well as newsagents, it was sold by street vendors – ‘hawkers’ – who Harmsworth personally supervised. He also pioneered the practice whereby unsold copies were given away, to encourage word-of-mouth interest. On 1 December, Answers held its first major competition with a £100 note as the prize.

The early numbers of Answers provide an invaluable insight into Harmsworth’s thinking and world-view at the time. The answer to the question ‘Which is the Coming Race?’ was America, although ‘All serious foreign authorities admit that, politically and commercially, England is still the leading state.’ In answer to ‘Are the English Hated?’, he wrote that ‘the Germans regard us with envy, and perhaps some jealousy; the Russians do not dislike us half as much as we hate them’.26 ‘Do Jews Ride Bicycles?’ asked a paragraph in the third issue, supposedly posed by a reader but almost certainly posed by Harmsworth himself as there were no readers yet. ‘As a bicyclist of many years’ riding,’ the questioner states, ‘I have never yet met a fellow-cyclist of the Hebrew persuasion.’27

‘Horse-riding and athletic Hebrews are in plenty,’ was Answers’ reply to its own question:


but this race apparently does not like cycling. It is not only to bicycling that Jews evince an antipathy. We scour our memory to find examples of Jew butchers, bakers, hairdressers, chemists, bootmakers – in fact, there are a dozen occupations in which we cannot call to mind any Hebrew names. On the other hand it is remarkable how many Jew clothiers, fruiters, wholesale fishmongers, pickle manufacturers, second-hand booksellers, pawnbrokers, jewellers, tobacconists, artists, actors, authors and others there are.28



In the fifth issue, these ludicrous generalisations were fortunately contradicted by genuine readers, including by ‘A Hebrew Cyclist’ and a letter from Albert Myers of the Strand, who pointed out that there were in fact hundreds of Jewish bakers, bootmakers and hairdressers. Alfred Cohen, a cycling club treasurer, concluded that ‘your rash correspondent’ must have ‘used his eyes and intelligence to very poor purpose’.29 In the ninth issue, ‘An Admirer of the Jews’ reeled off a list of famous cyclists and medal-winners, such as A. H. Solomon, Victor Abraham and Philip Bernstein, whereupon Harmsworth closed the correspondence.

Answers tended to steer clear of political or contemporary controversies, as these could be bad for circulation. Between issues 13 and 24, Jack the Ripper was terrorising Whitechapel less than two miles away, but only one euphemistic mention was made of it. In an article entitled ‘How to Buy a Slave’, about Christians buying humans in Arab slave-markets in order to release them, Answers claimed that, ‘under civilised training’, former slaves often made excellent domestic servants, and the purchaser had ‘the satisfaction of knowing that he had saved one human life from the possibility of a fate which even our own Whitechapel experiences can hardly hold a parallel’. Harmsworth concluded with the sentence: ‘At the same time we must not be understood as advocating a domestic slave trade.’30

The articles in Answers were mostly fun, genuinely informative and very wide-ranging, with a strong interest in death. Others from the first six months of publication included ‘Men with Horns’, ‘Who Invented Laughing Gas?’, ‘A Terrible Time with a Cobra’, ‘What a Dead Horse is Worth’, ‘Skeletons’, ‘Killed in the House of Commons’, ‘Terrors of Top Hats’, ‘Number of Bones in the Body’ (around two hundred), ‘Do Monkeys Smoke?’ (not unless taught to, which is cruel), ‘How to Find the Will’, ‘Sneezing Customs’, ‘Lion-Tamers at Work’, ‘Does The Queen Sing?’ (not by then, but ‘she still plays the piano capitally’), ‘Some Celebrated Duels’, ‘Strange Things Found in Tunnels’, ‘About Glass Eyes’, ‘Can Snakes Kill Pigs?’ (no), ‘Narrow Escape from Burial Alive’, ‘Why Don’t Foreigners Use Soap?’ (answer: ‘they do’), ‘About Misers’, ‘Can a Clergyman Marry Himself?’ (no), ‘Buried Money’, ‘Female Executioners’, ‘What Hanging is Like’, and ‘Performing Monstrosities’. Several of these are patently risible, but it was upon the financial success of Answers, and the Victorians’ love of the ‘interesting, extraordinary, amusing’, that one of the greatest publishing enterprises in history was based.

Harmsworth paid his contributors two guineas a column, more than the normal Fleet Street rate, which ensured high-quality material. The headlines were chosen to attract attention, rather than merely reflecting what was in the article, and to become ‘talking points’ in themselves. Who would not want to read articles entitled ‘A Terrible Time with a Tiger’, ‘Mysteries of a Hashish House’, ‘Horseflesh as Food’II, ‘Narrow Escapes from Burial Alive’ and ‘An Electrical Flying Machine’?31 There was a good deal of sensationalism and violent death. Statements made about what it was like to be hanged were very unlikely to be gainsaid. Criminals’ confessions and stories of people falling under trains were regular staples.

For issue No. 14 on 1 September 1888, more than thirteen hundred readers wrote in to try to win the one-guinea prize with predictions of what Britain would be like in the year 1988. The winner was Marcus Morrison of Elmore Street in Canonbury, who predicted that the population would be 60 million (he deserved his prize; it was in fact 56.86 million); electric lighting would be in every house; there would be a Welsh parliament at Cardiff; capital punishment would have been abolished; there would be female MPs, astronomers and scientists, and trains, cars and buses would be propelled by electricity. Mr Morrison did make a few errors: he predicted that England would be a republic, weather forecasting would be an exact science, Ireland and France would be connected to England by tunnels and bridges, and cremation would be universal, as would the twenty-four hour clock.32 Harmsworth himself joked that the most interesting part of the centenary celebration of Answers would be ‘the procession of literary men and women to the tomb of the first editor in Westminster Abbey’.33

Harmsworth had factored early losses into his business model and, by February 1889, Answers had not broken even, despite weekly sales hovering around 30,000.34 He recognised the magazine needed advertisements as a necessary evil to keep the magazine profitable, but he always saw circulation as the key to financial success. Answers was operating in a highly competitive market: there were no fewer than two hundred periodicals being published in Britain in 1888.35 Yet around this time, he spoke to his family about his ‘Schemo Magnifico’, which sadly neither he nor they wrote down.36 It was his plan to succeed in publishing, although there is no evidence that it was what one detractor has called his plot to ‘kill his opponents by pushing them out of the market-place by the weight of his enterprises’.37 It was much more likely to be his project of using any profits from Answers, once they came, to invest in new enterprises, and gradually to increase the Harmsworth stakes vis à vis his sleeping partners the Carrs and the Beaumonts.

Max Pemberton became a roving correspondent for the paper, called ‘Mr Answers’: he went deep-sea diving in a diver’s bell, up a steeple, and took a ride in a locomotive engine. When Answers expressed doubts that grass could grow properly in the inner city, readers sent lots of it into the magazine and Harmsworth had to pay ninepence on the postage of one forty-eight-pound bale of it, before discovering what it was. Blaming the initial low readership on the fact that fewer people were going outdoors because of Jack the Ripper, Harmsworth added interviews with famous people, more adventure stories and contests with prizes that included a junior editorship (which, out of ten thousand entrants, was won by a woman). Mary worked beside him and they walked the four miles to the office every weekday to save the bus fare. Although it was hard work, it was to be a happy period of their lives together to which they looked back with nostalgia.

Although Answers continued to struggle, Harmsworth believed implicitly in his Schemo Magnifico and understood how eye-catching competitions could increase circulation – Tit-Bits had even buried gold in the past. When Newnes made the somewhat macabre offer of £100 to the family of anyone killed in a railway crash who had Tit-Bits on their corpse, Harmsworth simply raised the stakes, offering £200 to the bereaved families of Answers readers. Puzzles were another circulation builder, such as ‘Pigs in Clover’, a free game comprising a small glass box with seven balls which, if carefully balanced inside, spelt ‘answers’. The story goes that the original metal balls were too heavy to make marketing the puzzles practical on a large scale, and that Alfred, ‘sadly reflecting on this hitch’ as he walked down Fleet Street, noticed some much lighter sugar balls in a sweet-shop window and bought the entire stock.38

The puzzle phenomenon became a craze, with puzzle clubs mushrooming around the country and two hundred contestants competing at the Answers offices for a £50 national prize.39 Sales rose to 45,000. Meanwhile, Answers sold toothache cures, a treatment to prevent blushing, growth pills and ‘cures’ for baldness. Free trips to the Paris Exhibition, for which Gustave Eiffel had built a special tower, proved popular prizes too.



On 10 May 1889, the twenty-one-year-old Harold Harmsworth threw up his secure job at the Mercantile Marine Office of the Board of Trade to join Answers. He had the financial acumen to make the Schemo Magnifico a success, by ruthlessly keeping costs down, dissuading Alfred from his more extravagant ideas, preventing Carr and Beaumont from demerging the Answers Co Ltd (of which he became company secretary) from Carr & Co, and constantly staying on the lookout for new publishing ventures, while learning every aspect of the business. The limelight stayed unwaveringly on Alfred with his acknowledged good looks, charisma, showmanship and journalistic genius, but the coming commercial success of the Harmsworth publications was just as much the brainchild of his younger brother Harold.

On Tuesday 16 July, Alfred Harmsworth Snr died of cirrhosis of the liver, a fortnight short of his fifty-second birthday, at his home in Brondesbury. ‘The dear father looked and was, his old self,’ Alfred Jnr explained to his brother Cecil about a garden party held four days earlier. ‘Nicely dressed, jolly and genial he made the mother proud to be with him,’ but back home, shortly after 7pm, ‘she found him vomiting blood’ and the doctor said there was no hope for him. ‘He lingered on peacefully and painlessly till 4.15am on Tuesday when he died, looking, as Leicester told me, perfectly happy.’40 Mother was ‘much shattered by the shock’ and Alfred wrote of himself that ‘the shock was terrible’.

The loss strengthened the resolve of Alfred, the new head of the family, to be successful, even though at the time he found it hard even to cover the funeral costs. ‘It will be a bit of a struggle to keep our family in its place,’ he wrote to Cecil, ‘but we will do it, aye, and we must make our folk powerful and prosperous, where the father would have loved to have seen us. Our business grows apace. Answers did 57,000 last week.’41 He ended with these words: ‘Do not grow depressed at the terrible occurrence. There are many things about it that make the father’s death less of a trial than it should otherwise have been…. The turn of our financial tide has come.’

By then, Alfred was writing much of the magazine himself, and often rewriting the serials, ensuring that the stories ended with exciting cliff-hangers and the tantalising words ‘To be continued’. The journalist J. A. Spender wrote of him that in this period of his life he had ‘a real respect for writers and artists. He read history with a hungry eye for powerful characters and showed a queer kind of unexpected knowledge in his talk.’42

What turned the tide for Answers was the success in October 1889 of its ‘A Pound a Week for Life!’ competition, which the magazine touted as ‘The Most Gigantic Competition the World Has Ever Seen!’ The idea came from a conversation that Alfred and Harold had with a tramp they met while walking along the Thames Embankment, who told them that would be his ultimate dream. Contestants had to guess the value of the gold coinage held in the Bank of England at the close of business on Wednesday 4 December 1889. Although the competition was free to enter, crucially all entries had to come on postcards (which were inserted in the magazine) that had to be witnessed by five people who were not relatives or living at the same address, which ensured that Answers became known to five times the number of people. It was a more popular idea than dying in a train accident, and no fewer than 718,218 cards were received at Paternoster Square. Geraldine (23), Cecil (20), Leicester (18) and Hildebrand (17) were all brought in to help in the circulation department.

On 4 December, the crowds thronging Threadneedle Street to read the Bank’s official report of that day’s gold coinage reserves were so huge that extra policemen had to be drafted to manage them. Sapper C. D. Austin of the Ordnance Survey Department of the Royal Engineers in Southampton guessed the amount to within two pounds, which was enough for him to marry his girlfriend early on his newfound wealth, giving Answers a warm human interest story into the bargain. The Christmas issue announcing the winner sold 205,000 copies. ‘Great excitement in office’, noted Alfred in his diary.43 Had Austin enjoyed average longevity it would have cost Answers thousands, but in fact he died of tuberculosis eight years later. Alfred sent his widow a cheque for £50.

The Harmsworth brothers could not know it, but Britain was experiencing the beginning of a long boom in newspaper and journal circulations, which rose sharply from 1890 to 1910 before levelling off in the 1920s.44 What has been called the ‘New Journalism’ of the 1890s used ground-breaking machinery, illustrations, investigative reporting, and news agencies. Although these had all existed earlier, they were taken to an advanced level in that decade, and other innovations that came into their own included catchy headlines, human interest stories and short, stand-alone paragraphs, which Alfred pioneered. Britain’s extensive railways and increasingly motorised distribution systems greatly widened the speed and geographical reach of distribution around the country. Despite the fact that it was growing, however, the market was ruthlessly cut-throat and lived or died by early gains in circulation. If a title was quickly taken up by the public, it survived. If not, it swiftly folded.

In 1890, with weekly sales continuing at two hundred thousand despite the end of the competition, Answers branched out in its marketing and produced a pipe, a waltz, a brand of cigarettes, fountain pens, coffee, toffee and toothache cures, requiring considerable entrepreneurship and Alfred and Harold’s negotiating skills.45 The magazine was now producing a healthy profit, although nothing like enough for the intensely competitive Harmsworths as Tit-Bits sold half a million. In order to boost it, Answers offered a ‘£2 a week for life’ prize, which the Treasury declared illegal under the Lotteries Act.III This led Markwick to question the validity of the whole business model and to sell his shares in Answers Co Ltd to the Harmsworths and Beaumont, easily the worst decision of his life.

In January, Carr moved to Dublin to manage the Irish subsidiary of the business, and Alfred took on as his secretary the twenty-year-old George Sutton, who became his most trusted confidant for the rest of his life. In February and March 1890, after an attack of flu that he ascribed to exhaustion, Alfred took a three-week holiday to Paris, Basle, Milan, Turin, Genoa and to see the Beaumonts in Viareggio. This established a pattern that was to recur throughout his life, of overwork leading to long continental and international holidays, only to return to London and plunge straight back into a punishing work schedule.

The Schemo Magnifico took a major step forward on 17 May 1890 with Answers Co Ltd’s publication of an eight-page half-penny magazine entitled Comic Cuts, a mixture of picture strips, cartoons and text whose first edition sold 118,864 copies and for which sales swiftly rose to 300,000.46 ‘It is as large as any penny paper of the kind published,’ Alfred told readers, ‘this you can prove by measurement. It employs the best artists, is printed on good paper, is published every Thursday, will give big prizes, is the first half-penny illustrated ever issued, and has plenty of money behind it.’47 It was also heavily cross-promoted in Answers, as the Harmsworths always well appreciated the advantage of free advertising.

With the subtitle ‘Amusing without being vulgar,’ Comic Cuts and its immediate offshoot Illustrated Chips ‘established the style and format of the medium for a generation’.48 They had extraordinary longevity: Comic Cuts was published until 1943 and Illustrated Chips (later shortened to Chips) until 1952, bringing in huge annual revenues. Chips’ most popular characters were the endearing tramps Weary Willie and Tired Tim, who got up to scrapes and who were reputed to have inspired Charlie Chaplin.

Throughout his life, Alfred Harmsworth had to contend with the sneers of the intelligentsia. H. G. Wells, who had been a schoolmaster at Henley House School when Alfred was a pupil there, was to call Comic Cuts an ‘enormously profitable, nasty, taste-destroying appeal for the ha’pence of small boys’.49 In fact it was not at all nasty, but good-natured and humorous. ‘It was considered rather indecent to advertise anything except in a quiet, unobtrusive way,’ Alfred recalled years later. ‘The persistent prejudice against me all through the earlier part of my career was due to the shock I gave refined individuals by the methods I adopted to make unintellectual common or garden people buy Answers. I am sure of that.’50

Fortunately Harmsworth had the self-confidence not to let the prejudice of highbrow literati affect him one way or the other, especially later on when the criticism became extraordinarily vocal and political. For all that the intelligentsia, particularly of the political Left, came to despise Alfred, politicians – at least publicly – sought to cultivate him. ‘I do not believe that literature would do anything but gain by the existence of Answers,’ wrote Lord Randolph Churchill in a letter intended for publication. ‘I am inclined to think that it will continue to flourish, and that, far from being evanescent, it will become – as it practically has – a permanent feature of the journalism of the day.’51

As early as 1891, Harmsworth became the target of satire by no less a figure than George Gissing in his novel New Grub Street, in which he appeared as Whelpdale, proprietor of Chit-Chat magazine, who orders that no article is to be more than two inches long and says, ‘I would have the paper address itself to the quarter-educated; that is to say, the great new generation that is being turned out by the Board Schools, the young men and women who can just read, but are incapable of sustained attention.’ The fact that hard-working people on their tram or train commute were reading magazines that amused them rather than high literature continued to infuriate the intelligentsia for decades, and Harmsworth became a focus for their resentment.

The immediate and great success of the two comics that followed the publication of Answers led to a huge increase in the number and range of Harmsworth publications throughout the 1890s, during which they created Forget-Me-Not: A Pictorial Journal for Ladies (in 1891), Boys’ Own Journal, Halfpenny Marvel (later Marvel 1893–1922, not to be confused with the American comic book of the same name), Home Sweet Home (1893–1901), Union Jack (1894–1933), Pluck (1894–1916), Sunday Companion (in 1894), Boys’ Friend (1895–1927), Home Chat (‘The Daintiest Little Magazine in the World’ 1895–1958), Funny Wonder and Comic Home Journal. All titles made money and soon the company moved from Paternoster Square to much larger premises at No 108 Fleet Street, where Alfred had a view of St Bride’s church spire and Ludgate Circus.

Yet Alfred and Harold were quite prepared to walk away from purchases, turning down opportunities to buy Admiralty, Horseguards Gazette and Pictorial World when they thought the price too high or the opportunity for expanding readerships too limited. Harold also had a good editorial eye. ‘On Page 269 is repeated a joke that appears on p.266,’ he told his brother in September 1890 about issue number 171 of Answers. ‘Perhaps if you offer a guinea to the person who points out what was extraordinary about no. 171, the readers who notice the mistake may think it was an intentional one and thus save us the stigma of carelessness.’52

In September 1890, Alfred bought Elmwood, a property near Broadstairs in Kent. It cost £7,500, more than half of which was lent by Captain and Mrs Beaumont. Although he was to live in grander houses in later years, the relatively unprepossessing Elmwood, which nonetheless had large gardens, was always where he felt most comfortable. He had a bungalow built in the garden where he could work in solitude and where he hung a blackboard on a wall, ruled off with the names of his publications; when an idea occurred to him, he would write it in the appropriate column.53 The bungalow did not have a telephone, but in the main house there was a portable telephone the size of a sewing machine that had to be carried from room to room.54

Elmwood was damp in winter – the piano needed retuning every spring – but he loved the house. So too did his eight-year-old niece Enid, who recalled a summer holiday there in 1905 that ‘was a paradise’ and how they used to walk


near the sea down a sandy track edged with poppy and wild barley to the beach, which was all our own, and where we played freely all day. The garden was more wonderful than any I had known. Auntie Mary was a most intelligent gardener… her exquisite taste was long before her time in this… Submerged in dark steaming water in a hot greenhouse hung with tropical plants lay a real live alligator, which hissed when we poked him with a stick. But, best of all, there was a swing in a shady sort of drive… The house was full of surprising treasures, and I thought the rooms the prettiest I have ever seen.55



Mary was the perfect hostess to the writers, journalists and employees whom Alfred often invited down, sometimes with almost no notice. The alligator was something of an affectation, perhaps, and allowing children to poke it with a stick sounds dangerous.

There is a possibly apocryphal story that, in his bathroom at Elmwood, Harmsworth had an aquarium which ‘divided into two compartments; one contained goldfish, the other pike; when the spirit moved him he would lift the glass compartment between them’, whereupon of course the pike would devour the goldfish.56 The type of fish change with the storyteller – trout have also been mentioned as victims – but, if true, it supports Northcliffe’s biographer Reginald Pound’s private comment to Geoffrey Harmsworth that ‘Most people who knew [Harmsworth] long enough recognised there was a vein of cruelty in him.’57



In January 1891, Alfred commissioned a story from Arthur Conan Doyle (‘The Doings of Raffles Haw’) and the next day wrote to his ultimate literary hero Thomas Hardy. He was arriving in the world, and in April one of Harold’s weekly sales reports to him stated that total sales of all the publications had topped a quarter of a million copies. With his new-found wealth, Alfred bought No.112 Maida Vale for his mother, made a better provision for his illegitimate son Alfred Benjamin Smith, and paid for the educations of his brothers Leicester, Hildebrand and St. John at Oxford and for Vyvyan at Cambridge. His sister Geraldine, who had already married, was given a post-marriage dowry.58 In due course, Alfred and Harold bought Poynters Hall, a Queen Anne mansion in Totteridge, north London with thirty-five acres designed by Capability Brown, for their mother. It cost £9,000 and they gave her a further £6,000 per annum for life, which helped pay for her liveried servants. She needed a large house as she was to have no fewer than thirty-seven grandchildren. (There were several more illegitimate ones, but they did not exist as far as she was concerned.)

Discussions over the founding of Forget-Me-Not in the autumn of 1891 gave the Harmsworth brothers the opportunity to cut the Beaumonts, who were only willing to pay £1,000 into the new company that was publishing it rather than the £2,500 it needed, out of the business. Negotiations became bitter, and the Harmsworths eventually bought out Beaumont and Miss Rowley in August 1892. There is no doubt that their behaviour was ruthless, and Captain Beaumont found it disloyal and unpleasant, but it was perfectly legal and there seems to be no evidence to support the serious allegation that Alfred hinted that he would expose Beaumont as a homosexual if he did not cooperate. (Since Beaumont had already been tried for sodomy, it would hardly have been a powerful blackmail tool.) Carr was not bought out until later but, from 1892, the Harmsworths were essentially working for themselves, having made good profits for their sleeping partners over the previous four years.

The first issue of Forget-Me-Not on 12 November 1891 ‘cleared out 50,000 copies in no time,’ as Alfred recorded and, by the close of the following day, it had sold nearly 60,000.59 It announced itself as cheaper, at a penny, yet superior to the established Lady’s Pictorial and Queen magazines. It was aimed, like so many Harmsworth publications, at the striving lower-middle and middle classes, helping them to learn how to behave in society.

By June 1892, Alfred thought Forget-Me-Not to be ‘far and away the most successful’ of their publications.60 It was tagged ‘the most useful home paper’ and carried fashion hints and articles on household management, as well as fiction. Although it carried advertising on the front, back and inside covers, it was mainly a mass of stories and information. In an edition chosen at random – 12 November 1892 – the contents included ‘Flirtation, Courtship, Marriage’, ‘A Chat with a Famous Dressmaker’, ‘The Fashion in Perfumes’ and ‘Some Matrimonial Eccentricities’, involving ‘an extraordinary wedding occurred some years ago, being that of a blind girl to a man who was deaf and dumb’. There was an entire page full of tit-bits that informed readers that ‘the ostrich quill pen is the latest American fad’, that ‘of sixty-seven Queens of France only thirteen have died without leaving a record of misery’, and that ‘the German Emperor has a pianoforte constructed for him entirely of bits of stags’ horns’. Elsewhere, readers learned there were 140 female doctors in Britain and 275 lady clergymen in the United States, and that ‘women who suffer from low spirits and despondency ought to have bright colours about them in their rooms. Scarlet draperies have been found to be a cure for these in many cases.’61

The articles in the Harmsworth women’s magazines – such as ‘How to Kiss and When to Kiss’, ‘Are Flirts Always Heartless?’ and ‘Diary of a Professional Beauty’ – have been accused of ‘grovelling to the proprieties’ of Victorian prudery, because they recommended that women should not flirt and kiss however beautiful they were.62 Yet it was not the magazine’s duty to promote a more louche society, so much as to reflect the one in which people were actually living. So instead there were half-guinea prizes for recipes; poems that rhymed, scanned and made sense; a missing word competition; an advert for The Starving Little Ones’ Fund; ‘Secrets of a Beauty Doctor’; and advice about how to fight chicken pox, bronchitis and curvature of the spine.63

The magazine advertised itself as ‘beautifully illustrated’, and a guinea was given for the best love story. In the agony aunt column entitled ‘Confidential Chat’, readers’ queries about courtship were answered. ‘That your fiancé will not take your arm in public’, it opined to someone with the pseudonym Puzzled, ‘only shows that she does not care to flaunt her love-making in the eyes of other people – not that she does not care for you. I think her feeling in this subject does her credit.’64 The article ‘Do Women Always Mean “No”?’ referred to marriage proposals, and concluded that the would-be groom ‘should bide his time and try again, and in all probability the answer will be “Yes” ’. It is of course easy to satirise such a combination of frippery and condescension, but it was an honest attempt to entertain and engage, and its eighteen pages for a penny (around £1.30 in today’s money), constituted excellent value.

Magazines such as Forget-Me-Not were despised by the bohemian critics of bourgeois culture, partly because they were unashamedly aimed at those who aspired to better themselves in society. They spoke to the classes who were just about managing and insisted on keeping up appearances, which after all was the story of the first twenty-five years of Alfred’s own life. Yet because the middle classes were also the backbone of Victorian England, magazines such as Forget-Me-Not had immense influence over the morals and manners of the country, being forces for propriety, hard work, restraint, politeness and the other positive aspects of what are today thought of as Victorian values. The Harmsworth publications showed ‘empathy with the needs of the newly emergent reader group’ and one that readers could tell was genuine.65


	
I. These went alphabetically, and the Cs included ‘Care of the insane’, ‘Christmas card making’ and ‘Circus-riding’.

	
II. Staff members ate some but were unimpressed, and it was denounced as a Gallic practice.

	
III. On behalf of those readers who had already entered the competition, Answers gave £250 to the Balaclava Heroes Fund for the survivors of the Charge of the Light Brigade.








CHAPTER 3 ‘THE GOSPEL OF LOYALTY TO THE EMPIRE’ February 1892–April 1896



‘The only way to run a newspaper is to do it in the impersonal way. Friendships become costly luxuries to a publisher.’1

LORD NORTHCLIFFE to Isaac Marcosson



In February 1892, Comic Cuts overtook Answers as what Harold Harmsworth called ‘the milch cow of the business’, but his elder brother, who edited both, was feeling exhausted and was ready for another prolonged holiday.2 After attending the opening night of Oscar Wilde’s Lady Windermere’s Fan at the St James’s Theatre, and ordering Cecil and Leicester not to leave the office before 6pm except on business, on 22 February Alfred left with Mary for a seven-week tour of Cadiz, Seville, Tangier, Malaga, Nice, Monte Carlo, Syracuse, Cyprus, Beirut, Damascus, Jaffa, Suez, Cairo, Alexandria, Malta and Gibraltar.3 They ‘decided to miss out Jerusalem, having had quite enough of Palestine’, but left Cairo with severe regrets ‘having enjoyed the stay here as much as any period in our lives’.4 He was gratified to see Answers being read in Sicily, Port Said and Gibraltar.

On 6 May 1892, the Amalgamated Press Co.’s combined weekly sales hit 1,002,500, beating even the great American combines owned by Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst. It was a remarkable achievement considering that Answers had begun publication less than four years earlier. ‘America is supposed to be monopolising the publication of English literature,’ commented the Manchester Guardian, ‘yet the attainment of the largest circulation of periodical journalism in the world can be ascribed to a British editor, Alfred C. Harmsworth’.5

Having observed that people enjoyed reading the same paper as each other, possibly because of the opening that gave to their talking points, Harmsworth hired chartered accountants to audit sales figures, recognising that knowledge of the very popularity of the Harmsworth titles added to their attraction. This in turn served to solidify their position. He was a great journalist, but a great psychologist too. He also appreciated how serialisations sold magazines and would on occasion start a story in one of his publications only to continue it in a different one, thus forcing readers to buy – and hopefully continue buying – both.

Harmsworth briefly considered standing in the 1892 general election, but this was more for the influence and status that being an MP would bring than for any political commitment, although he did vote for the Unionist candidate in his local constituency of Thanet. During the campaign, the Liberal prime minister William Gladstone said in an exclusive interview that he considered ‘the gigantic circulation of Answers an undeniable proof of the growth of sound public taste for healthy and instructive reading. The journal must have vast influence.’6 Just in case any Unionists thought the interview meant that Answers might have a Liberal bent, Harmsworth re-ran a positive comment that Lord Randolph Churchill had made about the magazine in March 1891.

Cecil Harmsworth, who became a Liberal MP, wrote that he ‘often wondered what Alfred’s politics really were’.7 Although it was hard to discern much consistency in his domestic politics, Alfred’s unwavering passion was to protect and expand the British Empire, which at that time spanned more than one-fifth of the world’s land surface, dominated the oceans, and was by far the largest the world had ever known. He would have agreed wholeheartedly with Winston Churchill’s first public speech in July 1897, in which he said that, despite the sceptical ‘croakers’, the Empire would ‘continue to pursue that course marked out for us by an all-wise hand and carry out our mission of bearing peace, civilisation and good government to the uttermost ends of the earth’.8

By the mid-1890s, the threats to the primacy of the British Empire seemed to come from the United States in trade, Russia in Asia, but especially from Germany in the European military and increasingly naval spheres. It was therefore natural that Harmsworth should be drawn to Joseph Chamberlain, who was trying to draw the Empire together to meet these challenges while also extending it (especially in southern Africa), and supporting Lord Salisbury, the Unionist leader with whose Conservative party Chamberlain had coalesced the Liberal Unionists in opposing Irish Home Rule in 1886. ‘Joe’ was vigorous, a successful businessman, and not part of the Tory establishment, and had been Harmsworth’s political hero long before he met him. An even greater hero was Cecil Rhodes, the prime minister of Cape Colony and chairman of the British South Africa Company, who was busily adding 150,000 square miles to the British Empire in southern Africa.



Overall circulation kept on growing with the immediate success of a new halfpenny publication called Wonder, which sold 140,000 copies after its launch on 23 July 1892, bringing the weekly total to 1.23 million. On its third issue, Harold predicted that ‘The Wonder will be a very happy stroke of business for us.’9 He was right; it too lasted until the Second World War. Alfred’s success now brought him to the notice of the radical Daily News, which was to attack him throughout his life under six successive editors, the most aggressive of whom was A. G. Gardiner, who wrote of his ‘sure instinct for the hunger of the rudimentary mind for information about the unimportant, for entertainment, and for cheap sentiment’.10 Yet for all that the haute monde sneered at rudimentary minds, by early 1893 weekly circulation figures were regularly topping one and a half million and the often pessimistic Harold reported to his brother on 12 January that ‘Business seems to be booming somewhat.’11

The trust and mutual respect between the two brothers is very evident from their correspondence, with Harold controlling the business and financial side – such as the timing of new publications and purchase of machinery – and Alfred organising everything to do with content.



By August 1893, the company was making profits of £50,000 a year, and was able to move into yet larger offices at No. 24 Tudor Street.12 In mid-October, Alfred’s doctor prescribed another holiday for his exhaustion, one that should last at least three months. Instead, on 8 November, the brothers launched the boys’ magazine Halfpenny Marvel, which soon became The Marvel, featuring interesting facts, uplifting Wild West and British Empire tales of adventure and exploration, and detective stories. The detective Sexton Blake appeared for the first time in a story entitled ‘The Missing Millionaire’. Halfpenny Marvel was another instant success, selling 138,000 copies of the second issue.

‘This has been a good year for us in many ways,’ Alfred noted in his diary on 30 November. ‘We have practically completed our [new Linotype] printing works, my investments have considerably increased. I have settled Elmwood and £21,000 on my wife, £51,000 on my Mother, and have… invested in the printing works and other securities something like £18,000.’13 Yet his ambitions were not confined to magazines that brought in only halfpennies and pennies weekly. The next stage of the Schemo Magnifico would involve owning evening and national newspapers, which would daily bring in pennies and even threepennies, and bestow political power on their proprietor.



On 19 April 1893, Mary underwent surgery for her childlessness, five years after their marriage. ‘This morning at 9 o’clock, Dr Dakin, Dr Raven and an anesthetist came to perform an operation on the wife,’ Alfred noted in his diary. ‘It was all over in half an hour and expect great things from the performance thereof.’14 Tragically the operation was unsuccessful and the couple started to drift apart both sexually and emotionally. Victorian society being what it was, there could be no question of divorce, and they made an effort to stay on relatively good personal terms, despite both taking lovers. They still lived and holidayed together, and seemed never to notice the other’s affairs, several of which lasted for many years.

It is impossible to be certain when it started, but at some period six years or so after their marriage, Mary began a long-running but possibly not exclusive affair with Reggie Nicholson, which Harmsworth not only did not mind but almost seems to have encouraged. Alfred and Nicholson managed to remain close friends; they regularly went on holiday together – sometimes with Mary present, sometimes not – and he later appointed Nicholson to important posts within his newspaper empire.

On 3 January 1894, Alfred, Mary and his secretary George Sutton departed from Liverpool on board the 10,000-ton Teutonic for a two-month tour of the United States and Canada. It was to be the first of twenty trips to the United States that Harmsworth made before the outbreak of the Great War, and they were to have a profound effect on him. They both convinced him of the vital importance of amity between the British Empire and the American republic – he adopted ‘Atlantic’ as one of his codenames during confidential business negotiations – and gave him endless ideas about how British journalism could develop.15

Often accused of merely plagiarising American journals and magazines, in fact there was a constant cross-pollination between the journalism of the two countries, and Harmsworth already had a reputation in the United States because of his huge audited circulation figures. Moreover, he was always popular with the American press because he was young, successful, unsnobbish, keen to learn, clearly pro-American, not a direct competitor and always ready with a quote for a reporter.

‘Mr [J. Bruce] Ismay [chairman of the White Star Line] saw us off and gave us [the] use of private sitting room,’ Harmsworth noted in his diary of this clear acknowledgement of his new-found social status.16 In New York, he and Mary stayed at the Waldorf Hotel and visited the Stock Exchange, Tribune and World newspapers, Cosmopolitan magazine and various printing works, as well as Chinatown, the Bowery, Harlem and the Bronx, before those places were even fully paved.17 At one lunch at a circulation agency, he was handed a cable from Harold simply stating: ‘Answers: 350,000’.18 (Of course it is not impossible that that coup de théatre had been engineered between them.)

Harmsworth was impressed by Joseph Pulitzer and James Gordon Bennett SrI and their huge newspaper sales. The American press tended to employ more imaginative headlines than Britain’s – the Chicago Times had once headlined a story about the hanging of four praying murderers ‘Jerked to Jesus’ – but Harmsworth carefully studied the entire industry before heading off to the Niagara Falls, Montreal, Quebec and Boston, followed by a fishing holiday in Florida where he stayed at the Tampa Bay Hotel and caught a shark. He returned to Euston Station on 14 March, where he was met by his mother Geraldine.

Harmsworth was so struck by his trips to the United States that later on he spent large sums of money sending members of his various staffs there, ‘not only to study methods of business,’ wrote one employee, ‘but also to grasp and understand the American outlook’.19 Yet for all that he believed in the friendship of the English-speaking peoples, Harmsworth was intensely competitive and, when in New York, he heard of an American expedition being planned to the North Pole and decided to try to beat them to it. He contacted Frederick George Jackson, who the previous year had crossed three hundred miles of frozen Siberian tundra, and when they met on Harmsworth’s return to London, he proposed a Jackson-Harmsworth Expedition to the Franz Josef Land archipelago in the Arctic, under the overall auspices of the Royal Geographical Society.

Harmsworth launched the expedition out of patriotism, but it was also an opportunity to break into high society. He was not overly impressed with the aristocracy per se, but he appreciated that they still wielded a good deal of real power in late-Victorian Britain. Much of high society, including no fewer than seventeen knights, were present at Alfred and Mary’s reception at the Grafton Galleries on 6 July to fete the explorers and view their equipment, people who would not normally have attended a party thrown by the owner of Comic Cuts and Illustrated Chips.

Mary in particular was excellent at socialising and engaging with high society – the dowager Queen Mary was to become a friend – and Alfred and she were both keen to translate their wealth into social status. On his 29th birthday at Cowes, while staying on Sir Allen Young’s steam yacht the Stella, Alfred was contacted by Queen Victoria’s son-in-law Prince Henry of Battenberg, who asked to meet him ‘and congratulated me on the organisation of the Polar Expedition’.20

On 12 July 1894 they went to Greenhithe to see the nine-man Expedition set sail on the specially converted steamship Windward which he bought himself. There were two Answers reporters on board, which inevitably led detractors to claim that the expedition was all merely another Harmsworth advertising stunt, but in fact it was more like an adventure straight out of his Boys’ Own Journal or Union Jack magazines. Although the explorers did not reach the North Pole, they probably saved the lives of the Norwegian explorers Fridtjof Nansen and Hjalmar Johansen whose kayaks had been attacked by walruses and had become lost. They hadn’t been heard of for a year.21

Jackson paid tribute to the principal backer of the expedition by covering Franz Josef Land in place names honouring him and his family. Alfred IslandII was 43 square miles in size, and there were also Cape Mary Harmsworth, Cape Cecil Harmsworth and the Harold Harmsworth Straits. Alfred’s imperialism could also be discerned from the names Salisbury Island, Chamberlain Island and the Cecil Rhodes Fjord. When Windward finally returned in September 1896, Alfred had one of the lifeboats put in the garden at Elmwood, and for years afterwards when showing a stuffed polar bear to guests in the hall, he would wryly remark that the animal had cost him £30,000.22



The Harmsworths’ chief commercial rival was Arthur Pearson, an alumnus of Winchester College who had won a sub-editorship on Tit-Bits as a competition prize and had set up Pearson’s Weekly as soon as he saw that Answers was a success. When the Harmsworths published Comic Cuts, Pearson brought out Funny Cuts, and when the Harmsworths brought out Home Chat, Pearson published Home Notes. As far as plagiarism was concerned, the Harmsworths were far more sinned against than sinning. Yet they stayed on good personal terms with Pearson, occasionally entering into discussions of mutual interest, such as Alfred’s proposal for an association of newspaper proprietors.23 In June 1894, the Newspaper Defence Association held a meeting, with Sir William Ingram MP, proprietor of the Illustrated London News, in the chair.

Adam Smith declared that ‘people of the same trade seldom meet together, even for merriment and diversion, but the conversation ends in a conspiracy against the public,’ and that has been the accusation levelled against Harmsworth over what became the Association of Newspaper Proprietors. Yet in fact it and its predecessor were more of a conspiracy against the news agencies such as that of Baron Reuter, and the undersea cable and overhead telegraph companies that made publishing foreign news almost prohibitively expensive. Instead of creating a price-fixing cartel for journals, this association, Alfred’s brainchild, was intended to smash an already-existing cartel. Moreover, he continued his price wars against his rivals, undercutting them whenever he safely could. By July, the Harmsworth publications had a combined weekly sale of 1.75 million, when the population of Britain was thirty million. When it came to naming the new printing works they had invested in heavily, only one proposal was considered: the Geraldine Press.

In 1894, London had nine evening papers; four sold for a halfpenny, five for a penny. Such competition meant that most were in financial difficulties, especially the Conservative-supporting Evening News which, despite its 100,000 circulation, was facing bankruptcy.24 In August, Louis Tracy, assistant editor at The Sun, and its chief sub-editor William Kennedy Jones approached the Harmsworths with a proposal that they buy the Evening News, only days before Tracy and Jones’ option expired.

Alfred and Harold visited the offices to inspect the books on 23 August, but Alfred noted four days later that they were ‘in great doubt all day as to whether we should get the Evening News or not, there being other competition and matters difficult to arrange’.25 They had no experience of running a daily paper and Harold’s view was that ‘If we could pick the paper up for a song it would be worth our while to have it, but not otherwise.’26 He felt that owning a Tory paper would also draw them into politics, which might be bad for the magazine business, telling Alfred that as a Liberal ‘I have no wish to identify myself with the Conservative Party, and it would certainly not suit your purpose to do so either.’27

One of the employees of the Evening News later described the building in Whitefriars Street before the Harmsworths bought the paper as:


old and dirty, and, as we worked, cockroaches fell off the ceiling into our books. We used to spear them with our pens, and, from time to time, staged some quite exciting races with the vermin as competitors. The publishing-room, where the papers were handed out – or rather thrown out to the street sellers (‘runners’) – stank dreadfully, in spite of liberal soakings with disinfectant, and at edition times, sheer pandemonium reigned.28



However, on 28 August 1894, the Harmsworths bought the Evening News for only £25,000.29

When Alfred went to Coutts Bank to liquidate some securities to raise the money, the manager solemnly informed him that in his experience ‘there were several ways by which a man might be certain of losing his money and none of them was more certain than running a newspaper’.30 Harold disagreed, telling his brother that there was money to be made after he had identified cuts that would reduce the costs from £33 to £25 per number. ‘We think it a bargain,’ Alfred told Cecil and Leicester later that year, ‘inasmuch as we got all the machinery thrown in. Its circulation is 40,000 a day more than the Star and 60,000 more than the Sun.’31

Jones was installed as editor and Tracy as business manager; they each received 7.5 per cent of the profits, while Alfred acted as a very hands-on editor-in-chief. The abrasive Kennedy Jones, nicknamed ‘KJ’, was two months older than Alfred but had been born in the slums of Glasgow and had got a job on the Birmingham Daily Mail as a junior reporter, before working his way up. ‘He had the reputation of being the best-hated man in Fleet Street,’ recalled a colleague after Jones had become Alfred’s principal lieutenant. ‘He was a strong man, and his earlier experiences hardened his character. He often undertook unpleasant jobs which Northcliffe himself did not care to tackle, or which he knew KJ could do better.’32

Several of the changes made at the Evening News were ones Harmsworth and Jones instituted with future newspapers, such as putting articles in the same place in the paper every day so readers knew where to go. It seems obvious, but few other papers did it at the time. They also instituted bolder headlines, shorter leaders, a women’s page, a fresher typeface, maps for foreign news items, short stories and feature articles on ‘talking points’ such as ‘How Timetables are Made’, ‘Smoking in Cemeteries’, and ‘Is Crime a Mental Disease?’33 It ran domestic murder trials in detail and broke the scoop of the death of Tsar Alexander III. The football and cricket coverage was greatly increased and a special Saturday edition delivered up-to-the-minute football scores.34 The telegraph was used to keep readers up to score with the results of Test matches in Australia.

The Evening News had editorials on non-political subjects and vivid explanatory sub-headlines, something that had impressed Harmsworth in the United States. ‘Killed by Rum’ would be followed, for example, by ‘A Fatal Xmas Drinking Bout by an Intemperate Woman’, for example, or ‘A Brave Teacher’ would precede ‘Successfully Defends Her School Children Against a Mountain Lion’. Under ‘Head Torn Off’, there was ‘A Man Decapitated by Machinery in a Laundry’.35 Copying Answers, the Evening News featured snippets of information about things unconnected to current events, such as how navvies got their name,III how many people sat on Hindu juries (five), and the fact that Robert Browning started work at 7am.

‘Freed from fad and prejudice,’ ran a statement on 31 August,


the Evening News will preach the gospel of loyalty to the Empire and faith in the combined efforts of the peoples united under the British flag. While strongly and unfalteringly Unionist in Imperial politics, the Evening News will occupy an advanced democratic platform on all social matters. It will be progressive in municipal reform; non-sectarian in all questions affecting the religious beliefs of the community, sympathetic towards labour and friendly towards every phase of communal advancement.36



These were Alfred’s political principles, which have been described as a combination of ‘Tory populism, Disraelian imperialism and a firm belief in “the Anglo-Saxon future” ’37 – to which should be added a strong opposition to Irish nationalism if it resulted in the island’s separate existence outside the Empire.

Harold meanwhile analysed crowd movements around London, and sent his runners to where people were during rush-hour, rather than keeping them at stationary points throughout the day. Again it sounds obvious, but at the time was a brilliant innovation. Harold’s forensic accounting discovered that the paper had been overpaying for newsprint for years, and a combination of increasing the circulation to 122,000 in six months and cutting costs meant the paper was soon back in profit. By the end of the first year, its £9,000 loss had been turned into a £14,000 profit.38 Within three years, the £25,000 cost of its purchase had been recovered, and by 1898 the paper was selling a staggering 800,000 copies daily and contributing £50,000 a year to the company. Small wonder that Harold came to call the Evening News ‘our gold brick’.39

Although weekly magazines were always important to Alfred, and throughout his life continued to make a huge financial contribution to the Harmsworth empire, after 1894 it was the immediacy and excitement of daily newspapers that came to dominate his life. For all the poverty of his early years, one advantage in having quite so many brothers was that there were always enough of them to superintend the magazine side of the business, allowing him to concentrate on newspapers.



‘You should drop as much work as possible,’ Harold told Alfred in early September 1894. ‘At the present pace we shall be nervous tired-out men by the time we reach forty.’40 It was not unusual for Alfred to stay up all night at the presses and sleep in his office. Sometimes he forewent the duties of an editor-in-chief and undertook some reporting himself, as on 26 September when he went ‘down to Chelmsford Prison and saw Read the alleged Southend murderer’.41 In June, the married thirty-nine-year-old James Canham Read had shot Florence Dennis, his pregnant eighteen-year-old mistress, in the head in woodland at Prittlewell, near Southend. ‘During the past three days,’ Harmsworth noted in his diary on 14 November, ‘the Evening News has sold Monday 187,000, Tuesday 225,000, today 236,000, on account of the Read trial.’42 On the last day of the trial, it sold 390,000, a testament to the Victorians’ love of murder trials. Read was hanged on 4 December; his last words were ‘Will it hurt?’ Back in Paris on 18 October, Alfred went around ‘the thieves’ quarter’ with a detective.43 In a previous visit with Harold, he had visited the Paris morgue, recognising how real-life crime stories boosted newspaper sales.

Having informed Lord Salisbury of the turnaround in the profitability of the Evening News, the Unionist leader replied on 21 November that he was ‘very glad to hear of the good prospects which have opened before the Evening News… I believe that such organs of opinion may be of great value if they can be made financially to succeed.’44 Harmsworth told Salisbury that his next project was to start a daily newspaper and, early in December 1894, Harold and Alfred dined together to map out the outlines of such a venture.

In the meantime, the magazine empire continued to expand. The Union Jack Library was published on 23 November; it immediately sold 196,000 and was later shortened to Union Jack. Its first editorial stated that ‘there will be nothing of the “dreadful” type in our stories. No tales of boys rifling their employers’ cash-boxes and making off to foreign lands, or other such highly immoral fiction products.’ Several of the short story authors used pseudonyms, so as not to reveal how few people actually wrote the magazine. The magazine was filled by tales of imperial derring-do which today would be considered profoundly politically incorrect. Similarly, Boys’ Friend was published two months later, which sold 205,000, ‘the largest number we have ever done of a new publication’, noted Alfred.45 The magazine (‘To amuse, to instruct and to advise boys’) was a sixteen-page halfpenny weekly containing a serialised story, tips on cricket and football, Sexton Blake detective stories, seafaring and Wild West yarns, and tales by Charles Hamilton, who later created Billy Bunter for another Harmsworth magazine, The Magnet, which ran from 1908 until 1940. Boys’ Friend ran for 1,717 issues until 1927. By late 1894, the weekly sales of the Harmsworth magazines had topped two million.



On 30 November 1894, Alfred had the opportunity to meet his hero, Cecil Rhodes, for breakfast at the Burlington Hotel in Mayfair. Also present was Rhodes’ faithful lieutenant Dr Leander Starr Jameson, ‘the Conqueror of Matabeleland’. They breakfasted again together a fortnight later. ‘Their meeting left Alfred greatly impressed with the charismatic Rhodes,’ writes the historian J. Lee Thompson, ‘a self-made man like himself, who had followed his own path and helped to paint Africa red in the maps of empire the newspapers were fond of printing.’46 These men devoutly believed that they were building the greatest empire in history since that of Rome, and Harmsworth viewed his mission in life to be to defend that empire against all-comers.

Many years later, after Rhodes’ death, Harmsworth was asked who were the three greatest men he had ever met. He said ‘unquestioningly’ Rhodes was the greatest and then the Pasteur Institute’s Ilya Ilyich Mechnikov, a Jewish zoologist of Romanian ancestry famed for his pioneering research in immunology, and after them Alfred Deakin, the prime minister of Australia.47 Harmsworth also once told an extraordinary – and possibly untrue – story about the first time he met Rhodes. He said he went to Rhodes’ hotel and


quite by accident got into the financier’s bathroom. A strange sight met his gaze. Rhodes sat in his morning tub vainly trying to wash his back. Quick as a flash Northcliffe said: “You’re wasting a lot of energy. I know of a brush with a long handle that is the best back-washer in the world.” Rhodes was much interested in this suggestion… The net result was that these two dominating personalities became intimate friends.48



A more believable story was of the first time that Mary sat next to the multi-millionaire adventurer at a dinner party and said to him, ‘Mr Rhodes, I feel very nervous as I am told you are a woman-hater.’49 Rhodes replied that she need have no fears on that account. Even if he were a misogynist, Rhodes was unlikely to have offended the wife of someone who was poised to become his greatest supporter in the British press. At the Sylvan Debating Society on 17 December, Harmsworth spoke in favour of ‘Mr Rhodes’ policy’, which at the time envisaged British control of all the territory between Cairo and the Cape of Good Hope.50 He saw Rhodes again for ninety minutes on 22 January for an ‘interesting talk’ during which Rhodes invited him to southern Africa.51

On 25 March 1895, Captain Middleton, the chief agent of the Conservative Party, asked Alfred to fight the constituency of Portsmouth alongside the Hon. Evelyn Ashley, the Liberal Unionist candidate. (The two parties had formed an alliance against the Liberals in 1886 over Irish Home Rule.) Four days later, after visiting Portsmouth once, Harmsworth was unanimously adopted as their candidate by the Portsmouth Conservative Association and, over the next sixteen weeks, he visited the town regularly in the afternoons and evenings. He toured the dockyards; spoke at each of the wards (which he hated doing and at which he admitted that he was ‘very bad’); was photographed at Debenhams; received deputations of postmen, naval coopers and chief petty officers; became an Apprentice Freemason of the United Brothers Lodge as well as a Forester, Buffalo, Oddfellow and even a Druid; went out on a destroyer; and watched the fire brigade turn out. On 30 May, ‘In the afternoon, Wife opened Bazaar on the Clarence Pier when I was mesmerised.’52 He made well-publicised donations to no fewer than forty-seven charities within the constituency, ‘from the roof fund of an Anglican church to educational classes in Hebrew’.53

Harmsworth thoroughly disliked the whole process, particularly the endless speechifying, as he had a weak voice. ‘It was like swimming in a sea of filth,’ he told friends. Standing for Portsmouth, he naturally called for higher naval spending, although he had always genuinely believed in that and continued to advocate it strongly for the rest of his life, supporting the Navy League pressure group in his newspapers for years. George Goschen, the first lord of the admiralty, and St John Brodrick, a future secretary for war, came down to Portsmouth to speak for him.

A month before the election, the Harmsworths bought the Portsmouth Evening Mail, which then ran a serialised short story, ‘The Siege of Portsmouth’, about what would happen to the city if what the paper claimed was the Liberal government’s underspending on the Royal Navy encouraged France and Russia to invade two years later. It ran weekly headlines such as ‘The Battle of Eddystone’ and ‘The Battle of Spithead’. Field Marshal Lord Wolseley was captured in one episode, and real inhabitants of Portsmouth were mentioned as characters in the story.

It was not quite enough: on 16 July 1895, Harmsworth received 9,717 votes and Ashley 9,567, to the two Liberals’ 10,451 and 10,255. In a turnout of more than 20,000 (every elector had two votes), he was only 538 votes behind his nearest opponent. What made the defeat sharper, as well as the money wasted on the Evening Mail, was that the Unionists won the general election in a landslide victory in which the Conservatives won 340 seats and the Liberal Unionists seventy. ‘At my age defeat does one good,’ he philosophically told the Evening Mail. ‘Too much success in life is bad for one.’54 He consoled himself in his diary that he had outpolled the winner of 1892. ‘My place is in the House of Lords where they don’t fight elections,’ he told journalists.55 For all that it sounded hubristic, Lord Salisbury had already elevated two newspaper owners to the upper house. His failure at Portsmouth made him less respectful of politicians who were willing regularly to debase themselves for votes in the way that he had, although it is not true that it turned him against the entire democratic process, as has been alleged.



On 29 December 1895, Dr Jameson launched a raid from Bechuanaland into the Transvaal that was designed to arouse British miners, living under the Boers as second-class citizens, to rise up and overthrow the Afrikaans government of Paul Kruger. Known as Uitlanders (foreigners), the British and other non-Afrikaans workers in the Transvaal had few civil and no franchise rights, and the raid was intended to give them self-government in an area of the Transvaal where they were in the overwhelming majority. Harmsworth was so much in support of it that the Evening News even suggested that Chamberlain was ‘blundering’ when he denounced the Jameson Raid as soon as he was officially informed of it.56 (Chamberlain in fact knew it was about to happen and he even told an official to tell Rhodes to ‘hurry up’.) All that Harmsworth’s diary records on 1 January was ‘Transvaal Crisis’, but he clearly saw the Jameson Raid as a brave, empire-building moment rather than an unwarranted invasion of the Boers’ sovereign territory.57 Of ‘Brave Dr Jim’, as the Evening News dubbed him, the paper wrote, ‘May his march to the relief of our brothers and sisters in the Transvaal be crowned with success.’58

On the very same day that the Evening News was wishing his raid well – Thursday 2 January 1896 – Dr Jameson surrendered to the Transvaal army after a desultory shoot-out and went into ignominious captivity ten days later. Cecil Rhodes was forced to resign as prime minister of Cape Colony. On 3 January, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany sent a telegram to the Transvaal president Paul Kruger expressing his ‘sincere congratulations that you and your people… have succeeded, by your own energetic action against the armed bands which invaded your country as disturbers of the peace, in restoring peace and in maintaining the independence of the country against attack from without’. The Evening News interpreted this as the German emperor congratulating the Boer president for having ‘killed Englishmen’.59

The Kaiser had acceded to the throne of Germany on the death of his father Frederick William III from throat cancer in June 1888. He has been accurately described as both ‘a meddling amateur with a belief in the divine right of kings’ and a ‘peculiar mix of swaggering overconfidence and obvious insecurity’.60 A powerful personal hatred of the Kaiser – whom he never met – was to become a lifelong passion of Harmsworth’s. The telegram provoked huge indignation in London, where German shops had their windows smashed and German sailors on shore leave were assaulted. The Times also denounced the telegram, and the Royal Navy was briefly mobilised.

Harmsworth warned of the German threat to the British Empire long before most people spotted the danger inherent in the post-Bismarckian Reich. Detractors put this down to scaremongering in order to sell papers; in fact, it showed impressive prescience, as the naval budgets Germany passed in the late 1890s made it increasingly clear that their growing fleets were not intended solely to defend their own coastline and police their overseas empire.

In southern Africa, Harmsworth’s support for the British adventurers was unconditional. On 4 February, the day that Rhodes and Frederick Rutherfoord Harris, the secretary of the British South Africa Company, arrived in London to defend the company against Liberal politicians who wanted to sanction it over the raid, Harmsworth spent two hours with the two men and their legal team, and another two hours six days later.61 When Jameson was released by the Boers to stand trial in London, Harmsworth witnessed the arrival of the accused at Bow Street police court, where he was cheered by crowds in what Harmsworth recorded in his diary as ‘a most extraordinary scene’.62 On 28 February, he ‘had a long chat with Dr Jameson’ and dined with him on 20 April, prior to his receiving a fifteen-month sentence in June (of which he only had to serve six, through illness).63 Alfred Harmsworth knew that patriotism sold newspapers, but it was nonetheless a patriotism that he felt profoundly.


	
I. The person who inspired the exclamation of surprise: ‘Gordon Bennett!’

	
II. Today called Ostrov Artura and in the Archangel administrative region of the Russian Federation.

	
III. From having worked on Lincolnshire’s inland navigational waterways.








CHAPTER 4 ‘WE’VE STRUCK A GOLDMINE’: THE DAILY MAIL April 1896–July 1899



‘It is hard news that catches readers. Features hold them.’1

LORD NORTHCLIFFE to Tom Clarke



In 1896 Alfred Harmsworth set up what was to be his largest venture by far: the eight-page national daily broadsheet the Daily Mail. He later recalled of the period just before the Daily Mail was founded:


The Times went on its own mysterious way in the warren of Printing House Square, the Daily Telegraph continued its gentle rivalry with the Standard, the Morning Post was alive, the Daily News, political and literary, was the leading Radical organ, and the Daily Chronicle, under [Henry] Massingham, was the most brilliant and enterprising. I hope I shall not offend my friends of these great dailies when I say that their lack of initiative, through which they had fallen from the highly competitive days of the Sixties, and their subservience to Party were a direct invitation to the assault administered by the Daily Mail.2



The American writer Sydney Brooks recalled how ‘Into this easy-going and self-satisfied world there burst the Daily Mail.’3


Accounts differ on why the title was chosen: Harold Harmsworth thought it derived from the Glasgow Daily Mail & Record, which he had bought the previous year, William Kennedy Jones thought it was in homage to his own alma mater, the Birmingham Daily Mail, but Leicester Harmsworth might have been correct when he recalled that it just sounded good when shouted by paper-sellers.4



On 28 April 1896, Alfred got into the office at 5am. The next day, he did not leave it until 11pm. In order to save the commute from Elmwood, in the weeks leading up to the launch of the Daily Mail, he stayed in the houses of friends and of Harold. Nothing was to be left to chance before the first copy went on sale on the morning of Monday 4 May, and the paper went through no fewer than sixty-five dummy editions before it hit the streets.5 The upfront costs of newsprint, staff salaries and wire services reached a phenomenal £40,000. Not for nothing did he joke that the new venture would lead to either ‘bankruptcy or Berkeley Square’.6

The private dummy runs contained ‘all manner of grotesque features which were designed to delude rivals into whose hands Harmsworth made certain they fell. His rivals were amused and not at all apprehensive.’7 Meanwhile, the sides of houses and railway bridges were plastered with advertisements for the Daily Mail. ‘After a severe struggle got the papers to press with many misgivings at 1.20am,’ Harmsworth noted in his diary.8 The first copy that rolled off the press, at a record-breaking 20mph, he autographed and had couriered to his mother.

The Harmsworths had invested in the latest Linotype machines, which revolutionised typesetting and allowed a small number of skilled operators to set type far faster than before, using a ninety-character keyboard. ‘Sitting in front of a keyboard not unlike that of a typewriter,’ reported an impressed technician, ‘the operator is able, by merely striking a key for each letter he requires, to cast the type in lines of solid metal from a heated reservoir at the top. The Linotype not only does the work several times more rapidly than the old hand compositor, but reduces the expense by about 25 per cent.’9

Yet it was the Harmsworths’ revolutionary attitude to the paper’s content that was to explain its phenomenal success. They knew their target audience – white-collar, hardworking, commuting middle classes, clerks and City workers – and concentrated on giving it a penny-quality newspaper for a halfpenny. ‘Had Northcliffe designed the Daily Mail as a halfpenny paper, and sold it for that price,’ writes an historian, ‘its fate might not have been the same.’10 The ‘ears’ (the top sections on either side of the title) proclaimed ‘The Busy Man’s Daily Journal’ and ‘A Penny Newspaper for One Halfpenny’. It was unashamedly aspirational; ‘Harmsworth was fond of declaring that the average Mail reader only earned a hundred pounds a year but expected one day to earn a thousand.’11 He was determined to cater for the then largely unsatisfied need for the ever-more-literate and growing population to read interesting material. A newsvendor at King’s Cross Station noted how the Mail was being bought by ‘thousands of working men who never bought a morning paper before’.12

Many of the newspapers of the day were simply boring. They spoke down to readers, felt obliged to print indigestible pages of speeches by backbench MPs, had very small fonts and long-winded sententious editorials. By total contrast, the Daily Mail’s pre-publication advertisements promised ‘four leading articles, a page of Parliament, and columns of speeches will NOT be found in the Daily Mail on 4 May, a halfpenny’.13 During the first month, the Daily Mail ran Westminster reports that averaged only seven lines for the House of Lords and eight for the Commons. By the new century, it had given up reporting debates daily altogether.14 The politicians complained of the lack of coverage, claiming it was bad for democracy, but Harmsworth suspected that people did not read political reports and editorials, so he only covered politics when it was intrinsically interesting. On 4 May 1896, therefore, while leading articles filled eighty-one inches in The Times, fifty-five inches in the Daily Chronicle, fifty-three inches in the Morning Post, and thirty-two inches in the Daily Telegraph, they only covered seventeen inches in the Daily Mail.15

Although the paper was politically Conservative, Harmsworth occasionally allowed socialists such as Robert Blatchford and Philip Snowden to contribute to it. For all that, pride in and support for the British Empire was central to the Daily Mail’s success. As Kennedy Jones wrote in his autobiography Fleet Street and Downing Street, ‘If Kipling be called the Voice of Empire in English literature, we may fairly claim to have been the Voice of Empire in London journalism.’16

Harmsworth also concentrated on topics such as agriculture, new technology (he had visited the ‘moving pictures’ the previous year and spotted their potential), sports, food, fashion, entertainment and high society. He ordered editors that his papers must ‘touch life at as many points as possible’.17 He also invented the concept of a dedicated Letters to the Editor section.I (He didn’t like unsigned letters because ‘The public believe they are written up in the office,’ which indeed they quite often were.18) Reflecting his own interests, the Mail was ‘the first journal to perceive that the motor-car was not merely a new toy or a new convenience but portended a complete revolution in the methods of land transportation… It was the first journal, too, to foresee the possibilities of aviation.’19

Harmsworth’s definition of news was ‘anything out of the ordinary… the only thing that will sell a newspaper’.20 The main news page he called ‘the surprise page’, insisting that readers should find things there that were genuinely unexpected.21 ‘Each day we must have a feature,’ he ordered, ‘something different… a surprise.’22 Early examples included ‘The Truth About Nightclubs’, ‘Do We Eat Too Much?’ and ‘The Riddle of Spiritualism’23 (Harmsworth did not believe there was anything to the last), while star journalist Hannen Swaffer wrote an article entitled ‘Is Oatmeal a Poison?’ The paper was written consciously for a wide British audience: foreign currencies were turned into sterling; phrases like fait accompli became ‘accomplished fact’.

Harmsworth believed contrast to be ‘the salt of journalism’, so stories on the same subject were never allowed to be placed near one another. Brevity was also prized, with no long columns and many short paragraphs. ‘He exploited the paragraph,’ the historian A. J. P. Taylor noted, ‘the short, quickfire presentation which makes modern newspapers readable, the greatest advance in communication since the abandonment of Latin for English.’24 ‘Explain, simplify, clarify!’ Harmsworth would regularly tell his sub-editors.25 Years later, he explained the secret of his success to an employee, Norman Angell: ‘I determined to put as much care and genius in making things plain to the mill-girl (or her employer, often just as ignorant) as a Times leader writer takes in making things plain to the clubman.’26 As with the Evening News, there were lots of maps and regular features that could be found in the same place every day.
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