Liberalismin Manchester

Derek Earls recounts the story of a major figure in Manchester Liberalism in the late

nineteenth and early twentieth century

Edward Donner and
therise of Manchester

Liberalism

HE NAME OF Edward Donnerisno
T longer familiar even to historians of

the Liberal Party; but it should be, for
he was hugely influential in making the great
northern city of Manchestera Victorian and
Edwardian bastion of Liberalism. Party activ-
istduring thelatter part of the nineteenth
and early twentieth century, past president of
the Manchester Liberal Federation, the South
Manchester Liberal Association and Manches-
ter Reform Club, he was a valued friend of both
Campbell-Bannerman and Winston Church-
ill. He was also the chairman of Churchill’s
election committee in the 1908 by-election.
Described in the Manchester Evening News,
afterhisdeath, as ‘theleader of liberalismin
Manchester’,* he has somehow been erased
from history. Perhaps onereasonliesin his
own character, for the Manchester Evening
News also commented that ‘To those who
know him intimately Mr Donner isamost
unassuming gentleman whose force of char-
acterishidden between a veil of modesty.?

Bornin 1840, the son of Scarborough

solicitor and entrepreneur Edward Sedgefield
Donner,?he studied at Oxford University
where he metand became friendly with James
Bryce,*later cabinet member and ambassa-
dor to the United States, and also with A. V.
Dicey of The Law of the Constitution fame. A
Classics scholar, with a firstin Mods and later
comingseventhinthe countryintheIndian

Civil Service exams, Donner was destined fora
lucrative administrative careerinIndia. All of
thatchanged after the death of his father and,
instead, he arrived in Manchester to work for
the family shipping firm of Chamberlin, Don-
ner & Co. of Aytoun Streetsasa cotton mer-
chant. Thisapparent descentinto trade, no
doubt partly to maintain his father’s widow
(Donner’smother had died when hewas aged
2) and many younger siblings, was the making
of him.

Onarrival in Manchester, he not only fell
inloveand married Anna, the daughter of a
local banker, but he quickly found kindred
spirits determined to develop the potential
of thisrapidly growing northern metropo-
lis. Hisfirst great project was to be involved
in the foundation of Manchester High School
for Girls,® for he felt strongly that girls should
be educated to the same standardsasboys
and have equal opportunities to develop their
academic talents. Hisinfluencein education
rapidly extended to Manchester Grammar
School,”where he became a governor and
vice-chairman, and to the foundation and
support of otherlocal schools.? He was also
highly influential in the foundation of Man-
chester University fromits originsin Owens
College and was a familiar face to many in that
developing institution. By the 1860s, Owens
College was an exciting ferment of ideas with
research a priority, pushing the boundaries of
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many subjectsin away in which a provincial
university had the freedom to do. Ina history
of the college published in 1900, Edward Don-
nerislisted asalife governor and a member of
the council. Donner got to know well various
visiting and existing professors, teaching staff
and students. Hewas also delighted that his
bestman, James Bryce, was professor of juris-
prudence from 1870 to 1875. It was actually
Donner who proposed the formal resolution
foranindependent foundation of Manches-
ter asauniversity in 1902.%*° Despite his crucial
role, including the donation of sports facili-
tiesand hisresidence in his will,** you will find
ithard to find any acknowledgement of him
from the present-day university, which has
largely forgotten his contribution. Donner’s
influence in the university and itsforebears
should certainly not be underestimated when
we assess his contribution to the Liberal Party.
Through social interaction and debate, dis-
cussion and his own example, he influenced
many university contactsinliberal thought
andideas. Itislikely that his own perception of
liberalism was also honed and refined by oth-
ersinthisexciting academicinstitution.
Indeed, from the time of his arrivalin
Manchester, he was soon also surrounded in
his development of liberal ideas by the ‘great
and the good’ of the emerging Manchester
metropolis: by academics and bankers, by
the bishop and thedean, by the archdeacon,
who was also the priest of his parish church
where he became churchwarden, and par-
ticularly by the dynamic wife of the archdea-
conwho involved him with the High School
for Girls project. Of course not allmay have
shared his politics. But many had an openness
tonewideasanddirection necessaryinarap-
idly developing industrial city. It isinteresting
that, although many Liberal stalwarts were
active Nonconformists,*? Donner was a com-
mitted Anglican who also became involved
in Manchester diocesan affairs.*®*Indeed, so
deeply did he take his church commitments

Edward Donner (Manchester Evening News,
9 November 1907)

thathewasprepared to defy the partyline
andvigorously oppose at meetings the dises-
tablishment of the Church of Wales.*4 He soon
became known by and was friendly with the
great editor of the Manchester Guardian, C. P.
Scott.

Aboveall Donner was very happy to work
with those of influence in order to further his
passionate concern for social justice and the
development of community. Thisincluding
modern and scientificideas, and thiswasa
spur for him to become involved with awide
variety of organisations, from a hospital for
the deaf to industrial schools for offenders and
thoselikely to offend.*s He observed with hor-
ror the drunkenness on Manchester’s streets
ashewalked to and from his office each day -
adistance of several miles; thisled him to the
temperance lobby. Hisrole asamerchantled
to involvement with British and foreign sail-
ors’benevolence. He championed children’s
homes for orphans'® and nursing help for the
poor.*” He became a trustee of the Manchester
Royal Infirmary, wasinvolved in the Manches-
ter Royal Eye Hospital, andin 1894 the Man-
chester Medical Socie ty appointed himasa
vice-president. He had a philanthropic interest

Journal of Liberal History 129 Winter 2025-26 27



Edward Donner and the rise of Manchester Liberalism

inthe then cutting edge of science, especially
withregard to cancer treatment and the then
revolutionary use of the Rontgen ray appara-
tus(i.e. X-raymachine). Asfarback as 1887,
hewas treasurer of thelocal fund of the British
Association for the Advancement of Science,
which visited Manchesterin that year.

Aswell as charitable work and support for
thoseinneed, which included much financial
generosity, he wasalso a patron of the Arts.
Inadesireto see Manchester asa great cen-
tre of culture, heworked hard with others, in
particular to establish and support the Whit-
worth Art Gallery. He was one of the original
governors* and prominent atits opening. He
also obtained, in 1898, a first folio of Shake-
speare for the Christie Library. Sadly, thiswas
stolenin 1972 and never recovered.* Hewas
also a patron of the Halle Orchestra and chair-
man of Manchester Museum Committee. He
was determined to provide open space for the
community and the Manchester Guardian
commented, ‘It was mainly owingto hisgen-
erosity thatthe Ashfield estate was acquired
for public purposesand added to Platt Fields,
the great South Manchester park.?° The pro-
vision of a fine pavilion on the newly opened
sports ground for Owens College waslargely
duetohim,*and, in1922, he gave £500
towards the new sports field for Manchester
High School for Girls.

In1907he was awarded a baronetcy and
the Manchester Evening News waxed eloquent
that:

Members of all parties and of all sections of
the community will be gratified by the bar-
onetcy conferred on Mr Edward Donner.
Tothe general publicheisknownasaman
whoseleadisalwaysin the field of benefac-
tion and always commands a following. Mr
Donneralsoincludesin hisactivitiesalarge
shareinthe management of the Hulme’s
charity (as Chairman of the Governors) the
Manchester Royal Infirmary (asamember of

the Board of Management), the Manchester
University (as arepresentative governor),
the Hulme Hall, the Girls’ High School, and
the Manchester Grammar School. To these
and to otherlocal institutions and to local
charities generally he has given with a gen-
eroushand.?

His philanthropy earned him the freedom of
the City of Manchesterin 1916.%

Hisliberal politics were intertwined with
this philanthropy. The philanthropy was not
ameans of garnishing votes or favours but
arose from deeply held convictions. Hislib-
eral politics may well have been a means of
expressing and enabling some of this, but the
philanthropy endured even when he was no
longer politically active. He was certainly not
a career politician and, for example, had no
desire to stand as a member of parliament.
When he was politically active not only was
he socially active but he did all of this as well
asrunninga successful business—one can
only assume that, with histime spentin so
many different areas, he had very compe-
tent colleagues and employees. In addition,
he became prominent in the banking world
including being chairman of the District
Bank.?¢ Again thiswasintertwined with his
liberal economics and his commitment to free
trade. The banking sector was vital to Man-
chester’seconomic success, and Donner’s
stable influence in this should not be underes-
timated. Research has shownthat:

Manchester’s financial sector underwent
aparticularly radical transformation. In
1872the12banks makingup the new Man-
chester clearing had a collective turnover of
£69 million. By 1896 this figure had nearly
trebled to £191 million making Manches-
terhometo thelargest provincial clearing
houseinthe country.?

Not only wasDonner economically literate and
skilled in finance and trade, but he was also
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philosophically absolutely committed to the
Liberal doctrine of free trade and no import
duties—a doctrine which he was convinced
was the only true foundation of prosperity.
Certainly, asamerchantrunninga shipping
company, free trade wasvery muchin his
businessinterests. Herejected the view pro-
claimed by tariff reformers that, when there
isanimport duty, the burden of the duties s
borne by the exporter. It wasnot only his opin-
ionbutthe collective experience of the great
shipping houses of Manchester that duties are
paid by theimporting people and thatitis folly
totalk of ‘taxing the foreigner”

Sir Edward Donner, of the firm of Chamber-
lin, Donner and Co., merchant manufactur-
ers of velvets, velveteens, &c., wasnotless
emphaticin his statement thatitis the con-
sumer who pays. Hisfirm, he said, doa con-
siderable business with American States. In
all cases tariffs are met with, and the burden
of themis asamatter of course cast on the
shoulders of the purchasing firms, who pass
itonto their customers, and they, doubtless,
totheactualuser.?®

Onereasonthat Manchester wassuchaLib-
eral stronghold was that Donner wasbutone
of many merchantsand tradersin cotton and
other goods seeking a sensible business envi-
ronment founded on free trade rather than
protection. Not only did thisresult in fewer
bureaucraticrestrictions butalso led to lower
costs for businesses and more competitive
prices for consumers, as well asincreasing
importsand exports. But certainly, in Don-
ner’scase, progressive social attitudesand
local action were helped by the economic ben-
efits of free trade. His Liberalism did not arise
out of privilege but out of a genuine desire

to serve this new industrial city. His Liberal-
ismnot only encouraged prosperity but also
sought publicimprovements for the benefit of
all, aswell astrying to avoid evil social conse-
quences. Asawealthy Anglican businessman

and property owner, he sits awkwardly with
the conclusion of Moore who, referring to
South Manchesterin the late nineteenth cen-
tury, wrote:

Suburban Liberalism was successful, not
becauseit spoke thelanguage of a privi-
leged group, but, somewhat paradoxically,
becauseitattacked a privileged group —the
largely Anglican property-owning class who
resisted the publicimprovements prized by
many of the lower middle class.?”

Of course, many other Liberals both then and
since haveinvolved themselvesin philan-
thropy and social action, butitis hard to find
any who gave so extensively or unselfcon-
sciously of their time for the relief of others
and the wider good of theirlocal community
orhadsuch alifelong commitment to the area.
So, from the start of his move to Man-
chester, Donnerrapidly became a stalwart
of Liberalinstitutions and political activism.
Hismodest charm and gentle persuasion and
wise counsel counted for much. Unlike more
radicallocalliberalslike Sir Henry Roscoe,?®
who became for a time MP for South Man-
chester, hiswas aless strident voice but
nonetheless effective, especially to a wider
audience than Liberal stalwarts. His style was
well summed up by C. P. Scott when Scott
took over from himin 1909 as president of
the Liberal Federation. Thelocal press quoted
him assaying;:

In Sir Edward the Liberal Federation had an
ideal president. Liberals were sometimes
spoken of as though they were wild men and
revolutionaries. They would not describe Sir
Edward asarevolutionary (Hear, hear). He
was an extremely convinced and convinc-
ing Liberal, who combined in aremarkable
degree caution with courage and enterprise
with foresight. He looked before and after,
and they all felt they were pretty safe in fol-
lowing him. Mr Scott did notknow whether
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Sir Edward Donner had taken out a patent
for hisparticular kind of Liberalism but if
he had it wasto be hoped he would work it
actively in this country and that his coun-
try would have the benefit of its product -
(Cheersandlaughter.)?°

Donner was indeed a familiar and influential
figureinalllocal Liberalinstitutions. He had
succeeded Sir Charles Swann (who was MP for
North Manchester) as president of the Man-
chester Liberal Federation in 1907.3° Although,
aswe see above, heresigned thisin favour of
hisfriend C. P. Scottin 1909, he did remain as
avice-president. He was a member of Man-
chester Reform Club probably fromits estab-
lishmentin 1867. In 1871, itmoved into fine
new premises on King Street designed by
architect Edward Saloman. Here much Lib-
eral business, no doubt both municipal and
national, was donein convivial surround-
ings. In 1899, at the thirty-second annual
meeting, chaired by President Mr Edwin
Guthrie, hewaslisted as on the Reform Club
political committee.3* He later progressed

to becoming president. He was generousin
funding the Liberal cause, donating £50 to
the MLU (Manchester Liberal Union) in the

Manchster Reform Club at election time, ca1890
(Club-Land, 85)

1890s and another £50 for the new Liberal
Clubin 1893.32

But for sheer length of service, which
itself isanindication of the priority Donner
placed uponit, his presidency of the South
Manchester Liberal Association, from 1905 to
1916, mustrank as highly significant. Thiswas
the association most concerned with Don-
ner’simmediate surroundings and the area
and people heknew best. I have found no evi-
dencethat Donnerrepresented Liberalismina
formal capacity beyond Manchester, although
his contribution within Manchester was out-
standing and well known to national leaders.

Perhapshereisagood place to mention
thereputation of Edward and hiswife, Anna
Donner, for hospitality. Able to afford a full
household staff, they delighted in entertaining
and introducing people from different spheres
to one another. Such an exchange of ideas
cannot be quantified but was of immense
value. In summer, thelovely gardenin their
house at Oak Mount in Fallowfield was used
for garden parties for many different charities
and organisations, from the South Manches-
ter Liberal Associationitself to alocal Catho-
lic Convent School® and the British Medical
Society’s seventieth meeting, in 1902. Each
Sunday, they would entertain staff fromthe
university. Both Campbell-Bannerman and
Churchill shared his board on their visits to
Manchester. He was equally happy with such
exalted people as with somewhat random visi-
tors, such asavisitby a delegate, Sadie Harper,
from an American university, who wrote, ‘Isat
on Sir Edward’sright, and he wasjust delight-
fulto talk to. Oh youwould haveloved both
him and Lady Donner, they were such charm-
ing people.’34

Unlike many of his contemporaries,
including hisbest man, James Bryce, he did
not seek to stand for parliament but rather put
all hiseffortsinto thelocal community, try-
ing, with Anna, to make itabetter and a safer
place. Nevertheless, he had areal and vital
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contact with those who were MPs. Inaletter to
JamesBryce, dated 3 April 1880, he writes:

Icouldn’t writelast night for we were out
& only got news of your electionin the
evening. [ havejustsentatelegram with our
heartiest congratulations—Iam awfully glad
old fellow. The Liberalvictory has surprised
everyone here by its substance. Personally
amjustaswell pleased that things have gone
astheyhave, forIcan’'t stand Dizzy —he
would be in any party sooner or later. Thope
the Liberals will make a strong government
...noreasonwhy they should not.
Annasends very kind wishes also to you
& your northern sisters, & adds herincluded
warmest congratulations.
Every affection,
Edward Donner?>

James Brycerose quickly in political
importanceasan MP, and, inaletterto him
dated 22 August 1892, Donner writes:

My dear Bryce, We are both delighted that
you arein the Cabinet. Accept our best con-
gratulations. I'shallhope to seeyou atLin-
glandsagain asyou have alot of Duchy
property there. We came home on Friday
evening. Annaisvery well, & Iamtoo, but
Ifind thismorningIam not much good at
writing. We spent our time at Sars & the Eif-
felartboth very delightful. With kindest
remembrancesto your wife & yourself,
Every affection, Edward Donner.3¢

That they continued to correspond on sub-
stantive matters of politics canbe seenina
letter from Donner to Bryce, dated 9 December
1894,¥ inwhich Donner proclaimed:

Itisnotthe ordinary voter, known to politi-
calworkers, who counts, but thelarge class
of those notknown to politicians, butwho
turnsituations. The College3® touches them
atbusy points, as many hundreds of stu-
dents pass through it every year or two.

Here we find a consciousrecognition, if one
were needed, of theimportance of his con-
tactswith Owen’s College, the forerunner of
the university. He was conscious that his Lib-
eralism belonged amongst, and influenced,
the free exchange of ideas from those eager
foracademicknowledge and professional
skills.

Donner wasrecommended to Camp-
bell-Bannermanin preparation for the for-
mer’svisitto Manchesterin 1899, with the
assurance ‘that Edward Donneristhe best
mantoactasyourhost. Heisan Oxford man &
averynice fellow, also quite one of theleading
M'ter Liberals.”® Clarke, in his chapter on ‘Men
oflightandleading’,*° sees Donner as typical
of highly influentiallocal Liberals —respect-
able and with a social conscience —without
whom MPslacked solid constituency support.
Campbell-Bannerman immediately warmed
to Donner and there began a personal friend-
ship between the two of them.

Donner’sinfluence in national politics
increased when, in 1907, he became presi-
dent of the Manchester Liberal Federation.
Certainly, all of this fits in with James Moore’s
thesis, examining South Manchester, that
‘popular community-based campaigning that
addressedlocal needs could provide powerful
cross-class appeals and help address Liberal
decline in urban politics** Donner’s genial,
thoughtful, philanthropic and unthreatening
character was both attractive and effective.
However, partly because he was modestand
unassuming, his contribution has so often
been subsequently ignored or understated.

Personal friendship with Campbell Ban-
nerman led to Donner entertaining himona
prime ministerial visit to Manchester in May
1907. Anewspaper account recorded:

A surprisingly large number of people
assembled at the Central Station to wel-
come the Prime Minister. The platform at
which the train was to arrive was kept clear,
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but outside the barriers, right down the
approach to the station and along Mount
Street hundreds of people were waiting
some time before the train was due. Wait-
ing on the platform were the local leaders of
the Liberal Party, including Mr Donner who
will occupy the chair atthe banquet at the
Midland Hotel tonight ... Mr Donner’s private
carriage was drawn up near the platform.
Sir Henry was greeted on alighting from the
train by Mr Donner and hearty cheers were
raised by the party on the platform ... He
entered Mr Donner’s carriage at once with
Mr Donner and Mr Nash and drove off to Mr
Donner’s house at Fallowfield. Asthey left
the station the cheering wasrenewed by the
people when they caught sight of Sir Henry
through the windows of the closed carriage,
a conveyance by the way which caused con-
siderable disappointment to the small army
of photographers who were waiting with
their camerasto take snapshots of Man-
chester’sdistinguished visitor.4?

Interestingly, it wasin November of the same
year that Edward Donner was made Baronet
by Sir Henry in the King’s Birthday Hon-
ourslist. The Manchester Evening News of 9
November not only listed Donner’s philan-
thropy and citizenship but also elaborated his
modest character and the effect of his friend-
ship andinfluencein Liberalism at the high-
estlevel:

Though of liberal views Mr Donner is not
inany sense an aggressive politician and
the factthat the Premier on hislast visit to
Manchester, was the guest of Mr Donner at
Oak Drive, Fallowfield, had rather a social
and personal than political significance. Sir
Henry Campbell-Bannerman, who on previ-
ous visits had been the guest of Mr Donner,
spoke highly on that occasion of hishost’s
valuable help ‘Not only in the cause of Lib-
eralism butin support of every good work,

educational and philanthropic.’ Sir Edward
Donner ismarried and hasno family.43

Despite his connections, hisindustry, his
philanthropy and his personality, Donner

did not meet with universal success. The big-
gest failure of his political endeavours was as
chairman of Winston Churchill’s election com-
mittee, when Churchill was defeated in the
then Manchester North West by-election on
24 April1908. Itwas a three-way contest with
a Conservative and a Socialist candidate also
standing.#4 Churchill had been the Liberal MP
for the constituency since 1906, buthe had to
stand againin a by-election because he had
been appointed as President of the Board of
Trade. Atthattime, newly appointed cabinet
ministers were required to re-contest their
seats. Fighting what was traditionally a Con-
servative seat, Churchill - and Donner who
he enthusiastically appointed as his election
committee chairman - faced opposition to
their stance on the importance of free trade
and also from the suffrage movement. This
latter was a little surprising, because Church-
illwas onrecord as being sympathetic to their
cause. However, at this stage, it should be
noted, the Liberal government had not com-
mitted to women’s suffrage. From an account
inthe Manchester Guardian:

Atthe close of a crowded meetingin the
Cathedral Schools yesterday Mr. Win-
ston Churchill was asked what he would
dotohelp women to get the Parliamentary
suffrage.

Hesaid: ‘Iwilltry my bestasand when
occasion offers, because 1do think sincerely
that the women have always had alogical
case, and they have now got behind them a
great popular demand among women.

‘Itisnolonger amovement of a few
extravagant and excitable people, buta
movement which is gradually spreading to
all classes of women, and, thatbeing so, it
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assumes the same character as franchise
movements have previously assumed.

‘Ifind another argument in favour of the
enfranchisement of women in the opposi-
tion we are encountering on this temper-
ance question.

‘Ibelieve the influence of womenin the
temperance question would be highly bene-
ficial. WhenIseethe greatforces of prejudice
and monopoly with which we are con-
fronted, lamready to say that the women
must come into the fighting line and do their
sharein fighting for the cause of progress.’
(Cheers.)

Mrs C. H. Pankhurst writes from the office
of the National Women’s Social and Political
Union:

‘Exceptthatweregarditasasignthatour
campaign against the Governmentis having
itseffect, we attach no value to Mr. Church-
ill'sassertion that he will use his influence
withthe Governmentin the interests of
women’s suffrage.

‘Sir Henry Campbell-Bannermanisin
favour of ‘votes for women’, yethe, as Prime
Minister, could notinduce his colleagues
totakeaction, and where hisinfluence
failed Mr. Winston Churchill’sis notlikely to
succeed.

‘We wish to makeit clear to Mr. Winston
Churchill that we shall not be satisfied by
anythinglessthan a definite undertaking
from Mr Asquith and the Governmentasa
whole that the Women’s Enfranchisement
Billnow before the House of Commonsisto
be carried into law without delay. Unless this
official Government pledge is made to us we
shall continue our opposition to the candi-
dature of Mr. Churchilland other Govern-
ment candidates.®>

Interestingly, in thisregard Sir Edward was
himself at this time not convinced by the
campaign for women’s suffrage, a fact proba-
bly known by the Pankhurst family. A school

historyrecordsthat, ‘The daughters of Mrs
Pankhurst, Christabel, Sylviaand Adela, who
all at one time or another played a prominent
partinthe cause of women’s suffrage, were all
members of Manchester High School for Girls
inthelast decade of the nineteenth century
and all were prominent in the cause of wom-
en’s suffrage.”®It seems from the account
that Christabel and Adela were happy there
but Sylvia hated it. A decadelater, Donner
found himself at odds over women’s suf-
frage with the headmistress of the school he
had beenvery influential in founding, but
there wasno record of them discussing thisin
public.

The situation was also complicated by the
support of both Churchilland Donner for pro-
posed legislation concerning public houses.
Edward Donner, in particular, was a staunch
opponent of the evils of theliquor trade. This
hasbeendescribed thus:

Inresponse to the numerous proposals pre-
sented to the House of Commons, the Lib-
eral government agreed to overhaul the
entirelicensing arrangements across the
United Kingdom. A proposed licensing bill
(1908) would control opening hours, restrict
the number of licences and contained a sec-
tion effectively banning the employment

of women. Thebill, drafted in February
1908, contained 40 pages outlining amend-
mentsto the Licensing Acts, 1828 t0 1906.
The main thrust of the proposed bill was to
reduce dramatically the number of public
houses and transfer licences from breweries
inanattempt to virtually nationalise public
houses. Almosthiddenin part three of this
document, under clause 20 (‘Power to attach
conditionsto therenewal of alicence’), was
asection granting local magistrates the
power to attach any condition that they saw
fit, including ‘the employment of women or
children onthelicensed premises’. Under
this clause alocal magistrate could refuse
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toissue orrenew alicence unlessapublican
agreed not to hire women for bar work.*”

Thisled to a furiousreaction from the Gore-
Boothsisters, thatis Eva Gore-Booth and

her older sister Constance Gore-Booth, later
known as the Countess Markievicz. Both were
committed Irish suffragists of influence. Con-
stance was later the first woman elected to the
parliament of the United Kingdom, from 1918
t0 1922. However, asa member of Sinn Fein,
she did not take her seat. Eva had renounced
her Irish aristocratic background to live with
Esther Roperinaterraced houseinthe heart
of working-class Manchester. The story of
herlifeistold in detail by Sonja TiernaninEva
Gore-Booth. Animage of such politics.*® At the
time of the 1908 by-election Eva invited her
sistertojoin herin defending the barmaids,
founding the Barmaids Political Defence
League. Theyresented the moral standpoint
of churchmen approved of by Donner, like
the Bishop of Southwark, who proclaimed
that ‘the nation ought not to allow the natural
attractions of a young girl to be used for trad-
ing purposes’.#® Sonja Tiernanrecords:

Gore-Booth organised arather striking
coach, drawn by four white horses, to be
driven around Manchester on the day

that Churchill held his meeting at the Coal
Exchange. Markievicz was at the whip

and she drove to Stevenson Square. On
their arrival Gore-Booth and Roper took to
theroof of the coach and made arousing
addressabout Clause 20 of the Licensing Bill.
The women explained how the clause would
restrict, or possibly eradicate, the employ-
ment of barmaids. Roper appealed for a vote
against Churchill in the by-election on the
grounds that the ‘Home Secretary had been
inducedtoinsertthe clausein thebillby a
number of rich persons who had attacked
the moral characters of barmaidsasaclass.’
Gore-Booth exclaimed that ‘itwasnota
minor matter to take away thelivelihood

of 100,000 respectable hard-working
women.>°

Inaddition, much of the Catholic vote waslost
because of Roman Catholic opposition to the
Liberal education policy which they claimed
was undermining the autonomy of Roman
Catholic schools. Despite all of this, Churchill
rode around the constituencyinan opentop
carwith his mother and Sir Edward Donner on
the day of the election, convinced he would
win, yethelostby 529 votes fromalarge turn-
outof10,681.5*

Following his defeat, ina most gracious
letter to Sir Edward Donner, his electoral com-
mittee chairman, Churchill wrote giving a val-
uable insight into his political thinking;:

My Dear Sir Edward Donner,

Imustask you to convey my sincere
thanksto all those who worked with you to
secure the success of the Liberal and Free
Trade cause atthelate electionin North
West Manchester. The energy and pub-
lic spiritthey displayed in that hard con-
flictare beyond all aspersion; and their
efforts were supported by a thoroughly
efficient organisation. An even more pow-
erful concentration of forces and inter-
ests have prevailed and certainly Iam not
going to underrate the evil consequence of
theresult. But thereis atthe heart of every
political reverse the dynamic impulse of a
future triumph. You must turn the emo-
tions of defeat to the process of recov-
ery, so that the very hour of disaster may
become the seed time of victory, and, in
my opinion, the figures of the poll ought to
carry the highest encouragement to all Free
Traders who arein earnest. Itis quite clear
the political levels and balance in North-
West Manchester have been permanently
altered during the last four years. Hereina
constituency, which sinceits creation has
beenregarded asthe blueribbon of Lan-
cashire Toryism ata moment of peculiar
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national and still morelocal difficulty, the
utmost exertions of the most powerful
vested interestsin the country have only
succeededin securing an anti Free Trade
majority of 153 upon a poll of unexam-
pledsize, and even this exiguous majority
was only achieved through the sudden and
organised transference of between 400
and 500 Catholic votes, always hitherto
anintegral part of the Liberal strength in
Manchester, to the Protectionist side upon
grounds quite unconnected with the main
issues. Now, by the general election sev-
eralimportant adverse factors may have
beenremoved. Theinsignificant support
secured by the Socialist candidate after

so much trouble makes it atleast doubt-
ful whether that curious diversion will be
repeated. The Licensing Bill will, I trust,
have takenits place uponthe statute book,
and theliquor trade may notbeinaposi-
tion to exercise the undue political power
which they at present possess. The Catholic
voters now estranged will, there isreason
to hope, have been conciliated and their
apprehension allayed by some fairand
practical concordatin educational mat-
ters. Lastly, at the general election the issue
will be sharply defined, and a vote for the
Protectionist candidate willnot only be a
moralinjury to the cause of Free Trade in
the abstract, butadirect mandate for the
immediate erection of a discriminatory
tariff upon avast number of commodities.
See now what a noble opportunityrises
abovethehorizon. Thereisnoreason, in
my opinion, why, with a suitable candidate
the seat should notberecovered in such
manner and at such time as will more than
repair the misfortune that has occurred.
InsuchaworkIshallbereadytoaidinany
way in my power, and, although my Par-
liamentary connection with the division
hasnow terminated, I shall consider myself
under special obligations to help, so faras
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my strength permits, to defend Free Trade
inthe great city to whose prosperity and
fame Free Trade is vital.
Yoursvery sincerely,
Winston S Churchill.>?

Churchill’s prediction above was proved cor-
rectandthe Liberals did regain the seatin the
January 1910 election.

The friendship between Mr & Mrs
Churchilland Sir Edward and Lady Donner
continued. A telegram was sentby the Don-
nerson the occasion of Churchill’s weddingin
September1908.

The Churchillsreturned to Manchester
toreceive awedding present for Mrs Churchill
subscribed by the Liberals of North West Man-
chester. There was also a gift of a souvenir of
Mr Churchill’s service to North West Manches-
ter. These are described as:

The gifts were diamond ornaments-—a
braceletand astar. The starisintended for
the hair, but Mrs Churchill pinned it at once
to her dress and she was still wearing itwhen
she took her place on the platform at Belle
Vuelastnight ... Atnight Mrand Mrs Church-
illwent to Belle Vue for the presentation

of the souvenir of Mr Churchill’s political
representation of North-west Manches-

ter. The subscribers to this fund numbered
many hundredsand, as Sir Edward Donner,
inmaking the presentation very happily

Telegram from Donner to Churchill: ‘Sir Edward
and Lady Donner offer their congratulations
and best wishes'.
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phrasedit, they included many whose
worldly possessions are small but who are
nevertheless true judges of character, with
warm heartsand generous appreciation ...
Sir Edward Donner said ‘We delight in your
eloquence, in your knowledge, in your wit
and humour, we have confidenceinyouas
astatesman and as an able administrator,
and we are grateful for your eminent ser-
vicestoLancashire’. Sir Edward Donner sin-
gled out other of Mr Churchill’s qualities and
waswarmly cheered when he assured Mr
Churchill that although the direct political
tiehad been severed Manchester will always
claimalarge shareinhim ‘asarepresenta-
tive of the British nation.’ Sir Edward Donner
was again cheered when he uncovered the
souvenir, a beautifully designed fruitand
flower stand in silver. It bears aninscription
memorising the great Liberal victory of 1906
... Mr Churchill’s speech of thanks waslis-
tened towith great pleasure ... he spoke with
transparent gratitude ‘The support of this
great city hasbeen the turning point of my
politicallife.’ His defeat at the by-election
sixmonthsago was ‘a bitter sorrow, a cruel,
heavy blow’. But Mr Churchill insisted on
thebroader outlook ... The waves of fortune
may ebb and flow, butinthelongrunthe
new levels willhold, and therein Manchester
Liberals will find abiding satisfaction.”3

The Manchester Liberal Federation annual
meeting of 190954 was chaired by Sir Edward
Donner, who gave a comprehensive speech
thatincluded both alament for the death

of SirHenry Campbell Bannerman and the
result of the by-election in which Churchill
was defeated. On a positive note, he com-

mended the report of the general committee,

which enthused about the social reforms,
such asthe old age pension, that the Liberal
government had achieved. Itisa moot point
whether handing over the presidency to ‘one
of hisoldest personal friends and a pillar

of liberalismin the North of England’, C. P.
Scott, wasinfluenced by the recent by-elec-
tion defeat. However, Donner stillremained
involved and supportive and continued as a
vice-president. 1910 was exceptionally busy
with two elections, in January and December.

AstheJanuary election was drawing to
aclose he commented thatithad been a bit-
ter contestand alarge part of aletter to Bryce,
dated 28 January 1910, contains some inter-
estinginsights. Not onlyisit clear that political
arguments also becamereligiousissues, but
theletter also highlights the debate about free
trade against tariff reform aswell as the role of
the House of Lords.5s

We are nearly through with the elections.
The Tories, biglandlords and publicans have
used every kind of means against me, and
spread a belief that the ballotis not secret.
Indeeditappearsto be pretty lowly con-
ducted in some such districts. Prayer fora
Tory candidate in some schoolshasbeen
found useful. At Fallowfield Church we
handed over the matter to the All. King and
simply prayed that country might be guided
aright. They were.

Thopethat Asquith will go first simply
fortwo things. 1to putthe Budget through
2to establish the soleright of the Commons
totouch finance. I should think the Irish
would agree. Of course Balfour may offer
to putthem through the House of Lordsin
exchange for Tariff Reform, butIdoubtif he
cares much for Tariff Reform, and the bar-
gainwould berisky for both.

The big question of curtailing the powers
of the Lords, orreforming them, will be dif-
ficult. Asquith has pronounced for the for-
mer; others for thelatter. It could be tackled
afteri1and2. Itrytoinformuponeverybody
that we must be prepared and willing for
another fightatany moment.

Bos Smith’slifeis well done, but the book
israther big.
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My wifeincludes with me inkindest
remembrance to MrsBryce and yourself,
and believe me,

Yrs, every affection
Edward Donners®

Clarkerecords that Donner continued in
greatdemand in the runup to the December
election.

The calls on his support were numerous. On
one evening in November Donner spoke for
Schwannin Manchester North, Haworthin
South, and was appointed to Kemp’s elec-
tion committee in North West.””

Anotherinteresting political letter to Bryce
canbe foundintherunup to the January 1910
general election.*® Donner lambasts the Tory
pressasthe ‘idle rich of whom we have far too
many in London especially’. He states that
‘the next General Election will be interesting. I
hope youwillbe back forit. The Labour Party
willtrouble us.”Heis clearly anxious about
athreatfromboth Toryand Labour. It did
indeedresultin a hung parliament.
That ‘big question’, referred to above by
Donnerin hisJanuary letter to Bryce, of
curtailing the power of the Lords can be seen
in Asquith’saction of including himin alist
of possible peers.>® Whether he was aware of
this possibility isunknown but perhaps thisis
doubtfuland would probably not have been
welcomed by him, although these peerages
were never bestowed. Thiswas a contingency
planin case amass creation wasneeded to
getthe Parliament Act through the Lordsin
1911. It does, however, show theregardin
which he was held by the Liberal leadership.
Although he and Lady Donner opened
their garden fora garden party to support
South Manchester Liberal Associationin
1911,°° perhaps unsurprisingly Donner felt
increasingly that the time wasright to with-
draw from major political activity. He even-
tually resigned from the chairmanship of the

South Manchester Liberal Associationin 1916
onthe grounds of advancing years.®

During the yearsbetween 1914 and 1918,
both Sir Edward and Lady Donner were doing
allthey could for the war effort despite their
increasing age. Sir Edward was busy with the
war work of the Manchester Royal Infirmary.

The war work of the Manchester Royal Infir-
mary was the subject of comment at the
annual meeting of the trustees, held on Feb-
ruary 9. Sir Edward Donner said the past
year had made extraordinary demands
uponthehonorary staff. They had taken
over 200 military patientsin addition to all
their ordinary care of the civil patients. The
staff had risen to the occasion.®?

Lady Donner was involved in founding the
Fairview Auxiliary Hospital in Fallowfield and
was a member of the Fallowfield Red Cross.
She was made a Dame of the British Empire for
herwarwork.% In June 1914, Sir Edward and
Lady Donner’s house and garden were lent for
the day to the British Red Cross asa training
exercise foramock hospital and operating
theatre.

Politics nolonger seemed important at
thistime of great national peril, although it
should be noted that the passage of the war
and therole of women within it altered Sir
Edward’s view on women’s suffrage. Despite
his earlierlack of enthusiasm for this cause, it
wasreportedin 1916 inthe Christian Science
Monitor:

Of themany interesting changes which
have come over public opinion in the United
Kingdom, during thelast two years, few are
more striking than thatinregard to woman
suffrage. Itisnot that great numbers of pub-
lic men and public bodies have formally
registered altered views. The changeis soon
much more inakind of general admission,
metwith everywhere, that the whole ques-
tionisonadifferentbasis; that woman
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suffrageisinfactalready an admitted neces-
sity, because the view of the nation has
really swept far beyond it. The admission of
Sir Edward Donner, at Manchester, recently,
thathe had been converted to woman suf-
frage, because of what he had seen during
the pasttwo years, isonly an expression of a
feeling thatis growing more common every
day.®

In 1920, Sir Edward was 80. Known now as

‘the grand old man of Manchester’—aterm

of affection his modesty would have shrunk
from - perhaps the best tribute came from the
magazine of Manchester Grammar School, for
itencapsulates hislife of trade and socialand
political action at a time when inevitably his
powers were waning:

‘My boy is going into business. Whatin the
world istheuse, I should like to know, of his
learning your Latin and Greek? As for going
up to Oxford, it simply means that he won’t
begin at the Petty Cash untilheis 22’

Of such talk Sir Edward is the standing
refutation. Helearned Latin and Greek, he
took Classical Honours at Oxford, and he
standsto-day asone of theleading busi-
nessmen of Manchester and the noblest
of her great citizens. The ‘chapter of acci-
dents’ (thoughIdoubtwhetherthatisthe
right name for it) brought him to Manches-
ter straight from Corpus, Oxford, and the
friendship of such men as Prof. Dicey and
Lord Bryce. He set himself to study the cot-
ton trade with the same thoroughnessas
he had studied the humaneletters withal.
‘Thereisno work uninteresting, he says,

‘if you putyour back and your mind into it.’

sense of the word; but there is for every
businessman a higher vocation-the voca-
tion of citizenship. Itis the fulfilment of this
vocation that Sir Edward Donner haswon
theregard and affection of the whole com-
munity. In particular he has devoted him-
self to higher education. The University has
had no better friend and supporter. Profes-
sorsand servants, the Council and the Stu-
dents’ Union, alike look to him for counsel
and help. Itisalways at their service for any
good object.

Sir Edward is our Deputy-Chairman; heis
Chairman of our sister Institution, the Girls’
High School; heisan ex-chairman and still
governor of Hulme Grammar School; heis
president of the Whitworth Institute, and
chairman of Hulme Hall. Thisrepresents
only a small part of his civic work. Wherever
thereisacause which makes for the uplift
of the commonlife, Sir Edward givesit his
active support. ‘The wisesthead in Man-
chester, said a friend to me. ‘And the big-
gestheart, was my answer. The Grammar
Schooljoinswith all Sir Edward’s friendsin
the tribute whichis paid to him on achiev-
ing his8oth birthday. ‘That manisrichest,
saysJohn Ruskin, ‘who hasby means of his
attainments and possessions the widest and
most helpfulinfluence over thelives of his
fellows.®s

Donner died athishome, Oak Mount, Fallow-
field on 29 December 1934 after a fall on the
evening of Christmas Day. When we assess
Donner’s contribution to the Liberal cause
over many decades, we see not only how
much Manchester Liberalism depended on

him and hisunique style, but also hisimpor-
tance nationally through his friendship with
Liberalleaders and influential politicians, like
Campbell-Bannerman, Churchill and Bryce, in
keepinglocalissuesinthe national conscious-
ness. He wasnot, of course, immune to the
ebb and flow of political popularity. Indeed,

The warehouse was a very different proposi-
tion from what he had forecast for himself,
but he puthisback and hismindintoit, and
beforelong there was no operationin con-
nection with the warehouse which he did
notunderstand both in theory and practice.
So much for hisvocationin the narrower
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Moore could have been describing Donner
when he stated, ‘Manchester Liberalism had
greatinfluence on the national political stage,
but never exercised complete dominance
over its own city’.°® Having said this, Moore
also points out that ‘Both Manchester and
Leicester were something of Liberal islands
in otherwiselargely Conservative counties.”®”
Certainly, in Manchester’s embrace of Lib-
eralism, Donner’s congenial leadership style
was successful and not only attracted many
butavoided the damaginginternal schisms
which can be so destructive.

Although thisleadership contribution
came to berecognised in his ownlifetime and
hewasadmired and followed then, this ‘grand
old man of Manchester’ has now been largely
forgotten. Tanner, in examining the dynamics
of political change which saw the ascendency
of the Labour Party, argues:

The evidence presented here suggests

that the process of change was more frag-
mented. The Liberals were not an entirely
‘visible’ force, but Labour’s capacity to
replace them wasnot so evident that major
electoral changes were inevitable. There
were areas of Labour growth before 1914,
and areas of Liberal success. The political
systemwas an elaborate jigsaw.®®

Inthis process of national and local fragmen-
tation Donner was, I think, ever patiently try-
ingto assemble the jigsaw and make sense of
itinways which accorded with his Christian,
humanitarian andliberalinstincts and the
needs of thelocal community. So, not only
was Donner a catalyst for the growth of Liber-
alismin Manchester and the north-west, but
healsoillustrated quite unconsciously a strat-
egy of sound and honest business and social
action with a concern for education for alland
aparticular concern for the plight of the poor,
the disadvantaged, the sick and the unfor-
tunate. It was no exaggeration for the Man-
chester Evening News to describe him as ‘one

of the most genuinely public spirited menin
the country™° Such local examples could be
seenasaninspiration for national Liberal pol-
icies such asold age pensions and the National
Insurance scheme.” In this, while a shrewd
observer of national politics, he wasrooted
inthelocaland wished the best for thelives

of those around him. He would, 1think, have
agreed with Moore’s conclusions:

Despite the growing importance of national
political personalities, localissues andlocal
politicians continued to beimportant, espe-
cially in urban politics where personal con-
tactbetween the elector and candidate was
more likely.”*

Thevitality and commitment of a gener-
ation of Liberalsin the constituencies was
ableto overcome the period of destructive
infighting at Westminster. Only a world war,
withitsaccompanying social and political
turmoil could destroy that optimismand
vitality.”?

Thismodel of local presence and action has
been successfully adopted by Liberal activ-
iststhroughout the twentieth and twenty-first
century. Only by being fully part of and com-
mitted to thelocal community and its well-
being hasthe presentincarnation of Liberal
Democrats had so much influenceinlocal
councils and now so much influence with its
seventy-two MPs at Westminster following
the 2024 general election.

Inhisown day and circumstances Sir
Edward Donner set a fine example. Today we
should rediscover his heritage and continue to
be grateful, notjust for him, butalso for those
who in our day do so much of the hard graft of
caring for communities. M

Derek Earis is a retired Church of England priest and
an Honorary Canon Emeritus of Norwich Cathedral.
He now lives in York. He is an MA of Oxford University
and a BCL of Durham University and has had a lifetime
as a parish priest.
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rofessor Parry put his cards
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set. He was (and indeed is)

a political historian. Therefore,
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these studies he drew out two
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