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Dick Taverne, who has died 
at the age of !7 was a pol-
itician of great skill, prin-

ciple and commitment. 

Born in Sumatra as a Dutch 
national, he was naturalised 
as British at age 21. Educated 
at Charterhouse School, and 
then Balliol College, Oxford, 
he quali%ed as a barrister in 
1!54. He fought Putney for the 
Labour Party in the 1!5! elec-
tion and was elected for Lincoln 
in a by-election in March 1!(2. 

Dick Taverne (18 October 1928 – 25 October 2025)
He held the seat for Labour for 
twelve years (1!(2–74), including 
stints as a Home O)ce minis-
ter (1!((–(8) and then Treasury 
Minister (1!(8–7+). He helped 
to launch the Institute for Fiscal 
Studies, now an in,uential think-
tank, and after Labour’s defeat in 
the 1!7+ election became its %rst 
Director.

With his passionate pro-Euro-
pean views he became more 
and more estranged from the 
growing anti-Europeanism in the 

Labour Party, and when his local 
party in Lincoln voted in e-ect 
to deselect him, and his internal 
party appeals failed, he resigned 
from the party and formed the 
Lincoln Democratic Labour 
Association. 

As a matter of principle he 
resigned his parliamentary seat 
and contested the subsequent 
by-election in March 1!7. under 
the designation ‘Democratic 
Labour’. He held the seat by 
1.,+++, but saw his majority fall 
to 1,.++ in the February 1!74 elec-
tion and lost by just under 1,+++ 
in October 1!74; the Labour vic-
tor was Margaret Jackson (later 
Beckett), who was to become 
Deputy Leader of the Labour 
Party under John Smith. In the 
same year Taverne became a 
member of the European Parlia-
ment, taking up one of the seats 
refused by the Labour Party. 

He was a natural recruit to the 
Social Democratic Party on its 
formation in 1!81, and served 
on their national committee 
from 1!81 to 1!87. He stood as an 
SDP candidate in the Peckham 
by-election in 1!82, and in Dul-
wich in the 1!8. general election. 
When the SDP merged with the 
Liberal Party he joined the new 
Liberal Democrats, serving on its 
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Federal Policy Committee 1!8!–
!+ and chairing its %rst economic 
policy working group. 

In February 1!!( he was created 
a Liberal Democrat life peer as 
Baron Taverne, of Pimlico in the 
City of Westminster. In May 2++( 
he was an unsuccessful candi-
date in local elections to West-
minster Council.

He married Janice Hennessey 
in 1!55, and had two daughters. 
His book The March of Unreason 
(Oxford University Press, 2++5) 
won him the Association of Brit-
ish Science Writers’ award as 
parliamentary communicator of 
the year. In 2+14, he published 

his memoir, Against the Tide: Pol-
itics and Beyond (Biteback, 2+14), 
reviewed for the Journal of Lib-
eral History by Tom McNally in 
issue !4 (spring 2+17).

Dick Taverne was a very person-
able colleague who was always 
happy to debate key issues and 
to be involved in voluntary sec-
tor organisations in support of 
important public issues. In his 
electoral and parliamentary roles 
as a committed European he 
was very much a precursor and 
an example to many colleagues 
who followed him and who were 
encouraged by his example.  

Michael Meadowcroft

Thanks very much to the 1+1 
individuals who completed 
our survey over the last two 

months of 2+25. We last surveyed 
readers of the Journal of Liberal 
History in 2+1(, so this was well 
overdue!

We asked respondents to rate 
various aspects of the Journal on 

Ratings of aspects of the Journal of Liberal History from 1 (worst) to 5 (best); Y axis is numbers of 
respondents

a scale from 1 (worst) to 5 (best) 
– see chart below. The averages 
across all respondents were 
(2+1( ratings in brackets): overall 
impression 4..8 (4.1!); presenta-
tion 4.11 (..5(); articles and biogra-
phies 4..( (4.25); meeting reports 
..!1 (..7+); book reviews 4.12 (4.+.); 
and value for money 4.28 (4.25).

Survey responses

As in 2+1(, the vast majority of 
readers found the Journal nei-
ther too academic nor not aca-
demic enough (87 per cent; 1+ 
per cent too academic, 2 per 
cent not academic enough) and 
felt we were striking the right 
balance between general intro-
ductory articles about Liberal 
history and detailed treatments 
of speci%c topics (7( per cent 
right balance; 1. per cent each 
for more general articles and 
more detailed articles). Thank 
you for all the main suggestions 
for topics for new articles; two 
broad themes were requests for 
more on recent Liberal history, 
and more about Liberal parties 
outside the UK (this was also a 
request in 2+1(). We will do our 
best to ful%l them, though as 
ever this depends on whether we 
can identify suitable authors, or 
whether authors come forward 
with contributions. 

The background of respondents 
has changed a little since 2+1(, 
with a slightly higher propor-
tion of Liberal Democrat mem-
bers (!+ per cent compared to 
7! per cent). There is also an 

Liberal History News
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older age pro%le, though this is 
almost entirely due to a much 
larger number of people aged 
75 or over amongst the respond-
ents (2. per cent compared to 
4 per cent); possibly older peo-
ple in 2+25 are more familiar 
with online surveys than in 2+1(. 
Respondents’ educational back-
ground is similar, with 5+ per cent 
(2+1(: 5! per cent) having com-
pleted a postgraduate degree. 

Respondents were more likely 
to have gone to or watched His-
tory Group meetings than in 
2+1(, with 5( per cent having 
attended one or more (2+1(: .! 
per cent) – presumably because 
they are now accessible online, 
either during the meeting or 
afterwards. Thanks also for the 
suggestions for future topics 
and speakers. Respondents were 
also slightly more likely to have 
visited the History Group’s web-
site than in 2+1(: 7! per cent vis-
ited frequently or occasionally, 
compared to 7+ per cent in 2+1(. 

Engagement with the History 
Group’s social media outlets was 
limited, as in 2+1(, with quite 
a few respondents expressing 
principled objections to Face-
book and Twitter; we are also 
now posting on Bluesky and are 
planning to do so on LinkedIn.

Finally, we asked whether 
respondents would be interested 
in purchasing second, revised, 
editions of two of our books. 
There was more interest in a 
new version of our general book 
on British Liberal history, Peace, 
Reform and Liberation (55 per cent 
would buy one) than in a new 
Dictionary of Liberal Biography – 
and in fact we have decided that 
it would be better to expand and 
update the biography content 
on our website rather than aim 
to publish a new book of biog-
raphies. We do, however, intend 
to go ahead with a new edition 
of Peace, Reform and Liberation – 
watch this space! 

Duncan Brack

homosexuality had been legal-
ised for over-21s – he told his 
local party. He said ‘I’d better not 
stand in Crossgate’, assuming 
that the revelation would hurt 
the party’s chances. But he told 
how a retired schoolteacher – ‘a 
little old woman’, as he put it – 
said ‘Well, I think Sam should 
stand because he lives in the 
ward and people know him’. So 
he did.

And Sam won through the tra-
ditional community politics that 
was the hallmark of Liberal candi-
dates – and still sets Liberal Dem-
ocrat candidates apart today.
He went door to door, delivering 
thousands of lea,ets. Canvassing 
tirelessly. He asked people what 
they thought about the local area 
and the local council. He listened 
to their concerns, and he acted 
on them.

But Sam did make history. In 
1!72, he became the %rst openly 
gay man to be elected as a coun-
cillor anywhere in the United 
Kingdom. Possibly even the %rst 
anywhere in the world.

And on Sunday, I was delighted 
to visit Sam’s former home and 
join City of Durham Parish Coun-
cillors and local residents to 
unveil a blue plaque commem-
orating Sam Green as the trail-
blazer he was.

It is a testament to his courage. 
Because it took a huge amount of 
courage to come out to his whole 
community, to face the hostility 
and homophobia so prevalent 

Commemorating Sam Green
On ! November 2+25, Ed Davey 
unveiled a plaque to Sam Green, 
Liberal councillor on Durham City 
Council, 1!72–7!, and the %rst 
openly gay councillor elected in 
the UK. Below we reprint his arti-
cle for the party website:

Sam Green didn’t set out to 
make history. In 1!72, he 
stood as the Liberal can-

didate for Crossgate ward in the 

City of Durham for the same 
reason our candidates stand for 
their local communities across 
the country: because they want 
to get things done. As Sam put it, 
he wanted to ‘get things moving 
in the city’.

When he decided to put his 
membership of the Gay Lib-
eration Front on his election 
manifesto – just %ve years after 

Liberal History News
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in those days, and to campaign 
openly as who he was.

And it’s also testament to the 
people of Durham, who – more 
than 5+ years ago – were open-
minded and accepting enough 
to see Sam for who he was: a 
dedicated local campaigner who 
would be a hardworking and 
principled councillor.

Thinking about what Sam faced 
then – and the fact that before 
1!72 no one anywhere had won 
election as an openly gay candi-
date – made me re,ect on how 
far we’ve come as a society.

There are now 75 out LGBT+ MPs 
in the House of Commons. Just 
this week, our party elected one 
of them – Josh Babarinde – as our 
President. And perhaps the most 
remarkable thing was that no one 
found it remarkable that he’s gay.

But there is still far more work 
to do.

Because, more than half a cen-
tury after Sam was elected, LGBT 
people still sadly face far too 
much hostility and discrimina-
tion, just for being who they are. 
Too many people still don’t feel 
they can be open about their 
identity. Too many candidates 
feel the need to hide it – despite 
the trail blazed %rst by Sam and 
followed by so many others.

So I hope that remembering the 
courage and dedication of Coun-
cillor Sam Green will also serve to 
spur us on to continue to cham-
pion equality, respect and the 

rights of all people – to be who 
they are, to serve their communi-
ties with pride, and to get things 
moving. 

Rt Hon Sir Ed Davey MP, Leader of the 
Liberal Democrats

Liberal History News

Liberal candidates directory

The latest edition of the Lib-
eral candidates directory is 
now available on the Jour-

nal of Liberal History website, 
at https://liberalhistory.org.uk/
resource-type/election-candi-
dates-directory/. This is a com-
prehensive biographical index 
of the individuals who have 
contested a UK parliamentary 
election under the designation 
Liberal, Liberal Democrat and 
Social Democrat (plus candidates 
from the Alliance Party in North-
ern Ireland) from 1!45 to 2+24.

Much new information has been 
added, including candidates who 
stood in the 2+24 general elec-
tion and all by-elections since the 
2+1! election. Separate sections 
cover 11 English regions (Devon 
and Cornwall, East Midlands, 
East of England, Greater London, 

North East, North West, South 
Central, South East, South West, 
West Midlands, Yorkshire and 
Humberside) and Northern Ire-
land, Scotland and Wales.

Huge thanks, as always, to Lionel 
King who has devoted so much 
time over the years to compil-
ing the directory. Lionel is a 
long-standing member of the 
History Group and was himself 
a parliamentary candidate (Kid-
derminster 1!(4, Sutton Cold%eld 
1!7+, Walsall South 1!87).

Corrections and new information 
is always welcome. If you have 
any comments, please send them 
to Lionel on lionelking1!(4@
btinternet.com and they will be 
included in future editions. 

Chris Millington

https://liberalhistory.org.uk/resource-type/election-candidates-directory
https://liberalhistory.org.uk/resource-type/election-candidates-directory
https://liberalhistory.org.uk/resource-type/election-candidates-directory
mailto:lionelking1964@btinternet.com
mailto:lionelking1964@btinternet.com
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These &o() p)i,e ministers have been 
chosen for study not simply because 
they are the last Liberals to hold that 

post but because their varying skills illuminate 
and help to explain one of the great periods of 
radical reform in this country.

In the introductory chapters of British 
Liberal Leaders,- the authors identify !ve crite-
ria for assessing leaders:
• Communication and campaign skills
• Ability to develop and articulate a vision
• Ability to manage their party

• Achieving the objectives of Liberalism
• Leaving the party in better or worse shape.
Furthermore, Professor Peter Hennessey, 
in his outstanding book The Prime Minis-
ters, produced what he called ‘ingredients for 
assessment for premiership performance’. 
This was based on his study of prime minis-
ters since -.45 and totalled, again under !ve 
main headings, sixteen skill requirements.0 

This article o1ers a more focused assess-
ment which di1ers in two ways from the Brit-
ish Liberal Leaders review. First, it is about 

Liberal Prime Ministers
A comparison of PMs’ political skills; by Alan Mumford 

Archibald Philip Primrose, 5th Earl of Rosebery (184&–19(9) (© National Portrait Gallery, London)

The Political Skills of Four Liberal Prime Ministers The Political Skills of Four Liberal Prime Ministers 
Part 1: Rosebery and Campbell-BannermanPart 1: Rosebery and Campbell-Bannerman
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prime ministers and not about leaders. What 
skills did they deploy, or not deploy, in meet-
ing the demands of their role as prime minis-
ter? Not all the relevant pro!les in the Leaders 
book actually give clear answers to the criteria 
the editors set out, let alone to the sharper list 
of skill requirements as set out below. 

In reviewing the biographies of these 
four, it became clear that some elements of 
the Liberal Leaders list are less important for 
a prime minister. For example, assessment 
of whether a prime minister has left the party 

in better or worse shape does not tell us any-
thing about how that was achieved, and how 
relevant that actually is to performance as a 
prime minister. Similarly, the leader’s role in 
party management is of course important, but 
less so in terms of a prime minister, who has 
to manage his cabinet.Detailed examples of 
the demonstrated skills and behaviour of the 
prime ministers, taking readers beyond a sim-
ple tick box, provides an improved basis for 
judgements about them. This author has iden-
ti!ed the following list of skills:

The Political Skills of Four Liberal Prime Ministers The Political Skills of Four Liberal Prime Ministers 
Part 1: Rosebery and Campbell-BannermanPart 1: Rosebery and Campbell-Bannerman

Sir Henry Campbell Bannerman (18)6–19+8) (© National Portrait Gallery, London)



10 Journal of Liberal History 129 Winter 2025–26

• Selecting the cabinet
• Managing the cabinet 
• Decision making
• Developing e1ective relationships
• Communication skills
• Changing the framework for operating as 

prime minister
• Vision
One skill was missing in all four prime minis-
ters reviewed (Rosebery, Campbell-Banner-
man, Asquith and Lloyd George). Re2ection 
on the performance of self and others (the for-
mer more di3cult) can, if re2ection includes 
not just criticism but action to improve, lead to 
improved e1ectiveness. 

A diary is one way of achieving this. Only 
Rosebery followed Gladstone’s example –but 
not his moral and physical self-2agellation. 
(No other British prime minister subsequently 
kept a diary until Anthony Eden and Harold 
Macmillan.) He also wrote memos explain-
ing, apparently to himself, his actions. Nor 
did those studied here use communication 
with others for this purpose. Asquith thought 
introversion was a dangerous and debilitat-
ing habit. His 565 letters to Venetia Stanley, to 
whom he proclaimed his love and commented 
on his personal and political life, contained 
very little self-criticism. He did however write, 
on -4 October -.-4: ‘I have always hated “hav-
ing it out with people” and believe from that 
kind of passive cowardice have more than 
once failed in my duty’.6

Nor did Lloyd George in letters or discus-
sion with Frances Stevenson, his personal 
secretary and mistress, re2ect on his perfor-
mance. While critical of others, he revealed no 
doubt about his own actions, except about the 
battle of Passchendaele.

Two questions of terminology need to 
be clari!ed. Conservative Liberal opponents 
until -.0- were most often described as Union-
ists. Lloyd George is treated as a Liberal prime 
minister, although his enemies within the 
Liberal Party would probably say that he was 

no longer a proper Liberal by -.-8. However, 
education and housing policies pursued from 
-.05 were de!nitely Liberal in objective.

Earl of Rosebery
Lord Rosebery, foreign secretary when Glad-
stone resigned in March -8.4, was chosen 
by Queen Victoria as his successor. She liked 
Rosebery and disliked the better quali!ed 
chancellor of the exchequer, Sir William Har-
court, who was disliked even more strongly by 
his peers in the cabinet.

Rosebery protested his unsuitability for 
the post (as he had done previously when 
appointed as foreign secretary). He said he 
wanted to stay in the Foreign O3ce: ‘I know 
nothing of the other aspects and should be in 
every way unsuited.’4 However, he backed into 
the limelight believing it his duty to accept.

Selection of cabinet
Rosebery complained to the queen that he 
inherited both policies and cabinet from 
Gladstone and implied there was nothing he 
could do about either. Harcourt remained as 
chancellor: Rosebery resisted his attempts 
to secure more authority. He chose Kimber-
ley to succeed himself in the Foreign O3ce as 
he believed, correctly, that Kimberley would 
carry on his policies. He moved Fowler to the 
India O3ce to replace Kimberley. John Morley, 
ambitious for the Foreign O3ce, did not get it 
and stayed, unwillingly, to look after Ireland. 

Managing the cabinet
Within a few months, most of Rosebery’s col-
leagues, had become disenchanted with him; 
Acland and Asquith as well as Morley had 
become particularly disenchanted. Rosebery, 
in turn, was upset that he received much less 
support than he expected from them.

The relationship between Rosebery and 
his chancellor of the exchequer Harcourt set 
a standard of dysfunction met subsequently 

The Political Skills of Four Liberal Prime Ministers – Part 1: Rosebery and Campbell-Bannerman
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only by Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. Har-
court’s agreement with Rosebery that he 
should have frequent contact with foreign 
issues worked to the extent that he sent --. 
letters to Kimberley in !fteen months, but he 
also complained vigorously when he felt insuf-
!ciently consulted, for example on issues over 
Belgium and Uganda. Harcourt told Morley 
that ‘it was not for him to dry nurse the help-
less infant that we had begotten’ (i.e. Morley 
and colleagues)5 and claimed to be philosophi-
cally indi1erent to the fate of the government.

The periods in which Rosebery was ill 
with in2uenza, mental prostration and sleep-
lessness meant a lack of direction. Not much 
skill could be implemented on two hours 
sleep; cabinet meetings were no longer held. 
He made no attempt to bring the cabinet 
together on crucial issues. A treaty with Bel-
gium was concealed from the cabinet; policy 
over Africa, particularly Uganda, was dis-
cussed only reluctantly. The !rst major shock 
of his premiership for his cabinet colleagues 
was his sudden pronouncement in the House 
of Lords on -6 March -8.4 that Irish home rule 
was subject to more than a veto by the House 
of Lords. England ‘as the predominant partner 
of the partnership of the Three Kingdoms will 
have to be convinced of its justice and equity’.6 
This statement, though realistic, was unac-
ceptable to both his Irish supporters in the 
Commons and to many Liberals. Even more 
egregious was his announcement in a speech 
at Bradford that the House of Lords would be 
the main issue at a future general election. 
Moreover, the immediate action would be 
the submission to the House of Commons of 
a resolution about the powers of the House of 
Lords. The cabinet was indignant about his 
proposition without any prior discussion, and 
he had to drop it due to their lack of support.

After attacks on the government from 
Labouchere and Dilke in the House of Com-
mons, which he saw as an attack on himself, 
he called a cabinet meeting on -. February 

-8.4 and suddenly read a statement saying 
that ‘no one had spoken in my defence’ in a 
debate in the House of Commons. He said he 
had never sought to be prime minister and ‘I 
renounce it to say the least without regret.’8 
The cabinet were taken by surprise but unan-
imously declared their support and said the 
government could not go on without him. 
Colleagues added to this by writing letters of 
support to him and even Harcourt said, at 
a meeting with Rosebery, that he would do 
anything to help. On 0- February, Rosebery 
quietly told the cabinet he had reconsidered, 
following ‘assurances’. He wrote later that he 
knew he could not resign but this was a way of 
restoring discipline, which on the whole suc-
ceeded. Whether this was really his motivation 
cannot be known, though colleagues certainly 
thought that he meant the threat. 

Although Rosebery claimed that he had a 
cabinet split on a number of issues, this seems 
a characteristically self-pitying overstate-
ment. Some colleagues gave him credit for 
keeping the cabinet together, but Morley saw 
there was really no threat to it breaking apart 
because Harcourt, despite his lack of belief 
in Rosebery, did not want to bring the cabi-
net down, although he said he would not be 
displeased if this were to happen – a di1erent 
proposition. 

The cabinet did not get involved in the 
details of Harcourt’s budget although some 
had qualms about the taxation of property. 
Perhaps they were in the same position as 
Rosebery feebly claimed for himself when 
writing his memorandum to Harcourt about 
it: ‘… my opinions may not be of great value; I 
only give them for what they are worth’.8

Members were divided on whether to 
abolish the Lords or reform it, as Rosebery 
wanted. His general election manifesto with-
out discussion in cabinet promised Welsh dis-
establishment, curtailment of the liquor trade 
and one man one vote, but not action on the 
House of Lords. ‘Rosebery talked about his 

The Political Skills of Four Liberal Prime Ministers – Part 1: Rosebery and Campbell-Bannerman
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colleagues a good deal. He felt that they stood 
too much aloof from him, and that the cabinet 
did not cooperate enough. Each member went 
his own way.’. He seemed not to feel that he 
had a responsibility to draw them together.

Decision-making
He was not a good decision maker. On some 
major issues, he was forced in e1ect by the 
cabinet to retract what he wanted to do – over 
Egypt, over home rule, over the House of Lords. 

The most crucial decision was required 
when Campbell Bannerman lost a vote in 
the House of Commons on the obscure issue 
of cordite supplies and was determined to 
resign. The vote could have been overturned 
but Rosebery decided his government should 
resign after !fteen months rather than dis-
solve or hold another vote. For once supported 
by Sir William, he persuaded his colleagues 
that a resignation en masse was the best 
course. This enabled Salisbury to take over on 
a temporary basis and to appear at the gen-
eral election as the prime minister and win. 
(Rosebery’s mistake was repeated by Balfour 
in -.55.) 

His decision-making was a1ected by a 
number of personal defects of skill and behav-
iour: impatience, lack of proportion in dealing 
particularly with small issues, sensitivity to 
any criticism, dislike of any opposition to his 
views and yet a tendency towards hesitation 
as to what to do and an overall level of self-
doubt. The latter was no doubt emphasised to 
him frequently by observing the ebullient and 
clear minded Harcourt in cabinet.

Developing e!ective relationships
It was of course crucial to have e1ective rela-
tionships with his cabinet colleagues, who 
had found him pleasant although somewhat 
distant as foreign secretary. Rosebery did not 
meet Harcourt outside cabinet meetings at all, 
until Rosebery proposed to resign. Similarly, 
colleagues who tried to invite him to spend 
time with them over lunch were rebu1ed. He 
complained that ministers never came to see 
him but, if they did not take that initiative, he 
should have done. 

The general view was that he was shy, 
aloof, and unwilling to see colleagues one to 

Rosebery: drawings by Sir Francis Carruthers 
Gould, 189+s?, and Harry Furniss, 188+s–19++s 
(both © National Portrait Gallery, London)
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one. His own sensitivity to criticism made it 
di3cult to discuss problems with him. Rose-
bery had no close relationship with anyone in 
his cabinet with whom to mull over problems. 

Rosebery in a characteristic witticism had 
said that he would ‘rather serve under Har-
court than over him’.-5 His comment on the 
experience was: ‘Sir William is not only not 
behaving like a colleague he is not behaving 
like a gentleman’.-- They very rarely had sig-
ni!cant disagreements face to face, largely 
because they rarely met individually. The 
most substantial disagreement was over 
Harcourt’s famous -8.4 budget in which he 
increased death duties and introduced the 
idea of di1erential rates on property values. 
Rosebery disagreed with the new property tax 
at death on the grounds that it would break 
up British society, would !nally end the pros-
pect of landed peers ever voting for the Liberal 
Party, and would do nothing for the work-
ing class. Rosebery’s mild memo expressing 
these views was received with contempt and 
insult by Harcourt, who implied that Rosebery 
knew nothing about taxes, that he was speak-
ing from self-interest as a landowner and was 
adopting Tory attitudes. The verdict of history 
has been that the only signi!cant achieve-
ment of Rosebery’s government was Har-
court’s budget – a sour result for Rosebery.

Harcourt’s attitude conveyed directly and 
through his son Loulou was that he had been 
cheated out of the role by someone who was 
incompetent. According to Birrell, ‘he did not 
swallow the bitter pill he chewed it’.-0

Although Harcourt’s behaviour was 
racked by envy, ego and a desire to wound, 
Rosebery lacked the willingness and ability 
to at least try and create a better relationship. 
Perhaps he feared that he was inferior to Har-
court in everything except good manners. It 
required a fuller understanding of Harcourt’s 
position, denied the premiership by a less 
quali!ed man; it was not enough simply to 
see him as an ill-mannered ungentlemanly 

bully. Rosebery ought to have demanded more 
meetings with Harcourt in which he should 
have exercised 2attery. He needed to speak 
and listen with more empathy. Discussion 
with Harcourt and others before Rosebery pro-
moted the House of Lords as the lead item in 
the next general election campaign might have 
avoided the demise of Rosebery’s proposals.

The only other colleague with whom 
Rosebery had signi!cant problems was John 
Morley, who bitterly regretted having been 
‘forced’ to stay responsible for Ireland. He ini-
tially wrote a petulant letter to Rosebery say-
ing that he would have nothing to do with 
anything except Irish business in the Com-
mons, and would make no contribution out-
side the House. Rosebery’s response to this 
was to write that he was being let down by his 
close political friend. 

When Asquith remarked, to Rosebery, 
obviously with reference to Harcourt, that 
though touchy and di3cult to manage Mor-
ley was at least a perfect gentleman, Rosebery 
retorted that he was ‘not sure that perfect lady 
would not best describe him’.-6 Morley’s fre-
quent correspondence with Rosebery con-
tinued despite the early frostiness; of the 655 
letters Morley wrote to him, 85 were sent while 
Rosebery was prime minister. 

Whereas one problem of Rosebery’s rela-
tionship with Harcourt was that they never 
met and conversed, Rosebery met and wrote 
to the queen frequently, asking for sympathy 
and to calm her objections. It is di3cult to !nd 
a Liberal policy of which she approved, and 
there were many that she explicitly opposed. 
Rosebery had one policy to which he was 
personally attached: reform (not abolition) 
of the House of Lords. She was scandalised 
by his proposal. She wrote of it that ‘she was 
pained to think that without consulting her, 
not to speak of not obtaining her sanction’,-4 
Rosebery had advocated such a change in the 
British Constitution. When Rosebery politely 
denied that she had the power of sanction, 
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she elevated the disagreement to a claim that 
he could not submit a resolution of that kind 
without the dissolution of parliament. Again, 
Rosebery denied this. 

She was next appalled by the proposal for 
Welsh disestablishment. She refused to deliver 
the sentence in the Queen’s Speech on this. 
When he said he did not want to be in con2ict 
with her views, her response was, ‘she does 
not object to Liberal measures which are not 
revolutionary.’-5 (She thought the death duties 
aspect of Harcourt’s budget revolutionary). 
Rosebery even went so far to tell her that he 
did not agree with Harcourt’s budget. 

There is no indication that the queen read 
Bagehot’s injunction in -868 – that the mon-
arch had the right to be consulted to advise 
and to warn. She acted outside these rights.

Communication skills
It is a relief to be able to record one skill of 
which Rosebery was fully seized. He was, his 
contemporaries thought, a great orator and, 
indeed, this was demonstrated by his ability to 
draw big crowds. Crewe described his oratory 
as: ‘the earnestness, the humour, the in2ex-
ions of voice, most of all perhaps the answer-
ing thrill running through the audience like an 
electric current.’-6 

His wit got him into di3culty, especially 
with Queen Victoria. Her response was, ‘he 
should take a more serious tone and be, if she 
may say so, less jocular which is hardly !t-
ting a Prime Minister.’-8 His close con!dant, 
Sir Edward Hamilton (a senior Treasury o3-
cial), recorded a conversation with Rosebery 
in which he told Rosebery in relation to a par-
ticular speech, ‘that he must try and drop the 
2ippant style as Prime Minister, and also refer-
ences to his holding the o3ce of prime minis-
ter “unworthily”, which have the appearance 
of mock humility. … He admitted the force of 
the criticism and took my remarks very well.’-8

The House of Lords, where he had the 
support of a small minority of Liberal peers, 

was a less successful environment. It was, 
perhaps, his lack of experience of combative 
debate that caused him to make the debilitat-
ing error in responding to Salisbury on home 
rule referred to earlier. 

The paradox about his oratorical skill, 
highly rated and important as it was at that 
time, is that he claimed to derive no pleasure 
from his success in it and frequently tried to 
avoid public meetings, though equally often 
!nally agreeing to perform.

Changing the framework 
He did not change the way in which the cab-
inet or individual ministers or other party of 
government carried out their duties. There 
was still no formal record of cabinet discus-
sions or decisions, though these were revealed 
in part in his weekly letter to the queen.

Vision
There is nothing to show that Rosebery had 
any longer-term view than that embodied in 
his initial belief that he should help the Liberal 
government to survive. His Liberal Imperi-
alist views, supported by a minority of cabi-
net, were not of a new future, but of modest 
expansion of Britain’s interest in Africa. He 
developed no detailed policy or practical strat-
egy on the House of Lords. He had no clear 
ideas on what should be done about Ireland 
except that nothing could be done without 
a majority of English MPs. What President 
George Bush, many years later, described as 
‘the vision thing’, was not something to which 
Liberal or Unionist politicians subscribed – 
you had to be a Socialist to be interested in 
propounding a di1erent future. When his 
proposal about the House of Lords sank into 
the sands of indi1erence, his declared future 
priorities were Welsh disestablishment, tem-
perance reform and one man one vote – prag-
matic single policies. 

Tacitus wrote about the Emperor Galba: 
‘by everyone’s consent capable of reigning, if 
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only he had not reigned.’-. Rosebery is the only 
relatively modern prime minister to proclaim 
beforehand his un!tness for the role – and 
moreover to prove himself right. 

Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman
War secretary under Gladstone and Rosebery, 
C-B (his preferred nomenclature) led the Liber-
als in the Commons for eight years. Personally 
acceptable to Edward VII and to Liberal MPs, 
he was the inevitable choice to take over from 
Balfour when he resigned. He secured a mas-
sive majority in the subsequent general elec-
tion. As leader of a !ssiparous party, C-B faced 
the possible return of Rosebery, who, while 
saying he had no further interest in politics, 
kept reappearing with signi!cant speeches. 
Home rule and the Boer War caused division 
with other Liberals, especially the group of 
Liberal Imperialists led by Asquith, Haldane 
and Grey; some wishing Rosebery to return. 
But these divisions did not in fact destroy C-B’s 
government, as Balfour hoped.

Selecting the cabinet
Asquith, Grey and Haldane had met in Sep-
tember -.55 and agreed the Relugas Compact. 
This was a unique e1ort to persuade C-B to act 
as prime minister in the Lords. They agreed 
roles for themselves and believed he would not 
be e1ective in the Commons; they would not 
join his government unless he agreed.

C-B had been warned about the plot 
and told Asquith, ‘I hear that it has been sug-
gested by that ingenious person Richard Bur-
don Haldane that I should go to the House of 
Lords, a place for which I have neither liking, 
training or ambition.’05 With his wife Char-
lotte’s encouragement, he refused to move. 
C-B had decided early to make Sir Robert Reid 
lord chancellor – the role wanted by Haldane. 
Unlike Haldane, he was experienced in gov-
ernment and was a radical and close personal 
friend to C-B.

C-B !rst secured Asquith as chancellor 
of the exchequer, giving him time to develop 
reasons to accept, and then used Asquith as 
an intermediary with Grey and Haldane, who 
accepted the Foreign O3ce and War O3ce 
respectively. Haldane claimed of the War 
O3ce, ‘it is exactly what I myself longed for’,0- 
apparently forgetting Relugas and what he had 
told his wife. C-B allowed himself mild enjoy-
ment over Haldane taking the job ‘nobody 
would touch with a pole’. Previous di1erences 
between Liberal Imperialists and C-B had no 
in2uence on selection.

So, was Regulas all sound and fury signi-
fying in the end nothing? Haldane’s view was, 
‘Asquith, Grey and I stood together, they were 
forced to take us on our own terms.00 C-B did 
not go to the Lords. Asquith, C-B’s choice for 
chancellor without the Relugas threat, did not 
become leader of the House of Commons and 
e1ectively joint prime minister. Haldane did 
not become lord chancellor (but was a great war 
secretary). The only success was Grey, not C-B’s 
original choice, receiving the Foreign O3ce.

Asquith, in what one can only kindly 
presume was a !t of self-delusion in old age, 
claimed, ‘looking back on the whole a1air, in 
which from !rst to last there was nothing in 
the nature of an intrigue.’06 In his biography of 
Grey, Otte bizarrely claims that ‘it cannot be 
said that their plans had failed’.04

In contrast C-B’s accurate comment after 
Grey’s !nal acceptance was, ‘so they all came 
in – no conditions – there they are’.05 He had 
enhanced his authority, which they had tried 
to diminish. He did very little direct persua-
sion – he let them persuade themselves. But 
the greatest potential in2uence on the selec-
tion of a cabinet failed.

There were no other signi!cant problems 
over the membership of the cabinet. Morley, 
who would still have liked to be foreign sec-
retary, accepted the India O3ce. Rosebery 
received no discussion let alone an o1er. Dilke, 
an amorous republican, disliked by C-B, was 
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the only signi!cant omission. Two important 
appointments were John Burns as the !rst 
working-class member of a cabinet, and Lloyd 
George the !ery Welsh radical as president of 
the Board of Trade.

Managing the cabinet
Unlike Rosebery, who had a major and unrec-
onciled rival, C-B had no rival constantly 
undermining him. To the contrary, he had 
three previous dissidents – Liberal Imperial-
ists – working well with him. Disagreement on 
constitutional issues in South Africa revolved 
around the cabinet’s lawyers, not Liberal 
Imperialism. Views on the likely competence 
of C-B as prime minister changed through 
experience. Haldane, who C-B had believed 
to be the origin of his problems in opposition, 
congratulated him on his success in Septem-
ber -.58, from the political grave in which C-B 
thought he had placed him.

Haldane wrote later, ‘in truth in those 
days C-B neither much liked or understood 
me. Later on, I was to !nd him an admira-
ble Prime Minister to work under.’06 After C-B 
resigned, Grey commented, ‘I have long rec-
ognised that the di3culties that I made when 
the government was being formed was short 
sighted and ill informed.’08 

Haldane was critical of the way in which 
the cabinet worked. He wrote that the cabinet 
was: 

a congested body of about 05 in which the 
powerful orator secured too much atten-
tion. The Prime Minister knew too little of 
the details of what had to be got through to 
be able to apportion the time required for 
discussion. Consequently, instead of rul-
ing the cabinet and regulating the length of 
discussion he left things too much to them-
selves. We had no Secretary, no agenda and 
no minutes.08 

Although an accurate description, this was 
published after he experienced quite di1erent 

arrangements under Ramsay MacDonald 
in -.04, following the Lloyd George cabinet 
reforms. He also thought that too much was 
left to individual initiatives. But Birrell, respon-
sible for education, sought C-B’s counsel fre-
quently. This was a re2ection of a style of C-B’s 
which was, to some eyes, over-delegating, but 
to others was one of C-B’s good features.

Writing in -.5. Sir Almeric Fitzroy (sec-
retary to the Privy Council) wrote, ‘it is the 
opinion of those best quali!ed to judge that 
Asquith’s control of the cabinet is less than Sir 
H Campbell Bannerman used to exercise.’0. 
Wilson thought that C-B was more success-
ful than Asquith in controlling his colleagues 
and preventing their di1erences getting out 
of hand. But he gives no references for this 
opinion.

Decision-making
We have only the recollections of Margot, 
Asquith’s wife, as to Asquith’s version of party 
discussions – recollections perhaps more dra-
matic and colourful than the reality. C-B’s 
tactic of constantly using Asquith to pass his 
views on to Grey and Haldane, and of giving 
Asquith the task of actually !nally o1ering 
them their jobs, was a particularly clever fea-
ture of his decision-making. 

C-B’s powers were considerably enhanced 
when the Liberals won a huge victory in the 
-.56 general election. But, in the Lords, there 
were 48. Unionist and Liberal Unionist peers 
against 88 Liberals, some, like Rosebery, of 
uncertain adherence. The majority had no 
hesitation in vetoing or emasculating a suc-
cession of Liberal bills.

C-B insisted that all the main elements of 
the constitution for South Africa previously 
devised by the Unionist government would 
be abandoned in favour of real self-govern-
ment. He pushed his version through cabinet, 
rejecting the views of Asquith and a cabinet 
committee. There are di1erent versions of 
how the constitution was agreed in cabinet. 
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Lord Riddell, speaking to Lloyd George in April 
-.-6, asked rhetorically, ‘Who was responsi-
ble? Campbell-Bannerman or Asquith?’. Lloyd 
George, ‘Oh C-B he deserves all the credit. It 
was all done in a ten-minute speech at the 
cabinet – the most dramatic, the most impor-
tant ten-minute speech ever delivered in our 
time. He brushed aside all the checks and 
safeguards devised by Asquith, Winston and 
Loreburn.’65 Churchill agreed it was C-B whose 
views prevailed. Asquith’s self-serving dif-
ferent version in -.-0 was ‘the notion that C-B 
was opposed in cabinet, or won it over in rela-
tion to the Transvaal settlement is a ridiculous 
!ction. … Between ourselves he had little or 
nothing to do with the matter and never both-
ered his head about it.’6-

In -.06 Asquith claimed that C-B had 
‘slept placidly’ through the meetings at which 
South Africa’s problems were discussed. C-B’s 
version to Charlotte, ‘Well ma’am they’ve 
agreed and I’ve got it through.’60 Historians 
di1er on C-B’s role. It is possible to reconcile 
Asquith’s demeaning comments about C-B: 
C-B had little involvement in the actual details 
of the later committee that subsequently 
worked out the constitution. 

C-B had been suddenly decisive in forc-
ing his own views on some bills. On the Trades 
Disputes Bill, for example, he stood up in the 
Commons and accepted an amended version 
of part of it, contrary to what his own minister 
had proposed. 

He was in favour of women’s su1rage and 
would have voted in favour on the Women’s 
Enfranchisement Bill in March -.58. How-
ever, he could not commit the government, 
which was split on this issue – especially with 
Asquith an obdurate opponent. In May -.56 
he had met a deputation of 655 women and 
told them that ‘they had made out before the 
country a conclusive and irrefutable case’ and 
‘should keep on pestering’.66

C-B had a long record of criticising the 
House of Lords as a Unionist weapon; and 

accused Balfour of ‘open treachery’ in using it 
as such. The ‘second chamber is being utilised 

Campbell-Bannerman: drawings by Sir 
Francis Carruthers Gould, and Sir Leslie Ward, 
189+s–19++s (both © National Portrait Gallery, 
London)
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as a mere annexe of the Unionist Party.’64 Bal-
four had responded to his defeat in the general 
election by saying that the Unionists should 
still control whether in power or opposition, 
the destinies of this great empire. C-B did not 
accept a cabinet committee proposal for joint 
sessions to resolve di1erences. His own pro-
posal was for a suspensory veto – i.e. bills 
could be delayed for a period of time but even-
tually would go through on the Commons 
majority. There was no prospect of the Lords 
agreeing with this. 

Increasingly war like statements from 
the Kaiser and others led to C-B authorising 
preliminary discussion between British and 
French generals about a possible joint action 
should Germany take o1ensive action, but he 
told the French prime minister that there was 
no agreement on what would happen in a war 
between France and Germany. 

There were no proposals on Irish home 
rule – not even to take action step by step as he 
had indicated before the general election. He 
did enough through discussion to persuade 
the Irish Nationalists to continue to support 
him – for fear of something worse.

Those who had thought him indolent 
and therefore incapable of being a decisive 
prime minster must have been surprised by 
the interventions and decisions recorded 
above. The fact that he displayed willingness 
to compromise, having listened to others, was 
part of the skill through which he avoided not 
just confrontation but serious opposition by 
colleagues. 

Developing e!ective relationships
C-B was blu1, kindly and a1able. Relation-
ships were also easier because he was more 
e1ective than his critics expected. Asquith 
had never been as critical of C-B as Grey and 
Haldane were, and C-B managed a poten-
tially di3cult situation very well. Asquith 
chaired cabinet when C-B was unable to do so. 
In March -.58, C-B told Asquith that he was 

a ‘wonderful colleague, so loyal so disinter-
ested, so able. … You are the greatest gentle-
man I have ever met.’65

Morley, the prickliest of his cabinet, 
developed a positive view. ‘As head of a cabi-
net he was cool acute strangely candid atten-
tive to a1airs considerate.’ He wrote further 
that C-B ‘whilst capable of extremely shrewd 
criticism even on friendly colleagues and their 
in!rmities, was spontaneously kind hearted 
and helpful.’66 His view about the cabinet was 
‘we have been the most absolutely harmo-
nious and amicable that ever was known.’68 
(Morley had been in cabinets under Gladstone 
and Rosebery.)

Grey said of C-B that ‘he made no distinc-
tion in personal relations, between those who 
had helped him and those who had made di3-
culties for him’.68

Perhaps in response to Edward VII’s con-
cerns and perhaps because he felt that they 
had gone too far in their criticism of the Lords, 
C-B wrote mildly reproving letters to Lloyd 
George and Churchill (but he wrote to the king 
emphasising Lloyd George’s skill in handling 
the rail strike in -.58). Churchill in December 
-.-0 wrote that ‘Campbell Bannerman’s was 
a kindly manner which caused the applicant 
going away feeling that his request would if 
possible be granted and then if it was refused 
the Premier would regret refusal more than 
anyone else.’6.

Outside cabinet, C-B’s main relationship 
with a strong political e1ect had been with 
his wife Charlotte. C-B’s declaration that he 
needed to get his wife Charlotte’s approval 
as the ‘!nal arbiter’ on whether to go to the 
House of Lords may have been a convenient 
delay in responding to Asquith, or a re2ection 
of a remaining uncertainty – or his real belief. 
Though this was the most memorable inter-
vention by any twentieth-century prime min-
ister’s wife, she does not seem to have been a 
signi!cant in2uence afterwards except unin-
tentionally, in that her continued ill health 
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distracted him and in her !nal illnesses and 
death actually prevented him from fully acting 
as prime minister. 

In terms of his o3cials, he talked most fre-
quently to Sinclair, his parliamentary private 
secretary. This seems to be mostly a case of Sin-
clair listening and occasionally recording C-B’s 
views rather than himself in2uencing C-B. 

C-B had to deal with a less awesome !g-
ure than Queen Victoria in Edward VII, who 
involved himself quite properly in whether 
C-B should go to the House of Lords, which he 
favoured but did not pursue. While the king 
did not like the policies of the Liberal Party, 
he was never, unlike George V, in the posi-
tion of actually having to have to sign a bill 
reducing the power of the House of Lords. His 
problems with C-B were often about commu-
nication, and he complained that C-B never 
consulted him. C-B’s reports on cabinet meet-
ings were certainly perfunctory, lacking detail 
to explain what happened. They di1ered on 
South Africa, the Trade Disputes Bill, educa-
tion and su1ragettes – perhaps the ‘warn’ part 
of his role.

C-B was characteristically emollient in 
dealing with the King’s criticisms of speeches 
by Lloyd George, writing that they were after all 
responding to vehement Unionist comments 
– and that possibly Lloyd George had made 
his speech in Welsh and had been mistrans-
lated. The king particularly objected to a Lloyd 
George speech asking whether the country was 
to be governed by the king and Lords or king 
and people. ‘He objected to bringing the sover-
eign’s name in these violent tirades.’45 

He objected to some of C-B’s nominations 
for peerages – but in the end accepted them. 
C-B recommended Florence Nightingale as the 
!rst female to receive the Order of Merit: the 
king delayed this. 

The king had broken convention by 
attending Charlotte’s funeral at Marienbad. 
He also broke normal bounds by visiting -5 
Downing Street to see C-B in his dying days 

– he was told C-B was too ill to see him. And 
when he accepted C-B’s resignation, he wrote 
that, ‘It has always been a great pleasure and 
satisfaction to me to do business with you at 
all times.’4-

Communication skills
One of the reasons the Relugas trio wanted to 
place C-B in the House of Lords was that he was 
a poor performer against A.9J. Balfour, whose 
skills enabling him to show how many saints 
could dance on the point of a needle had often 
secured no successful response from C-B. 

C-B impressed more as prime minis-
ter than in opposition, especially his perfor-
mance in the House of Commons. Backed by 
a large majority of Liberal MPs (in contrast to 
his experience before -.56), he had a much 
more sympathetic audience. He responded 
brilliantly to Balfour’s !rst intervention: C-B’s 
unplanned but successful response was, ‘The 
Right Honourable Gentleman is like the Bour-
bons. He has learnt nothing. He comes back 
to this new House of Commons with the same 
airy graces – the same subtle dialectics – and 
the same light and frivolous way of dealing 
with great questions.’ C-B described the ques-
tions that Balfour posed as ‘utterly futile, 
non-sensical and misleading. I say enough of 
his foolery.’40 This attack was fuelled by C-B’s 
dislike of Balfour. Turning Balfour’s debating 
strength into a weakness was a masterly dis-
play of skill which ended Balfour’s dominance. 

He had few of the same platform arts to 
excite passion as Rosebery, Harcourt and, 
later, Lloyd George did. He used an accurate 
image in a speech on -0 February -.58 in which 
he compared the House of Lords to a watchdog 
which was sometimes somnolent and some-
times ferociously active. (Lloyd George later 
described the Lords as a poodle.) The Irish jour-
nalist and MP T.9P. O’Connor wrote, ‘despite 
his failings I know of no man in the House of 
Commons who can make a speech more lucid, 
more choice and lucid in diction’.46
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Changing the framework
The most dramatic change to the framework 
of government would be revision of the pow-
ers and membership of the House of Lords. 
C-B’s idea, of suspensory veto, was not acted 
on until Asquith’s Parliament Act of -.--. 

He required cabinet ministers to provide 
details of, and most to resign from, their direc-
torships in companies, a potential source of 
corruption. 

C-B and his cabinet agreed with the idea 
that MPs should be paid £655 a year, but they 
were told by the chancellor, Asquith, that 
there was no money available. 

Vision
Haldane thought that C-B was ‘not identi!ed 
in the public mind with any fresh ideas for 
indeed he had none’,44 and described him as a 
dear old Tory; but other ministers did not take 
this view – which was contradicted by the pol-
icies he pushed.

C-B’s view on the crucial issue of Irish 
home rule was that it should be put into e1ect 
through a sequence of steps towards a !nal 
achievement. This was not visionary; it was an 
accommodation of political reality in relation 
to the House of Lords. 

When he gained his huge majority in 
-.56, he did engage in something close to 
a visionary approach in one area, when he 
insisted that the arrangements with the vari-
ous parts of South Africa should be based on 
the view that, if you were magnanimous, you 
were more likely to achieve a successful pol-
icy, and in addition there should be represent-
ative government even though that excluded 
the coloured population. 

C-B was a politician interested in prag-
matic approaches to the future, not a vision-
ary about a new society. 
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The Final Act of The Final Act of 
‘Liverpool’s Most ‘Liverpool’s Most 
Distinguished Son’: Distinguished Son’: 
William Ewart William Ewart 
Gladstone, Hengler’s Gladstone, Hengler’s 
Circus, September 1896Circus, September 1896
Wi::i;, Ew;)t G:;dsto?e is one of 

Liverpool’s most famous sons and 
was born on 0. December -85. at 

60 Rodney Street. His family had accrued their 
fortune through the transatlantic slave trade, 
and their residence was the palatial Seaforth 
House, not far from the banks of the River 
Mersey, in Seaforth. A young Gladstone was 
educated at Seaforth Preparatory School and 
then sent to Eton. He later attended Christ 
Church College, Oxford, achieving a double 
!rst in Classics and Mathematics. According 
to his contemporaries, Gladstone never lost 
his northern accent and always maintained 
familial links to Liverpool.-

Alongside his arch-nemesis Benjamin 
Disraeli, Gladstone was undoubtedly the most 
important political !gure of the Victorian 
period.0 He sat in the House of Commons from 
-866 until his retirement as an MP in -8.5. His 
political journey was from that of a staunch 
early-Victorian ‘High Tory’ to a mid-Victorian 
Liberal, and in the !nal stage of his career, he 
was a late-Victorian Radical.6 Indeed, John 

Morley, Gladstone’s faithful disciple and biog-
rapher, asked him in later life why he remained 
in politics so long; he responded that ‘I was 
brought up to fear and detest liberty. I grew to 
love it. That is the secret of my whole career’.4

Gladstone holds the honour of being 
elected British prime minister more times 
than anybody else. On four separate occa-
sions, stretching over a quarter of century, 
he occupied the country’s principal politi-
cal position. He !rst became prime minister 
in -868 until -884, leading what A.9J.9P. Tay-
lor has claimed to be the !rst and only truly 
Liberal government.5 Gladstone returned in 
-885 before dividing his party over his deci-
sion to support home rule for Ireland; he fell 
from power in -885, only to return brie2y in 
-886. His !nal term as prime minister came 
between -8.0 and -8.4, when he once again 
attempted, and failed, to achieve home rule 
for Ireland. Gladstone was replaced as Lib-
eral leader and prime minister by his protégé, 
Lord Rosebery (Archibald Philip Primrose) 
in -8.4. He did not contest the -8.5 general 

Gladstone
Paul A. Nuttall recalls William Ewart Gladstone’s speech on the Armenian massacres 
in the city of his birth.
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election and played no part in the campaign, 
which saw the Liberals lose and Rosebery 
replaced as prime minister by the Conserva-
tive peer, Lord Salisbury. 

Gladstone’s retirement, however, was 
only temporary and he was drawn back into 
public life for a !nal time by events occurring 
over three thousand miles away in Armenia; 
and this forms the subject of this article, as 
Gladstone’s last great political act occurred in 
his home city of Liverpool. On 04 September 
-8.6 Gladstone mounted the stage in front of 
a packed audience at Hengler’s Circus, West 
Derby Road, Liverpool. He was 86 years of age, 
partially blind, profoundly deaf and strug-
gling to walk. Although his capacity for phys-
ical exertion had deteriorated, his mind was 
as supple as ever, and his speech, which lasted 
one hour and twenty minutes, made global 

headlines and had profound domestic political 
consequences.

The subject of Gladstone’s speech was 
the slaughter of thousands of Armenians at 
the hands of the Ottoman Empire. Armenia is 
a small landlocked country located between 
the Black Sea and Caspian Sea. During the 
late Victorian period, the western part of the 
country fell within the borders of the Otto-
man Empire and the east into Russia. The 
Armenians were considered second-class cit-
izens by their Ottoman rulers, primarily on 
the grounds of their Christian faith, and they 
were thus treated accordingly. The massacre 
of Armenian civilians had begun in -8.4 and it 
is estimated that between 55,555 and 655,555 
people were killed in a three-year period. The 
pivotal role played by Sultan Abdul Hamid II 
ensured they became known as the ‘Hamidian 
massacres’.

The invention of the telegraph allowed 
news of the Ottoman atrocities to be reported 
around the world, and there was popular out-
cry in Britain. Gladstone placed himself at the 
forefront of the public outrage and gave his 
!rst speech denouncing Ottoman barbarism 
in Chester in August -8.5. Moreover, in a letter 
to the Daily Chronicle, Gladstone accused the 
European powers of a conspiracy of silence on 
the subject.6 Public meetings imploring the 
British government to intervene began to be 
organised across the country in the summer of 
-8.6. The people of Liverpool also demanded 
that a3rmative action was taken by the gov-
ernment, and they were determined to make 
their voices heard. 

To this end, the city’s lord mayor, the six-
teenth Earl of Derby (-84-–-.58), received a 
deputation of local notables, including the 
Tory East Toxteth MP, Augustus Warr (-848–
-.58), the local Liberal leader, Richard Durning 
Holt (-868–-.4-), former Liberal MP and editor 
of the Liverpool Daily Post, Sir Edward Rus-
sell (-864–-.05), and Cllr Archibald Salvidge 
(-866–-.08), the chairman of the Liverpool 

Addressing the audience at Hengler’s Circus, (4 
September 1896 (Source: Ron Jones)

The Final Act of ‘Liverpool’s Most Distinguished Son’
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Workingmen’s Conservative Association. All 
were appalled by the actions of the Ottomans 
in Armenia, and they demanded that a public 
meeting be held so the city’s feelings could be 
exhibited to not only to the country, but the 
world. The petition stated: 

We the undersigned citizens of Liverpool, 
feeling deep indignation at the horrible 
treatment to which the Armenian Christians 
are being subjected to by their Turkish rulers 
respectfully request your Lordship to sum-
mon a town’s meeting to urge upon Her Maj-
esty’s Ministers the necessity of requiring 
the Sultan to stop further atrocities.8

The lord mayor promptly agreed to the request 
and Hengler’s Circus, which in later years 
became the Hippodrome Theatre, was booked 
for the afternoon of Thursday 04 September 
-8.6. 

The next question was who would be the 
star attraction to ensure that the meeting gar-
nered maximum publicity? Edward Evans, 
the chairman of the Liverpool Reform Club, 
suggested that Gladstone would be the ideal 
guest to address the meeting. Unsurprisingly, 
this suggestion was met with some resist-
ance, particularly in local Tory quarters. For 
example, Edward Lawrence (-808–-.5.), a 
Conservative alderman and prominent cot-
ton merchant, stated that Gladstone’s pres-
ence ‘would not be universally welcome’.8 
Regardless of Lawrence’s objection, the for-
mer prime minister was the ideal candidate to 
address the meeting. His presence would not 
only ensure that what was said at the meet-
ing would be widely reported, but he had been 
openly critical of the British government’s rel-
ative ambivalence about the slaughter of the 
Armenians. Indeed, it is fair to say that Glad-
stone’s views chimed with both the people 
and the civic leaders of his home city. There-
fore, when the Liverpool Conservative Par-
ty’s governing body met, the local leader, Sir 
Arthur Forwood, concluded that it would be 

viewed as unnecessarily partisan to object to 
Gladstone’s presence. Thus, the local party 
supported the plan to o1er the former prime 
minister an invitation to speak on behalf of 
the people of Liverpool..

The organisers found that Gladstone was 
more than willing to address a Liverpool audi-
ence; it would ensure that his cause garnered 
publicity and gained even more traction in 
press. The cross-party meeting would also be 
the !rst time Gladstone had spoken in the city 
since he had been made a freeman of Liver-
pool in -8.0. Moreover, he enjoyed speaking 
at Hengler’s Circus, once stating that the venue 
provides ‘a noble presentation of the audi-
ence’.-5 As soon as Gladstone’s attendance was 
announced, there was an immense amount of 
public interest. The meeting was not ticketed 
and although the speeches were scheduled to 
begin at 0 p.m., the doors of Hengler’s Circus 
opened at ..65 a.m. and the auditorium was 
full by -5.65 a.m. According to the Liverpool 
Daily Post, ‘nine-tenths were drawn perhaps 
by the hope of hearing England’s most venera-
ble servant’.-- 

Gladstone’s entourage, which included 
his wife, Catherine, and his son, Herbert, was 
welcomed to Liverpool by cheering crowds at 
James Street Station. Liberal leader Richard 
Holt escorted the family from the station to 
Hengler’s Circus where Gladstone was intro-
duced onto the platform by Lord Derby, who, 
as lord mayor, chaired the meeting. Other 
speakers included Forwood, Lawrence, Rus-
sell and Warr. The Liverpool Daily Post noted 
how Gladstone had aged: ‘he walks a little 
heavier on his stick’ and ‘the lines of age have 
deepened’. It also observed how his voice had 
weakened and how he spoke ‘with the sweet-
est whisper of persuasion’.-0 

Gladstone began his speech by clarify-
ing that what he was about to say was not a 
denunciation of the Islamic faith. He told the 
audience that many Muslims had ‘resisted 
these misdeeds with the utmost of their 

The Final Act of ‘Liverpool’s Most Distinguished Son’
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power’ and deserved ‘our sympathy and 
admiration’.-6 This sentiment was echoed 
by Lawrence, who reminded the audience 
that millions of Muslims in India were loyal 
to the queen empress, and many also served 
in the Indian Army. Gladstone claimed that 
the blame for the Armenian atrocities rested 
solely with the government in Constantinople 
and in particular with Sultan Hamid II, who he 
claimed was ‘adding massacre to massacre’.-4 

To cries of ‘shame’, Gladstone told his 
audience that ‘men are beaten, human excre-
ment rubbed in their faces … women and girls 
are insulted and dishonoured and dragged 
from their beds naked at night’. He called for 
the British government to intervene, but he 

believed that they would only act if forced by 
popular outcry. ‘It has become necessary to 
strengthen the hands of the executive gov-
ernment by an expression of national will’, he 
stated. Gladstone also did not con!ne his criti-
cism to the British government. He argued that 
‘Concert Europe’ had ‘failed in what is known 
as the Eastern Question’, and its inaction was 
a ‘miserable disgrace’. Gladstone concluded 
with a call for the ‘civilised states of Europe’ to 
combine and put an end to the atrocities. The 
Liverpool Daily Post proudly announced that 
‘through its most distinguished son and free-
man, Liverpool has spoken’.-5

The British press was divided over the 
contents of Gladstone’s Liverpool speech. 
Whereas The Times called on ‘all sober 

Hengler’s Circus (The Builder, ( December 18&6) 
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politicians to part company with him’,-6 the 
Morning Post claimed that Gladstone’s words 
would have ‘a salutary e1ect, both home and 
abroad’.-8 The international coverage was 
equally divided, especially in France. The Éclair 
newspaper claimed that Gladstone’s speech 
amounted to a war with ‘Britain and France 
against the rest of Europe’;-8 yet Rappel claimed 
that Gladstone speech showed that ‘Great Brit-
ain alone defends the cause of humanity’.-.  

The prime minister, Lord Salisbury, 
sympathised with Gladstone’s arguments, 
but he was not prepared to jeopardise peace 
in Europe; especially after being warned by 
the Russian monarch, Tsar Nicholas II, that 
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire would 
result in instability and possibly a ‘European 
war’.05 He therefore simply ignored the Liv-
erpool intervention. The Liberal Party, how-
ever, could not ignore the return of its former 
leader, and the press contrasted Gladstone’s 
call for action with the inaction of its current 
leader, Lord Rosebery, who had previously 
warned against acting on ‘impulse’.0- The 
Daily Chronicle called Rosebery ‘weak’, and 
The Spectator accused him of being ‘ridicu-
lously inadequate’.00 Rosebery was furious 
with Gladstone’s Liverpool speech and, to the 
amazement of both his party and the country, 
he resigned. He also wrote Gladstone a private 
note stating that: 

I will not disguise that you have, by again 
coming forward and advocating a policy 
I cannot support, innocently and uncon-
sciously dealt the coup de grace.06

Although Roy Jenkins has concluded that the 
Hengler’s Circus speech had ‘more e1ect on 
the internecine warfare within the Liberal 
Party’ than it did on British foreign policy,04 
there can be no doubt it was Gladstone’s last 
political act. The atrocities in Armenia ceased 
the following year and Gladstone died on -. 
May -8.8. The speech therefore represented 
one of Liverpool’s greatest ever citizens, 

conducting his !nal political act in his home 
city, and what is more, it was at the behest of 
the local people. It was a !tting end to a long 
and glittering career in public life. 

This article originally appeared in Liverpool History, 
the journal of the Liverpool History Society, and is 
reprinted with the kind permission of the Society.
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Edward Donner and Edward Donner and 
the rise of Manchester the rise of Manchester 
LiberalismLiberalism
The ?;,e o& Edward Donner is no 

longer familiar even to historians of 
the Liberal Party; but it should be, for 

he was hugely in2uential in making the great 
northern city of Manchester a Victorian and 
Edwardian bastion of Liberalism. Party activ-
ist during the latter 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 -.58 by-election. 
Described in the Manchester Evening News, 
after his death, as ‘the leader of liberalism in 
Manchester’,- he has somehow been erased 
from history. Perhaps one reason lies in his 
own character, for the Manchester Evening 
News also commented that ‘To those who 
know him intimately Mr Donner is a most 
unassuming gentleman whose force of char-
acter is hidden between a veil of modesty.’0 

Born in -845, the son of Scarborough 
solicitor and entrepreneur Edward Sedge!eld 
Donner,6 he studied at Oxford University 
where he met and became friendly with James 
Bryce,4 later cabinet member and ambassa-
dor to the United States, and also with A.9V. 
Dicey of The Law of the Constitution fame. A 
Classics scholar, with a !rst in Mods and later 
coming seventh in the country in the Indian 

Civil Service exams, Donner was destined for a 
lucrative administrative career in India. All of 
that changed after the death of his father and, 
instead, he arrived in Manchester to work for 
the family shipping !rm of Chamberlin, Don-
ner & Co. of Aytoun Street5 as a cotton mer-
chant. This apparent descent into trade, no 
doubt partly to maintain his father’s widow 
(Donner’s mother had died when he was aged 
0) and many younger siblings, was the making 
of him.

On arrival in Manchester, he not only fell 
in love and married Anna, the daughter of a 
local banker, but he quickly found kindred 
spirits determined to develop the potential 
of this rapidly growing northern metropo-
lis. His !rst great project was to be involved 
in the foundation of Manchester High School 
for Girls,6 for he felt strongly that girls should 
be educated to the same standards as boys 
and have equal opportunities to develop their 
academic talents. His in2uence in education 
rapidly extended to Manchester Grammar 
School,8 where he became a governor and 
vice-chairman, and to the foundation and 
support of other local schools.8 He was also 
highly in2uential in the foundation of Man-
chester University from its origins in Owens 
College and was a familiar face to many in that 
developing institution. By the -865s, Owens 
College was an exciting ferment of ideas with 
research a priority, pushing the boundaries of 

Liberalism in Manchester
Derek Earls recounts the story of a major !gure in Manchester Liberalism in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century
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many subjects in a way in which a provincial 
university had the freedom to do. In a history 
of the college published in -.55,. Edward Don-
ner is listed as a life governor and a member of 
the council. Donner got to know well various 
visiting and existing professors, teaching sta1 
and students. He was also delighted that his 
best man, James Bryce, was professor of juris-
prudence from -885 to -885. It was actually 
Donner who proposed the formal resolution 
for an independent foundation of Manches-
ter as a university in -.50.-5 Despite his crucial 
role, including the donation of sports facili-
ties and his residence in his will,-- you will !nd 
it hard to !nd any acknowledgement of him 
from the present-day university, which has 
largely forgotten his contribution. Donner’s 
in2uence in the university and its forebears 
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 in2uenced 
many university contacts in liberal thought 
and ideas. It is likely that his own perception of 
liberalism was also honed and re!ned by oth-
ers in this exciting academic institution.

Indeed, from the time of his arrival in 
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 the dean, 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-
con who involved him with the High School 
for Girls project. Of course not all may have 
shared his politics. But many had an openness 
to new ideas and direction necessary in a rap-
idly developing industrial city. It is interesting 
that, although many Liberal stalwarts were 
active Nonconformists,-0 Donner was a com-
mitted Anglican who also became involved 
in Manchester diocesan a1airs.-6 Indeed, so 
deeply did he take his church commitments 

that he was prepared to defy the party line 
and vigorously 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.9P. 
Scott. 

Above all Donner was very happy to work 
with those of in2uence in order to further his 
passionate concern for social justice and the 
development of community. This including 
modern and scienti!c ideas, and this was a 
spur for him to become involved with a wide 
variety of organisations, from a hospital for 
the deaf to industrial schools for o1enders and 
those likely to o1end.-5 He observed with hor-
ror the drunkenness on Manchester’s streets 
as he walked to and from his o3ce each day – 
a distance of several miles; this led him to the 
temperance lobby. His role as a merchant led 
to involvement with British and foreign sail-
ors’ benevolence. He championed children’s 
homes for orphans-6 and nursing help for the 
poor.-8 He became a trustee of the Manchester 
Royal In!rmary, was involved in the Manches-
ter Royal Eye Hospital, and in -8.4 the Man-
chester Medical Socie ty appointed him as a 
vice-president. He had a philanthropic interest 

Edward Donner (Manchester Evening News,  
9 November 19+&)

Edward Donner and the rise of Manchester Liberalism
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in the then cutting edge of science, especially 
with regard to cancer treatment and the then 
revolutionary use of the Rontgen ray appara-
tus (i.e. X-ray machine). As far back as -888, 
he was treasurer of the local fund of the British 
Association for the Advancement of Science, 
which visited Manchester in that year. 

As well as charitable work and support for 
those in need, which included much !nancial 
generosity, he was also a patron of the Arts. 
In a desire to see Manchester as a great cen-
tre of culture, he worked hard with others, in 
particular to establish and support the Whit-
worth Art Gallery. He was one of the original 
governors-8 and prominent at its opening. He 
also obtained, in -8.8, a !rst folio of Shake-
speare for the Christie Library. Sadly, this was 
stolen in -.80 and never recovered.-. He was 
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 owing to his gen-
erosity that the Ash!eld estate was acquired 
for public purposes and added to Platt Fields, 
the great South Manchester park.’05 The pro-
vision of a !ne pavilion on the newly opened 
sports ground for Owens College was largely 
due to him,0- and, in -.00, he gave £555 
towards the new sports !eld for Manchester 
High School for Girls. 

In -.58 he 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 grati!ed by the bar-
onetcy conferred on Mr Edward Donner. 
To the general public he is known as a man 
whose lead is always in the !eld of benefac-
tion and always commands a following. Mr 
Donner also includes in his activities a large 
share in the management of the Hulme’s 
charity (as Chairman of the Governors) the 
Manchester Royal In!rmary (as a member of 

the Board of Management), the Manchester 
University (as a representative governor), 
the Hulme Hall, the Girls’ High School, and 
the Manchester Grammar School. To these 
and to other local institutions and to local 
charities generally he has given with a gen-
erous hand.00

His philanthropy earned him the freedom of 
the City of Manchester in -.-6.06

His liberal politics were intertwined with 
this philanthropy. The philanthropy was not 
a means of garnishing votes or favours but 
arose from deeply held convictions. His lib-
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 
as running a successful business – one can 
only assume that, with his time spent in so 
many di1erent 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.04 Again this was intertwined with his 
liberal economics and his commitment to free 
trade. The banking sector was vital to Man-
chester’s economic success, and Donner’s 
stable in2uence in this should not be underes-
timated. Research has shown that:

Manchester’s !nancial sector underwent 
a particularly radical transformation. In 
-880 the -0 banks making up the new Man-
chester clearing had a collective turnover of 
£6. million. By -8.6 this !gure had nearly 
trebled to £-.- million making Manches-
ter home to the largest provincial clearing 
house in the country.05

Not only was Donner economically literate and 
skilled in !nance and trade, but he was also 

Edward Donner and the rise of Manchester Liberalism
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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, as a merchant running a shipping 
company, free trade was very much in his 
business interests. He rejected the view pro-
claimed by tari1 reformers that, when there 
is an import duty, the burden of the duties is 
borne by the exporter. It was not only his opin-
ion but the collective experience of the great 
shipping houses of Manchester that duties are 
paid by the importing people and that it is folly 
to talk of ‘taxing the foreigner’: 

Sir Edward Donner, of the !rm of Chamber-
lin, Donner and Co., merchant manufactur-
ers of velvets, velveteens, &c., was not less 
emphatic in his statement that it is the con-
sumer who pays. His !rm, he said, do a con-
siderable business with American States. In 
all cases tari1s are met with, and the burden 
of them is as a matter of course cast on the 
shoulders of the purchasing !rms, who pass 
it on to their customers, and they, doubtless, 
to the actual user.06

One reason that Manchester was such a Lib-
eral stronghold was that Donner was but one 
of many merchants and traders in cotton and 
other goods seeking a sensible business envi-
ronment founded on free trade rather than 
protection. Not only did this result in fewer 
bureaucratic restrictions but also led to lower 
costs for businesses and more competitive 
prices for consumers, as well as increasing 
imports and exports. But certainly, in Don-
ner’s case, progressive social attitudes and 
local action were helped by the economic ben-
e!ts 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-
ism not only encouraged prosperity but also 
sought public improvements for the bene!t of 
all, as well as trying to avoid evil social conse-
quences. As a wealthy Anglican businessman 

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

Suburban Liberalism was successful, not 
because it spoke the language of a privi-
leged group, but, somewhat paradoxically, 
because it attacked a privileged group – the 
largely Anglican property-owning class who 
resisted the public improvements prized by 
many of the lower middle class.08 

Of course, many other Liberals both then and 
since have involved themselves in philan-
thropy and social action, but it is hard to !nd 
any who gave so extensively or unselfcon-
sciously of their time for the relief of others 
and the wider good of their local community 
or had such a lifelong commitment to the area. 

So, from the start of his move to Man-
chester, Donner rapidly became a stalwart 
of Liberal institutions and political activism. 
His modest charm and gentle persuasion and 
wise counsel counted for much. Unlike more 
radical local liberals like Sir Henry Roscoe,08 
who became for a time MP for South Man-
chester, his was a less strident voice but 
nonetheless e1ective, especially to a wider 
audience than Liberal stalwarts. His style was 
well summed up by C.9P. Scott when Scott 
took over from him in -.5. as president of 
the Liberal Federation. The local press quoted 
him as saying:

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 as a revolutionary (Hear, hear). He 
was an extremely convinced and convinc-
ing Liberal, who combined in a remarkable 
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 not know whether 
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Sir Edward Donner had taken out a patent 
for his particular kind of Liberalism but if 
he had it was to be hoped he would work it 
actively in this country and that his coun-
try would have the bene!t of its product – 
(Cheers and laughter.)’0.

Donner was indeed a familiar and in2uential 
!gure in all local Liberal institutions. He had 
succeeded Sir Charles Swann (who was MP for 
North Manchester) as president of the Man-
chester Liberal Federation in -.58.65 Although, 
as we see above, he resigned this in favour of 
his friend C.9P. Scott in -.5., he did remain as 
a vice-president. He was a member of Man-
chester Reform Club probably from its estab-
lishment in -868. In -88-, it moved into !ne 
new premises on King Street designed by 
architect Edward Saloman. Here much Lib-
eral business, no doubt both municipal and 
national, was done in convivial surround-
ings. In -8.., at the thirty-second annual 
meeting, chaired by President Mr Edwin 
Guthrie, he was listed as on the Reform Club 
political committee.6- He later progressed 
to becoming president. He was generous in 
funding the Liberal cause, donating £55 to 
the MLU (Manchester Liberal Union) in the 

-8.5s and another £55 for the new Liberal 
Club in -8.6.60 

But for sheer length of service, which 
itself is an indication of the priority Donner 
placed upon it, his presidency of the South 
Manchester Liberal Association, from -.55 to 
-.-6, must rank as highly signi!cant. This was 
the association most concerned with Don-
ner’s immediate surroundings and the area 
and people he knew best. I have found no evi-
dence that Donner represented Liberalism in a 
formal capacity beyond Manchester, although 
his contribution within Manchester was out-
standing and well known to national leaders. 

Perhaps here is a good place to mention 
the reputation of Edward and his wife, Anna 
Donner, for hospitality. Able to a1ord a full 
household sta1, they delighted in entertaining 
and introducing people from di1erent spheres 
to one another. Such an exchange of ideas 
cannot be quanti!ed but was of immense 
value. In summer, the lovely garden in their 
house at Oak Mount in Fallow!eld was used 
for garden parties for many di1erent charities 
and organisations, from the South Manches-
ter Liberal Association itself to a local Catho-
lic Convent School66 and the British Medical 
Society’s seventieth meeting, in -.50. Each 
Sunday, they would entertain sta1 from the 
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 as a visit by a delegate, Sadie Harper, 
from an American university, who wrote, ‘I sat 
on Sir Edward’s right, and he was just delight-
ful to talk to. Oh you would have loved both 
him and Lady Donner, they were such charm-
ing people.’64

Unlike many of his contemporaries, 
including his best man, James Bryce, he did 
not seek to stand for parliament but rather put 
all his e1orts into the local community, try-
ing, with Anna, to make it a better and a safer 
place. Nevertheless, he had a real and vital 

Manchster Reform Club at election time, c.189+ 
(Club-Land, 85)
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contact with those who were MPs. In a letter to 
James Bryce, dated 6 April -885, he writes: 

I couldn’t write last night for we were out 
& only got news of your election in the 
evening. I have just sent a telegram with our 
heartiest congratulations – I am awfully glad 
old fellow. The Liberal victory has surprised 
everyone here by its substance. Personally I 
am just as well pleased that things have gone 
as they have, for I can’t stand Dizzy – he 
would be in any party sooner or later. I hope 
the Liberals will make a strong government 
… no reason why they should not.

Anna sends very kind wishes also to you 
& your northern sisters, & adds her included 
warmest congratulations.

Every a1ection, 
Edward Donner65

James Bryce rose quickly in political 
importance as an MP, and, in a letter to him 
dated 00 August -8.0, Donner writes:

My dear Bryce, We are both delighted that 
you are in the Cabinet. Accept our best con-
gratulations. I shall hope to see you at Lin-
glands again as you have a lot of Duchy 
property there. We came home on Friday 
evening. Anna is very well, & I am too, but 
I !nd this morning I am not much good at 
writing. We spent our time at Sars & the Eif-
fel art both very delightful. With kindest 
remembrances to your wife & yourself, 
Every a1ection, Edward Donner.66

That they continued to correspond on sub-
stantive matters of politics can be seen in a 
letter from Donner to Bryce, dated . December 
-8.4,68 in which Donner proclaimed:

It is not the ordinary voter, known to politi-
cal workers, who counts, but the large class 
of those not known to politicians, but who 
turn situations. The College68 touches them 
at busy points, as many hundreds of stu-
dents pass through it every year or two.

Here we !nd a conscious recognition, if one 
were needed, of the importance of his con-
tacts with Owen’s College, the forerunner of 
the university. He was conscious that his Lib-
eralism belonged amongst, and in2uenced, 
the free exchange of ideas from those eager 
for academic knowledge and professional 
skills.

Donner was recommended to Camp-
bell-Bannerman in preparation for the for-
mer’s visit to Manchester in -8.., with the 
assurance ‘that Edward Donner is the best 
man to act as your host. He is an Oxford man & 
a very nice fellow, also quite one of the leading 
M’ter Liberals.’6. Clarke, in his chapter on ‘Men 
of light and leading’,45 sees Donner as typical 
of highly in2uential local Liberals – respect-
able and with a social conscience – without 
whom MPs lacked solid constituency support. 
Campbell-Bannerman immediately warmed 
to Donner and there began a personal friend-
ship between the two of them. 

Donner’s in2uence in national politics 
increased when, in -.58, he became presi-
dent of the Manchester Liberal Federation. 
Certainly, all of this !ts in with James Moore’s 
thesis, examining South Manchester, that 
‘popular community-based campaigning that 
addressed local needs could provide powerful 
cross-class appeals and help address Liberal 
decline in urban politics’4- Donner’s genial, 
thoughtful, philanthropic and unthreatening 
character was both attractive and e1ective. 
However, partly because he was modest and 
unassuming, his contribution has so often 
been subsequently ignored or understated. 

Personal friendship with Campbell Ban-
nerman led to Donner entertaining him on a 
prime ministerial visit to Manchester in May 
-.58. A newspaper 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 at the 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 o1 to Mr 
Donner’s house at Fallow!eld. As they left 
the station the cheering was renewed 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 cameras to take snapshots of Man-
chester’s distinguished visitor.40

Interestingly, it was in November of the same 
year that Edward Donner was made Baronet 
by Sir Henry in the King’s Birthday Hon-
ours list. The Manchester Evening News of . 
November not only listed Donner’s philan-
thropy and citizenship but also elaborated his 
modest character and the e1ect of his friend-
ship and in2uence in Liberalism at the high-
est level:

Though of liberal views Mr Donner is not 
in any sense an aggressive politician and 
the fact that the Premier on his last visit to 
Manchester, was the guest of Mr Donner at 
Oak Drive, Fallow!eld, had rather a social 
and personal than political signi!cance. Sir 
Henry Campbell-Bannerman, who on previ-
ous visits had been the guest of Mr Donner, 
spoke highly on that occasion of his host’s 
valuable help ‘Not only in the cause of Lib-
eralism but in support of every good work, 

educational and philanthropic.’ Sir Edward 
Donner is married and has no family.46

Despite his connections, his industry, 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 
04 April -.58. It was a three-way contest with 
a Conservative and a Socialist candidate also 
standing.44 Churchill had been the Liberal MP 
for the constituency since -.56, but he had to 
stand again in a by-election because he had 
been appointed as President of the Board of 
Trade. At that time, 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 su1rage movement. This 
latter was a little surprising, because Church-
ill was on record as being sympathetic to their 
cause. However, at this stage, it should be 
noted, the Liberal government had not com-
mitted to women’s su1rage. From an account 
in the Manchester Guardian:

At the close of a crowded meeting in the 
Cathedral Schools yesterday Mr. Win-
ston Churchill was asked what he would 
do to help women to get the Parliamentary 
su1rage.

He said: ‘I will try my best as and when 
occasion o1ers, because I do think sincerely 
that the women have always had a logical 
case, and they have now got behind them a 
great popular demand among women. 

‘It is no longer a movement of a few 
extravagant and excitable people, but a 
movement which is gradually spreading to 
all classes of women, and, that being so, it 
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assumes the same character as franchise 
movements have previously assumed.

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

‘I believe the in2uence of women in the 
temperance question would be highly bene-
!cial. When I see the great forces of prejudice 
and monopoly with which we are con-
fronted, I am ready to say that the women 
must come into the !ghting line and do their 
share in !ghting for the cause of progress.’ 
(Cheers.) 

Mrs C.9H. Pankhurst writes from the o3ce 
of the National Women’s Social and Political 
Union: 

‘Except that we regard it as a sign that our 
campaign against the Government is having 
its e1ect, we attach no value to Mr. Church-
ill’s assertion that he will use his in2uence 
with the Government in the interests of 
women’s su1rage. 

‘Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman is in 
favour of ‘votes for women’, yet he, as Prime 
Minister, could not induce his colleagues 
to take action, and where his in2uence 
failed Mr. Winston Churchill’s is not likely to 
succeed.

‘We wish to make it clear to Mr. Winston 
Churchill that we shall not be satis!ed by 
anything less than a de!nite undertaking 
from Mr Asquith and the Government as a 
whole that the Women’s Enfranchisement 
Bill now before the House of Commons is to 
be carried into law without delay. Unless this 
o3cial Government pledge is made to us we 
shall continue our opposition to the candi-
dature of Mr. Churchill and other Govern-
ment candidates.’45

Interestingly, in this regard Sir Edward was 
himself at this time not convinced by the 
campaign for women’s su1rage, a fact proba-
bly known by the Pankhurst family. A school 

history records that, ‘The daughters of Mrs 
Pankhurst, Christabel, Sylvia and Adela, who 
all at one time or another played a prominent 
part in the cause of women’s su1rage, were all 
members of Manchester High School for Girls 
in the last decade of the nineteenth century 
and all were prominent in the cause of wom-
en’s su1rage.’46 It seems from the account 
that Christabel and Adela were happy there 
but Sylvia hated it. A decade later, Donner 
found himself at odds over women’s suf-
frage with the headmistress of the school he 
had been very in2uential in founding, but 
there was no record of them discussing this in 
public.

The situation was also complicated by the 
support of both Churchill and Donner for pro-
posed legislation concerning public houses. 
Edward Donner, in particular, was a staunch 
opponent of the evils of the liquor trade. This 
has been described thus:

In response to the numerous proposals pre-
sented to the House of Commons, the Lib-
eral government agreed to overhaul the 
entire licensing arrangements across the 
United Kingdom. A proposed licensing bill 
(-.58) would control opening hours, restrict 
the number of licences and contained a sec-
tion e1ectively banning the employment 
of women. The bill, drafted in February 
-.58, contained 45 pages outlining amend-
ments to the Licensing Acts, -808 to -.56. 
The main thrust of the proposed bill was to 
reduce dramatically the number of public 
houses and transfer licences from breweries 
in an attempt to virtually nationalise public 
houses. Almost hidden in part three of this 
document, under clause 05 (‘Power to attach 
conditions to the renewal of a licence’), was 
a section granting local magistrates the 
power to attach any condition that they saw 
!t, including ‘the employment of women or 
children on the licensed premises’. Under 
this clause a local magistrate could refuse 
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to issue or renew a licence unless a publican 
agreed not to hire women for bar work.’48 

This led to a furious reaction from the Gore-
Booth sisters, that is Eva Gore-Booth and 
her older sister Constance Gore-Booth, later 
known as the Countess Markievicz. Both were 
committed Irish su1ragists of in2uence. Con-
stance was later the !rst woman elected to the 
parliament of the United Kingdom, from -.-8 
to -.00. However, as a member of Sinn Fein, 
she did not take her seat. Eva had renounced 
her Irish aristocratic background to live with 
Esther Roper in a terraced house in the heart 
of working-class Manchester. The story of 
her life is told in detail by Sonja Tiernan in Eva 
Gore-Booth. An image of such politics.48 At the 
time of the -.58 by-election Eva invited her 
sister to join her in defending the barmaids, 
founding the Barmaids Political Defence 
League. They resented 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’.4. Sonja Tiernan records:

Gore-Booth organised a rather 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 
the roof of the coach and made a rousing 
address about Clause 05 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 
induced to insert the clause in the bill by a 
number of rich persons who had attacked 
the moral characters of barmaids as a class.’ 
Gore-Booth exclaimed that ‘it was not a 
minor matter to take away the livelihood 

of -55,555 respectable hard-working 
women.’55

In addition, much of the Catholic vote was lost 
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 constituency in an open top 
car with his mother and Sir Edward Donner on 
the day of the election, convinced he would 
win, yet he lost by 50. votes from a large turn-
out of -5,68-.5-

Following his defeat, in a 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, 
I must ask you to convey my sincere 

thanks to all those who worked with you to 
secure the success of the Liberal and Free 
Trade cause at the late election in North 
West Manchester. The energy and pub-
lic spirit they displayed in that hard con-
2ict are beyond all aspersion; and their 
e1orts were supported by a thoroughly 
e3cient organisation. An even more pow-
erful concentration of forces and inter-
ests have prevailed and certainly I am not 
going to underrate the evil consequence of 
the result. But there is at the 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 !gures of the poll ought to 
carry the highest encouragement to all Free 
Traders who are in earnest. It is quite clear 
the political levels and balance in North-
West Manchester have been permanently 
altered during the last four years. Here in a 
constituency, which since its creation has 
been regarded as the blue ribbon of Lan-
cashire Toryism at a moment of peculiar 
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national and still more local di3culty, the 
utmost exertions of the most powerful 
vested interests in the country have only 
succeeded in securing an anti Free Trade 
majority of -56 upon a poll of unexam-
pled size, and even this exiguous majority 
was only achieved through the sudden and 
organised transference of between 455 
and 555 Catholic votes, always hitherto 
an integral 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-
eral important adverse factors may have 
been removed. The insigni!cant support 
secured by the Socialist candidate after 
so much trouble makes it at least doubt-
ful whether that curious diversion will be 
repeated. The Licensing Bill will, I trust, 
have taken its place upon the statute book, 
and the liquor trade may not be in a posi-
tion to exercise the undue political power 
which they at present possess. The Catholic 
voters now estranged will, there is reason 
to hope, have been conciliated and their 
apprehension allayed by some fair and 
practical concordat in educational mat-
ters. Lastly, at the general election the issue 
will be sharply de!ned, and a vote for the 
Protectionist candidate will not only be a 
moral injury to the cause of Free Trade in 
the abstract, but a direct mandate for the 
immediate erection of a discriminatory 
tari1 upon a vast number of commodities. 
See now what a noble opportunity rises 
above the horizon. There is no reason, in 
my opinion, why, with a suitable candidate 
the seat should not be recovered in such 
manner and at such time as will more than 
repair the misfortune that has occurred. 
In such a work I shall be ready to aid in any 
way in my power, and, although my Par-
liamentary connection with the division 
has now terminated, I shall consider myself 
under special obligations to help, so far as 

my strength permits, to defend Free Trade 
in the great city to whose prosperity and 
fame Free Trade is vital.

Yours very sincerely, 
Winston S Churchill.50

Churchill’s prediction above was proved cor-
rect and the Liberals did regain the seat in the 
January -.-5 election.

The friendship between Mr & Mrs 
Churchill and Sir Edward and Lady Donner 
continued. A telegram was sent by the Don-
ners on the occasion of Churchill’s wedding in 
September -.58.

The Churchills returned to Manchester 
to receive a wedding 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 
bracelet and a star. The star is intended for 
the hair, but Mrs Churchill pinned it at once 
to her dress and she was still wearing it when 
she took her place on the platform at Belle 
Vue last night … At night Mr and Mrs Church-
ill went 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 hundreds and, as Sir Edward Donner, 
in making the presentation very happily 

Telegram from Donner to Churchill: ‘Sir Edward 
and Lady Donner o,er their congratulations 
and best wishes’.
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phrased it, they included many whose 
worldly possessions are small but who are 
nevertheless true judges of character, with 
warm hearts and generous appreciation … 
Sir Edward Donner said ‘We delight in your 
eloquence, in your knowledge, in your wit 
and humour, we have con!dence in you as 
a statesman and as an able administrator, 
and we are grateful for your eminent ser-
vices to Lancashire’. Sir Edward Donner sin-
gled out other of Mr Churchill’s qualities and 
was warmly cheered when he assured Mr 
Churchill that although the direct political 
tie had been severed Manchester will always 
claim a large share in him ‘as a representa-
tive of the British nation.’ Sir Edward Donner 
was again cheered when he uncovered the 
souvenir, a beautifully designed fruit and 
2ower stand in silver. It bears an inscription 
memorising the great Liberal victory of -.56 
… Mr Churchill’s speech of thanks was lis-
tened to with great pleasure … he spoke with 
transparent gratitude ‘The support of this 
great city has been the turning point of my 
political life.’ His defeat at the by-election 
six months ago was ‘a bitter sorrow, a cruel, 
heavy blow’. But Mr Churchill insisted on 
the broader outlook … The waves of fortune 
may ebb and 2ow, but in the long run the 
new levels will hold, and therein Manchester 
Liberals will !nd abiding satisfaction.’56

The Manchester Liberal Federation annual 
meeting of -.5.54 was chaired by Sir Edward 
Donner, who gave a comprehensive speech 
that included both a lament for the death 
of Sir Henry 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 as the old age pension, that the Liberal 
government had achieved. It is a moot point 
whether handing over the presidency to ‘one 
of his oldest personal friends and a pillar 

of liberalism in the North of England’, C.9P. 
Scott, was in2uenced by the recent by-elec-
tion defeat. However, Donner still remained 
involved and supportive and continued as a 
vice-president. -.-5 was exceptionally busy 
with two elections, in January and December.

As the January election was drawing to 
a close he commented that it had been a bit-
ter contest and a large part of a letter to Bryce, 
dated 08 January -.-5, contains some inter-
esting insights. Not only is it clear that political 
arguments also became religious issues, but 
the letter also highlights the debate about free 
trade against tari1 reform as well as the role of 
the House of Lords.55

We are nearly through with the elections. 
The Tories, big landlords and publicans have 
used every kind of means against me, and 
spread a belief that the ballot is not secret. 
Indeed it appears to be pretty lowly con-
ducted in some such districts. Prayer for a 
Tory candidate in some schools has been 
found useful. At Fallow!eld Church we 
handed over the matter to the All. King and 
simply prayed that country might be guided 
aright. They were.

I hope that Asquith will go !rst simply 
for two things. - to put the Budget through 
0 to establish the sole right of the Commons 
to touch !nance. I should think the Irish 
would agree. Of course Balfour may o1er 
to put them through the House of Lords in 
exchange for Tari1 Reform, but I doubt if he 
cares much for Tari1 Reform, and the bar-
gain would be risky for both.

The big question of curtailing the powers 
of the Lords, or reforming them, will be dif-
!cult. Asquith has pronounced for the for-
mer; others for the latter. It could be tackled 
after - and 0. I try to inform upon everybody 
that we must be prepared and willing for 
another !ght at any moment.

Bos Smith’s life is well done, but the book 
is rather big.
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My wife includes with me in kindest 
remembrance to Mrs Bryce and yourself, 
and believe me,

Yrs, every a1ection 
Edward Donner56

Clarke records that Donner continued in 
great demand in the run up to the December 
election.

The calls on his support were numerous. On 
one evening in November Donner spoke for 
Schwann in Manchester North, Haworth in 
South, and was appointed to Kemp’s elec-
tion committee in North West.’58

Another interesting political letter to Bryce 
can be found in the run up to the January -.-5 
general election.58 Donner lambasts the Tory 
press as the ‘idle rich of whom we have far too 
many in London especially’. He states that 
‘the next General Election will be interesting. I 
hope you will be back for it. The Labour Party 
will trouble us.’ He is clearly anxious about 
a threat from both Tory and Labour. It did 
indeed result in a hung parliament.
That ‘big question’, referred to above by 
Donner in his January letter to Bryce, of 
curtailing the power of the Lords can be seen 
in Asquith’s action of including him in a list 
of possible peers.5. Whether he was aware of 
this possibility is unknown but perhaps this is 
doubtful and would probably not have been 
welcomed by him, although these peerages 
were never bestowed. This was a contingency 
plan in case a mass creation was needed to 
get the Parliament Act through the Lords in 
-.--. It does, however, show the regard in 
which he was held by the Liberal leadership. 

Although he and Lady Donner opened 
their garden for a garden party to support 
South Manchester Liberal Association in 
-.--,65 perhaps unsurprisingly Donner felt 
increasingly that the time was right to with-
draw from major political activity. He even-
tually resigned from the chairmanship of the 

South Manchester Liberal Association in -.-6 
on the grounds of advancing years.6- 

During the years between -.-4 and -.-8, 
both Sir Edward and Lady Donner were doing 
all they could for the war e1ort despite their 
increasing age. Sir Edward was busy with the 
war work of the Manchester Royal In!rmary.

The war work of the Manchester Royal In!r-
mary was the subject of comment at the 
annual meeting of the trustees, held on Feb-
ruary .th. Sir Edward Donner said the past 
year had made extraordinary demands 
upon the honorary sta1. They had taken 
over 055 military patients in addition to all 
their ordinary care of the civil patients. The 
sta1 had risen to the occasion.60

Lady Donner was involved in founding the 
Fairview Auxiliary Hospital in Fallow!eld and 
was a member of the Fallow!eld Red Cross. 
She was made a Dame of the British Empire for 
her war work.66 In June -.-4, Sir Edward and 
Lady Donner’s house and garden were lent for 
the day to the British Red Cross as a training 
exercise for a mock hospital and operating 
theatre.

Politics no longer seemed important at 
this time of great national peril, although it 
should be noted that the passage of the war 
and the role of women within it altered Sir 
Edward’s view on women’s su1rage. Despite 
his earlier lack of enthusiasm for this cause, it 
was reported in -.-6 in the Christian Science 
Monitor:

Of the many interesting changes which 
have come over public opinion in the United 
Kingdom, during the last two years, few are 
more striking than that in regard to woman 
su1rage. It is not that great numbers of pub-
lic men and public bodies have formally 
registered altered views. The change is soon 
much more in a kind of general admission, 
met with everywhere, that the whole ques-
tion is on a di1erent basis; that woman 
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su1rage is in fact already 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, 
that he had been converted to woman suf-
frage, because of what he had seen during 
the past two years, is only an expression of a 
feeling that is growing more common every 
day.64

In -.05, Sir Edward was 85. Known now as 
‘the grand old man of Manchester’ – a term 
of a1ection his modesty would have shrunk 
from – perhaps the best tribute came from the 
magazine of Manchester Grammar School, for 
it encapsulates his life of trade and social and 
political action at a time when inevitably his 
powers were waning:

‘My boy is going into business. What in the 
world is the use, 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 until he is 00.’

Of such talk Sir Edward is the standing 
refutation. He learned Latin and Greek, he 
took Classical Honours at Oxford, and he 
stands to-day as one of the leading busi-
ness men of Manchester and the noblest 
of her great citizens. The ‘chapter of acci-
dents’ (though I doubt whether that is the 
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 thoroughness as 
he had studied the humane letters withal. 
‘There is no work uninteresting,’ he says, 
‘if you put your back and your mind into it.’ 
The warehouse was a very di1erent proposi-
tion from what he had forecast for himself, 
but he put his back and his mind into it, and 
before long there was no operation in con-
nection with the warehouse which he did 
not understand both in theory and practice. 
So much for his vocation in the narrower 

sense of the word; but there is for every 
businessman a higher vocation – the voca-
tion of citizenship. It is the ful!lment of this 
vocation that Sir Edward Donner has won 
the regard and a1ection 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-
sors and servants, the Council and the Stu-
dents’ Union, alike look to him for counsel 
and help. It is always at their service for any 
good object.

Sir Edward is our Deputy-Chairman; he is 
Chairman of our sister Institution, the Girls’ 
High School; he is an ex-chairman and still 
governor of Hulme Grammar School; he is 
president of the Whitworth Institute, and 
chairman of Hulme Hall. This represents 
only a small part of his civic work. Wherever 
there is a cause which makes for the uplift 
of the common life, Sir Edward gives it his 
active support. ‘The wisest head in Man-
chester,’ said a friend to me. ‘And the big-
gest heart,’ was my answer. The Grammar 
School joins with all Sir Edward’s friends in 
the tribute which is paid to him on achiev-
ing his 85th birthday. ‘That man is richest,’ 
says John Ruskin, ‘who has by means of his 
attainments and possessions the widest and 
most helpful in2uence over the lives of his 
fellows.’65

Donner died at his home, Oak Mount, Fallow-
!eld on 0. December -.64 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 his unique style, but also his impor-
tance nationally through his friendship with 
Liberal leaders and in2uential politicians, like 
Campbell-Bannerman, Churchill and Bryce, in 
keeping local issues in the national conscious-
ness. He was not, of course, immune to the 
ebb and 2ow of political popularity. Indeed, 
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Moore could have been describing Donner 
when he stated, ‘Manchester Liberalism had 
great in2uence on the national political stage, 
but never exercised complete dominance 
over its own city’.66 Having said this, Moore 
also points out that ‘Both Manchester and 
Leicester were something of Liberal islands 
in otherwise largely Conservative counties.’68 
Certainly, in Manchester’s embrace of Lib-
eralism, Donner’s congenial leadership style 
was successful and not only attracted many 
but avoided the damaging internal schisms 
which can be so destructive. 

Although this leadership contribution 
came to be recognised in his own lifetime and 
he was admired 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 was not so evident that major 
electoral changes were inevitable. There 
were areas of Labour growth before -.-4, 
and areas of Liberal success. The political 
system was an elaborate jigsaw.68

In this process of national and local fragmen-
tation Donner was, I think, ever patiently try-
ing to assemble the jigsaw and make sense of 
it in ways which accorded with his Christian, 
humanitarian and liberal instincts and the 
needs of the local community. So, not only 
was Donner a catalyst for the growth of Liber-
alism in Manchester and the north-west, but 
he also illustrated quite unconsciously a strat-
egy of sound and honest business and social 
action with a concern for education for all and 
a particular 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 men in 
the country’6. Such local examples could be 
seen as an inspiration for national Liberal pol-
icies such as old age pensions and the National 
Insurance scheme.85 In this, while a shrewd 
observer of national politics, he was rooted 
in the local and wished the best for the lives 
of those around him. He would, I think, have 
agreed with Moore’s conclusions:

Despite the growing importance of national 
political personalities, local issues and local 
politicians continued to be important, espe-
cially in urban politics where personal con-
tact between the elector and candidate was 
more likely.8- 

The vitality and commitment of a gener-
ation of Liberals in the constituencies was 
able to overcome the period of destructive 
in!ghting at Westminster. Only a world war, 
with its accompanying social and political 
turmoil could destroy that optimism and 
vitality.80

This model of local presence and action has 
been successfully adopted by Liberal activ-
ists throughout the twentieth and twenty-!rst 
century. Only by being fully part of and com-
mitted to the local community and its well-
being has the present incarnation of Liberal 
Democrats had so much in2uence in local 
councils and now so much in2uence with its 
seventy-two MPs at Westminster following 
the 0504 general election. 

In his own day and circumstances Sir 
Edward Donner set a !ne example. Today we 
should rediscover his heritage and continue to 
be grateful, not just for him, but also for those 
who in our day do so much of the hard graft of 
caring for communities. 

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.

Edward Donner and the rise of Manchester Liberalism



40 Journal of Liberal History 129 Winter 2025–26

1 Manchester Evening News, 1 Nov. 
19)5. This comment appeared as 
part of the account of the death 
of his wife Lady Donner, who 
died eleven months after him. 
See also the detailed tribute in 
the Manchester Guardian of )1 
Dec. 19)4 at the time of his death.

( Manchester Evening News, 9 Nov. 
19+&.

) Donner’s father’s contribution 
to the lucrative tourist indus-
try in early to mid-19th century 
Scarborough was considerable. 
More information can be found 
in Arthur Rowntree (ed.), The His-
tory of Scarborough (J. M. Dent, 
19)1), p. (66; also on the website 
of the Scarborough Civic Soci-
ety, see scarboroughcivicsoci-
ety.org.uk/Royal-Hotel.php.

4 James Bryce was Donner’s best 
man at his wedding to Anna 
Cunningham on 18 Apr. 1866 at 
the parish church of St James, 
Birch. He was appointed trus-
tee of Donner’s wife’s assets. He 
became a member of the Lib-
eral cabinet of 189( and became 
Ambassador to the United 
States 19+&–1). There is an exten-
sive correspondence between 
the two preserved in the Bodle-
ian Library.

5 Manchester Guardian, 11 Dec. 
1941, refers to the -rm as being 
founded in 1854.

6 His role in this was extensive 
and time consuming as treas-
urer of the project and was 
groundbreaking at the time. 
See Sara Burstall, The Story of the 
Manchester High School for Girls 
18)1–1&11 (Manchester Univer-
sity Press, 1911); also, 100 years 
of Manchester High School for 
Girls 18)4–1&)4, obtainable from 
the school and printed by A. J. 
Wright & Sons Ltd., Manchester.

& See footnote (9 for a fulsome 
tribute.

8 This includes the Willian Hulme 
Grammar School which opened 
a Donner centre in (++8 in his 

memory.

9 P. J. Hartog (ed.), The Owens Col-
lege, Manchester: (Founded 18(1) 
A brief history of the college and 
description of its various depart-
ments (J. E. Cornish, 19++).

1+ See Manchester City News, Sat. 11 
Jan. 19+(.

11 Donner House, its use and then 
demolition in 1966 is described in 
Brian Pullan and Michele Abend-
stern, A History of the University of 
Manchester 1&(1–)3 (Manchester 
University Press, (+++).

1( See, for example, J. R. Moore, 
Liberalism and the Politics of Sub-
urbia: Electoral dynamics in late 
nineteenth-century Manchester 
(Urban History, (++)), p. ()4.

1) See Manchester Evening News, () 
Dec. 19+5, concerning the sale of 
three old Manchester churches.

14 See for example the Church 
Times, June 191(, p. 8().

15 See account of Donner’s pres-
ence at Barnes’ House School, 
Heaton Mersey to award prizes 
as recorded in The Advertiser, Fri. 
(5 June 1918. Such schools were 
later called Approved Schools, 
then Community Homes with 
education, and now Secure 
Schools.

16 See account in Manchester 
Guardian, 8 May 1911.

1& See Manchester Guardian, 8 June 
1918.

18 Charter of incorporation signed 
by Queen Victoria on ( Oct. 1889.

19 See my letter in Daily Telegraph, 
Fri. 1+ Nov. (+().

(+ Manchester Guardian, )1 Dec. 
19)4.

(1 An account of the opening 
ceremony performed by Lady 
Donner is in the Manchester 
Guardian, 15 Oct. 19++.

(( Manchester Evening News, 9 Nov. 
19+&.

() For the citation see: Sir Edward 
Donner | GB1(&.M&9&/(/1 | Man-
chester Archives+ | Flickr https://

www..ickr.com/photos/man-
chesterarchiveplus/&98866&85+/
album-&(15&6)154155)684.

(4 See Sir Christopher Needham’s 
tribute in The Observer, (& Jan. 
19)5.

(5 A. Kidd, Manchester ((nd edn., 
Keele, 1996), p. 1+&–8, quoted 
in J. Moore, The Transformation 
of Urban Liberalism: Party Pol-
itics and Urban Governance in 
Late Nineteenth-century England 
(Routledge, (+1&), p. (6&.

(6 The Ardrossan and Saltcoats Her-
ald, (8 Jan. 191+, quoting from 
research done by the Manches-
ter Guardian.

(& See Moore, Liberalism and the 
Politics of Suburbia, p. (48.

(8 Ibid., p. ()5.

(9 Manchester Guardian, 1) Mar. 
19+9.

)+ See Yorkshire Post & Leeds Intelli-
gence, 1 Jan. 19)5.

)1 See Manchester Courier, 1 Mar. 
1899.

)( P. F. Clarke, Lancashire and the 
New Liberalism (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 19&1), p. (1).

)) Pat Harris, Against the Odds: The 
Story of The Hollies FCJ Convent 
School, 18(,–1&8( (Kindle edn.: 
Pat Harris, (++(), ch. (.

)4 Mary Biggar Peck (ed.), A Full 
House and Fine Singing: Diaries 
and Letters of Sadie Harper Allen 
(Goose Lane Editions, 199(), p. 
()&.

)5 Edward Donner to James Bryce, 
) Apr. 188+, Bodleian Libraries, 
MS Bryce 59.

)6 Edward Donner to James Bryce, 
(( Aug. 189(, Bodleian Libraries, 
MS Bryce 59.

)& Edward Donner to James Bryce, 
9 Dec. 1894, Bodleian Libraries, 
MS Bryce 59.

)8 That would be Manchester’s 
Owens College, the forerunner 
of the University. He comments 
that the college is, socially and 
politically, a considerable direct 
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power in South Manchester.

)9 Henry Gladstone to Camp-
bell-Bannerman, (6 Oct. 1899, 
CBP 41(15 f.118, quoted in Clarke, 
Lancashire and the New Liberal-
ism, p. ()+.

4+ Clarke, Lancashire and the new 
liberalism, p. ()+ ,.

41 Moore, Liberalism and the Politics 
of Suburbia, p. ((5.

4( Manchester Evening News, 9 May 
19+&.

4) Ibid., 9 Nov. 19+&.

44 The Labour party chose not to 
contest the election.

45 Manchester Guardian, 16 Apr. 
19+8.

46 100 years of Manchester High 
School for Girls.

4& History Ireland, )/ (+ (May/June 
(+1(), found online at: https://
www.historyireland.com/
in-defence-of-barmaidsthe-
gore-booth-sisters-take-on-
winston-churchill/

48 Sonja Tiernan, Eva Gore-Booth: 
An image of such politics (Man-
chester University Press, (+1().

49 Quoted in History Ireland, )/(+ 
(May/June (+1(), as above.

5+ Tiernan, Eva Gore-Booth, pp. 

1(4–5.

51 Ibid., p. 1(5.

5( Quoted verbatim in Randolph 
S Churchill Winston S Church-
ill Companion Volume II Part , 
1&0)-1&11 (Houghton, Mi/in 
Company, Boston 1969) and in 
contemporary newspapers,  for 
example in The Londonderry Sen-
tinel. )+ Apr. 19+8.

5) Manchester Guardian, 15 Oct. 
19+8.

54 An account of this can be found 
in Manchester Guardian, 1) Mar. 
19+9.

55 For an analysis of the 191+ elec-
tions and the changing rela-
tionship between Liberals and 
Labour, see Declan McHugh, 
Labour, the Liberals, and the Pro-
gressive Alliance in Manchester, 
1&00–1&14 (School of History, Uni-
versity of Leeds, (++(), p. 1+1 ,.

56 Edward Donner to James Bryce, 
(8 Jan. 191+, Bodleian Libraries, 
MS Bryce 59.

5& Clarke, Lancashire and the New 
Liberalism, p. ()1.

58 Edward Donner to James Bryce, 
& June 19+9, Bodleian Libraries, 
MS Bryce 59. 

59 Listed in Roy Jenkins, Asquith 
(HarperCollins, 1964), p. 5)5.

6+ See the account of 11 July 1911in 
Jenkins, Asquith.

61 See the account in the Manches-
ter Evening News, 1& Mar. 1916.

6( See Medical Press and Circular, 
1916, p. 1&&.

6) See the London Gazette ()rd sup-
plement), & June 1918, p. 668&.

64 Christian Science Monitor, Dec. 
1916, p. ((.

65 ULULA: The Manchester Grammar 
School Magazine, vol. ixlviii (Oct. 
19(+). 

66 Moore, Transformation, p. 16.

6& Ibid., p. 18. 

68 Duncan Tanner, Political change 
and the Labour Party 1&00–1&18 
(Cambridge University Press, 
199+), p. 419 ,.

69 Manchester Evening News, 1 Nov. 
19)5.

&+ See Declan McHugh’s analysis of 
the signi-cance of Liberal social 
reforms in Labour, the Liberals, 
and the Progressive Alliance in 
Manchester 1&00–1&14, p. 9).

&1 Moore, Transformation, p. (66.

&( Ibid., p. (&9.

ReportReport
Liberalism: the ideas that built the Liberal Democrats
Liberal Democrat History Group fringe meeting, Bournemouth, 20 September 2025, with 
Professor Jonathan Parry and Professor David Howarth. Chair: Baroness Featherstone
Report by Peter Truesdale

Professor Parry put his cards 
on the table at the out-
set. He was (and indeed is) 

a political historian. Therefore, 

his thinking about Liberalism 
springs not from looking at the-
ory. Rather it comes from exam-
ining the political processes and 

actions of Liberal leaders over 
the last two centuries. From 
these studies he drew out two 
big Liberal principles. The %rst 
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concerned the political process: 
doing politics in such a way that 
it worked properly for people, 
dealing with their concerns and 
thereby generating trust in poli-
tics. The second follows from the 
%rst: vested interests must be 
tackled – they must not impede 
or distort the political process.

At any given point there will be 
a multitude of vested interests. 
The key is to identify, combat 
and rectify those that are most 
damaging. And then to target 
those that could be campaigned 
against and recti%ed most e-ec-
tively. Professor Parry agreed 
with all those who said that free-
dom was a key Liberal value. 
Yet a more fundamental Liberal 
value, he judged, was fairness 
within the political system. What 
of economics? His de%nition of 
Liberalism was a political one not 
an economic one.

Professor Parry then addressed 
the question: ‘When did the 
Liberal Party begin?’ The usual 
answer given to this question is 
185!. The coalescing of Whigs, 
Radicals and Peelites: a new coa-
lition with the talents of Palm-
erston, Lord John Russell and 
Gladstone providing leadership. 
He reviewed the evidence that 
supports this case, but he pre-
ferred the Reform Act of 18.2. The 
passing of the Act engendered a 
two-party system. Consequently, 
the nascent Liberal Party had to 
consider the needs of its signif-
icant supporters. Those in the 
towns (whose economic interests 
were not the same as the country 

and the landed aristocracy), reli-
gious Nonconformists and Irish 
Catholics. Throughout the nine-
teenth century, Liberals pro-
moted their supporters’ interests, 
whether through widening of the 
franchise, redistribution of seats, 
opposition to tari-s and other 
such measures. This was not with-
out argument or division. 

Professor Parry noted but did not 
explore the challenges that the 
rise of the trade unions posed for 
the Liberal Party at the end of the 
nineteenth century.

Having rejected an economic 
de%nition of Liberalism, Profes-
sor Parry examined laissez-faire 
and the claims some made that 
it was integral to Liberalism. He 
thought a Liberal leader could 
not consistently be an economic 
liberal. Combatting the vested 
interests would necessarily entail 
some economic intervention by 
the state. He noted the existence, 
by the 185+s, of a recognition 
within the party that the state 
might need to do more – and, 
by the 188+s, of increased moves 
towards economic intervention.

He posited that economics posed 
a problem for Liberals because 
they lacked the simplistic views 
traditionally espoused by Labour 
and the Tories. He thought the 
Orange Book row had been 
overblown. He said no Liberal 
leader had ever been sympa-
thetic to central state control of 
the economy but that they found 
monopoly capitalism equally 
unappealing. 

Professor Parry ended with a 
thought that was, at the same 
time, both uncomfortable yet 
undeniable. Liberalism had 
tapped into the concerns of 
those dissatis%ed with the func-
tioning of the political system. It 
had ameliorated their concerns. 
The current success of Reform UK 
tapped into the disillusionment 
of voters with the functioning of 
the political process just as Lib-
eral reformers had in the nine-
teenth century. The challenge 
for the LibDems was to see how 
the party could understand and 
meet voters’ concerns now.

Professor Howarth’s contribution 
began with: ‘I think what I had 
better say %rst is that I agree with 
Jonathan.’ It raised a laugh. It was 
also a true statement. The rest of 
his speech enriched the meet-
ing with practical thoughts and 
examples.

The %rst point of agreement was 
that Liberalism is nothing to do 
with economics – that Liber-
alism is agnostic between dif-
ferent economic theories and 
approaches. A second point 
was that Liberalism is not a set 
of doctrines. Rather Liberalism 
is a set of ideas built around the 
party. He pointed out that some 
of those identi%ed as Liberal 
thinkers were also active politi-
cians. He adduced the examples 
of John Stuart Mill and William 
Beveridge. He augmented this 
duo with the examples of John 
Maynard Keynes, Conrad Rus-
sell and T./H. Green. They were 
not removed from the political 
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process but were, at certain parts 
of their lives, part of it.

Ideas, he asserted, were %ltered 
through a Liberal disposition. 
He then volunteered what he 
thought were the key factors 
within that Liberal disposition. 
The %rst was openness to new 
ways of thinking. Openness was 
a fundamental Liberal instinct. 
The second was hatred of the 
abuse of power. He characterised 
this as being an instinct rather 
than an abstract thought: a gut 
reaction. The third was being a 
‘live and let live’ person. This was 
not something that caused with-
drawal from relationships but a 
quality that was actively brought 
to relationships. The fourth was 
seeing people as individuals not 
just members of groups or col-
lectivities. Professor Howarth 
said that he hated being clas-
si%ed and he hated classifying 

other people. That more than 
anything else de%ned us Liber-
als against the Labour Party. The 
%fth was an anti-hierarchical feel-
ing, a great dislike of those who 
put themselves above others. 
Boris Johnson, he asserted, was 
disliked by Liberals not so much 
for his policies as for the fact 
that he put himself above oth-
ers. The sixth factor he linked to 
a comment Keynes made about 
Asquith. Keynes said that Asquith 
was ‘cool’, by which he meant 
controlled and rational. Liber-
alism, too, was cool. It was ever 
trying to be rational and avoiding 
being carried away by passion. 
Finally, an instinct for modera-
tion and compromise. Professor 
Howarth confessed that this was 
not a quality he had. Nonethe-
less it certainly characterised 
our party. All this was a calm and 
convincing analysis shaped by 

experience. It was a perfect com-
plement to Professor Parry’s his-
torical analysis.

Was this theory? Was it practice? 
Which came %rst and begat the 
other? Here again was a point of 
agreement with Professor Parry. 
Practice shaped theory rather 
than the other way round. So, 
theory is derived from a process 
of thinking about what we are 
already doing. 

The logical inference from this 
is that we all have a part to play. 
Liberalism is a dynamic process. 
Gladstone, Lloyd George, Nancy 
Seear, Paddy Ashdown made 
their contributions in their day. 
Maybe it is time for us to do so 
too! 

Peter Truesdale was a councillor 
and Leader of Lambeth Council. He 
is a member of the History Group’s 
executive.

ReviewsReviews
Liberal ideas
Liberalism: the ideas that built the Liberal Democrats (Liberal Democrat History Group, 3rd ed, 2025)
Review by William Wallace

It’s not easy to summarise 
Liberalism in %fty pages. 
The third edition of a hand-

book for those interested in the 
intellectual roots of the current 
party o-ers a number of essays 
on di-erent Liberal themes, 

some focusing on eighteenth 
and nineteenth-century origins, 
others on more recent preoccu-
pations. The introduction sum-
marises political Liberalism’s 
philosophy. ‘The essential basis 
of the Liberal view [of human 

nature] is optimistic: Liberals 
believe in the essential goodness 
of humankind [and] … the abil-
ity of rational human beings to 
de%ne their own interests and 
pursue them with moderation 
rather than extremism.’

Reviews
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Chapters on Whigism, Radical-
ism, Peelites and Free Trade set 
out the historical commitments 
to reform rather than bloody 
revolution (severely tested dur-
ing the wars with revolutionary 
France), the belief in progress 
and enlightenment through 
reform, commitment to toler-
ation and freedom of expres-
sion, and to free trade as against 
mercantilism and war. Mod-
ern Liberalism begins with the 
‘New Liberalism’ of T./H. Green, 
Hobhouse and Hobson – set-
ting up an underlying tension 
between ‘classical’ Liberals 
clinging to a minimal state and 
the sanctity of private prop-
erty and individual liberty, and 
social liberals who accepted that 
social improvement required 
state action, and that freedom 
for all required social institu-
tions and economic interven-
tion to redress the imbalance 
between privilege and poverty. 
The origins of social liberalism 
in the improving measures and 
‘municipal socialism’ of Liberals 
in local government, from the 

market economy’ in West Ger-
many, for example, was partly 
in response to British guidance 
and advice. Roosevelt’s practical 
Keynesianism, and the central 
role he and his advisers played in 
establishing the post-1!45 liberal 
international order – and in pro-
moting West European integra-
tion – is also an important strand 
of the liberal and social demo-
cratic tradition, although almost 
forgotten today.

Faced with succinct summaries 
of so many aspects of Liberal-
ism, the reader is left wanting 
to know more, and to explore 
the tensions between di-erent 
principles. How have liberals 
addressed the contradictions 
between their commitment to 
liberty and their concern about 
inequality – a tension on which 
Lloyd George is quoted in 1!+8? 
What has happened to the Lib-
eral promotion of co-ownership, 
cooperatives and non-pro%ts, 
which the handbook notes J./S. 
Mill, Elliott Dodds and Jo Gri-
mond all supported? Is the core 
liberal faith in progress, educa-
tion and the positive guidance 
of intellectual elites sustainable 
in a world in which conserva-
tion must limit growth and mass 
democracy feeds distrust of 
elites?

Readers should come away from 
this booklet thinking critically 
about how to adjust liberal prin-
ciples to the challenges we face 
today. How should we interpret 
Hobhouse’s century-old dictum 
that ‘liberty without equality 

mid-nineteenth century on, is 
carefully noted.

Essays on feminism and environ-
mentalism explore themes where 
Liberal ideas have developed 
slowly, often through contested 
debates. Twin essays on eco-
nomic liberalism and Keynesian-
ism trace Liberals’ commitment 
to active economic management 
between and after the world 
wars, against warnings that this 
would lead to an over-power-
ful and potentially authoritarian 
state. A contribution on social 
democracy notes the accept-
ance of liberal socialists within 
the Labour Party of the construc-
tive power of a centralised state 
within a mixed economy, and the 
doubts about over-centralisation 
that fed into the merger of inter-
nationally minded social demo-
crats with the Liberal Party. An 
excellent essay on localism and 
devolution links the role Liberals 
played in the establishment of 
nineteenth-century municipal 
corporations, parish and district 
councils, the underlying com-
mitment to devolution within 
the UK, and the development 
of community politics as part of 
‘enabling each person to ful%l his 
or her own potential’ as an active 
citizen.

The focus of this booklet is %rmly 
on British Liberalism. It’s a pity 
that there was not space to 
include some more cross-refer-
ences to continental liberalism 
and social democracy, particu-
larly across northern Europe. 
The development of the ‘social 
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is a name of noble sound and 
squalid result’ in a world of bil-
lionaires, multi-national cor-
porations and a lengthening 
tail of elderly people? Is there 
a clear limit to the acceptable 
percentage of GDP taken in tax-
ation when the demands on 
government have widened to 
its current extent? Is it possible 
to maintain an e-ective liberal 
international order when the 
majority of major powers are 
not democratic, when American 
leadership has collapsed, and 
China is pursuing an e-ective 
mercantilist strategy? 

The essay on the evolution of 
liberal concern for the natural 
environment poses one under-
lying dilemma: ‘the balance 
between liberal adherence to 
individual freedom, of non-in-
terference in people’s choices 
and lifestyles, and the desire to 
limit the environmental conse-
quences of those choices seem 
likely to become increasing dif-
%cult to strike.’ Liberalism has 
always been about striking di)-
cult compromises between prin-
ciples that are hard to reconcile. 
Extremists and populists may 
claim to o-er simple answers 

to economic and social issues. 
Liberals, committed to reform 
rather than revolution, have 
grappled with con,icting priori-
ties for more than two centuries, 
and face even more agonising 
choices today. 

William Wallace (Lord Wallace of 
Saltaire) studied at Cambridge, 
Cornell and Oxford, taught at Man-
chester, Oxford and the LSE, and has 
researched and published on British 
foreign policy, national identity and 
European international politics. He is 
currently Liberal Democrat Cabinet 
O)ce spokesman in the Lords.

Coalition and leadership
Vince Cable and Rachel Smith, Partnership and Politics in a Divided Decade (The Real Press, 2022)
Review by Duncan Brack

In Partnership and Politics in 
a Divided Decade, Sir Vince 
Cable – Secretary of State for 

Business, Innovation and Skills 
2+1+–15 and leader of the Liberal 
Democrats 2+17–1! – together 
with his wife, Rachel Smith, o-ers 
a dual-narrative memoir of the 
2+1+s: a time of coalition gov-
ernment, austerity politics, the 
Brexit referendum and its after-
math. Cable provides the pub-
lic story – ministerial decisions, 
party manoeuvres, the rhythms 
of Westminster – while Smith’s 
diary entries supply the private 
weather of the same decade: 
impatience, pride, exhaustion, 
domestic negotiation and the 
odd moment of delight. The 

result is not merely ‘behind the 
scenes’, but a study in how pol-
itics colonises a life, and how a 
partnership adapts (or strains) 
when one half is immersed in the 
vortex.

The book is organised broadly 
chronologically, split into phases: 
the coalition era (2+1+–15), the 
post-2+15 collapse of the Lib-
eral Democrats, the Brexit ref-
erendum and its aftermath, and 
Cable’s return to Parliament 
and two-year party leadership. 
Cable’s passages follow the deci-
sions of government and party: 
the formation of the Conserv-
ative–Liberal Democrat coali-
tion, the business and industrial 

strategy agenda (he recounts 
his interest in long-term deci-
sion-making and partnerships 
between business and state), 
the priority given to austerity, 
the Lib Dem tuition-fee reversal, 
and the increasingly fractious 
politics leading to the 2+15 melt-
down. Smith’s sections trace the 
partner’s view – from her earlier 
activism (anti-apartheid, rural 
a-ordable housing) through 
the challenges of political life: 
farm-life, Blue-Tongue disease, 
constituency – life, media intru-
sion, and the emotional toll of 
the party’s decline. This dual per-
spective make the book quite 
unusual – not just a record of 
high-level political decisions, 
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recorded in retrospect, but the 
story of on-the-spot choices, 
partnerships, trade-o-s and 
consequences.

For Liberal historians, the book’s 
value is clear. As Business Secre-
tary during the Coalition, Cable 
had a front-row seat in signi%-
cant policy developments: the 
industrial strategy, the Green 
Investment Bank, shared paren-
tal leave, the ring-fencing 
of banks, university funding 
reforms. Cable is unapologetic 
about the virtues of coalition, 
including not just these spe-
ci%c outcomes, but the e-orts 
to ensure %scal stabilisation 
and to put long-term thinking 
into a short-term system, while 
acknowledging the electoral 
and organisational costs that 
followed. He is also good on the 
internal mechanics of govern-
ment: how priorities are set, how 
‘wins’ are de%ned, how ministers 
learn, or fail to learn, the lan-
guage of the machine. 

The book o-ers %rst-hand insight 
into how the party handled 
power alongside its Conserv-
ative partner – its ambitions, 
compromises and mistakes, 
and the tensions that followed. 
Cable con%rms that he was not 
involved in the supposed plot to 
supplant Nick Clegg as leader, 
after the disastrous local and 
Euro election results of May 2+14; 
in fact he argues that in reality 
there was no plot, just an over-re-
action by Clegg’s press o)ce to 
constituency polls (showing how 
unpopular Clegg was) funded 
by Cable’s friend Matthew 
Oakeshott.

The book is perhaps less strong 
on the coverage of Brexit, the 
brief Lib Dem revival and Cable’s 
own party leadership, including 
the negotiations with other par-
ties over possible Brexit deals, 
and the relationship with the 
break-away Change UK MPs – 
all covered in seven chapters, 
compared to thirteen for the 
Coalition. There are, however, 
revelations, including the fact 
that in May 2+18 Cable su-ered 
a minor stroke  – kept mostly 
private at the time – that con-
tributed to his decision, in March 
the following year, to step down 
as leader after the 2+1! local 
and Euro elections. The evident 
energy which he dedicated to his 
leadership, however (between 
the ages of 74 and 7(), is con-
stantly impressive.

One of the book’s most interest-
ing elements is in the recurring 
theme of political identity under 

pressure. The decade in ques-
tion was not simply ‘divided’ in 
the sociological sense; it was 
divided in the moral sense that 
Liberal politics often feels most 
acutely: between principle and 
compromise, between proximity 
to power and the risk of contami-
nation, between party unity and 
intellectual honesty. Cable is at 
his best when describing these 
as genuine dilemmas rather 
than as problems with obvious 
answers. The reader may still dis-
agree with speci%c judgements 
– on strategy after 2+15, on the 
limits of anti-Brexit positioning, 
on what a party of Liberal reform 
should have prioritised when 
squeezed between populism and 
polarisation – but disagreement 
is precisely what a useful political 
memoir should provoke.

Smith’s contribution is, in a way, 
the book’s rebuke to Westmin-
ster self-importance. Her entries 
repeatedly return to the unpaid 
labour that makes public life 
possible: managing family logis-
tics, absorbing stress, maintain-
ing relationships, and quietly 
enforcing perspective when 
politics in,ates itself into a total 
worldview. She is also a sharp 
observer of political culture, 
especially the peculiar mixture 
of performative con%dence and 
private insecurity that clings to 
parliamentary life. The domes-
tic scenes are not gossip; they 
are evidence. They show how 
‘the party’ and ‘the job’ can 
become a third presence in a 
marriage, and how the language 

Reviews



Journal of Liberal History 129 Winter 2025–26 47

of politics bleeds into the lan-
guage of home.

This dual lens also helps the book 
avoid one of the common prob-
lems of political memoirs: the 
temptation to settle scores. There 
are, inevitably, portraits of col-
leagues – some generous, some 
less so – but the narrative mostly 
resists old grievances. Instead, it 
helps illuminate a more interest-
ing question: how decent people, 
operating in good faith, can still 
end up trapped in spirals of dis-
trust, factionalism, and strategic 

mis%re. That is an especially per-
tinent question, given the Liberal 
Democrats’ recurrent challenge 
of combining moral seriousness 
with organisational ruthlessness.

Ultimately, Partnership and Pol-
itics in a Divided Decade works 
best as a document of Liberal pol-
itics under stress: a party asked to 
govern, punished for governing, 
then challenged to remain rele-
vant in a landscape reshaped by 
Brexit and increasing polarisa-
tion. It is also a book about polit-
ical companionship – about the 

personal institutions that under-
pin public ones. For Liberal his-
torians, it o-ers valuable texture: 
not just a retrospective narrative 
of the 2+1+s, but a record of how 
those years sounded and felt, 
day by day, inside one household 
that sat very close to the centre of 
events.  

Duncan Brack is Editor of the Jour-
nal of Liberal History. For the %rst two 
years of the Coalition government he 
was a special adviser to Chris Huhne, 
Secretary of State for Energy and Cli-
mate Change.

The Simons
John Ayshford, Martin Dodge, H S Jones, Diana Leitch and Janet Wol% (eds.), The Simons of 
Manchester: How one family shaped a city and a nation (Manchester University Press, 2024)
Review by Jaime Reynolds

Ernest Simon crops up in 
Liberal history as a some-
what obscure %gure: a 

progressive who contributed to 
party ideas and the Liberal Sum-
mer Schools in the 1!2+s, and an 
MP for a few years before 1!.1. 
As the authors acknowledge, he 
remains relatively unknown and 
they note the tendency to con-
fuse him with his more prom-
inent contemporary, Sir John 
Simon. Apart from his short spell 
in parliament, Ernest was a suc-
cessful businessman and philan-
thropist, wrote in,uential books 
and campaigned on housing and 
planning, and was chairman of 
the BBC for %ve years. The long 
public career of his wife Shena 

in local government and edu-
cation is even less well known, 
as is the record of public work 
of his parents, Henry and Emily. 
Largely, this is because they were 
not national %gures; their activ-
ity was focused on Manchester 
where, as this book makes clear, 
they made a ‘formidable impact 
on the city, its social institutions 
and its politics’. 

Writing on British political his-
tory has, until recently, tended 
to %xate on Westminster, over-
looking the importance of poli-
tics at the local level, especially 
in the period before 1!45, when 
it was still a formidable force. The 
Simons are notable amongst the 

victims of this neglect, so this 
copiously illustrated joint-vol-
ume by a group of Manches-
ter-based academics, sponsored 
by the Simon Fund, is a valuable 
addition to the growing litera-
ture of political biography adopt-
ing a local perspective. It breaks 
new ground by approaching the 
Simons not just as individuals but 
as a family, projecting ‘a powerful 
family tradition of public service, 
deliberately transmitted’.

The %rst three chapters describe 
how the Simons emerged as 
prominent %gures in the Man-
chester German diaspora, like 
many of them, liberal exiles from 
the 1848 revolution in Germany. 
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Henry Simon was an engineer 
who tapped continental know-
how to develop and implement 
innovative and more e)cient 
industrial processes: ‘the Simon 
system’ in ,our milling and 
coke-processing factories in Brit-
ain and abroad. This led to consid-
erable wealth, philanthropic work 
and civic activity in the city. His 
second wife, Emily, also of German 
émigré extraction, was likewise 
heavily involved in philanthropy, 
poverty-relief and education, and 
was especially prominent in the 
foundation and management of 
Withington Girls’ School. Despite 
her commitment to female educa-
tion, she was an active opponent 
of women’s su-rage, leading to 
con,ict with several of the other 
women in the family.

Ernest overcame chronic shyness 
as a young man to qualify as an 
engineer and take over control 
of the %rm by 1!1+, by which time 
he had ‘gained a sense of self-ex-
ceptionalism arising from a per-
ception of intellectual superiority 

which cast o- much of his sen-
sitiveness’ as John Ayshford and 
Brendon Jones put it. His polit-
ical and social ideas were heav-
ily in,uenced by H./G. Wells, the 
Webbs, R./H. Tawney and Fabian-
ism, and he developed a driving 
belief in promoting the happi-
ness of his local community and 
educating its citizens for democ-
racy. He was a technocrat, one 
might say a social engineer, fasci-
nated by the implementation of 
ambitious schemes to overcome 
disadvantage and urban prob-
lems. He was convinced of the 
need for comprehensive plan-
ning, the mobilisation of exper-
tise and the encouragement of 
the ‘practical’ social sciences 
to supply the experts. Yet, for a 
long time, sceptical of Labour’s 
nationalisation plans, he stuck 
with the Liberal Party and it 
was not until 1!47 that he %nally 
joined Labour, became a peer 
and soon after was appointed 
chairman of the BBC. 

He married Shena Potter in 1!12. 
Initially he wrote that ‘it was a 
purely mental attraction’ and of 
being attracted by the opportu-
nity to ‘pursue their many shared 
political causes’. It developed 
into a long and successful mar-
riage and political partnership. 
The biographical chapter on her 
by Ayshford and Jones and the 
one by Charlotte Wildman on 
her feminism and civic work are 
especially valuable in shining 
light on this forgotten %gure, 
and indeed the authors are per-
suasive in arguing that Shena 

was ‘perhaps the most vivid and 
remarkable of the four [Simons]’. 
From a wealthy shipping family, 
she studied at Newnham and 
LSE and was a friend of Beatrice 
Webb and of the same intellec-
tual mould. She was a Manches-
ter councillor from 1!24 to 1!.. 
and was particularly associated 
with the development of the 
huge and innovative Wythen-
shaw housing estate, built on 
land donated by the Simons. She 
was also a leading progressive 
education campaigner, pressing 
for better access of working-class 
entry to Grammar Schools and 
later supporting comprehen-
sive education. She remained a 
coopted member of Manchester 
Education Committee for dec-
ades after she lost her council 
seat, thanks partly to her adher-
ence to the Labour Party in 1!.4, 
and she also served on govern-
ment committees. As Wildman 
reveals, she was also an expert on 
local government %nance.

Further chapters examine the 
Simon engineering business, 
their contribution to housing 
reform and town planning, and 
their close engagement with 
Manchester University.

As the authors emphasise, the 
focus is on Manchester and 
the book ‘gives short shrift’ to 
the Simons’s other enthusi-
asms. Thus, detailed attention 
is given, for instance, to Henry’s 
involvement with the personnel 
matters of the Hallé Orchestra 
or to Ernest’s part in the estab-
lishment of the department of 
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American studies at the uni-
versity. Non-Manchester topics 
are largely left unexplored or 
dealt with brie,y. This includes 
Ernest’s national political career, 
his chairmanship of the BBC 
and his commitment to such 
causes as population control, 
leaving a lot of questions for 
further research. One wonders, 
for example, how his belief in 
curbing population related to 
the eugenicist ideas that were 
not unusual in Fabian and pro-
gressive liberal circles before the 
Second World War. Similarly, She-
na’s su-ragism and feminism are 
dealt with in a broad-brush way. 
Charlotte Wildman writes that 
Shena was deeply sympathetic 
with the su-ragette movement 
but, %nancially dependent on 
her parents, ‘she could not join 
in su-ragette militancy, as they 
were opposed to it.’ It might be 
added that, from 1!12 (during 
the peak of militant su-ragette 
activity), she had to contend with 

a mother-in-law who was an 
active anti-su-ragist. This leaves 
many questions unanswered. 
Like many women of her class 
and political orientation, Shena’s 
engagement with the su-rage 
question and militancy – and 
indeed Emily’s with the oppos-
ing camp – may well have been 
complex and nuanced and would 
bene%t from further dissection. 
More detail about Shena’s activ-
ity in the women’s movement, 
both in Manchester and nation-
ally, would also be welcome. It is 
emphasised that she was a close 
friend of Virginia Woolf and other 
leading feminists, but it is unclear 
from the book whether and how 
far she participated in the lively 
interwar feminist organisations 
and debates. One puzzle that 
is not mentioned at all is what 
motivated Ernest to stand in the 
parliamentary by-election held 
in 1!4( on the death of Eleanor 
Rathbone, the celebrated fem-
inist MP, thereby splitting the 

progressive vote and frustrating 
the election of Mary Stocks, Rath-
bone’s political heir, who inci-
dentally was also a close friend 
of the Simons and indeed, later, 
Ernest’s %rst biographer.

It is no surprise or criticism that 
both the fresh subject-matter 
and original perspective of The 
Simons of Manchester throw up 
many further questions and lines 
of research to be explored. The 
book also provides a model that 
could be usefully followed to 
examine the traditions and con-
tribution of other notable local 
Liberal dynasties: the Colmans of 
Norwich, the Markhams of Ches-
ter%eld, the Hartleys of South-
port and the Browns of Chester, 
to name but a few. 

Jaime Reynolds is a retired EU civil 
servant. He was awarded a PhD 
following study at Warsaw Univer-
sity and the LSE. Jaime has written 
extensively for the Journal and is a 
member of the Editorial Board.

Reclaiming Liberalism
Alexandre Lefebvre, Liberalism as a Way of Life (Princeton University Press, 2025)
Review by David Howarth

John Rawls’s A Theory of Jus-
tice (1!71) is a landmark in 
liberal political philosophy. 

It attempted something many 
believed no longer possible: to 
give liberalism a basis that was 
both normative and rational. 
Its methods, asking what polit-
ical principles and institutions 

reasonable people would choose 
if they had no idea of their own 
individual commitments, advan-
tages or disadvantages (‘the 
original position behind a veil of 
ignorance’) and then asking how 
those judgments could be made 
maximally consistent with one 
another (‘re,ective equilibrium’) 

provided Rawls with a way to 
argue that a just state would be 
a liberal state. Using only argu-
ments that appeal to universal 
human capacities and not to 
particular ethical or spiritual tra-
ditions (‘public reason’), Rawls 
claims that we would establish 
a basic political structure that 

Reviews



50 Journal of Liberal History 129 Winter 2025–26

maximises equal political liber-
ties, makes sure that those liber-
ties were exercisable in practice 
and not just in theory (that indi-
viduals would receive their ‘fair 
value’), and ensures that the only 
persistent inequalities would be 
those that enhanced the lives 
of those who were least well o- 
(‘the di-erence principle’). 

One point that Rawls insisted on, 
especially in his later work Politi-
cal Liberalism (1!!.), was that his 
theory was about politics not 
about individual behaviour. He 
was not arguing for liberalism as a 
‘comprehensive doctrine’, which 
is to say a view about how peo-
ple should behave in their every-
day lives, but only as a political 
doctrine, about how people with 
di-erent ethical or religious views 
could live together successfully 
in a just state. In Liberalism as a 
Way of Life, however, Alexandre 
Lefebvre has decided to ignore 
Rawls’s limitation and to ask how 
Rawlsian liberalism would work 
as a comprehensive doctrine in its 
own right, as a theory about how 
to live. At %rst sight, this is a terri-
ble idea. Structuring a polity is a 
completely di-erent activity from 
structuring one’s own life. It is like 
using thoughts about the best 
way to organise a tennis tourna-
ment as a guide to how to play 
tennis. The results are, perhaps 
predictably, not entirely convinc-
ing, although the book does gen-
erate some interesting insights 
along the way.

Lefebvre’s reasons for embark-
ing on his project are themselves 

an amalgam of the interesting 
and the not entirely convincing. 
He thinks that our society is suf-
fused by liberalism (‘the water in 
which we swim’) but at the same 
time that liberalism has been 
compromised by other ideas 
(capitalism, populism, nation-
alism, meritocracy and others), 
as a consequence of which lib-
eralism, at least in its Rawlsian 
sense, has not been established. 
We live, he says, not in liberalism 
but in ‘liberaldom’, a condition 
in which liberal values are ideo-
logically dominant but not put 
into practice. Lefebvre o-ers his 
programme of more rigorous 
individual commitment to lib-
eralism in everyday life as a way 
for liberals to cope with living in 
liberaldom. 

The idea of ‘liberaldom’ encapsu-
lates something about a society 
in which the rhetoric of liberal 
values seems to have outlasted 
the practice of liberalism, but 
is liberalism really ‘the water in 
which we live’? The problem 
is, who are the ‘we’ Lefebvre is 
talking about? From the exam-
ples he uses, drawn mainly from 
American popular culture of ten 
to twenty years ago (including 
an extended discussion of Parks 
and Recreation), one guesses 
that ‘we’ are college educated 
North Americans born after 1!75, 
people who are shocked by rac-
ist and sexist language and by 
any form of cruelty. It might well 
be true that such people swim 
in liberal waters while living in 
a society tainted by illiberalism 

and that their situation is causing 
them discomfort. But the expe-
rience of liberals in most places 
is very di-erent. They (‘we’) are 
more often an embattled minor-
ity struggling to withstand wave 
after wave of nationalist or reli-
gious bigotry. They (‘we’) live in 
a world in which cruelty is the 
norm, not only under anti-lib-
eral regimes (Russia, Iran, China), 
but also everywhere infected 
by ‘social’ media and by the 
speeches of President Trump.

Another not entirely convinc-
ing aspect of Lefebvre’s start-
ing point is the implication that 
the best way for liberals to react 
in the situation he describes is 
therapeutic rather than politi-
cal. Lefebvre places ‘self-care’ (in 
Foucault’s admittedly quite brac-
ing sense of reconstructing one-
self in the light of telling oneself 
hard truths) at the heart not only 
of his programme of behaviour 
change but also at the heart of 
liberalism itself. This is a misstep. 
It turns liberalism into a form of 
quietism, disengaged from poli-
tics and at risk of looking compla-
cent or even smug. Since the end 
of the First World War, liberalism, 
and individual liberal lives, have 
been in danger. Turning inward 
sounds like giving up. Max 
Weber and Simone Veil would be 
appalled.

Turning to the content of Lefeb-
vre’s recommendations, he pro-
poses three ‘spiritual exercises’ 
for liberals, one ,owing from 
Rawls’s original position behind 
a veil of ignorance, one drawing 
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on Rawls’s idea of re,ective 
equilibrium and the third using 
Rawls’s notion of public reason. 
The %rst exercise requires us to 
ask ourselves what we would 
think about a problem if we men-
tally stripped ourselves of our 
advantages and disadvantages, 
including our social position, and 
then decided what to do based 
on an imagined conversation 
with other similarly neutralised 
people. In e-ect, it asks us to 
strip away what many people 
nowadays confusingly call our 
‘identity’ – the categories into 
which other people put us and 
our attitudes towards those cat-
egories. Lefebvre points out that 
this exercise forces us to adopt a 
position of impartiality not only 
as between other people but 
also as applied to ourselves. It 
helps us to combat our tendency 
to give ourselves special favours. 
If we do this repeatedly, Lefeb-
vre claims, we approach an ideal 
of impartiality while at the same 
time retaining our autonomy, in 

the sense of being able to choose 
what to think. We also encourage 
ourselves to be less snobbish, 
more humble and less self-cen-
tred. Whether this would work 
in practice is an interesting psy-
chological question, but it has 
at least an air of plausibility. The 
habits of thought and feeling 
it aims to develop – especially 
putting oneself into the shoes of 
others and not treating oneself 
as special – are the kinds of hab-
its that liberals have or at least 
should have. But one aspect of 
the original position is not very 
helpful. The imagined conversa-
tion behind the veil of ignorance 
is with other people who have 
themselves been neutralised in 
terms of their endowments and 
identities. That works in A The-
ory of Justice itself because Rawls 
is thinking about what might 
count as an impartially arrived 
at set of basic institutions. But 
it works less well as a means for 
encouraging empathy. It is too 
sterile – a conversation about 
what people might be like rather 
than about what they are like. To 
attain empathy, the people in the 
imagined conversation would 
need to have real lives, including 
capacities, beliefs and attach-
ments. Or better still, we might 
try a spiritual exercise consisting 
of interacting with real people.

The second exercise involves 
re,ective equilibrium, the pro-
cess of bringing one’s convic-
tions into harmony by identifying 
inconsistencies and eliminating 
them by adjusting or dropping 

convictions that are less impor-
tant. As Lefebvre recognises, the 
method of re,ective equilibrium 
is not inherently liberal. Fascists 
can use it to become more coher-
ent fascists. Lefebvre makes two 
claims about the method when 
used by liberals. The %rst claim 
is that the process of worrying 
about which aspects of one’s 
commitments to change or aban-
don makes one more tolerant 
of other people’s struggles with 
their values and so furthers the 
liberal virtues of humility and 
tolerance. His second claim is 
less convincing: that the process 
of re,ective equilibrium helps 
us to achieve harmony between 
our private selves and our public 
selves by eliminating any di-er-
ence between them. The argu-
ment only works if one believes 
that the society in which we live, 
in which our public selves oper-
ate, is itself safely liberal. Lefeb-
vre believes that it is, and it might 
be so for people living in Prince-
ton, NJ or in Cambridge, Mass. 
Many places, however, includ-
ing public places online, are not 
safe for liberals. Being liberal in 
an illiberal world means su-er-
ing from having one’s public and 
private lives pitted against one 
another.

Lefebvre’s third exercise is the 
most contentious. Public reason 
is the requirement, which Rawls 
himself applies only to debates 
about basic structures such as 
constitutions, that participants 
give reasons for their positions 
that do not depend on belief 
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systems that not everyone shares 
but only reasons that could be 
persuasive for all people. Those 
who dislike the principle charac-
terise it, not wholly inaccurately, 
as banning references to holy 
scripture in political debate. Lefe-
bvre wants us to stick to public 
reason in far more aspects of life 
than disputation about consti-
tutional arrangements. The ben-
e%ts that he claims we can gain 
from the exercise of only giving 
reasons that anyone could accept 
are extensive, even extravagant: 
delight in others and tolerance, 
because practising public reason 
requires one to listen to others 
before speaking; keeping cool 
and civil in interactions with 
others, because public reason 
requires thought before speak-
ing; and cheerfulness, because it 
engenders a feeling of common 
purpose and community. In addi-
tion, Lefebvre claims that public 
reason can somehow replace 
religion in our lives because it 
‘redeems everyday life’. Lefeb-
vre is indeed here referring to 
important liberal virtues – open-
ness is the ultimate liberal trait 
and Keynes (in ‘Liberalism and 
Labour’ (1!2()) mentions ‘a cer-
tain coolness’ as a liberal charac-
teristic. And Lefebvre makes an 
important point when he says 
that trying to see the world from 
a point of view that everyone can 
share regardless of di-erences of 
culture and religion is a unifying, 
community-building habit.

But there is a high cost for Lefeb-
vre’s liberals if they combine his 

public reason exercise with his 
re,ective equilibrium exercise, a 
cost that he acknowledges at the 
very end of the chapter on the 
third exercise. To be ‘liberal all 
the way down’ so that one’s pub-
lic and private lives match and 
so that one con%nes oneself to 
public reason leads to a position 
where liberals cannot have any 
separate private reasons. That 
means, as Lefebvre eventually 
admits, that his view is that one 
cannot be both a comprehensive 
liberal and religious. This is not 
a conclusion that many active 
liberals conducting their own 
exercises in re,ective equilibrium 
would want to endorse. 

The problem with Lefebvre’s 
conclusion that comprehen-
sive liberalism is incompatible 
with religion is not just that it 
ignores liberal history and not 
just that it seems to endorse the 
kind of purism that Lefebvre 
himself wants to avoid when he 
talks of ‘delight in di-erence’. It 
is also that it seems to apply to 
any kind of transcendent expe-
rience through art, music, liter-
ature, mathematics or science. 
It is impossible to describe the 
value of transcendence to some-
one who has not experienced 
it, and so public reason is stuck 
with deadly dull and not always 
persuasive arguments about the 
economic value of the creative 
industries and the development 
of new technologies out of basic 
science, arguments that fol-
lowing Lefebvre’s logic, liberals 
are supposed to accept as their 

private reasons too. Lefebvre 
has a long footnote in which he 
expresses his frustration with 
the communitarian philosopher 
Charles Taylor not so much for 
Taylor’s criticism of what might 
be thought of as a liberal way of 
life but because Taylor assumes 
that ‘anyone who seeks a full 
and complete life in liberalism 
is bound to be disappointed’. 
But Taylor might have a point at 
least about Lefebvre’s version 
of liberalism, which closes liber-
als o- from important aspects 
of life.

Perhaps the mistake was to look 
for a comprehensive liberalism in 
the %rst place. Comprehensive-
ness involves a form of perfec-
tionism, but liberalism is about 
the imperfect not the perfect. 
It is not utopian but consists of 
an unending struggle. A better 
starting point for liberalism on a 
personal level than Rawls’s struc-
tural political liberalism might 
be the Japanese concept of wabi 
sabi: that nothing lasts, nothing 
is %nished, and nothing is per-
fect. Liberalism is an active, open, 
hopeful, generous response to 
an imperfect world. Lefebvre 
certainly captures part of liber-
alism’s spirit, but he has locked it 
away in a place from which it will 
want to escape. 

Professor David Howarth is a for-
mer Liberal Democrat MP for 
Cambridge ((++5–1+). From (+1+ 
to (+18 he was a UK Electoral Com-
missioner. He is currently a Fel-
low of Clare College, University of 
Cambridge. 
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The politics of architecture
Timothy Brittain-Catlin, The Edwardians and their Houses: The New Life of Old England (Lund 
Humphries, 2020)
Review by Iain Sharpe

A review of a book about 
architecture might seem 
out of place in a politi-

cal history journal. Yet the two 
have often been – and still are – 
closely linked: buildings can be 
displays of power or re,ections 
of ideology through aesthetic 
taste, or both.

In the context of British politi-
cal history, the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries saw Tories 
favour %rst the baroque then the 
gothic (ostentatious, romantic), 
while Whigs preferred the clas-
sical (logical, rational, echoes of 
ancient Athens). The bounda-
ries were never sharply drawn 
– no one much objected to the 
Houses of Parliament being 
rebuilt in gothic style after the 
%re of 18.. But the notorious bat-
tle over the design of the foreign 
o)ce building in the 185+s, in 
which the gothic revival architect 
George Gilbert Scott was forced, 
under pressure from Whig Prime 
Minister Lord Palmerston, to 
replace his original plan with an 
Italianate alternative, showed 
how politically controversial such 
matters could become.

In this book, Timothy Brit-
tain-Catlin, an architectural his-
torian and also nephew of Shirley 
Williams, examines a less contro-
versial but still fascinating aspect 

of the interplay between political 
thought and architectural style. 
His subject is how Liberal politi-
cians in the Edwardian era built 
homes for themselves and for 
others, and how this related to 
their wider concerns about hous-
ing and land reform, both issues 
of increasing importance during 
this period. 

It is very much a personal 
account, its starting point being 
the author’s fascination with 
Kingsgate Castle near Broadstairs 
in Kent, where his family had a 
holiday ,at during his childhood. 
At the start of the twentieth 
century, Kingsgate Castle was 
remodelled and extended from 
an eighteenth-century folly by 
the Liberal, then Liberal Union-
ist, politician Sir John Lubbock, 
who had recently been enno-
bled as the %rst Baron Avebury. 
Modern architectural wisdom 
would see Kingsgate Castle as 
a sham, its tower and castel-
lations creating a faux medie-
valism. Yet Brittain-Catlin sees 
Lubbock – an enthusiast for 
science and archaeology, and 
best known today for the intro-
duction of bank holidays, sav-
ing the Avebury stone circle and 
sponsoring the %rst legislation 
to preserve ancient monuments 
– as an unlikely practitioner of 
fakery. From that initial thought, 

he embarks on an exploration 
of how Edwardian architec-
ture interwove the old and the 
new, looking in particular at the 
tastes of upwardly mobile Liberal 
politicians. 

As anyone knows who has, like 
this reviewer, served on a local 
authority planning committee, 
the core principle in restoring, 
extending or altering historic 
buildings is to preserve the old 
and keep the new clear and 
distinct – pastiche and repro-
duction are out. This follows 
principles set out in the late Vic-
torian era by William Morris and 
the Society for the Protection of 
Ancient Buildings, who objected 
to excessive restoration rather 
than the preservation of old 
buildings. Brittain-Catlin shows 
that, at the start of the twentieth 
century, this was by no means 
the consensus. He highlights 
numerous examples of Victorian 
and Edwardian building projects 
where new elements are seam-
lessly woven into the fabric of 
historic ones, of the inclusion of 
%ttings moved in from other old 
buildings, and also of the design-
ing of new buildings to look as if 
they have been developed over 
time in di-erent styles.

He sees a connection between 
the Liberal preoccupation with 
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land reform, including the cre-
ation of smallholdings and 
allotments, and the belief that 
buildings should appear to 
emerge organically from their 
environment, unlike the big 
houses of the eighteenth century 
that dominated the landscape 
they sat in. The particular exam-
ple he cites is at Daws Hill near 
High Wycombe, home of Charles 
Wynn-Carington, the third Baron 
and First Earl Carrington. He was 
one of the few major landowners 
to stay loyal to Gladstone after 
the Liberal split of 188(, and later 
a member of Asquith’s cabinet. 
He also for a time represented a 
working-class ward on the Lon-
don County Council at a phase 
when it was prioritising improv-
ing housing for the poor.

A keen land reformer at a polit-
ical level, Carrington also prac-
tised what he preached, using 
his own land in High Wycombe 
to provide 1,4++ urban allot-
ments and in Lincolnshire to 
let (5+ acres as smallholdings. 
The family owned several large 
residences, and, in a bid to 

consolidate his estate, Carring-
ton sold o- his stately home, 
Wycombe Abbey, and adapted 
and redeveloped an old farm-
house and agricultural buildings 
at Daws Hill, part of his estate, 
into a new shooting lodge. It was 
all done in a Jacobean style, ram-
bling and asymmetrical, a world 
away from the stately homes of 
the past. Yet, paradoxically, for a 
building that appeared from the 
outside as being rambling, pas-
toral, and on a domestic scale, 
its interior included a new grand 
white drawing room in high clas-
sical style, a further example of 
not being constrained by stylistic 
harmony or distinction between 
the old and the new.

The book is by no means all 
about rural retreats. We learn, 
too, about the controversy over 
a private scheme for slum clear-
ance in Westminster’s Smith 
Square area in the late 18!+s that 
would have led to the develop-
ment of large residential build-
ings between Millbank and the 
River Thames. The protests it pro-
voked, including from the Dean 
of Westminster Abbey, led to a 
revised scheme promoted by the 
Progressive- run (that is, primar-
ily Liberal) London County Coun-
cil for street improvements that 
did not block views of the river. 
The resulting development led 
to the insertion of new buildings 
into the existing Georgian fabric 
of the area. 

Those who remember the Liberal 
Democrats’ tenure of 4 Cowley 

Street will be interested to see 
that building given some prom-
inence here. Built in 1!+.–+4 
as o)ces for the North Eastern 
Railway (NER), it was designed 
by prominent architect Herbert 
Field to look like a house. Further 
down the street, Field designed 
new homes for Liberal MPs Wal-
ter Runciman and Charles Trev-
elyan, both NER directors and 
thus conveniently situated for 
their parliamentary and business 
interests. Indeed, this proved 
a popular area for politicians 
to commission or buy homes – 
Runciman and Trevelyan hardly 
lacked for Liberal neighbours.

The garden cities movement is 
also mentioned, in the form of 
Gidea Park in Essex, now known 
by the less romantic name of 
Romford Garden Suburb. This 
was developed from 1!+! on 
land belonging to Liberal MP 
Herbert Raphael, in collabora-
tion with two fellow Liberal MPs. 
The scheme bene%tted from the 
Liberal government’s curiously 
named Housing, Town Planning, 
etc. Act of the same year, which 
aimed both to improve residen-
tial standards and encourage 
construction of more homes by 
ending the previous system that 
had meant virtually all signi%-
cant planning projects needed 
an Act of Parliament to go ahead. 
In Gidea Park, architects were 
invited to partner with devel-
opers to design show homes on 
a relatively modest scale. Most 
of these were of a Jacobean 
vernacular design, and one of 
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the curiosities of the scheme 
was how the guide for visitors 
made considerable reference 
to the long-demolished nearby 
Tudor great house of Gidea Hall, 
while all but ignoring its eight-
eenth-century neo-classical 
replacement.

That point is one of many snip-
pets of information that consti-
tute a particular delight of this 
book. We learn, for example, that 
Margot Asquith, wife of Liberal 
Prime Minister H./H. Asquith, 
commissioned the %rst barn con-
version, in the modern sense of 
a repairing an agricultural build-
ing without much decoration or 
embellishment, for an outbuild-
ing of the family’s smart new 
home at The Wharf in Sutton 
Courtenay, Oxfordshire. We learn, 
too, that Margot, in her volumi-
nous autobiographies and dia-
ries, fails to mention the architect 
of both house and barn conver-
sion, Walter Cave, with whom she 
must have collaborated closely. 
Architects remained tradesmen 
not artists.

To conclude, Professor Brit-
tain-Catlin’s enthusiasm for his 
subject is apparent and infec-
tious. It is no criticism of his book 
to say it is discursive and the-
matic rather than an attempt to 
put forward a closely argued the-
sis or to write a comprehensive 
guide to the architecture of the 
period. It certainly inspired this 
reviewer to want to visit many 
of the buildings described here. 
Yet there disappointment lies. 
For the most part, the properties 

featured in the book, while 
generously proportioned and 
beyond the aspirations of most 
people, are homes not palaces, 
and remain in private ownership 
where they have not been con-
verted to business premises or 
hotels. They will not be found in 
National Trust or English Heritage 
listings. This makes the reader 
grateful for the inclusion here 
of outstanding modern colour 
photography by Robin Forster, 
bringing the text vividly to life, 
enabling us to see what we are 
reading about. I am sure that any 
Journal of Liberal History readers 
whose interests stretch beyond 
political history to architectural, 
environmental and cultural top-
ics will %nd this book a delight. 

Dr Iain Sharpe studied history at 
Leicester and London Universities, 
completing a doctoral thesis on 
the Liberal Party in the Edwardian 
era in (+11. He was a Liberal Dem-
ocrat councillor in Watford from 
1991 to (+(1.
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A Liberal Democrat History Group evening meeting

Liberals and free trade
‘Free trade’, the removal of barriers to international trade in goods and services, played a 
critical role in British politics in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and attitudes 
to free trade helped to de-ne parties’ positions on the political spectrum. For much of its 
life, the fortunes of the Liberal Party were closely tied to the strength of popular feeling 
for free trade. 

Now, thanks to Brexit and President Trump, trade and tari,s are back on the political 
agenda. Discuss the historical and current relevance of trade policy with Professor Frank 
Trentmann (Birkbeck College, author of Free Trade Nation) and Lord Chris Fox (Liberal 
Democrat spokesperson on Business and Trade in the House of Lords). Chair: Baroness 
Julie Smith.

6.30pm, Tuesday 27 January, following the AGM of the History Group at 6.++pm. 
David Lloyd George Room, National Liberal Club, London SW1A (HE.

Those unable to attend in person will be able to view the meeting via Zoom. Please register for 
online access via the History Group website (https://liberalhistory.org.uk/events/). For those 
attending in person, there is no need to register. 

A Liberal Democrat History Group fringe meeting

Liberals and local government
The Liberal commitment to localism and local power has strong historical roots. Discuss 
the Liberal innovations in local government in Birmingham in the 18&+s, led by Joseph 
Chamberlain, and in Manchester in the 19(+s, led by E. D. Simon, with Dr Ian Cawood 
(Associate Professor of History, University of Stirling) and Dr Brendon Jones (University of 
Manchester).

6.15pm, Saturday 14 March 
Venue to be con-rmed (check our website nearer the time), York

This is a fringe meeting at the Liberal Democrats’ spring conference in York (13–1( March). You 
do not need to registered for the conference to be able to participate. We are not o-ering Zoom 
access, but a recording of the meeting will be available via our website soon afterwards.
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