Liberal MPs

Nigel Lindsay analyses the life and political career of Victorian railway-builder and

industrialist Henry Robertson.

Henry Robertson: A
Liberal Industrialist

ALKERS ON THE popular Heart of
Wales Trail will seealong, tall,
curved and gracious railway viaduct

before them as they approach Cynghordy in
Carmarthenshire. Aninformation board on
thelanebelow ascribes the viaduct to Henry
Robertson, therenowned Victorian railway
builder and industrialist. Asan afterthought,
the board mentionsthat he was ‘a Liberal pol-
itician’. In fact, Robertson was a Liberal MP for
Shrewsbury between 1862 and 1865, again
between 1874 and 1885 and then for Merio-
nethshire from 1885 to 1886. Who was this
man? Where did he come from and how did he
cometo have suchafulland varied career?

Henry Robertson wasborninthe ele-
gant Scottish town of Banff, on the coast of
the Moray Firth, inJanuary 1816. He was the
youngest child of Duncan Robertson, a super-
visor of excise, and his wife Christian Ander-
son. Educated atlocal schoolsin Banff, in his
teenshewon a scholarship to King’s College,
one of the ancient universities of Scotland.
King’s was one of two universities that flour-
ished in Aberdeen for over 250 years, until
their fusion under the Universities (Scotland)
Act of 1858; Aberdonians have been known to
boast that for more than two centuries their
cityhad asmany universities as the whole of
England.

Robertsonwas a brilliant scholar. He
graduated M. A. in March 1834, after a course
thatincluded Chemistry, Mathematics, Nat-
ural Philosophy [Physics], Latin, Greek, and
Moral Philosophy.* The aim of most students

atKing'sinthose dayswasministryin the
Church of Scotland, but Robertson’s early
thoughts of the pulpit were soon abandoned
ashisinterests turned to engineering and law.
These subjectsrepresented a mixture of skills
thatwasto stand himin good stead for more
than half a century.

The only biography of the man published
inbook formis Henry Robertson, Pioneer of
Railwaysinto Wales, published in Oswestry
in1949.2. This shortbut charming book was
written by George Geoffrey Lerry, an eminent
localjournalist and historian of Wrexham. As
itstitle suggests, the book focuses on the sub-
ject’swork as arailway-builder rather than as
apolitician; butitis well-informed, not least
because the author was personally acquainted
with Robertson’s son and heir. Much valuable
informationin thisarticle about Henry Rob-
ertson’s personallife and early career is drawn
from Mr Lerry’s work.

Robertson’s father died atabout the time
the son graduated, and the family moved to
Glasgow. During Robertson’s timein the city,
he attended a public meeting at which the
Quaker Radical John Bright spoke, an occasion
he mentioned more than onceinlaterlifeas
apoliticalinspiration for him. Henry trained
asanengineer under an established Glasgow
civilengineer and started work asamining
engineerinthe West of Scotland. Beforelong,
hebecame interested inrailway engineering,
working initially with Robert Stephenson on
what is now the West Coast Main Line over
Shap Fell.
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Henry Robertson in July 1862 (© National Portrait Gallery, London)

While still in his early twenties, he won
acontract to build overhead bridges on the
Glasgow and Greenock Railway, aline which
openedtotrafficin 1841. Therailway’s engi-
neer was Joseph Locke and its contractor was
Thomas Brassey of Chester. Robertson was
fortunate in making the acquaintance of these
men, who between them were responsible
for the construction of manyrailwaysbothin
Britainand overseas. Locke was a Radical MP,

and Robert Stephenson also satin the House
of Commons. Arecurring patternin his career
was that of getting to know influential people
whorecognised and were happy to make use
of his obvious talent.

Such was the impetus for his next move.
Ontherecommendation of a Glasgow con-
tractor, Robertson went to North Walesin 1842
intheinterest of a Scottish bank which had
beeninvestinginironworks at Brymbo, near
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Wrexham. Brymbo ironworks had been set
up by John wilkinson some fifty years previ-
ously but had been languishing for some time.
Robertson saw that the works could be made
to flourishif sufficient investment were forth-
coming, and if arailway could be constructed
tolink theironworkswith a port. With the
support of the bank and with Robert Roy and
Alexander Ross, two colleagues who had
accompanied him from Scotland, he duly pur-
chased theironworks.

While still in his late twenties, he made his
firstacquaintance with parliament by seeing
through the necessary legislation and then
building therailway.2Itisinteresting to note
thathischildhood friend Theodore Martin of
Fraserburgh, near Banff, (later Sir Theodore
Martin, biographer of the Prince Consort) had
movedto Londonandin1845become head
of the firm of Martin and Leslie, parliamen-
tary agents. Theironworksbecame successful
and therailway remained a constituent of the
nationalrail network until the 1950s.

Soon afterwards, in 1844, with his Scot-
tish colleagues Roy and Ross, Robertson suc-
cessfully presented to parliament proposals

The Reform Act of 1832 had opened opportunities
for men involved in industry and commerce to
contemplate careers in parliament, often in
opposition to the longer-standing landed interests.

forarailway from Chester to Wrexham. A few
weekslater, to the dismay of people in Wrex-
hamwho had expected their station to be the
terminus of theline, a proposal was made to
extenditto Ruabonwithits coalfields and ter-
racottaworks. Robertson addressed a public
meetingin Wrexham and argued persua-
sively for the extension. After claiming that
the extension had not been contemplated
when the original proposal was made, and
thatthe shareholders demanded the exten-
sionto secure the greatest return on their

capital, he then outlined the material bene-
fitsto the district as follows, in what may have
combined personal political motivation with
self-interest.

We have thousands of men around us with
awillingmind and a strong arm, who are
scarcely able to obtain the common neces-
sities of life. WhenIhave a piece of work to
doThave scores of malelabourers asking
forajob. Haveyou no feeling for the des-
titution of these people? Have they not as
good aright to therewards of theirindustry
astheinhabitants of Wrexham? Would you
rather see them sustained by the hand of
private charity, or partaking the pittance of
the Workhouse, than eating the fruit of their
own honest toil?*

Theline was surveyed, sometimes at night
because of the opposition of landowners,
and steered through parliament by Robert-
son. It was eventually built with a further
extension to Shrewsbury andis stilla busy
railway today. Itinvolves two impressive via-
ductsnear Chirk for which Robertson won
much praise. By thistime, he waslivingin
Chester, then a great centre of
railway building. His technical
prowess, knowledge of proce-
dure, and powers of persuasion
meant that Henry Robertson
became a frequent expert wit-
ness before parliament, in sup-
port of, and sometimesin opposition to
variousrailway proposals. Asan engineer,
he wasresponsible for the mainline from
Shrewsbury to Hereford and on to Newport,
and railways from Shrewsbury to Birming-
ham, Ruabon to Dolgellau, and many other
linesinand near Wales. Such was his profes-
sionaleminence thatin 1848, still only in his
early thirties, he became a founding member
of the Institution of Mechanical Engineers
and, ayear later, a member of the Institution
of Civil Engineers.
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Atthe sametime, he was manager of the
Brymbo Works, and manager and proprietor
of the Broughton Colliery. He had previously
been proprietor of the Ruabon Coal Company,
and proprietor and manager of the Westmin-
ster Colliery near Wrexham. He wasrespected
asatolerant employer and paid workersin
money, abolishing the previous system of
paymentinkind. In evidence before a parlia-
mentary committee, Robertson said, ‘Ithink
we pay double the wages of any person, or
company, inthe district’.

One of his greatest successesasanindus-
trialistwasinrescuing and becoming a part-
ner inthe Manchester firm of Beyer, Peacock
and Co. inthe 1850s. Thislarge company pro-
duced machine tools and built railway engines
and boilers which were exported all over the
world. Itremained in production until the
mid-1960s.°

Henry Robertson’s work before parlia-
mentnecessitated frequent trips to the capital.
In 1846, atthe age of 30, he married Elizabeth,
the daughter of William Dean, a London solic-
itor. The couple had four children. His son,
alsoHenry, bornin 1862, later maintained and
developed many of his father’s enterprises.

Many of Robertson’srailway lines were
merged into the Great Western Railway (GWR),
which wasalso a customer of Beyer, Peacock
and Co. Hewas associated with the GWR as
aparliamentary witness in favour of some
of their proposals and against those of their
competitors. It may be that his experience of
working in parliament attracted him to the
idea of becomingan MP.

The opportunity torealise thisidea
camein 1862, with the death of Robert Agli-
onby Slaney, one of the MPs representing the
two-member seat of Shrewsbury. Slaney had
beenan MP intermittently since 1826. He was
elected asa Whigin 1857and was returned
unopposedin the general election of 1859.
Robertson had moved to Shrewsbury around
1849 and was to make hishome there for

Henry Robertson: A Liberal Industrialist

someyears. He stood asaLiberalinthe 1862
by-election, publishing a statement of his
platform which committed him to free trade
and civil andreligiousliberty, continuing:

Whilereserving to myself freedom of action
on public questions, I will give general sup-
porttothe Government of Lord Palmerston.

Inour foreignrelations, Iregard the prin-
ciple of non-intervention as the basis of the
policy to be adopted on all occasions.

In our colonialrelations, Thold that the
sooner we can place our coloniesinaposi-
tion to manage their own affairs the more
advantageous they will be to the mother
country, and the more contented and happy
inthemselves.

He favoured the Reform Bill, and opening up
public service to competition, ‘so that the
highest honours shall be only attained by
meritand tried service.”

Robertsonwon, in therestricted elector-
ate of those days gaining 671 votes against
the 361 of his Conservative opponent. He was
sworninon3June 1862.

The Reform Act of 1832 had opened
opportunities for men involved in indus-
try and commerce to contemplate careers
in parliament, oftenin opposition to the
longer-standing landed interests. Robert-
sonwasnotalonein availing himself of this
chance. Many eminent Liberal MPs of the Vic-
torian age, including Richard Cobden, John
Bright and Joseph Chamberlain had been
industrialists, but came to make their names
asradical politicians.

Other Liberal MPs who were prominent
industrialists attended the House as time per-
mitted but remained more focused on their
businesses. Among these can be counted:
Charles Seely, MP for Lincoln with his interests
incoal and agricultural machinery; Samuel
Whitbread, the brewer, who was MP for Bed-
ford for over forty years; Isaac Holden, MP for
various Yorkshire constituenciesand a leader
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Henry Robertson in 1865 and in old age

intextile technology; Charles McLaren, chair-
man of the Metropolitan Railway and MP for
Stafford; William Schaw Lindsay, shipowner
and MP for Tynemouth and North Shields,
later Sunderland; and Francis Crossley,
founder of the carpet-making firm that bears
hisname and MP for Halifax and later the West
Riding. In Scotland, the Paisley Liberal MPs
William Holms and Stewart Clark were primar-
ily concerned with their textile businesses.
Searle®writes that ‘Businessmen who
stroveto secure a parliamentary seat ... were
invariably motivated by an urge to win social
recognition, and outside recognition of the
worth of thelocal communities in which they
were men of consequence. This sort of touchy
“class pride” may, inmany cases, have setlim-
itsto theirambitions once they actually arrived
at Westminster.” Conversely, he adds, ‘thefact
thatfew businessmen enjoyed a convention-
ally successful political career does not pre-
clude the possibility that those who madeitto
Westminster exercised considerable influence.’

Henry Robertson shared an interestin
coal and railways with other Liberal MPs but
showedlittleinterestin advancing his West-
minster career. His three yearsin parliament
atthistime were marked by discretion rather
than activism. Hansard recordslittle from
himinthoseyears, and such interventionsas
he made were based on his specialist knowl-
edge of engineering rather than constituency
interests.

He spoke on several occasions criticis-
ingthe Admiralty foritslack of engineering
expertise. He asked that the Admiralty employ
competent engineersin the design of dock-
yards, and suggested that for every ship built
atChatham, three should be built at private
yards ‘to obtain the necessary standard of
comparison’. He supported proposals foriron
shipsrather than wooden ones and criticised
the Admiralty for poor design and cost over-
runsresulting from mid-contract changes
of specifications. Towards the end of hisfirst
termin parliament, he opposed a proposal to
oblige Irish railway companies to run trains
on Sundays, not onany grounds of Sabbath
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observance, but from the belief that parlia-
ment should notbecome involved in the man-
agement of railways.?

In May 1864, Robertson published an
advertisementinalocal newspaper,*°refuting
reportsthathe did notintend to offer himself
asacandidate for Shrewsbury at the next elec-
tion. However, in 1865 he decided not to stand
forre-election. Theretiring address he circu-
lated to the electors of Shrewsbury reads:

Gentlemen, Ifind that the demands of pro-
fessional and private business prevent me
giving that time which isnecessary for the
discharge of my duties as your Representa-
tiveinamanner satisfactory to myself, even
if Imight continue to have your kind indul-
gence and approbation, and I have therefore
decided not to offer myself asa Candidate at
the nextElection.

Allow me in making thisannouncement
to expressmy sense of the distinguished
honour which was conferred on me by your
free choice, and to thank you for the great
kindness, andIwilladd, forbearance, which
IThave experienced onallhandsasone of
your Representatives.

Intakingleave of Shrewsbury in my pub-
lic capacity, let me assure my fellow towns-
men thatIwillin norespect cease to takean
interestin the prosperity of the Borough, but
will gladly co-operate in promoting its social
and commercial prosperity.**

The shortleaflet, printed in Shrewsbury but
giving hisaddressasLondon, leaves no doubt
that his business interests were to take prec-
edence over hiswork asan MP. At thistime,
he had a young family, with four children
between the ages of 3and 14, which may also
haveinfluenced his decision.

Inthe 1865 general election that followed,

Shrewsburyreturned two Liberals to parlia-
ment: William James Clement and George
Tomline. Henry Robertson returned to the

Henry Robertson: A Liberal Industrialist

businesses of coal, iron, railways, and engi-
neering. He had at this time started work on
the Central Wales Railway, which forms part
of thelink between Shrewsbury and Swansea.
Itisalongline thatincludesthe spectacular
viaduct mentioned at the start of this article.
He continued also to be much involved with
development of the Brymbo ironworks, and
associated businesses around Brymbo and
Wrexham, which included a water company,
coalmines and exploitation of other minerals
inthearea.

Hiswide businessinterestsat thistime
alsoincluded: the Llangollen and Corwen
Railway (opened 1865, closed 1965, and now
re-opened as a heritage railway); the Corwen
and Bala Railway (opened 1868); and finally,
the Bala and Festiniog Railway (incorporated
in1873 and opened nine yearslater). The latter
was notable for having the highest summit of
any railway in England or Wales, at 1,278 feet
abovesealevel.

Henry Robertson’s children were older
now and the attractions of parliamentary life
eventually could not beresisted. In1873, he
published an advertisementin thelocal press:

Havingreceived arequisition signed by
upwards of one thousand of the Liberal
electors of Shrewsbury to allow myself to
be putin nomination asaCandidate for
therepresentation of the borough, in con-
junction with Mr Cotes ... Iaccede without
hesitation.?

Robertson was adopted and contested
Shrewsbury - still a two-member constitu-
ency —inthe general election of 1874. His elec-
tion addressrecounted hisindustrial work and
how this had raised wages and cut the price

of coal. It dwelt onissues of property froma
wholly Liberal perspective:

The Liberals are charged with attempting the
confiscation of property and the destruc-
tion of the Established Church. lam held up

Journal of Liberal History 130 Spring 2026 33



Henry Robertson: A Liberal Industrialist

in Shrewsbury as one of those bugbears to
frighten the timid and cautious. Nothing
could be more unjust. Withregard to prop-
ertyImay beregarded as safe enough. I
have had too much trouble to makeitnotto
desireto protectit. Iknow its power, Iknow
itsrightsand Itrustlknow its dutiestoo, and
[trustIshallnever be found wantingin those
dutieswhich accompany its possession.*3

The franchise had by this time been widened,
and the election was more keenly contested.
The number of votes given were:

Charles Cotes (L) 1,672
Henry Robertson(L) 1,561
J. Figgins (C) 1,388
D. Straight (C) 1,328

Robertson’s parliamentary career was more
prolonged thistime, lasting until 1886, but
withoutnoticeableincreasein his activity in
the House. Alocal newspaperreported onthe
number of Divisions in the House of Com-
mons attended by the town’s two MPsin 1874,
1875, and 1876. There were a possible 162, 248,
and 242 Divisions. Cotes’s attendance was 57,
112, and 150, while Robertson was reported as
attending 28, 43, and 44 Divisions.*4

These figures belie hisinfluence. In his
study of MPs with railway interests, Alder-
man*s groups Robertson, who had only
regional directorships, beside MPs who served
asdirectors of major national railway compa-
niessuch asthe GWR, the Midland Railway,
and the London and North Western Railway.
He writes, ‘Robertson ... was arailway con-
structor who took to defending the railways
onanumber of occasionsin the Commons.
Itwould be wrong to exclude such a person
inany estimate of the strength of the railway
interest.’ ¢

Hansardrecords thathisinterventions
after 1874 were mainly on railway business.
He supported controversial plans to build a
railway alongside Regent’s Canalin London

which, had it been completed, would have
allowed the Great Western Railway to trans-
port coal from Wales through Paddington to
the London docks. He endorsed the ultimately
successful proposal to convert the ancient
Swansea and Mumbles tramway into a ful-
ly-fledged steamrailway.

Likewise, he spoke on unpopular plansto
build arailway in Ennerdale in the Lake District,
contrastingits opponents’ concern to protect
scenery with their denial of the public trans-
portnecessary for othersto seeit. On such pri-
vate bills concerning railways, he argued that
decisions made by select committees should
be acceptedrather than being revisited on the
floor of the House, with the important caveat
thatthose committees should report to the
House not only their decisions but also the rea-
sonsforthem. Inarguing this case, he harked
back to his early work as a railway promoter,
mentioning his experience ‘in matters affect-
ing the conduct of Private Bills before com-
mittees of the Houselong before he had the
honour of being a Member of it.8

He continued to oppose state inter-
vention in the management of railways,
claiming that the unhampered work of the
railway companies had brought many ben-
efits. He argued that the advent of railways
had reduced the cost of coal to consumers by
almost 50 per cent, and had enabled farmers
to endure the agricultural depression with
less distress. In1880, he joined four other
Liberal MPs of the railway interestin voting
against the Liberal whip on the Employers
Liability Bill.*

Onmatters other thanrailways, Rob-
ertsonjoined other MPsin deploring the
length of time being taken to complete the
Ordnance Survey, which was still unfinished
afteracouple of decades. He supported the
proposal to pay alump sum for completion
within a set period, rather than continuing
with endless annual grants.> Typically con-
scious of his own interests and those of his
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area, he suggested that the scale of the map-
ping should be adjusted in mining districts of
North Wales. His only other significant inter-
vention on the floor of the House during these
yearswasin support of a proposal that the
appointment of postmasters should rest solely
with the postal authorities, rather than beinga
matter of parliamentary patronage.

Robertson had meantime maintained
his position in Shrewsbury, with his gener-
ous charitable donations and support of local
organisationsbeingregularly reportedin
the press. Hisengineering talents had given
impetusto the ambitious proposals for the
Kingsland Bridge over the Severnin the town,
atthe time one of thelargest single-span iron
bridgesin the country.

Inthe general election of 1880, he was
returned as one of Shrewsbury’s two mem-
bers, again gaining fewer votes than the senior
Liberal candidate, Charles Cotes, but still sig-
nificantly more than the Conservatives:

C. Cotes (L) 1,945
Henry Robertson (L) 1,884
A.R.Scoble(C) 1,622
F. C. Needham (C) 1,568

Changewasonthehorizon, though, asa
redistribution of seats meant that Shrews-
bury would return only one MP from the next
election. Inthe event, the borough elected a
Conservative asits sole MPin 1885. Robertson
would haveto find another seat if he were to
remainin parliament. The offer of a seat came
with the decision of Samuel Holland to retire
as Liberal MP for Merionethshire, which he
hadrepresented since 1870. Like Robertson,
Holland was an early railway entrepreneur.
Inhisteens, Samuel Holland had been man-
ager of a slate quarry in Blaenau Ffestiniog and
had projected the Festiniog (now Ffestiniog)
Railway, built to carry slates to the harbour at
Porthmadog.

Henry Robertson had meanwhile bought
Palé Hall, amansion at Llandderfel near Balain
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hisbeloved Dee Valley in Merionethshire. He
had hoped to refurbish the mansion, but that
plan proved to beimpossible. Instead, he built
awholly new house on thessite. This gave him
afirm connection with the county. The house
isnow Palé Hall Hotel, an AA five-red-star
luxury country house hotel. It has a Michelin
green-starrestaurant called, appropriately,
the Henry Robertson Dining Room.

In 1882, approaching his eightieth birth-
day, Samuel Holland invited Robertson to be
hissuccessorin the seatand that offer was
warmly accepted. There was a serious obsta-
cle, however, inthe shape of Morgan Lloyd of
Aberdovey (Aberdyfi). Morgan Lloyd, bornin
Merionethshirein 1822 but educated at the
University of Edinburgh, was alawyer who
had contested Anglesey unsuccessfully asa
Liberalin 1868. He fought Beaumaris and won
in 1874, and had been returned unopposed
therein 1880, but the seat wasthento disap-
pear withredistribution. Like Robertson, he
was searching for a new seat.

Lloyd felt he had a strong claim to Meri-
onethshire and to Samuel Holland’s sympa-
thy, living in the constituency and having
soughtnomination foritin 1870, only to
withdraw in favour of Holland. However, his
claim was somewhat weakened by the fact
thathe had not opposed Henry Robertson’s
adoption for the seatin 1882. Hisinterest
inthe Merioneth seat had been piqued only
when his own seat was to be abolished, and
afterhe had been unsuccessfulin seeking
adoption as Liberal candidate for South Caer-
narfonshire instead.

Robertson’sadoption had notbeen
uncontroversial. Alocal newspaper reported
latein 1883 that ‘A requisition is being signed
in Merionethshire, inviting Mr Pughe Jones,
barrister on the Chester and North Wales cir-
cuit, to contest the county asanindependent
Liberal. Mr Henry Robertson, MP for Shrews-
bury, isthe candidate selected by the Liberal
Central Committee.”*
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The question of how local parties should
be managed was controversial at that time.
Jon Lawrence describes ‘two contrasting con-
ceptions of democratic representation. One
upheld theimportance of a directrelation-
ship between politician and constituents, the
other, one mediated through party organisa-
tions.””2 The caucus system by which Cham-
berlain had kepta firm grip on Birmingham
politicswas beingreplicated by Radicals else-
where. Morgan Lloyd exploited differences of
opinion onthis matter as he soughttore-open
the question of who should be adopted as the
Liberal Party’s candidate.

ALiberal perspective onthe 1885 gen-
eral election in Merionethshire can beread in
the extensive collection of Henry Robertson’s
papersinthe National Library of Wales. Those
papersare the source for this account of what
became an eventful contest.

Inaletter dated 10 August 1885, Morgan
Lloyd wrote to Samuel Holland:

Idonotthinkitisinaccordance with Liberal
principles that aretiring member, however
constantmay have been hisattendance,
and however valuable may have been his
services, should nominate his successor,
asthe choice of a candidate belongs to the
electors.

I cordially agree with you in wishing that
the County shallremainin the hands of
the Liberals, and shall do allin my power to
secure that object. Thereis, however, dan-
ger lest by grasping the shadow we may let
go the substance; and the first object should
beto secure therights of the electors, and
carry out the electioninaccordance with the
principles of true Liberalism.

AsanelectorIshallinsistupon the new
electorsbeing consulted and having a free
choice.?

Further passive-aggressive correspond-
ence followed and in due course Samuel

A train on Henry Robertson’s viaduct at Cynghordy, mid-Wales (photo reproduced by kind permission of
Kittiwake Books, publishers of The Heart of Wales Line Trail)

36 Journal of Liberal History 130 Spring 2026



Holland issued an Address to the Electors of
Merionethshire:

When, 3yearsago, itappeared desirable to
nominate a candidate in consequence of
the condition of my health, I, after consult-
ingmany friends including the representa-
tives of Welsh constituencies, supported the
name of your present Liberal candidate, Mr
Henry Robertson.

It has given me surprise and regret to find
that one of thoseIhad consulted, and who
had approved of my suggested nomination
... seeksto disturb that Liberal unity whichis
essential to success. The ‘call of duty’ which
issaid to haveinspired Mr Morgan Lloyd
to Merionethshire was not heard until it
wasascertained atthe 11" hour that no call
would be given by South Caernarvon.?

The upshot wasthat Henry Robertsonwas
confirmed as the official Liberal candidate,
whereupon Morgan Lloyd decided to offer
himself asanindependent Liberal candidate.
Thethird candidate in the election was that
generation’srepresentative of along-stand-
ing North Wales Conservative family, William
Wynne. The maininterestin the election was
the contest between the two Liberal candi-
dates, whose campaigning methods were
quite dissimilar.

Morgan Lloyd’s platform was wide but
rested essentially on three foundations: first,
that because the franchise had been widened,
the choice of candidate should be made by the
wider electoraterather than by a party caucus;
second, that the Welsh language should be
promoted (most of the new working-class vot-
erswere Welsh-speaking) — ‘The Electors and
their Representatives should be in sympathy,
which must alwaysremain imperfectsolong
asthebarrier of an unknown tongue prevents
freeintercommunication between them’ (the
unknown tongue being English, of course);
and third, the need fora ‘thorough reform
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ofland laws’ with emphasis on therights of
tenants.

Lloyd’s election address contained a few
barbs seemingly aimed at the official Liberal
candidate. Robertson had made a point of
being a Presbyterian, butin hisaddress Lloyd
said he would ‘be prepared to vote for the
Disestablishment and Disendowment of the
Churchnotonlyin Wales, butalso in England
and Scotland’. He ‘would compel the wealthy
who derive theirincomes from the Funds,
Railway Shares, and Foreign Investments, to
contribute their fair proportion of the poor
and otherlocalrates.” (My emphasisin both
instances).

By contrast, Henry Robertson’s own cam-
paigning was so laid-back as to be almost
soporific. His election address started, ‘In
compliance with the unanimousrequest of
the only representative Liberal organisation
inyour County, confirmed by theresolutions
of public meetings of the whole body of elec-
torsin every district of the County duringlast
autumn, I offer myself asa Candidate for the
honour of representing you in the next Parlia-
ment.”He continued, ‘TamaLiberal fromlong
and earnest conviction’. Robertson could not
match Lloyd’s familiarity with the Welshlan-
guage but preserved his position asbest he
could by writing, ‘Bornin Scotland, the son
of aHighlander, and educated at one of the
Scottish Universities I have allmy life been
familiar with the wants and aspirations of the
Celtic Race whereverlocated or by whatever
name they may be called.’ Like Morgan Lloyd,
Robertson committed himself to ‘a thorough
reform of ourland laws’. Hewas able to add
that for ‘upwards of forty yearsI have been
and am one of the largest employers of labour
in North Wales, and I claim from professional
and personal experience of Welsh workmen a
knowledge of theirwants and true interests.’

Anentertaining spoof of Robertson’s
election address was circulated anonymously.
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Judging fromits critique of free trade, itmay
have emanated from Conservative offices.
Under the sub-heading ‘Mr Robertson’s
amended Address; or what hereally meant to
say’, itlampooned Robertson’s address para-
graph by paragraph. It started ‘In obedience
to the Dolgelley caucus and wire-pullers who
professtorepresent you, the eleven thousand
free electors of the County, I now offer myself
astheir chosenrepresentative.’ Gettinginto
itsstride, the text says, ‘lama Scotchman
and came south aswe all do to make money
out of the Southron, and have done the best1
could for myself —Ihave made a pile of money
through the Great Western Railway &c.’ Warm-
ing furthertoitstheme, theleafletadds ‘For
many yearsI have had the spending of lots
of money upon therailwaysin Walesin order
to bring grist to the Mill for the Great Western
Railway, and of course Iwas well paid for my
work and soIbelieve werethemen.’
Robertson’s papers show arelaxed
approachto theelection. They containan
informative selection of letters from Liberal
workers.?* Some thank him for ‘the present of
game’, for ‘the hareand pheasants’, ‘the bas-
ket of game’, and so on. Yet other papersin the
same collection suggest that Liberal branches
were worried by his apparently complacent
approach and were entreating him to do much
more to meet those who were newly enfran-
chised. Oneletter to himasks, ‘Canasimple
handbillin Welsh be circulated to the farm
servants?’ Another asks him ‘to attend meet-
ingsinallvillages, and at times (late evenings
and Saturdays) that farmersand quarrymen
could manage.’ A letter from the settlement of
Cynwyd, requesting Robertson’s attendance
atameeting there says, ‘The Liberal Party to
aman almost will vote for you here ... buta
meeting should take place for fears some will
feelthatthey are overlooked. A letter dated
10 November 1885 asks Robertson to write
personally to a Welsh-speaking minister from
Blaenau urging himto speak ata meeting: ‘We

arevery short of Welsh speakersand as thisis
avery Welsh district ... youwillatonce seea
great disadvantage and drawback to the suc-
cess of the meeting.’ Unease about Morgan
Lloyd’s candidature seems to lie behind these
increasingly plangent calls.

Amongthe papersare the speech notes
heused at meetings in Henry Robertson’s own
hand. Interestingly, inlight of later events, his
speech openswith uncharacteristic acerbity:

The (last) session (of parliament) was chiefly
remarkable for the persistent obstructions
of avery small section of the Irish members
soasto prevent the general legislation of
parliament.?

He goes onto discuss the Eastern Question,
which he defined as ‘how to govern India well,,
and remarks on governmentincome and
expenditurerelated to India, before moving
onto Crimea and the Dardanelles:

We have had the declaration of Lord Cam-
eronthathebelieves ‘no-onewould be
insane enough to desire arepetition of the
Crimean Wars’. Iask myself why Pitthas
beensummoned ... I believe it will be for
the purpose of asking authority to supply
money —andIfear for the purposes of War-
like Expenditure.

[sitbecause Russia hasentered into war
with Turkey that we are told to step forward
and give thelives of our men and our treas-
ures to supportone of the worst govern-
mentswhich has ever ruled over any portion
of thehumanrace?

Iamnothereto apologise for all the acts
of Russiain the past, no more thanIwould
forthe acts of my own country but welive
inbetter timeswhen the calls of humanity
and freedom are not to be cast aside for what
might be called selfish British interests.?

The speech also deplores the government’s
profits from the supply to China of opium and,
after deploring the intoxicating nature of the
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drug, saysthat ‘the efforts of theIndian and
Home Governments should be directed to ...
finding some substituted source of income.’ It
thenrounds on the Conservative candidate,
Wynne, for supporting the House of Lordsin
itsopposition to ‘the Reform Measure”:

He supported the existence of the House of
Lords, and said that the statements of Mr
John Bright were Gross misrepresentations.
Butwe would wish Mr Wynne to explain to
the People of Merionethshire the upright-
ness of the Peersin the majority of whom
the Country hasnottheleast confidence as
being fitand proper toregulate and order
theirlawsinrejecting the Measure which
therepresentatives of the Country with an
immense majority had passed.?®

Henry Robertson’s papers preserve two let-
tersto the editor of the Wythnos (the Week),
in support of Morgan Lloyd. One draws atten-
tion tovotingrecords, claiming Morgan
Lloyd voted ninety-two timesin the last ses-
sion of parliament, while Henry Robertson
voted only thirty-two times. The other letter
isfromalady who urges supportfor Morgan
Lloyd because of his Methodist connections,
reprovesthe tutors at Bala Methodist Col-
lege for failing to back him and ends tartly, ‘1
am quite willing for Mr Robertson to haveall
earthly honour, even to be made a Peer of the
Realm.?

Inthe otherinterest, a paper dated 31
October 1885was circulated, setting outa
resolution passed unanimously by ‘work-
men in Mr Robertson’semploy in East Den-
bighshire’. It praises Henry Robertson’s
virtuesasan employer, a donor to charity,
and ‘an advanced leader of Liberal opinions’,
before saying ‘we unhesitatingly urge our fel-
low-workmen in Merionethshire to give him
their unanimous support at the forthcoming
election’. Evidently aimed at newly enfran-
chised electors tempted to vote for Lloyd, it
describes Robertson as ‘a self-made man, who

Henry Robertson: A Liberal Industrialist

isan adopted Welshman, and who haslived
and worked for Wales’.2°

Canvassreturns were sent by telegram to
Robertson’selection HQ. The canvass sum-
mary on 6 November found 4,683 men for
Robertson, 2,605 for Wynne, and 1,796 for
Lloyd. Lloyd’s support was said to be great-
estinthe working-class and Welsh-speak-
ing areas of Ffestiniog, Penrhyndeudraeth,
Trawsfynydd, and Blaenau. This canvass may
have beeninfluenced by confirmation bias,
for the final result three weekslater was:

Henry Robertson (L) 3,784
William Wynne (C) 2,209
Morgan Lloyd (L) 1,907

OnyDecember, Robertson drafted aletter to
the electors of Merionethshire:

Gentlemen, I begto thank youvery sincerely
for the honor (sic) confirmed upon me by my
Election asmember of Parliament for the
County of Merioneth.

Icongratulate you on the signal victory
obtained for the Liberal cause, and trust that
theresult will promote and secure the unity
of the Liberal party of the County inany
future contest.

Ihavethehonortobe, Gentlemen, Your
obt. Servant, H.R.3

Henry Robertson was thus returned to a par-
liament in which Gladstone had lost his major-
ityand was dependent on the votes of Irish
MPs. Itwas destined to last for only seven
months. Robertson made only two significant
interventionsin thattime. He spoke in March
1886 on a bill to allow the Felixstowe Dock Co.
(aproxy for the Great Eastern Railway) to run
steamships between Felixstowe and the conti-
nent. Two monthslater, he spoke on a private
member’s bill to oblige railway companies to
domoreto prevent accidents.3?

Inboth cases, heurged thatthe mat-
ters should be debated in select committees
rather than onthe floor of the House. Inthe

Journal of Liberal History 130 Spring 2026 39



Henry Robertson: A Liberal Industrialist

B

Palé Hall, the house Henry Robertson built near Bala in north Wales: in 1889 (top) and today (bottom - photo

courtesy of Palé Hall Hotel)

second instance, he opposed taking away
fromrailway companies the responsibility for
seeing that they were operated safely. Look-
ing forward, he proposed that the Board of
Trade should consider whether there should

beasecond class of railway, where the costs

of doing all necessary for public safety might
notbetoo great for small companies. (Sucha
scheme was enacted a decade later asthe Light
Railways Actof 1896.)
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Intheseyears, Robertson’sambitious
mind had been looking to the future of
Brymbo ironworks. Since 1882, he had been
considering converting it to a steel works. He
sent one of his partnersto find information
from other works, and sent another to Rus-
sia, where the basic open-hearth processwas
being developed.?* Theresearch of these men
led Robertson to found the Brymbo Steel Com-
pany Ltd, which started work in 1885. This
steelworks never became aslarge as some
others, butits processes were innovative in
British terms. It remained in production until
1990. Brymbo steel works produced fine qual-
ity steel for specialised uses such as pistons
and tended to consider itself superior to the
nearby Shotton steel works as producers of
perhapsahigher quality of steel.2*

Gladstone’s government fell after a few
months, amid discord over Irish home rule.
Inthe division, 92 of the 316 Liberal MPs
voted against the Home Rule Bill. Robertson
was one of this minority and seceded from
the Liberal Party over the question. Unlike
many of the dissidents, he did not stand for
re-election. He ‘subsequently rendered ser-
vice to Sir Watkin Williams Wynn, and other
Conservative and Liberal Unionist candi-
dates, by his presence at their meetings, as
wellasby his speeches.?

Aldermanrecords that while only 29 per
cent of the parliamentary Liberal Party voted
against Gladstone, eleven of the twenty Lib-
eral MPs with strong railway interests turned
againsthim. He writes that, ‘For Liberal direc-
torsand managers alike, the events of 1886
did not come asa great traumatic experience;
the writing had been on the wall for some
time. The Conservatives promised and had
proved to be accommodating and sympa-
thetic. AsLiberalism moved in a more Radical
directionitlost touch with the greatindus-
tries, like railways, whose interests it no longer
served.3®

Henry Robertson: A Liberal Industrialist

Alocal newspaper reported on a meet-
ing he chaired in Shrewsburyin support of
the Conservative candidate in the 1886 elec-
tionthere. Ina speech aschairman, he denied
apostasy and claimed constancy. Saying that
itwasnow fifty years since he went to Glas-
gow to hear John Bright and Cobden, he cited
Bright, aman of constant principle who had
also opposed the bill, in support of his posi-
tion. He said hewas proud tolook back on
the great changes which had been made in
Shrewsbury, and that asa Liberal member he
had done his share.

Buttimes have changed. Itisnolonger a
question between Liberals and Conserv-
atives. Ithad become a question of how
they were to secure good government to
animportant part of the United Empire. It
had become a question how far they would
be partiesto any attempt to disunite the
government of the country ... how far they
would allow one part of agreat nationand a
great community to controland disturb the
wholerelations of therest.

Many a sound and good Liberal were anx-
iousto dowhat may be done for the benefit
of Ireland —justice and equal laws admin-
istered without fear or favour - treating all
alike butnot allowing ... the common law of
the country to be over-ridden by the secret
law of the National Land League.

Itwassaid that giving the Irish Home
Rule was simply giving them power to man-
age their own affairs. Butwho are the Irish?
There arereally two Irelands. There are five
millions of people or so inIreland, and of
them three millions perhaps are in favour
of the policies of Mr Parnell, and two mil-
lions are opposed toitand are determined to
remain united to this country. Thereal ques-
tionthen was-Isthis great country of ours,
of 35 or 36 millions of people to give way to
thismajority of one millionin Ireland? Is
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that majority inIreland to control the 35 mil-
lionsinthiscountry?’ ...

If there were seceders, Mr Gladstone him-
self was a seceder from the great Liberal
Party of which he (Mr Robertson) had been
one allhislife.”

Asso often, Robertson was on the winning
side. Shrewsbury stayed Conservative in the
1886 election, and would remain Conserva-
tive for over a hundred years, except for a brief
period in Joseph Sunlight’s Liberal hands from
1923101924.

Morgan Lloyd became a Liberal Unionist
and was subsequently elected as such for the
Anglesey constituency. Butinthe 1886 gen-
eral election, after Robertson vacated the seat,
Merionethshire was won for the Liberals with
ahandsome majority by Thomas Edward Ellis
inastraight fight with the Conservatives. The
result was:

Thomas Edward Ellis (L)
John Vaughan (C)

4,127
2,860

Ellis, aged only 27 when he won the seat,
increased the Liberal vote by 11.2 per cent,
though the Conservative vote rose by a similar
amountintheabsence of anindependent can-
didate. Merionethshireremained in Liberal
handsuntil 1951.

Henry Robertson was still developing the
Brymbo steel works when he died in March
1888, lessthan two years after the election.
Althoughborn and educated in north-east

A placid rather than a fervent Liberal in parliament,
Henry Robertson contributed his specialist engineering
knowledge to debates that otherwise lacked this

perspective.

Scotland, he moved to Cheshire, Shropshire
and North Wales while a young man and never
looked back. With a scholarship, a fineedu-
cation, his childhood friendship with Theo-
dore Martin, and therespect he drew from the

great railway builders of the Victorian age, he
made his own way inlife. He had noinher-
ited wealth and no ‘friends in high places’ but
he gained prominence asan engineer and as
amember of parliament. After his death, his
personal estate was valued at £199,437, equiv-
alentin purchasing power to about £22 million
in2025.28

His successandreputationrested on his
own abilities. Clearly a deeply intelligent and
very likeable man, he was a brilliant engineer.
Anastute businessman, he had aremarkable
ability to achieve his own objectives whilst
keeping good relationships with those who
had other plans. He was wellread and enjoyed
life. It was said he could read Latin almost as
fastasEnglish, and that he could recite poems
by Burnsand Byron by heart. One of his
favourite pastimeswas fishing in the Dee Val-
ley, a place he had come tolove. With his wife,
hebuilt a finehomein that valley and brought
up four children. His son, Henry, bornin 1862,
continued and developed his father’sindus-
trial interests and was knighted by Queen Vic-
toriain 1890 after her visit to Palé.??

AplacidratherthanaferventLiberalin
parliament, Henry Robertson contributed his
specialistengineering knowledge to debates
that otherwiselacked this perspective. The
line between private interest and public duty
was drawnin adifferent placein thelate Vic-
torian age from where it stands today. Now-
adays he would be seen to have conflicted
interests, and there are hints of thatin his
opponents’ election lit-
erature. Nonetheless, he
wasaccounted a good
employer by the stand-
ards of histime and his
enterprises provided
employmentand incomes for people who pre-
viously had none. He gave work and prosper-
ity to thousands who worked in hisiron and
steel enterprises, on hisrailways, and in his
coal, water, and mineral companies.
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Henry Robertson opened up North Wales
and the Marches with railways, built astonish-
ing bridges, modernised the area’sindustries,
and provided new opportunities to those who
lived there. Many of the bridges, viaducts and
railways he builtin the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury are stillin busy daily use today. Itisfitting
toremember him now, in the mid-2020s, as
we come from celebrating 200 years of pub-
lic passenger railways in Britain. A self-made
man, he was the paradigm of a Victorian Lib-
eralindustrialistand the very opposite of a
modern asset-stripper.
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