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The Letters of Richard Cobden. Volume IV: 1860–1865. Edited by Anthony Howe
and Simon Morgan.Oxford:Oxford University Press. 2015. xix, 627 pp.£140.00.
ISBN 9780199211982.

Consistent with its meticulous predecessors, the fourth and final instalment of Anthony
Howe and Simon Morgan’s Letters of Richard Cobden provides an intriguing insight into the
final five years of one of the major political figures of 19th-century Britain. Spending the
first 16 months covered by this volume abroad, negotiating the Anglo-French commercial
treaty, an ailing Cobden reluctantly returns home to the news of civil war in America, a
developing cotton famine in Lancashire and a parliament, and public, seemingly hypnotised
by the ‘old imposter’ (p.315),Palmerston.With the 1840s a distant memory, and his posthu-
mous legacy as an archetype of Gladstonian Liberalism still to be established, Cobden cuts
a detached figure, wholly frustrated with his inability to influence mainstream politics. His
final years see him nurturing a deep ‘mistrust’ (p. 483) of the middle classes, and regretting
his inability, throughout his parliamentary career, to effect any real change within a political
class which cares little for ‘reason, argument and facts’ and has conspired to create the most
‘wasteful’ government in the world (p. 456).
This volume contains 359 of over 2,000 surviving letters penned by Cobden between

1860 and 1865, which have been sourced primarily from archives in the UK, France, and
the USA.The editors speculate that the latter figure represents a quarter of Cobden’s corre-
spondence during this time, so this volume might, in reality, only contain around 5% of his
actual output. Nevertheless, a sequence of previously unpublished letters has been selected
that offers a compelling narrative. The editors are also consistent in providing references to
relevant correspondence,where it has already been published elsewhere, in the comprehen-
sive explanatory footnotes that accompany each letter.A planned web-based edition,which
will hopefully contain every surviving Cobden letter, promises to become the major out-
put of this ambitious research project and will quickly surpass these edited volumes as the
preferred means of accessing Cobden. However, this adds further importance to Howe’s
excellent introduction to the volume, which will be invaluable for future generations of
researchers who will inevitably dip into these letters in isolation.
The first two correspondents in this collection, the chancellor of the exchequer in

Palmerston’s Liberal government, William Gladstone, and the advanced-Liberal MP for
Birmingham, John Bright, prove to be Cobden’s most valued political allies during his
final years. Cobden sees Bright very much as his partner in crime, writes his most detailed
letters to him and touchingly confesses to not having the ‘same confidence’ (p. 312) in the
Commons when he is absent. Cobden, it transpires, has little faith in the new generation
of radicals at Westminster, and clearly sees Bright as his heir presumptive. Gladstone was
largely responsible for Cobden’s placement in France to negotiate a commercial treaty
between 1859 and 1861.The two develop a close political relationship as Cobden provides
intelligence on his ongoing negotiations and seeks to influence Gladstone’s budgets.While
he does cool slightly toward the then chancellor following his infamous 1863 ‘making a
nation’ speech (p. 330), by 1864 Cobden is clear in his advice to Gladstone that the future
of the Liberal Party rests with him (pp. 456–9).
When in France,Cobden proves tireless in his negotiations over the Anglo-French treaty,

maintaining close correspondence with his colleague and board of trade civil servant, Louis
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Mallet, and an expansive network of British and French commercial and political contacts.
Cobden is firm in his belief that a free trade settlement with France will serve Britain’s
commercial, but also long-term, political interests, providing an escape route from the in-
creasingly expensive and paranoid militarism of Palmerston, Russell, and the majority of
the British press. However, his efforts to influence Palmerston and Russell (by producing
statistics of French shipbuilding and offering anecdotes about languid French dockyards)
fail, and by 1861 both remain dismissive of his ‘twaddle’ (p.173).He also engages in a war of
letters with a sceptical and jingoistic British press, particularly John Walter and The Times.
For Cobden, this is not just a vain attempt at securing his own legacy,but a significant aspect
of his negotiating strategy for the treaty. Interestingly, he reveals how throughout negoti-
ations, a prototypical communications department is providing summaries of the world’s
newspapers for Napoleon III by noon each day (p. 75).
With his work in Paris complete, by late 1860 he enjoys a restorative holiday in Algeria.

This provides a rare insight into Cobden’s everyday racial and imperialist ideology, as he
notes the profusion of ‘rags’ in the streets of Algiers and his belief that ‘the suppression
of this nest of pirates’ by the French had been ‘no loss to humanity’ (p. 130). By the time
he returns to Britain in May 1861, the American civil war has commenced, and Cobden’s
correspondence provides an intriguing insight into perceptions of the war in Britain. As
a pacifist who believes ‘in the power of God to solve problems affecting the interests of
humanity without calling the devil to His aid in the form of a cruel and destructive war’
(p. 534), Cobden initially hopes for separation. He sees no peaceful end to the South’s
‘deplorable’ stance on slavery (p. 177), particularly given his view that President Lincoln
is ‘unequal to the occasion’ (p. 174). As the war develops he maintains a neutral stance,
condemning suggestions of British intervention, and refuses to throw his lot in with the
North for fear of being unwittingly tainted in the future, like ‘Fox & the British liberals
in 1790’ whose initial support for the French revolution later led to their association with
‘Marats [sic] and Robespierre’ (p.353).Within two years,however,he realizes that a peaceful
separation is the most unlikely outcome,and by late 1864 he is expectant of a Union victory,
looking on with ‘horror’ at the idea of any compromise over slavery (p. 534). From an
early point in the war, Cobden commits to identifying a solution to the cotton famine in
Lancashire, which he acknowledges as being caused by the region’s immoral reliance on
blockaded Southern cotton. For Cobden this is an issue of national importance, due to his
belief that ‘if Lancashire goes down, everything English will fall with it’ (p. 181). He does
see a silver lining to the civil war and the famine, however, and from late 1862 increasingly
entertains hope that the two issues will lead to the downfall of his bête noire, Palmerston,
a ‘[tight]rope dancer’ whose leadership, Cobden considers is ‘suited only to a period of
prosperity’ (p. 320).
Sadly, our protagonist does not live long enough to witness the end of his rival, who

remained in office until his own death in October 1865.There is a palpable sense through-
out this volume that Cobden’s unrealistic hopes of overthrowing Palmerston stem from
his detachment from contemporary politics. Cobden confesses to finding himself ‘less and
less equal’ (p. 180) to parliamentary life, views his annual trip to meet his constituents in
Rochdale with a sense of dread, and when poor health prevents him from delivering a
long-planned speech on maritime law reform to the Commons he expresses the fear that
his ‘talking days are over’ (p. 278). After delivering a tirade on Palmerston to a baffled Lib-
eral MP, he is urged to mingle with the ‘general currency of society’ (p. 227). He appears
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confused by ‘how little response’ (p. 291) there is to the publication of his Three Panics,
and 18 months before his death sadly confesses his hope to Bright that he might ‘wake up
something else than a politician’ (p. 410). Cobden’s disillusionment does lead him to the
view that significant measures of parliamentary and land reform offer the only means of
achieving any real political change for the ‘powerless’ masses (p. 539), and with remarkable
foresight he predicts the financial crisis of 1866.Nevertheless, one cannot escape the feeling
that the most important moment in this volume, in terms of restoring Cobden’s reputation,
was his death on 2 April 1865, which allowed obituarists, contemporary politicians (in-
cluding Palmerston), and future historians, to fit the legend of Cobden into a more heroic
narrative.
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Parliament and Politics in the Age of Asquith and Lloyd George: The Diaries of Cecil
Harmsworth,MP,1909–1922. Edited by Andrew Thorpe and Richard Toye. (Cam-
den, 5th ser., l.) Cambridge: Cambridge University Press for the Royal Historical
Society. 2016. viii, 361 pp. £44.99 ($79.99). ISBN 9781107162457.

Cecil Bisshop Harmsworth (1869–1948) was younger brother of Lord Northcliffe and of
Lord Rothermere, proprietors of the Daily Mail and Daily Mirror. Although not as well
known or successful as them, he had a satisfactory political career and it is that period
which the diaries cover (Cecil Harmsworth was elected in the Liberal landslide of 1906,
but the diaries start in 1909). Whilst never reaching the front rank of politics, he did
hold several junior positions and thanks to his older brothers was privy to behind-the-
scenes machinations. Some of the most significant positions he held were parliamentary
private secretary (PPS) to Walter Runciman, president of the board of agriculture and
fisheries, November 1911–August 1914; parliamentary under secretary at the home office,
February 1915–May 1915; PPS to Reginald McKenna, chancellor of the exchequer, May
1915–December 1916;member of Lloyd George’s secretariat, the ‘Garden Suburb’, January
1917–January 1919; and under secretary of state for foreign affairs, January 1919–October
1922.
Clearly, these published diaries are an invaluable source. Whilst not at the heart of the

decision-making process himself, Harmsworth knew those who were during a crucial for-
mative period of British history and recorded his impression of them. He was clearly im-
pressed, perhaps even overawed, by the prime minister before 1914, and future biographers
of Asquith can consider whether this contributed to the latter’s successful stewardship of the
Liberal Party. Also of particular interest to potential biographers of Asquith is the line from
Harmsworth’s diary that ‘Alfred (Northcliffe) has been actively at work with Ll.-G [Lloyd
George] with a view to bringing about a change’ (3 December 1916, p. 235). Clearly, the
often-cited machinations of Lloyd George have another damning footnote to join them.
The defenders of Lloyd George will be satisfied that a little over a week before the Decem-
ber crisis, Harmsworth felt that in parliament there was ‘an almost general dissatisfaction
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