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PREFACE 

LoRD CuRZON's uite naturally into three well defined 

;nent as Viceroy oflndia in 1898; the seven years of his 1ceroya ty 

1=fr:;o~m~1:;:8~8::t::o=:hi::· s=;r~etu=?r¥n~t~o~E;;n~l=an=d~in~D~e;ce::;m~b;er;:;1~9;;o~5 ;;-~e 
·.,aSt. tWenty years of his life from 1905 to arc 1925. fis wiih'the 
firSt. of these three periods that the present volume deals. 

The firSt. forty .years of George Curzon's life were unusually full, 
for into them were packed the meteoric performances of his early 
manhood at Eton and Oxfo~d ; the great series of journeys upon 
which he was engaged almoSt. continuously between 1883 and 1895, 
including two voyages round the world and expeditions into Central 
Asia, Persia, the Pamirs and AfghaniStan ; and the whole of his 
comparatively brief but unqueStionably brilliant career in the House 
of Commons. And apart altogether from achievements in these 
various fields which a man of far maturer years might well have 
contemplated with something more than mere satisfaction, he found 
time during these crowded days to write three books of outStanding 
merit on the peoples and politics of Central Asia, the Far EaSt. and 
Persia, ·the laSt. of which, at leaSt., deman~ed an immense amount of 
patient and suStained re~earch, and to carve for himself a special 
niche in a social circle which gave to the world a number of diStin-
guished figures in literature, politics and art. . 

From the firSt. he displayed symptoms of a very complex person
ality, and it is during these early years that can beSt. b~ Studied 
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PREFACE 
those conflicting elements in his temperament and character that 
often made him so difficult to under~d. l'o the public he ap
peared as a pompous and even arrogant figure-cold, haughty and 
aloof; to his intimate companions as an emotional and sensitive 
being, warm-hearted and impulsive, within whose frame there 
lurked eternally the spirit of incorrigible youth. l'o the former 
he appeared to have been born old ; to the latter it sometimes 
seemed that he had never quite grown up. " Mo:ft men," he once 
observed in a letter to the firSt Lady Curzon, "are not underStood of 
their own generation, for human nature is really very complex, and 
yet ignoring our own complexity we expect everyone else to be 
simple." Of no one could this have been said with greater truth 
than of George Curzon himself. How could the public who saw 
him only from the far side of the footlights-who were used to 
seeing him depicted, always as " a moSt superior person," in count
less ca.Rcatures, cartoons and .. paragraphs published broadcaSt in the 
popular press-know that behind the scenes of the theatre he 
bubbled over with animal spirits, danced, joked, did all those things 
that high-spirited youth in love with life and with a consuming 
passion for laughter insiSts on doing the wide world over ? Or that 
he possessed a spirit of hospitality that made of him the moSt charm
ing of hoSts and a sense of humour that rendered him inimitable as 
a raconteur ? 

In the firSt of the three Volumes, therefore, in which the Story of 
his life is told, space has been found for some analysis of his per
sonality which, it is hoped, may prove of assiStance to the reader 
who follows him through the succeeding volumes as he threads his 
way across the crowded Stage on which the drama of his public life 
was played. 

* * * • * • 
It would be difficult, even if it were possible, to mention by name 

all those to whom I have been indebted for assiStance. George 
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PREFACE 
Curzon never, when he could avoid doing so, made use df clerical 
assiStance. And since his curious aversion to the employment of 
such aid necessjtated his writing all his letters in his own hand, it 
follows that except in very special cases, no copies of what he wrote 
-were made. I have, consequently, to thank all those who have 
placed at my disposal such letters written by him as they may have 
received and preserved. For material for the chapters on George 
Curzon's undergraduate days I am indebted more particularly to 
Lord Midleton, Lord Sumner of IbSt:one and Professor J. W. 
Mackail ; and indeed my debt to Lord Midleton extends over a 
period far in excess of George Curzon' s Oxford days. 

Finally to Lord Curzon's Literary Executors, Dr. F. W. Pember, 
Warden of All Souls College and Vice-Chancellor of Oxford 
University, and Sir Ian Malcolm, K.C.M.G., and to Lady Curzon, I 
desire to express my gratitude, for the courteous consideration 
which they have at all times shown me in the discharge of a task 
which, if a pleasure, has nevertheless not been wholly free from 
difficulty. Indeed it is not too much to say that without the conStant 
readiness which Sir Ian Malcolm has shown to respond to the many 
demands which I have made· upon him, this Biography could 
scarcely have been written. 

RoNALDSHAY. 

Dec. xst; 1927. 
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THE LIFE OF LORD CURZON 

CHAPTER I 

EARLY DAYS 
K.EDLESTON, WIXENFORD AND ETON 

GEORGE NATHANIEL CuRZON, eldeSt son of the Reverend Alfred 
Nathaniel Holden Curzon, fourth Baron Scarsdale, and of Blanche, 
daughter of Joseph Pocklington Senhouse, of Netherhall, was born 
at Kedleston, in Derbyshire, on January the IIth, 1859. Here 
within the walls of the Stately Adam mansion built on the site on 
which for nigh on eight centuries had Stood the home of an unbroken 
line of ~urzons, he spent his boyhood, Strangely sensitive to the 
appeal of his-surroundings and acquiring half consciously, perhaps, 
a deep affection and admiration for the building itself, which, as 
years rolled by, grew into something akin to reverence. This early 
attachment to KedleSton Hall exercised a laSting influence upon his 
attitude towards architecture, leading him not merely to admire 
great and hiStoric "buildings as Works of Art, but to inveSt them 
with a definite personality of their own. As will afterwards appear, 
it was the mainspring of a special aspect of his activities in an un
usually full and varied life. 

His early years were not a time of unmixed happiness. They were 
dominated by a Strange and forceful influence in the person of the 
lady who for ten years had charge of the upbringing of George 
Curzon and the four members of the family next to him in age. Of 
Miss Paraman, who appeared upon the scene when George Curzon 
was seven years old, he has himself said that she taught all subjects 
well, and in addition inculcated in her charges habits of economy 
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CURZON, z866-187z 

and neatness, and a dislike of anything vulgar or fa~ ; that in her 
saner moments she was devotedly attached to her pupils ; but that 
there were frequent occasions on which she acted with all the 
savagery of a brutal and vindiaive tyrant. 1 The many ingenious 
forms of punishment which she devised were such that, in after 
years, he declared that he doubted if any children well born and well 
placed cried so much or so juilly.z There can be little doubt'that 
this ferocious discipline to which she subjected her unfortunate 
charges did much to fo~er that rebellious spirit of the exi~ence of 
which, sometimes latent, at other times disastrously aaive, George 
Curzon was himself aware throughout his life. It is but fair to add 
that these ·paroxysms of ferocity cloaked a real if wayward affeaion 
for those who were their viaims. To others she spoke of the young 
Curzons as model children. She bequeathed what little money she 
possessed to the elde~ of the girls whom she had taught and terror
ised, and when in I 892 she passed away, conspicuous among the. 
figures seen ~anding by her grave was that of George Curzon, 
then a member of Her Majesty's Government. 

From the hands of Miss Paraman he passed into those of another 
ma~erly personality in the shape of Mr. Dunbar, the second ma~er 
at the Reverend R. Cowley Powles's school at Wixenford-the 
latter " a pertct gentleman, an amiable character and a graceful 
scholar," 3 who had e~ablished his seminary for young gentlemen 
at Wixenford in order to be near his friend Charles Kingsley, at 
that time Rector of the adjoining parish of Eversley. But the 
reverend gentleman had neither the power nor, perhaps, the in
clination to assert himself so long as he commanded the services of 
so forceful and competent a lieutenant as Mr. Archibald James 
Campbell Dunbar. This remarkable man left on young Curzon's 
mind the same uneffaceable mark as Miss Paraman had done-and 
for much the same reason. Indeed, he seems to have been of the 
same violent and un~able disposition as she was, and one cannot but 
be ~ruck by this ~range coincidence. Like Miss Paraman, he was an 
admirable teacher ; like her, he was often savage and cruel to the 
boys. Like her again, " though he never spared us one jot or tittle 
of his displeasure or punishment if we had provoked either, he could 

•Pencil notes by G. N. Curzon. •Ibid. 
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EARLY DAYS: KEDLESTON 

be extremely nice to ,us when he was in a gracious mood, and was as 
genuinely fond of us as we were-at a diStance-attached to him." 1 

As in the case of the lady, "his vigour and resourcefulness were 
overpowering," 2 and it is difficult to refrain from speculating upon 
the possible consequences had either chanced to have been drawn by 
Fate into the orbit of the other. He had other inconvenient charac
teri:fucs, for if he was of a passionate and imperious nature, he was 
also extremely sensitive and was conStantly imagining that people 
were deliberately bent on outraging his feelings. The resqlt was that 
sooner or later he exasperated and alienated moSt of the friends that 
he made. For more than twenty years George·Curzon kept up a firm 
friendship with him, when, in one of his unaccountable moods, the 
latter suddenly broke off all communication with his former pupil 
and their relations came to an abrupt end. 3 He died in 1923, but 
not apparently before he had deStroyed the voluminous correspon
dence which George Curzon had maintained with him for twenty 
years. 

Young Curzon's three years at Wixenford brought out something 
of the quality of his mind. Before leaving he became head of the 
school and during his laSt term created a record by carrying off 
five prizes, though one-as with becoming modeSty he has been 
careful to point out-was for " the beSt colletl:ion of moths and 
butterflies, of which we were pa~sionate pursuers." 4 

They also made it clear that his was no ordinary turn of mind. 
A boy who, at the age of ten, could observe in a letter to his Father:__ 
" What a congre5s of people you talk about in your letters " ; who, 
when Still a junior boy at a private school, could mention casually 
that he supposed that Parliament would soon be opening, 5 and who, 
on returning to school after the holidays, at the age of eleven, could 
write that in crossing London he drove to Eaton Square, passing 
on his way "Hyde Park, St. James's Park, Green Park, Stafford 
House, Apsley House, Buckingham Palace, etc.," 6 was, to say the 
leaSt of it, original. · 

>Pencil notes by G. N. Curzon. zfbid. 3[bid. 4[bid. 
sLetter to Lord Scarsdale dated February IIth, 187o. 
6Letter to Lady Scarsdale on his return to school in 187o. 



CURZON, r869-1878 

Even when treating of the things with which the average school
boy of his age was wont to intereSt himself, he exhibited a certain 
originality of Style: 

" Now for my requeSts. FirSt, as it is the half term, a hamper 
is undoubtedly requisite under the present circumStances, as 
we hadn't one laSt term. This hamper muSt contain : one fine 
fat brawn, as usual, several pots of superior jam, including, 
mark me, apricot, etc., whilSt pots of potted meat are indis
pensable. Oh I but above all things, one of those very jolly 
cakes which are so nice and big and which Mrs. Halliday fully 
knows how to fabricate." 1 

He also acquired thus early the habit of concise and methodical 
exposition which made of him in after years so lucid and successful a 
debater: 

" J ohnSl:on is going to London sometime this term and there 
are three things that he wants me to ask you. 

" 1St-which I know you won't grant-he wants me to go an 
exeat with him to London, to his Grandmother's. · 

" znd-which perhaps you may grant-will you let me go up 
to London with him for one day-go in the morning and come 
back in the afternoon ? 

"3rd-if you won't let me do this, may he get me a football 
jersey and a football cap and a belt ? 

"If you agree to xSl: or znd requeSts, will you mention the 
day, or if to the 3rd, say yes or no." z 

The excellent grounding which he had received at the hands of 
the two remarkable charaCters on whom had devolved his early 
training became apparent when, at the age of thirteen, he proceeded 
to Eton and diStinguished himself by taking ' remove,' the higheSt 
form open to a newcomer, and by heading the liSt of competitors 
in mathematics-a branch of Study for which he was wont to say he 
had a natural diStaSte. 

•Letter to Lady Scarsdale dated November sth, I87I· 
>Letter to Lady Scarsdale dated November 5th, 187o. 
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Among the vaSt and varied collection of documents extant in 
George Curzon's own handwriting is a fragment in which he speaks 
of the next six years as a happy and glorious time-" perhaps the 
happieSt and moSt glorious that it will ever be given to me to en
joy." 1 They gained something, doubtless, by contraSt with the 
tumultuous emotions of his more tender years, spent in conStant 
apprehension of the violent vagaries firSt of Miss Paraman and then 
of Mr. Dunbar. Though he never reached quite the foremoSt rank 
in scholarship, his six years at Eton were marked, nevertheless, by 
brilliant and almoSt uninterrupted success. He progressed rapidly 
up the school until, in 1877, he reached the higheSt: place open to a 
non-colleger, that of captain of the " oppidans," so-called, it may 
be observed for the benefit of those who were not themselves 
brought up at Eton, because they live outside the college in the town. 
He was usually at the top of his form, either in school work or in 
examinations, and never far from it. He won no less than seven
teen firSt prizes and was "sent up for good" on twenty-three occa
sions, a record shared only by one boy, some few years senior to 
himself, Mr. J. E. C. Welldon, deStined to accompany him twenty 
years later to India as Metropolitan and Bishop of Calcutta, and now 
a diStinguished figure of the church in England. Nor was this all, 
for to this remarkable record of achievement muSt be added his 
success during his laSt: year at school in getting into " the select " 
for the NewcaStle Scholarship--the greateSt diStinction open to an 
Eton boy in the way of scholarships-the scholar and medalliSt 
on this occasion being two King's scholars, W. 0. Burrows, after
wards Archdeacon of Birmingham, and W. R. Inge, afterwards 
Dean Inge. 

During his time at Eton he cultivated a taSte for literature which 
Stood him in good Stead in after life as a writer and public speaker. 
He took prizes in French and Italian and in Shakespeare, and in 1877 
was awarded the prize for declamation, i.e., for the beSt Latin ' 
oration on a set subject in the Style of the oratory of ancient Rome, 
both in the Lent and Michrelmas terms. On one occasion the 
Headmaster, Dr. Hornby, whose quiet sense of humour appealed· 
Strongly to George Curzon, turned the tables neatly on the preco-

'From a note-book kept at Eton. 
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cious boy. When giving out th~ result of the competition, he said: 
"The beSt: declamation has been written by Foley, the second beSt: 
by Mr. Curzon." This announcement was received by the expectant 
liStener with dismay. But Dr. Hornby had not finished. " Un
fortunately in the greater part of what he has written Foley has been 
anticipated by Cicero. The prize therefore goes to Mr. Curzon." 
The Studious turn of his mind was hall-marked by the award of no 
less than four holiday task prizes during his laSt: two years at the 
school, and at the end of his laSt term he took away with him prizes 
for hiStory, for English verse, and for the beSt essay in Latin. 

A model boy, surely, and the joy of any master's heart !• Yet 
truth demands the admission that this was not so. His relations 
with the majority of Eton maSters were, as a matter of fact, the 
reverse of harmonious, as he himself freely admitted. The spirit 
of rebellion, of which mention has been made, was easily kindled by 
contact with aufhority, resulting in acts of insubordination and an 
impertinent demeanour, which made him anything but persona grata 
with the teaching Staff. Very early in their acquaintance his tutor, 
the Reverend Wolley Dod, complained of a· tendency on his pupil's 
part" to say silly things and to make silly answers about the lesson"; 
and, he added, " Being young for his place in the school and a 
popular boy, he is in some danger of being spoilt by associating 
too much with boys older than himself." 1 He, in his turn, was 
piqued by the inability of his maSters to discount these ebullitions 
and to perceive beneath the surface the earneStness of the man. He 
took an unholy delight, consequently, in demonStrating to them in 
signal fashion their miStake. The capture of the French and Italian 
prizes was the outcome of an impish determination to score off the 
French and Italian maSters with whom he had fallen out. He left 
the classes of both, read with fiery energy week after week far into 
the night, and won, firSt:, the Prince Consort's prize for French 
by a larger percentage of marks and at an earlier age than had ever 
been done before, and subsequently, to the surprise and annoyance 
of the Italian maSter, the Italian prize, his sardonic sense of satis
faction at this triumph being enhanced by the fact that among the 
vanquished was the favourite pupil of the latter, a lad partly of 

rLctter from the Rev. Walley Dod to Lord Scarsdale dated December Ioth, I87Z· 
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Italian extraCtion who had been brought up at Florence. A hiStory 
prize fell to him in similar circumStances. Stung to the quick by a 
disparaging remark from Mr. Cornish, the letturer on the subjett, 
he withdrew from his class. In due course, to the astonishment of 
moSt people, he presented himselfat the examination-and carried 
off the prize. To the credit of both, be it said, there sprang up in 
after years between Mr. Cornish and his intrattable pupil relations 
of mutual good-will and eSteem. 

TI?at this State of tension between teacher and taught was due in • 
large measure to the boy's temperament seems to follow from the 
fat! that it was the almoSt invariable rule. With few exceptions, of 
which his happy intimacy with Mr. Oscar Browning provides the · 
moSt notable example, his intercourse with his teachers was marred 
by friCtion. On one occasion he wrote home describing a scene with 
his tutor which ended in the latter " in an awful foam " dashing 
himself down on to a cb_air and saluting the culprit " with the pleas
ant appellation of 'impertinent brat.' " 1 At another time he com
plained bitterly of his tutor's attitude towards him. "It is a well
known thing through the house that he especially spites me. I use 
the word spite because it is true . . . . I have been so loaded with his 
punishments during the laSt week that I haven't had a moment to 
myself." 2 This was almoSt the laSt letter that he wrote to his 
Mother, for in April 1875, she died. The sorrow which he felt at 
this tragic bereavement, mingled with his feelings of attachment to 
KedleSton, found expression in verse, which he committed to paper 
at th~ age of sixteen with the title, " Kedleston " : • 

Monarch of the grassy parkland, 
Sheltered by anceStral trees, 

For a century thy pillars 
Have grown hoary in the breeze. 

For a century around thee 
Bud hath blossomed, flower hath blown, 

Many a wooded glade thou owneSt, 
Many an acre is thine own. 

•Letter to Lady Scarsdale dated March 17th, 1873. 
'Letter to Lady Scarsdale dated March 16th, 1875. 
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Still as ever, proud thou StandeSt, 
Green thy meadows as of yore, 

But a chill of desolation 
Mid the sunbeams clouds thee o'er. 

Merry voices that but lately 
Laughing echoed through thy halls 

Sound no longer there, and silence 
Reigns inStead within thy walls. 

Heedless of thy frowning presence 
Lichen creep along the Stone 

And the weeds grow long and dreary 
Where thou StandeSt all alone. 

Towards the end of his time at Eton he was transferred from the 
tutorial care of his own house-maSter, Walley Dod, to that of Mr. 
E. D. Stone. It cannot be said that the change made any difference 
either to the relations between himself and his tutor, or to his own 
academic success. He was convinced that Stone looked upon him 
as " a nimble-witted farceur," 1 and he smarted under his continual 
upbraidings on the score of what the former insiSted on regarding 
as his shallowness and lack of serious purpose. Once again the want 
of discernment on the part of the teacher was demonStrated when 
the liSt of the FirSt Hundred examination was published with the 
name of Curzon Standing at the head of the school. 

But if his attitude towards life was in the main a serious one, he 
possessed also a lively sense of the ludicrous. On his return to Eton 
on one occasion he was apparently requeSted to look after the 
younger members of the family, who were being sent to Brighton. 
The journey from Derbyshire was not altogether free from mishaps, 
and in due course he submitted the following Statement of his 
out-of-pocket expenses to his Father : 

•Pencil notes by G. N. Curzon. 
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"Lord Scarsdale Dr. to Han. G. Curzon. 
£ s. d. 

To attendance on nurses, children and servants .... IO 6 
Getting Miss Paranian out of pawn .............. I5 6 
Rent in seat of trousers from extreme tension running 

up and down platform ....................... 8 3 
Re-soleing boots from wear and tear of do .•••..... 4 9 
Samuel's fare from ViCl:oria to Brighton ••••..••.. 7 9 
Fare for person engaged to take care of Samuel ..... 7 9 
Telegram to :Brighton to say Samuel had missed the 

train and loSt all the luggage ................. I 0 

Do. to say Samuel and luggage was found and would 
proceed to his deStination at 5 p.m ............. I 0 

Wear and tear of mind consequent upon the frightful 
consequences involved in the aforeStated trouble. I 0 0 

Synopsis of foregoing account .................. ; I6 6 

" Being much pressed at present time to meet several large 
demands, shall eSteem it a great favour to have His Lordship's 
cheque for the above small and moderate. charges. · 

"G. N. Curzon." 

He could forgive much in others provided they enjoyed a similar 
sense 'of humour. He used to recall with obvious relish a joke to 
the credit of a maSter of the name of Day with a "very squeaky 
voice," but "a keen sense of humour." 1 A boy charged with a 
message from some other maSter threw open the door of Mr. Day's 
class room on one occasion when work was in progress and waited 
the latter's permission to speak. "Your name?" enquired Day. 
~' Cole," replied the boy. After a silence of some minutes Day 
looked up from his work and exclaimed, "Well then, Cole
scuttle I " The boy in question was A. C. Cole, who afterwards 
became Governor of the ·Bank of England. A mordaunt piece of 
humour on the part of another master, of the name of Austen Leigh, 

. •Pencil notes by G. N. Curzon. 
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tickled his sense of the ludicrous and ling~red in his memory. In 
incisive terms Austen Leigh made known to one of his class, Sclater 
Booth-afterwards Lord Basing-his opinion of him. " Sclater 
Booth, in the whole course of my experience I have only known one 
boy worse than Sclater Booth this term," was the name of this 
prodigy of misconduct Curzon perchance? But no--" and that 
was," continued his judge, in measured terms, " Sclater Booth last 
term." 

To many the George Curzon of those days must have seemed a 
curious bundle of contradictions. He was, indeed, in some sense 
the sport of certain strongly marked and conflicting features in his 
character. There was the spirit of rebellion fostered, as I have 
before observed, by the tyranny of Miss Paraman. But equally 
powerful was a constant urge deep down in his nature to excel in 
competition with his fellow men. If the former drove him into 
open warfare with those in authority over him, the latter impelled 
him, if not to sit at their feet, at least to serious study. Hence, he 
was at once rampantly undisciplined and extraordinarily studious. 
To add further to the confusion aroused by these two antithetical 
characteristics was a tendency, not uncommon with the boyhood 
of our public schools, to conceal his virtues and represent himself 
as worse than he was. He shrank from being regarded wholly as 
a" sap." Hence, wild exploits of insubordination. He made it a 
point of honour to proceed every year to Ascot races-not because 
he cared for racing, but because it was fotbidden. For a similar 
reason he kept a stock of claret and champagne in the drawer of the 
bureau in his room-not because he cared for drinking, but because 
he enjoyed the supreme effrontery of giving wine parties under the 
nose of his housemaster. But perhaps the most audacious of his 
escapades-at which, as he himself confessed in after years, he still 
Stood aghaSt 1 was a sudden determination to play a game of tennis 
in Upper School-the long panelled room adorned with busts and 
decorated with carved names innumerable, hallowed, if ever a 
room was, by a long tradition of decorous behaviour and bathed 
in a gentle atmosphere of learning. This wild idea was duly given 
effect to and for an hour the hovering silence was broken by the 

•Pencil notes by G. N. Curzon. 
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boisterous laughter of four irreverent schoolboys, · while tennis 
balls cannoned off the heads of Chatham and Canning and other 
giants of former days. The hour was well chosen and the dese
cration escaped detection. And the heir to Kedleston and his 
accomplices flattered themselves-no doubt with justice-that 
they were the only persons who had .ever played tennis in Upper 
School. 
• But in spite of these and similar aberrations, learning was by far 

the most serious of his pursuits at Eton. Neither were his literary 
activities confined to school hours nor within narrow limits. In 
1876 and 1877 he was eleB:ed successively to the Secretaryship and 
Presidentship of the Eton Literary Society, and to membership and 
later to the post of auditor of Pop, the famous Eton Society-the 
most select club, perhaps, in all the world-which he described 
in a farewell speech as being " not so much a debating society as a 
friendly and social confederation whose members are all friends 
in one common friendship." 1 Election to this exclusive circle 
bears unimpeachable testimony to his Standing among his school 
mates. Athletic br intellectUal distinction of themselves availed 
a man nothing~ Unless to these attributes was added " that indefi
nable quality, good fellowship, which is born, not made," 2 the 
suppliant knocked at its doors in vain. Nor did those within show 
the smalleSt hesitation in making known their' disapprobation of the 
aspirant who was, and who they considered should remain, without 
the pale. One such in Curzon's day received no fewer than twenty
four black balls at a meeting at whi~h eighteen members only were 
present. 

How came it that so aristocratic a company sailed under so ple
beian a name? Mr. Gilbert Coleridge offers an explanation .. The 
name Pop, he tells us, was derived from " popina," a " cook-shop," 
because the original habitation ·of the society when first formed in 
1811 was a room over a well-known" sock-shop" of the day. 3 

The Literary Society, of which George Curzon became President 
in 1877, had been founded by Oscar Browning in 1871 and through
out the seventies was almost as exclusive a body as Pop. A small 

'Speech delivered on AuguSt the 1St, 1878. 
•The Hon. Gilbert Coleridge in" Eton in the Seventies." Jlbid. 
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coterie of thirty, it was managed entirely by the boys themselves. 
A heavy responsibility rested on the President, for besides presiding 
at the ordinary meetings at which papers were read by members of 
the Society, he was expected to arrange for periodic lectures to the 
school by men eminent in their own line of life in the larger world 
beyond its walls. Masters, other than those who had been admitted 
to honorary membership, desiring to attend such lectures could 
only do so by obtaining tickets from the boys. Within the charmed 
circle of membership itself matters were taken very seriously in 
Curzon's day, absence from an ordinary meeting being punished 
with a fine. With the departure of the giants of those days-Cecil 
Spring-Rice, afterwards to make his mark in diplomacy; J. K. 
Stephen, son of Sir James Fitzjames Stephen and author of" Lapsus 
Calami"; W. 0. Burrows, afterwards Archdeacon of Birming
ham, and now Bishop of Chichester ; C. Lowry, afterwards Head 
Master of Tonbridge-the society fell upon evil days, discipline 
lapsed and intereSt languished. But under the Presidentship of 
George Curzon and his immediate predecessors it flourished ex
ceedingly, and under its auspices lectures were delivered to the 
school by a number of distinguished persons including Sir John 
Lubbock, Sir James Stephen, Dr. Carpenter, Matthew Arnold, 
John Ruskin and William Gladstone. It was at one of these lec
tures that Curzon's thoughts were firSt: directed towards India, 
with consequences destined to influence profoundly his whole 
future life. So deep an impression did the theme and the manner 
of its unfolding make upon him, that nigh upon forty years after
wards he could still conjure up a vivid picture of" the vast head, the 
heavy pendulous jaw, the long and curling locks of Sir James Fitz
james Stephen as he Stood at the desk " 1 and spoke to a spell
bound audience of Eton boys about India. 

In accordance with the practice of the Society, Curzon had to 
choose and secure the attendance of suitable lecturers, and caSting 
about in his mind for a man of mark, he conceived the bold idea of 
enlisting the services of Mr. Gladstone. The letter in which he 
conveyed his invitation is of intereSt as being, in all probability, the 
firSt: official letter to a public man which he ever wrote. 

•" Eton in the Seventies." 
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"Dear Sir, 
I truSt you will excuse the great liberty I am taking in writing 

to you, my only excuse is the nature of my requeSt. I am 
captain of the Oppidans and President of the Literary Society 
at Eton, and I write to ask you if you will some time this 
summer do us the great honour to come down there and lecture 
to us ... I need not say how enthusiastically every one at Eton 
would greet the news that you are coming and how hearty a 
reception you would meet with; but I have heard it observed 
that an Eton audience beats any other in the expression of its 
pleasure and gratitude. Should you do us the honour to 
come, . might I suggeSt some such subject as the Homeric 
question as one in which Eton is specially interested and which 
no one is so :fitted as yourself to expound .... I hope you will 
excuse my adding that as I leave Eton for Oxford at Mid
summer I should consider it a special distinction if the last few 
months of my presidency were marked by the favour of a 
visit from you." 

A sympathetic reply encouraged him to follow up his letter 
with a personal call upon Mr. Gladstone at his town house, and the 
following account of the visit has been preserved among the written 
fragments relating to his life at Eton. 

" On Ascension Day, May ;oth, I 878, being in London for 
the day, called on the Rt. Hon. W. E. Gl;tdstone with reference 
to th~ possibility of his coming to lecture at Eton on Homer. 
Sent in my card. He was at breakfaSt with a large party of 
ladies and gentlemen,· but came out at once, shook hands moSt 
kindly, and took me into small side room, where he said he 
looked upon the visit as a bargain which was certainly to be 
kept. Said he considered himself bound to do anything for 
Eton." 

A later entry mentions a second visit : 

"Called again on June zoth: introduced me to Mrs. G., 
Young G., Albert Grey and others. Everything arranged," 

2.9 



CURZON, 1878 

The undertaking thus given was faithfully fulfilled. On July 
the 6th, Mr. and Mrs. GladStone arrived at Eton to spend the week
end with the Headmaster, Dr. Hornby, and in the evening he 
delivered his lecture on Homer. It had required some courage 
on the part of George Curzon to sponsor him, for he had sometime 

. before spoken critically of Eton in a speech delivered at another 
school, a proceeding which had caused no little resentment at Eton. 
His courage was amply rewarded, for the impression which the 
speaker made upon his audience was immediate and profound. We 
have it on the authority of one who was present that " his prestige, 
his pale face, his blazing eyes, his sweeping gestures and. the timbre 
of that marvellous voice, which had an almost physical effect upon 
the nerves, kept the audience spell-bound." 1 While a contributor 
to the press declared that after the charming references to his 
old school with which he prefaced his main theme, " the recollection 
of a certain speech at Marlborough could no longer have rankled 
in any breaSt and the reconciliation was perfect." 2 

On Sunday, Curzon escorted the distinguished visitors into Pop, 
where they routed out the old records in which were chronicled 
Mr. Gladstone's own paSt activities. "He laughed much over his 
own remarks as reported therein, and still more over the votes he 
had given." Thus George Curzon in the desultory diary 'Vhich he 
kept of his doings at Eton. Small wondyr that he laughed, for 
what he found in " the musty volumes of the l?op book " were 
"his Tory opinions fossilised in faded ink," along with "other 
youthful extravagances of many great ones of the earth." 3 Cur
zan adds to his account of this visit to Pop that Mr. Gladstone was 
much pleased at the painted photograph of himself hanging upon 
the wall. But he makes no mention of what might have proved an 
awkward contretemps had it not been for the presence of mind of 
Mr. C. M. Smith, who, as President, was one of the party. On 
account, presumably, of the critici;ms of Eton to which reference 
has been made, the portrait had been turned face to the wall. It 
was not until he was actually on the stairs that a recollection of this 

1Mr. ~· C. Benson in " Eton in the Seventies." 
•Land and Water of July 13th, 1878. 
3Mr. Gilbert Coleridge in " Eton in the Seventies." 

;o 



EARLY DAYS: KEDLESTON 

indignity flashed across Smith's mind. "It hung juSt inside the 
door, on the left hand side, and I had juSt time to run up and turn 
it the right ·way round before he entered the room ; and I don't 
think that he noticed that it was Still swinging." 1 

From Pop they proceeded to Curzon's own quarters, where 
Mr. GladStone, "noticing the general prettiness and refinement of 
my room, Stocked as it was with pictures, china; prizes, armchairs 
and flowers, went on to make some remarks about the luxury of 
Eton." 2 Such an atmosphere, he thought, muSt exercise an enervat
ing influence upon 'the boys. This view was warmly contested by 
Curzon, who argued that cultivation, even in such external details 
must tend to elevate. "Thus talking we reached the Head Master's 
door, where he said good-bye and asked me to go and stay with him 
at Hawarden, where, he said, we would resume the discussion." 3 

George Curzon's Presidentship of the Literary Society fostered 
his taste for literary work of all kinds. It provided him with an 
excuse for putting into praCtice a natural facility for letter writing, 
which made· of him in after life so prolific a correspondent. In 
addition to the two visits which he had paid Mr. Gladstone in Lon
don, he wrote him four long letters in conneCtion with his visit to 
Eton. And among other letters which he wrote to .public men at 
the time, was one addressed to Mr. Ruskin, then Slade Professor 
at Oxford, congratulating him upon his recovery from a serious 
illness. " I need not say that during your long illness we have 
watched with anxiety the news of its slow and painful progress, 
and that we now welcome with pleasure no less intense the announce
ment which I have lately seen in the papers of its final defeat." 4 To 
how many schoolboys would it have occurred to write a similar 
letter? ' 

In 1 876 he became the editor of The Etonian, a fortnightly school 
paper which had been Started the year before by H. St. Clair Feilden, 
and in the absence of other contributions, he sometimes wrote an 
entire number himself. The labour proved too exaB:ing, and on 
his giving up the editorship the paper perished. His occupation 

•Mr. C. M. Smith in "Eton in the Seventies." 
•Fragments relating to Curzon's life at Eton. sibid. 
•Letter written in April I 878. 
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of the editorial chair, however, had fired him with a new ambition, 
no less a one than that of publishing a book. The yolume, a short 
anthology of prose and verse, appeared anonymously under the 
title " Out of school at Eton," and was described in the preface as 
a colleilion of miscellaneous writings " with the composition of 
which we Eton boys have from time to time occupied our leisure 
hours." Though published anonymously, it is now known that 
among the contributors besides George Curzon himself were C., 
afterwards Sir Cecil Spring-Rice, M. T. Tatham, J. K. Stephen and 
St. Clair Feilden. The seleilion and arrangement of the contents 
were undertaken by Curzon on his own responsibility alone with 
the object, naively admitted, of proving that literary talent or, at 
any rate, the literary spirit was not extinct at Eton. Indeed the 
public were asked to accept the book as " an attempt, the first 
which has been made for many years, to vindicate the literary 
prestige of Eton." Not all the critics were persuaded that the 
object aimed at had been attained. If the Eton College Journal 
thought it " a very amusing little volume deserving all the pleasant 
things which friends of the contributors would say of it," 1 the 
Eton College Chronicle was of opinion that there was " no adequate 
cause for the book being produced at all," and that it was cne of 
those " which the world-both the larger world without and the 
smaller world of Eton-would willingly let die." 2 And if the 
Spectator commended it as "a bright, harum-scarum, open-air 
book," 3 the Athenaeum, with a pontifical severity which scarcely 
seemed called for, dismissed it with the churlish complaint-fami
liar enough from the pen of the laudator temporis acti-that, " a 
straining after the facetious which is not comic and an occasional 
grandiloquence which is anything but impressive " had taken the 
place of " the scholarship and culture, good-taste and fine wit " of 
former days. 4 The most caustic among the critics agreed that the 
colleilion contained one contribution of real merit, a description in 
verse of" Our House Debating Society." Of this particular piece, 
however, George Curzon was not the author. In academic circles 

•The Wim!Jor Gazette and Eton College Journal of July 28th, I877. 
•The Eton College Chronicle of Oaober I xth, I877. 
3The Spectator of Augu§t nth, I877. 
•The Athenae/1111 of September I sth, I877. 
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at Cambridge the prevailing opinion was that the prose was boyish 
but tolerably promising, the poetry never below a fair level and now 
and then very high in merit. t 

But if the reception accorded to this firSt attempt at authorship 
was not wholly encouraging, George Cprzon had no reason to 
complain of any lack of readiness on the part of the critics to ack-' 
nowledge his ability as a speaker. While still in his teens he deve
loped a love of sonorous language and highly polished periods 
which made him in later years so impressive a speaker. Writing 
many years afterwards, Mr. A. C. Benson recalled the awe with 
which, when a small boy, he listened to an animated discussion on 
some political topic between George. Curzon and a boy of 'the name 
of Wallop, in the school library. "I was amazed and even stupi
fied at their eloquence and the maturity of their diCtion." 2 Critics 
of maturer years were equally impressed. His performances at 
the speeches on the Fourth of June, 1877, were described as "de
cidedly above the level of school recitation," 3 and as Standing out 
in dramatic intensity. So much so, that " the immortal Scapin 
of Moliere, the familiar Don Abbondio of Manzoni's I Promessi 
Sposi, and George Eliot's Spanish Gip.ry, seemed to live in the intel
ligent and vivid r~ndering of Mr. Curzon without the adyentitious 
aid of Costume." 4 

His ability was so 'marked at the speeches of the following year, 
that those who heard him already began to speculate upon his 
future. 5 The happy recipient of so much praise was justifiably 
elated by his success and at the end of the day took unconcealed 
pleasure in jotting down his impressions of it. " June 4, ·I 8j8-
the proudeSt day, I expect, of my life. Speeches in the morning. 
As soon as they were over, gents whom I had never previously 
seen seized me by the hand : ' Well done, you were the beSt of 
them all !' An elderly French lady tremendously voluble with her, 
'Je vous felicite monsieur.' In the evening tent di~er at Surly ... 
Ponsonby, my great friend, got up and proposed health of Captain 
of Oppidans. Drunk with musical honours in tent and all down 

'Letter ftom the Hon. E. Lyttelton dated AuguSt zoth, 1877. 
•" Eton in the Seventies." 
JDai!J Telegraph, June jth, 1877. 
•Ibid. . sLondon, June 8th, 1878. 
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boat tables. Had never been done before. Later on my health 
proposed here by Dod. Such fun !" 1 Perusal of these jottings 
when the firSt intoxication of success had worn off, seems to have 
excited qualms, for there is appended something of the nature of a 
postscript : " All the above is pure and unadulterated conceit, but · 
as the truthful memento of a successful day may suffice in after 
years to recall the pleasurable emotions which it at the time 
exd ted." 2 

Immersed in these pursuits, it is unlikely that George Curzon 
would ever have found the time for games which anyone ambitious 
of athletic triumphs muSt devote to them--even if he had not been 
handicapped by physical disabilities. Throughout his school life 
he was particularly liable to juvenile ailments, and was already a 
victim to the weakness in his back which was the source of s,o much 
suffering throughout his life. And in 1875 he had the misfortune to 
break his arm on the football field. But it would be a mistake to 
suppose that he was in any way contemptuous of games or that his 
own record was a mean one. Cricketers, oarsmen and footballers 
who had won their school colours constituted " the Presiding spirit 
of Eton society, which could not flourish without them," and he 
acknowledged the undisputed, though not exclusive, right of such 
persons to the title of" swagger." 3 At the age of fourteen he him
self started a junior cricket club in South Derbyshire and enjoyed 
some success as a bowler. In the archives of the Derbyshire Adver
tiser reposes an account of a match between a team captained by 
himself and one captained by a Mr. Devas. The opposing side was 
dismissed for eighty-six runs, thanks, in large measure, to the accu
racy of Curzon's bowling, which was responsible for five of the 
enemy's wickets. The batting of his team did not, unfortunately, 
reach the same high standard as the bowling, and the whole eleven 
were dismissed once for fifty-one and a second time for twenty
eight, the match thus going to Mr. Devas' side· by an innings and 
seven runs. Good cricket it always gave him pleasure to look on 
at, and for many years he was a frequent visitor at Lords. " I 
think at present that my chief regrets at being in India," he told 

•From a note-book kept at Eton. •Ibid. 
lin an article entided " Swaggers " in " Out of School at Eton." 
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Alfred Lyttelton in r9or, "are that I carinot see Jessop slog, or 
&hoot a grouse myself." At football he met with some success. 
" I play football a good deal-about four times a week-and I like 
it very much," 1 and he eventually got his house colours, playmg 
for the team for two years. In r 877 he was paid the compliment of 
having.his name included in the liSt of Oppidan wall choices, though 
if he took any part in the time-honoured match between Collegers 
and Oppidans-the great event of the football term at Eton-it was 
as an onlooker only. During his last summet term he became 
senior keeper of Middle club at cricket, and as a compliment was 
given his " lazaroni " colours by the Captain of the school eleven. 
Was it a reference to this, perhaps, that ]. K. Stephen introduced 
into his parody on Homer which appeared in the Eton College 
Chronicle? 

"Ao8ocuwv ~pxov p,era oatoaA.eoun KOAwpcn 
AovyAacdow f3£TJ Kat Kvpo-oVETJS IJ.pa.-rwp" 

" From Dod's with curiously wrought colours, 
Douglas the Strong and Curzon the Orator led the way." 2 

When, in July, r878, the time came for him to bid farewell to the 
school which he had grown to love so well,, he was assailed by those 
poignant regrets which all sensitive natures experience when faced 
with the inexorable necessity of closing a chapter in their lives for 
the laSt time. In a farewell speech to the members of the Literary 
Society, he recalled the sad complaint of Sir Bevidere at the breaking 
up of the Round Table. They should not, however, give way to 
despair. They should call to mind the nature ·of the reply given by 
King Arthur "in words that. are true both yesterday, to-day and 
for ever-' the old order changeth yielding place to new.' We who 
are going are the old order. Those who take our place are the 
new. We muSt not grieve too much ... but muSt remember that 
we have had our time to make the moSt of, short-lived though it 
seems to have been." 3 A farewell speech in Pop was marked by 

•Letter to Lady Scarsdale dated OCtober zoth, x87z. 
•I am told that it is more likely that the reference was to Wolley Dod's house 

colours, a curious mixture of purple, yellow and red. 
JSpeech on July 3oth, 1878. 
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passages of real pathos : " Many of us now here may not be toge
ther in the same room again for years-some never. . . . We have 
been a very friendly body, some of us will, I trust, remain friends 
for life ; none, I am sure, can forget their laSt year of Pop at Eton. 
The time has come for us to say good-bye, not only to institutions 
like this, but to the great school itself among whose followers we 
are proud to be enrolled. I will not say anything about the sorrow 
of leaving that, but I think we all of us feel on occasions like this, 
when we are breaking up old times and dissolving old associations, 
the truth of the words that 

'Nothing in life shall sever 
The chain that is round us now,' 

and that we shall all go forth into the world with a happy.and a 
living recollection of our laSt year at Eton." 1 

•Speech on Augu!!t 11ft, 1878. 



CHAPTER II 

LIFE AT BALLIOL 

GEORGE CuRZON went up to Oxford in the autumn of I 878 with 
great expectations blunted little, if at all, by his failure to win the 
Balliol scholarship, for which he sat during his laSt year at Eton. 
The four years which he spent at the University were years of 
deliberate preparation for a clearly pre-ordained career. " I do 
not know that I build many castles in the air for Oxford specially," 
he told a friend. · " My castles come later on in life and perhaps 
have dim chances of realisation ; but I recognise, at any rate, that 
they cannot have any unless this Oxford time is spent in laying the 
foundations and preparing for the superstructure." 1 Even before 
he reached Oxford his friends were speaking of " the brief interval 
which muSt intervene between Eton and the Cabinet." 2 No one 
among them ever doubted his ambition. "You are very ambi
tibus, I know, arid right. ambition is .very.noble .and _wholes()m~, .but 
it ~muSt be· directed to .some, altruistic not--egois~ic .ep,d." 3 Their 

· fear was rather that ambition so definite, formed at so young an 
ag~, might atrophy the finer feelings of the heart. " This doctrine 
of altruism is the sum, the upshot, the cream of all philosophy .... 
Prizes, distinction, tinsel are poor substitutes for the reverence of 
an humble gratitude of even one human ?eart " ; 4 and on his 
leaving Eton : " You know that you have been accused-as I 
believe, so wrongly-of a· general superficiality of heart and mind. 

'Letter to the Hon. R. B. Brett, afterwards Lord Esher, September .1oth, 1878. 
•:r._e'tterfrom the Hon. St. John Brodrick, afterwards Lord Midleton, May .19th, 1878. 

A'.Letter from the Hon. R. B .. Brett,.afterwards·Lord Esher,.March.stl;l..x8J8. 
•Ibid. 
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Superficiality means plenty of intelleCt and not enough heart. 
Dear George, let your feelings have full play, and you will get round 
everybody as you have got round me." 1 

These early judgments are interesting, because they show that 
even at this yol.1thful age the veil which all through his life hid the 
real man from the public gaze and gave rise to such false estimates 
of him was not easily penetrated, even by his friends. 

It was to Balliol college that he proceeded in October, I 878, 
and Balliol college was the obvious and fitting setting for his 
period of probation. For Balliol, under Jowett, .had become by 
the late seventies a_fl.!_tp.Ql!_s_np~.s~ry_ qf ~~plic me£!. _ With a wide 
catholicity of taste, it welcomed men of varying types and from 
different strata in society. Within its walls scholars from demo
cratic Glasgow rubbed shoulders with the fine flower of the aris
tocracy of England. And Balliol was justified by her children. 
In his "Social and Diplomatic Memories," Sir Rennell Rodd 
mentions the names of a whole galaxy of men of his generation who 
went forth from her portals to make their mark in public life
Lansdowne, Loreburn, Oxford and Milner, of a .rather earlier date, 
Curzon and Midleton, of his own time, and a little later Grey of 
Fallodon. In the ranks of diplomacy Cecil Spring-Rice, Arthur 
Ha.rdinge and Louis Mallet, all of his own year ; in the world of 
scholarship J. W. Mackail and W. P. Ke.r; among athletes, W. H. 
Grenfell, afterwards Lord Desborough, and Savile Crossley, 
afterwards Lord Somerleyton; and in the front .rank of journalism 
St. Loe Strachey and Sidney Low. Nor was this list by any means 
exhaustive ; and at a dinner held at Balliol rather more than a 
decade later to those of its old pupils who were in either House of 
Parliament, it was found that there were forty-one in the then 
House of Commons alone. 

Between his departure from Eton at the beginning of AuguSt and 
his arrival at Oxford in October, George Curzon had experienced 
a severe attack of the trouble with his back, which accentuated the 
disability for games, from which he had always suffered. He re
turned in September from a brief visit to France, with what was 
already recognised as an incurable curvature of the spine. " Since 

'Letter from the Hon. R. B. Brett, afterwards Lord Esher, Augu§t 23rd, 1878. 
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LIFE AT BALLIOL 
I came ·back from France," he told Mr. Brett, "I have felt out
shooting pains in my side, in the region of ~he hip, and noticed 
an unuswil prominence of that member. I went up to London 
ab>out it and saw the .best men. They said it was weakness of the 
spine resulting from natural weakness and overwork, and that I 
muSt give up Oxford for the present and lie down on my back. 
Paget, to whom it was settled I should go as a final opi?ion, saw no 
harm in my going to Oxford if I obey strict injunctions-wear an 
appliance, lie down a good deal and take no violent or, indeed, 
very active exercise." This in itself made very little difference· to 
his career at Oxford, for his ambition lay in other directions, and 
inability or disinclination to play games was of far less account at 
the University than at a Public School. 

Both the nature of his ambitions, and his qualifications for 
achieving them, were made clear at his very firSt appearance at the 
Union. The motion before the House was a vote of confidence in 
the Government in respect of their Afghan policy, and a contributor 
to Land and Water, in a brief description of the proceedings, re
marked that " the first half dozen speeches were very good, the 
Hon. G. N. Curzon making a very successful beginning as a speaker 
at the Union." 1 The Government were accorded the confidence 
of the House by sixty-two votes to thirty-nine ; but hot content 
with this, Curzon followed it up the next term by carrying the war 
into the enemy's camp with a motion denouncing the attitude of 
the Opposition in Parliament towards the war then in progress 
beyond the Indian Frontier. Of his speech on this occasion, a 
;writer in Land and Water, singling him out as " quite a new mem
ber," said : " He spoke at some length with much fluency and 
classical quotation." 2 The Undergraduate Journal viewing the pro
ceedings, possibly, from a slightly different angle, said much the 
same thing in somewhat different language : " Balliol scholarship 
was painfully conspicuous in the opener's speech." 3 It may have 
been, for he had acquired at Eton a love of sonorous language and 
an aptitude for classical quotatio~ ; but whatever the defects of his 

•Land and Water of November 16th, 1878. 
•Land and Water of February' 8th, 1879. 
3The Undergraduate journal, February 6th, 1879. 
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style, he quickly became the acknowledged leader of the Young 
Conservatives at Oxford. 

There are men alive to-day who can paint from memory graphic 
pictures of him as he appeared when fir~ he flashed, comet-like 
across the horizon of undergraduate political life. A striking 
figure, tall, straight and rigid, bearing himself with a loftiness un
common among men of his age, he made an immediate impression 
upon all with whom he came in contact. Among his friends his 
bearing was a subject of admiring comment. " I am miserable to 
have missed a sight of your shapely form"; "My bonny boy"; 
"I should very much enjoy a sight of your shapely figure"; "My 
shapely boy " are all phrases taken at random from letters written 
to him at Oxford. To these physical advantages of form and 
stature was added a complexion so unusually brilliant as always to 
catch the eye. Many years after he had left the University his pink 
cheeks continued to be 'the subject of good-natured banter. " The 
complexion of a milkmaid, the stature of an Apollo and the activity 
of an Under-Secretary," was the description of him given in one 
newspaper, when, in 1893, he was busy organising a memorial to 
his old master, Jowett, of Balliol. 

In manner and conversation he struck those who were not within 
the circle of his own particular friends as self-confident and rather 
boisterous, and as being impatient of opposition. The greater 
maturity of mind and the superior knowledge of public men and 
affairs which were apparent from his earlie~ days at Oxford gave 
him special prestige among his contemporaries. And added to 
this initial advantage, were accomplishments as a speaker which, 
whether regarded as assets-as they were by those in sympathy with 
him ; or as defects-as they might easily have been by those op
posed to him-were, in any case, extremely effective in debate. 
Self-possession too easily to be mistaken for self-esteem ; a power
ful voice employed with equal effect to appeal to the emotions of 
those in sympathy with his views and to castigate those hostile to 
him ; admirable and carefully studied elocution and a style elaborate 
and ornate which, while impressive to his friends, was apt to sug
ge~ artificiality to his critics; a particularly orderly and well
Stocked mind, which led him to cover his ground with a thorough-
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ness. and detail that too easily .lent itself "to charges of .pr~li~ty ; 
a....command of language which envy was apt to dub verbosity ; 
an.illertness of mind enabling him to barb his shafts with a sarcasm 
and repartee which, while delighting his supporters, were regarded 
as heavy-handed rather than light-winged by those who were their 
targets ; an aggressiveneS$ which could be regarded as powerful 
advocacy or over-bearing declamation, according to·the disposition 
and predilections of the listener-these were the attributes of a 
personality which in controversy both attra8:ed and repelled, but 
which in the one case as in the other, moSt emphatically refused to 
be ignored. 

It was not unnatural, perhaps, that undergraduate democracy 
should be a little inclined to turn up. its nose at airs and graces 
which seemed to it, in the case of so young a man, to verge on the 
ridiculous. And this feeling found expression in the rhymes 
which, in one form or another, stuck to him for life. The original 
version of the lines appeared in the Balliol Masque, a collection of 
rhymes mainly by J. \Xi. Mackail, now Professor of Ancient Litera
ture to the Royal Academy, and H. C. Beeching, afterwards Dean 
of Norwich, on dons and prt>minent undergraduates of the day. 
They may be seen in the original issue of the publication presented 
by Mackail to the college library, and are as follows: 

"I am a most superior person, Mary, 
My name is George N-th-n--1 C-rz-n, Mary, 
I'll make a speech on any political question of the day, 

Mary, . 
Provided you'll not say me nay, Mary.'? 

These lines, ln their turn, were a parody on a song written by 
George Curzon himself for Waifs and Strays, a terminal magazine 
of Oxford poetry, started by Rennell Rodd and a friend in 1879. 
The first two stanzas of this composition, which excited some deri
sion on its firSt appearance, read as follows : 

" When I was a little lad, Mary, 
And thou wert a little lass, 
Ere ever we knew what we had, Mary, 
To make us together life pass, 
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I used in those days to say, Mary, 
That the girl I should claim as my own, 
Provided she'd not say me nay, Mary, 
Would be one that I had not then known." 

The better known version of the rhyme usually, though I believe 
incorrectly, attributed to Cecil Spring-Rice runs thus:-

"My name is George Nathaniel Curzon, 
I am a moSt superior person, 
My cheek is pink, my hair is sleek, 
I dine at Blenheim once a week., 

But if his manner was irritating to many, and if it seemed to some · 
that his triumphs in debate were of a quasi-physical rather than of 
a purely intellectual nature, there were few who would have denied 
that his style and argument were admirably suited to their purpose. 
And with all his zeal and aggressiveness in political warfare, he 
earned the respect, and often the regard, of those who differed 
from him. One who at Oxford met him more often in debate 
than in intimate social intercourse has paid him a fine tribute when 
declaring that though he recalls his kindness in those distant days, 
he can remember no ill-will throughout. 1 

Perhaps one of the moSt interesting pen portraits of George 
Curzon as an undergraduate that has been handed down to us, ls 
that contained in the letter of a young American, whose obvious 
detachment gives his opinion a special value. The writer, Mr. L. R 
Johnson of Bollinger County, Missouri, wrote a year or two after 
leaving Oxford, where he had spent some time as an undergraduate, 
to ask of Curzon the favour of a photograph. In explanation of 
so unusual a requeSt by one who was " an entire stranger," he said 
that the portrait, if given, would represent not so much an indivi
dual as a proud and powerful political party. 

" As an undergraduate at Oxford I attended the Union 
debates and noted the beSt speakers. As an unprejudiced 
observer l was interested more in studying the types of men 

•Lord Sumner of Ib~one. 
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than in weighing their political arguments.. You-were-the 
only man I found who perfectly filled my ideal of what a young 
representative of the Conservative, and especially the aristo-• cratic, party should be. It was the intense aristocratic turn 
bf your disposition which forcibly struck me; for which, 
indeed, I had been abundantly prepared by works of fiction, 
but which I had never seen exemplified.~ .• Yo_t!_~e.r~~t.o me a 
!}'pe." 

And he concluded by saying that having seen the ease with which he 
took and held the lead of his party at the Union, he felt little doubt 
that· he· would with ·equal ease at some future time,_become the 
leader of the Conservative Party.in.the.country. 1 

Politics certainly occupied a large share of George Curzon's 
time at Oxford and became a serious rival to his academic studies, 
thus justifying to some extent, perhaps, the dictum of Professor 
Ruskin that young men had no business at all with such matters. 
Against this view, needless to say, Curzon protested vigorously. 
"My dear Sir," demanded the Professor, "what in the Devil's 
name have you to do either with Mr. Disraeli or Mr. Gladstone. 
You are students at the University and have no more business with 
politics than you have with rat-catching." 2 To which Curzon 
replied that since politics was merely a synonym for contemporary 
history, education itself demanded of a man that he should take an 
intelligent intereSt in it. Moreover, in 1 88o, politics thruSt them
selves upon the young men at Oxford ; for following upon the 
General Election had come the renewed fight for Sir William Har
court's seat at that city on his appointment as Home Secretary, and 
following upon his defeat, the trial of the election petition to which 
it gave rise. Realising how grave were .the temptations to which 
the undergraduate<world was subjected by these events, the Univer
sity authorities had decreed a penalty of £5 against any undergrad
uate found taking part in a political meeting. This action on 
their part may, or may not, have proved effective in reducing tem
porarily the effervescence which the undergraduate element im-

/ . 
·•tetter-dated September 6th, x884. 
•" Arrows of the-Chase,'' Vol. II. 
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ported into the political gatherings of more sober citizens, but it 
can hardly have proved other than an advertisement for politics in 
general. In any case young Oxford was in no mood to fall in 
with the fatherly advice of Professor Ruskin. With an extraordi
nary zeSt it flung itself into the political arena, thought about 
politics, discussed politics, formed opinions on politics-refused 
any longer to accept a political creed ready made and at second
hand. "To assume that young men under the conditions of 
modern education are Conservative or Liberal merely because their 
fathers were before them, is to demand that the shadow shall 
return upon the dial, and to shut our eyes to the point which the 
mental development of the race has attained." 1 And wherever 
the ardent political spirits of the University were gathered together 
-whether at the Union, or the Dervorguilla Society of Balliol, or 
the Canning Club-there was George Curzon to be seen prominent 
in their midSt. 

Paradoxical though it may seem, his enthusiasm and earnestness 
fostered the very defect which most seriously threatened his repu
tion as a speaker ; and by the end of his :firSt year at the University, 
when his position in the Union was established, his prolixity was 
exciting universal comment. " Lengthy and somewhat discursive 
though eloquent " were terms applied to his speaking by a writer in 
Land and Water 2 ; while a contributor to the same paper observed 
on another occasion that though at times good, he certainly ex
hibited " a lamentable tendency to become prolix. As it was, he . 
spoke for about :fifty minutes and would have gone on for fifty 
more had not the President interposed." 3 Friends who were fully 
persuaded of the fine quality of his mind warned him conStantly 
of the insidious nature of this besetting sin, and none with greater 
solicitude than Jowett. "As you know, success in politics depends 
upon good sense, the power of work and the power of speech " 4 ; 

but this latter power muSt not be allowed to run riot. " I think you 
have many advantages and one disadvantage-too much to say in a 

•" The Conservatism of Young Oxford," George Cun:on in the National Review, 
June, 1884. · 

>Land and Water, oaober 25th, I879· 
JLand and Water of May 24th, 1879· 
4Letter dated July 15th, 1882. 
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speech or in conversation. It is a good fault if corre8:ed-but a 
moSt serious one if left uncorre8:ed, because it deStroys the impres
sion of weight and of thought and gives the impression, probably 
very undeserved, of conceit and self-sufficiency." 1 So conscious 
was he of the danger which this failing threate~ed to the career 
of one of the outStanding figures that had gone forth from his 
beloved Balliol, that he continued to press his views upon him 
long after he had passed from his immediate ken. " May I tell you 
something-only a hint, which may, perhaps, be rather impertinent 
now that you have ceased to be ' in statu pupillari ' ? It would be 
better if you were shorter in speaking, writing, conversation. I 
think it is worth your while to consider how you can correCt this 
defeCt-probably the only bar which Stands in the way of your 
rising to eminence." 2 That this excellent and well-meant advice 
was accepted in the spirit in which it was tendered was amply 
apparent when, in due course, George Curton threw himself heart 
and soul into the projeCt for raising a memorial to the late MaSter of 
Balliol and, indeed, bore on his own shoulders the whole brunt of 
the undertaking. 

Early in 1 88o intereSt in politics was Stimulated by the General 
EleCtion which, after a long period of exile, had brought the Liberal 
party back to power with Mr. GladStone at its head, and with a 
considerable infusion of the Strong wine of radicalism-that very 
advanced brand of liberalism which only Stopped short of socialism 
-represented in the new Government by Sir Charles Dilke and 
Mr. Joseph Chamberlain. These events roused the conservative 
inStinCts deeply rooted in G<:orge Curzon's nature, and at the earlieSt 
opportunity he moved in the Union "that this House views with 
sincere regret the results of the General EleCtion." He spoke "in 
his beSt Style and was liStened to with profound attention for three
quarters of an hour. Both as regards manner and matter it was by 
far the beSt speech I have heard at the Union for a long time paSt." 3 

The debate excited widespread interest. Twice it had to be adjourned, 
and on April the 2.9th, when the final Stage was reached, the new 

•Letter dated December 31St, 1884. 
•Letter dated September 13th, 1889. 
3]ohn Bull of April 13th, 188o. 
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hall was crammed to suffocation, it being eStimated that more than 
a thousand people were present. 1 " The debate ended with a House 
tumultuously impatient to hear Mr. Curzon's reply, which, indeed, 
was well worth hearing. He carried his audience completely with 
him, and his motion by a considerable majority." 2 The actual 
numbers were: for the motion 22.8, againSt 113; majority 115. 

The following month George Curzon was elected President of 
the Union by 308 votes to 193, a majority ofx 15 over Mr. Sargeaunt, 
the representative of the Liberal section of the House, who had the 
advantage of being the nominee of the out-.:;oing President, Mr.· 
B. R. Wise. The honour was no empty one, for the Union at that 
time was juStly regarded as a nursery of Statesmen. Asquith in 
1874, Milner in 1876, had each occupied the Presidential chair
and each had found it a Stepping Stone to a diStinguished Public 
career. The same year he added to his responsibilities by accepting 
the secretaryship of the Canning Club-an exclusive organisation, 
representing the flower of Young Oxford Conservatism, which 
had been founded in 1 86o, but which had fallen somewhat into 
neglect. This in spite of the fact that a protracted enquiry into 
principles which had marked the transactions of the club in the 
late seventies had placed opinion in the Canning " years ahead of the 
party at large." 3 

With a vigour and a success that earned for him the title of second 
founder of the club, he set to work to make of the Canning Club a 
real centre of Conservatism in the University. During the firSt year 
of his tenure of office the maximum number of undergraduate 
members permitted by the rules, namely, twenty-five, was reached 
for the firSt time for a number of years, and the totalllving member
ship brought up to two hundred and twelve, including five members 
of each of the two Houses of Parliament. During the same period 
the club met regularly once a week throughout the academic year, 
a record never previously reached, and at every one of the twenty
four meetings George Curzon was in attendance. He frequently 
took part in the debates and always drafted in maSterly Style minutes 

•Cambridge Review of May 5th, I88o. >Ibid. 
3An account of the Canning Club compiled by Mr. H. Steinhart and printed pri

vately for circulation amongSt its members. 
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of the proceedings, which provided summaries of the debates so 
admirable, that at the close of his two years of office the club deter
mined to have them printed and bound as a· permanent record of 
its proceedings. He always regarded debate as the primary purpose 
of the club's existence, and it is clear from the method which he 
adopted of reporting the discussions that he assumed that the papers 
which gave rise to them would be preserved separately. They 
certainly were during his time, for at its close he handed them to his 
successor ; but while his summaries of the debates have been pre
served, the papers themselves have disappeared. In the sympathetic 
atmosphere of the club he spoke with marked effe8:. " He. was 
maSter, even in those early days, of a Style .... always vigorous and 
effeCtive and at times rising to a Stately eloquence." 1 

Apart from the debates, the chief feature of the club's aCtivities 
'Yas an annual dinner held in conjunction with a kindred body, the 
Chatham club, to which prominent public men were always invited. 
The newly-appointed secretary was determined to prove that this 
funCtion could be made, not only an effeCtive political demonStration, 
but a financial success. With a faith that deserved and won success, 
he hired the city buildings, gave the contra8: ·for the dinner to the 
cook of Balliol college, reduced the price of tickets from twenty-five 
shillings to a guinea, and awaited with confidence the result. On 
June the 18th, x88x, a record number-one hundred and thirty
sat down to dinner, among the gueSts being t~o prominent members 
of the Opposition, Sir Richard Cross, M,P., and Mr. E. Gibson, 
M.P., who responded to the toaSts of Her Majesty's Opposition 
and the Houses of Parliament, proposed by Mr. Curzon and Lord 
Cranborne respeCtively. 

It was with legitimate satisfaCtion that he penned his subsequent 
report on the proceedings. InStead of resulting in a deficit, as had 
almoSt invariably been the case, " the dinner left in the coffers of 
the club a handsome and unprecedented surplus." The success of 
the banquet as a political and social funCtion was equally decisive. 
"It only remains to say that the dinner appeared to give very general 
satisf~Cl:ion, and that so late were the feStivity ~d speech making 
proxaCl:ed, that it was a quarter paSt twelve before the town hall 

/}1!r.:W,-W. How, Fellow of Merton College, a member of the club.at the time. 
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was vacated, and the members of the two clubs returned home after 
the moSt successful dinner ever chronicled in the annals of the 
Canning and Chatham." 

It muSt have been a source of no little gratification to him that 
many years later Mr. Steinhart, in an hiStorical survey of the aCtivi
ties of the club during a period of fifty years from its foundation in 
I 86o, should have declared of his term of office, " during which 
Toryism was slowly recovering from the smashing blow of the 
General EleCtion of 188o," that it was "the golden age of the 
Canning club." 

Reference has been made to the early maturity of hls mind. His 
political beliefs were formed at a very early age and changed singu
larly little throughout his life. The politics of Eton, so far as there 
could be said to be any, were doubtless conservative by tradition. 
" Very nearly all Eton fellows are Conservatives," he informed his 
Mother at the time of the election of I 874, " and we all wore dark 
blue ribbon in our buttonholes." 1 But his political views were 
much more definite than those of the average schoolboy, and being 
" the protagoniSt of conservative ideas, he soon found himself the 

r uncrowned leader of a Govet;nment perpetually in power." 2 

I · Before he left Oxford his conception of Conservatism was com
prehensive and clear cut. It was in the main the creed expounded 
by Disraeli in his political novels, "Coningsby," "Sybil," and 
"Tancred." In this creed of a young England party he saw "a 
great deal that was visionary, much that was doomed to disappoint
ment, and a little that was absurd " ; but from it Conservatism had 
derived one great principle which was, and muSt continue to be, 
the sheet anchor of its domeStic programme, namely, " the ameliora
tion of the condition of the lower orders of society." This principle 
he desired to see raised " from the dream of the philanthropiSt to the 
duty of the Statesman." But this was not to be effected by what a 
British adminiStrator at a later date and in a different conneCtion 
aptly described as "catastrophic change." 3 , The Monarchy, the 
EStates of the realm, the EStablished Church-inStitutions which 

•Letter to Lady Scarsdale, February 5th, 1874. 
•" Eton in the Seventies." 
3Lord Chelmsford when Viceroy of India. 
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~ad.!!-raised- England from a colleilion of petty principalities to ·a 
great ·Power whose fame overshadowed the._~wor~d.'~:-::-:must)>e 
s~dulously. guarded and pres.e_r_y~d. Social revolution involving a 
war of classes, " of the landed and monied interests, of aristocracy 
and democracy, of the rich and the poor, of the landlord and the 
tenant," was fraught only with disaster. 

His outlook upon foreign affairs was emphatically and frankly 
Imperialistic. Nor could he understand how anyone brought up at 
Oxford could hold a different creed. " At a place and amid inStitu
tions whose roots are buried in the past, and whose history is inter
twined with that of the nation, whose sons have carried its name to· 
the corners of the W <;>rld and stamped their own on the fabric of 
imperial grandeur, it would, indeed, be strange were there found 
any acquiescence in the sordid doctrines of self-effacement, in a 
policy of national or territorial disintegration, in the new-found 
obligation to shirk admitted duties, or in the application of the 
system of a parochial vestry to the polity of a colossal empire." 1 

A striking example of the fixity of his views on political and social 
questions is provided by his attitude towards the enfranchiserpent of 
women. He was convinced that any encroachment by one sex on the 
rightful sphere of the other must lead to social disintegration, and 
he opposed on principle all movements in this direction. During 
his second year at Oxford a proposal was put forward by the library 
Committee to permit lady students to make use of the Union library. 
The proposal was one which occasioned considerable excitement, 
though " when the librarian announced that the ladies would not 
themselves appear in the Union, there was a groan of disappoint
.ment." 2 Nevertheless the proposal supported by the President, 
Mr. E. T. Cook, and opposed by Mr. Curzon, was carried by a 
narrow majority, 254 voting for, and 238 againSt the motion. It 
was one of the few..:......possibly the only-occasion on which Curzon 
suffered defeat in any debate of :(lrst-class importance at the Union: 
With him the matter was one of principle, and fifteen years later he 

•This and the previous quotations are from an article entitled " The Conservatism 
of Young Oxford," by G. N. Curzon, which appeared in the National Review of June 
1884. 

'Land and Water of November zznd, 1879. 
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was opposing with equal zeal-and for the time being with success
the admission of ladies to Fellowship of the Royal Geographical 
Society. Later §till he Stood out as one of the mo§t convinced and 
powerful opponents of woman suffrage. 

His opinions of persons, expressed with the unabashed candour 
which gave to his conversation so piquant an intereSt, were marked 
by the same maturity as his views about things. Writing from Blen
heim, where " the conversation was largely political," he told his 
friend Farrer that he thought Sir Michael Hicks Beach " the 
mo§t incompetent Cabinet MiniSter " he had ever set eyes on. With 
Randolph Churchill he was more favourably impressed as " a smart 
fellow possessing all the audacity which his performances give him ' 
credit for." 1 This impression remained and was, indeed, heightened 
by the latter's brilliant leadership of the famous Fourth Party, for 
two years later he wrote of him in a §till more admiring §train-
" Randolph Churchill has made moSt remarkable Strides in eStima
tion both inside and outside the House. He may not always have 
been judicious, but he has shown extreme capacity and is walking 
away from all his contemporaries." 2 

•Letter toR. R. Farrer, OCl:ober 17th, 188o. 
•Letter toR. R. Farrer December 2nd, 1882. 



CHAPTER III 

OXFORD AND AFTER 

GEoRGE, CuRZON's abilities were such as might have won for him a 
brilliant academic career. They did win for him brilliant academic 
successes, though they failed to give him the former. No.man.ev;er 
worked harder than he did, but his absorbing intereSt in political 
and social life claimed too much. of his time.and energy.Jo.permit 
him to concentrate Steadily on the Studies comprised within the 
University curriculum. His successes; brilliant-even Startling
as they sometimes proved to be, were flashes of genius rather than 
indications of Steadily pursued Study. As at Eton, so at Oxford, his 
academic spoils were taken by Storm rather than by patient and 
carefully prepared siege. It was his phenomenal power of rapid 
assimilation that made him so formidable a candidate in the 
competitions for which he entered. His friends were wont to ex
postuli!te with him on this score: " ..... You might do anything 
you liked if you borrowed some of the Steadiness of mediocrity. 
You will be grumbling at this old Story by. this time ; but an ac
quaintance of yours up here (Cambridge) was saying the same thing 
lately and Stirred me up anew." 1 And a year later-" So you have 
won another prize. I hope you are not tired of them yet. Remember 
O(scar) B(rowning)'s ditl:um that success is no crite~ion of a good 
education ; .... its merits are not quite clear to you now, I dare 
say." 2 

His chances of a Balliol scholarship were prejudiced, if not al
together spoilt, by his insiSting upon sitting up nightly until three 
a.m. or 4 a.m., discussing with his new found friend, St. John 

•Letter from the Hon. E. Lyttelton, December 5th, 1876. 
•Letter from the Hon. E. Lyttelton, November rrth, 1877. 
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Brodrick, every aspect of life-social, political and religious. He had 
jumped breathlessly into a railway carriage and the latter's friendship 
one day when proceeding on long leave from Eton. The present 
Lord Midleton tells how, juSt: as the train was moving off, a" tall, 
pink-faced and breathless individual " was pushed unceremoniously 
into the carriage occupied by himself and Alfred Lyttelton, the 
great hero of the school at the time, and how, having seen him 
announced as the winner of the Prince Consort prize for French that 
morning, he recognised him and proceeded to put him at his ease. 
Such was the beginning of a friendship which lasted for thirty years 
before great events caSt their shadow over it and embittered the 
relations which had brought into the lives of each so much real 
pleasure. For these intimate talks far into the night, in 1877, though 
they may have loSt: Curzon a Balliol scholarship, laid the foundations 
of a remarkable friendship. " If I were to tell you what a pleasure 
it is to exchange thoughts and feelings with one who is to run the 
same course as oneself, with the same aims and many mutual friends 
and associations, you would believe that I was only flattering you ; 
but I know that you will agree with me that it is something beyond 
a mere community of intereSts which has enabled us to talk so 
unreservedly on so short a friendship on subjeCl:s which moSt: people, 
if they enter on them at all, touch upon only when they have proved 
their confidence in each other." 1 

This habit of sitting up late was already attraCting the unfavour
able notice of his friends. " Now I want to harangue you about 
going to bed in rather better time. Ever since my brother Arthur, 
who was one of the StrongeSt: brained men I ever saw, broke down, 
I vowed that I would not see anyone running the risk of making 
himself, by sitting up, incompetent fqr the reSt: of his life to make any 
sudden spurt in work-for that is what it comes to." 2 All such 
warnings fell on deaf ears ; yet neither social nor political dis
traCl:ions succeeded in robbing him of success in the firSt: great teSt: 
of the use to which he had put his time at the University, for he took 
a fir§t-class in Honour Moderations in classics in 1 88o. And the 
following year Jowett wrote enthusia§tically to Lord Scarsdale-

1Letter from the Hon. St. John Brodrick, December znd, 1877. 
>Letter from the Hon. Alfred Lyttelton, ChriStmas 1879. 
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''Your son is doing extremely well at Balliol. He works very Steadily 
and successfully." 1 

Nevertheless his friends were fearful leSt he should fail to do 
himself juStice and continued to proffer good advice. This solicitude 
on his behalf he acknowledged gratefully. 

" I know how true what you say is, and that Oxford life and 
work are not to be treated in a chance and casual manner. I 
hope that this coming term, several former distractions being 
absent, I shall be able to buckle down in greater earnestness. 
Anyhow, I recognise that there is something more to be done 
than indulge in delightful but not, perhaps, very profitable 
intercourse with charming friends." z 

But the attractions of social and political life militated againSt these 
good resolutions, and as the date of the final examination ap-

' proached we find him depressed and full of forebodings. " I am 
thoroughly sick of work, have long realised that I did not begin 
putting my back into Greats till a year too late, and shall be quite 
content still further to dignify class two by the insertion of my 
name." 3 For six months he had been working at high pressure 
to make up for loSt time, and when at la§t the ordeal was over, he 
fell a prey to anxiety as to the result. " As to the exam, I am 
harassed by conflicting doubts and emotions." He tried to esti
mate his chances. His history papers he was satisfied with, his 
translations he thought were on the whole quite good, but the 
papers on logic and philosophy he marred " by totally misunder
standing, and therefore writing bosh on one important queStion in 
each." His proses he reckoned to have been moderate. · 

"Now you see my extremely critical position. My.;history 
is pulling me .. up; backed by my translations ... My"logic and· 
philosophy are remorselessly pul.J.ing,me.,down.- Which will 
win ? HoneStly; I think either. I tell you the truth. I do 

•Letter dated October 2.15t, I88x. 
•Letter toR. R. Farrer, January 14th, I88o. 
3Lettcr to,R. R. Farrer, March 4th, t88z. 
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not think I am absolutely out of the chance of a firSt ; but, 
upon my word, I am far from in it . . . bearing in mind the 
superior importance attached to philosophy . . . I am 
inclined to believe that the betting is on a second." 1 

Six weeks were to elapse before these anxieties could be laid_to 
reSt,. and he turned to political and social engagements for dis
traction-a long promised motion at the Union, the Canning Club 
dinner~ and two balls, the Vincent and the 'Varsity, which he 
helped to organise. It was not until the blow fell that he realised 
how much he had set his heart upon a firSt and how greatly he had 
expected success. " Disappointed I freely confess. I was and am. 
And I was also rather disguSted, for in spite of occasional doubts .... 
I felt tolerably confident, on the whole, of getting a firSt, and Still 
think I did about well enough to do so." 2 And it was characteriStic 
of the man that he should have exclaimed on learning his fate-so 
at leaSt runs the Story-" Now I shall devote the reSt of my life to 
showing the examiners that they have made a miStake." What he 
cared for moSt was the effect which his failure might have on his 
future career. " In the /public eye I am, of course, Stamped with 
the brand of respectable mediocrity." 3 

His friends and admirers haStened to reassure him. " I think that 
it should be regarded as an accident," wrote Jowett, "for the firSt
class was certainly deserved both by ability and induStry ; and I 
truSt that you will not abate one jot of hope or heart in entering 
upon the political career which is your natural sphere." 4 Among 
the firSt to write and discount the effect of failure was Alfred Lyttel
ton, the Eton hero into whose railway compartment he had been 
unceremoniously ushered eight years before. " Of course, you could 
have got the firSt-class for certain if you had denied yourself the 
Union, the Canning, and those other literary, political and social 
enterprises which have earned you the name of the moSt famous 
Oxonian that in my knowledge of Oxford I czan remember." 5 

Jowett's eStimate of the result as an accident was a sound one. The 
1Letter to R. R. Farrer, May 28th, 1882. 
•Letter to R. R. Farrer, July 23rd, 1882. 3/bia. 
•Letter from Jowett, July 1sth, 1882. 
sLetter dated July 4th, 1882. 
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decision had hung in the balance, .and it was only at the laSt moment 
and by a feather's weight that the scale had fallen againSt him. His 
performance. when all the circumStances ate taken into considera
tion, was one of which he had little reason to be ashamed. 

Some little time before he had been placed " proxime accessit " 
for the Chancellor's Latin verse prize, and in the summer of 1881 
had suffered the same fate in an attempt to capture the Lothian 
hiStory prize. His Essay on John Sobieski, King of Poland, covering 
one hundred and eight large quarto pages of neat manuscript, was 
described by one of the judges as " a decidedly good na,rrative 
Essay with a considerable amount of careful reading," the author's 
treatment of " the political causes which led Sobieski to change 
from a French to an AuStrian policy " being regarded as particularly 
good. ~ut it was marred by " a certain pretentiousness of Style 
and character,'' 1 and was judged inferior to the essay of Mr. E. H. R. 
Tatham of Brasenose College, who was proclaimed the winner. 
Thus; -with-his ·second-class in the final school of Litetre .Humarii
ores,. his .undergraduate life at Oxford came to a somewhat. dis
appointing,end. 

It was not, however, his laSt tilt at fortune.in this particular arena. 
A year later he atoned for his previous defeat. by. winning . the 
Lothian Prize for ·the beSt hiStorical Essay on JuStinian, in circum
Stances recalling his moSt brilliant and dramatic onslaughts on the 
prize .. fund. at Eton. The §tory of this achievement will be told 
presently. The same year he was elected a Fellow of All Souls, 
an ambition which he had cherished, but which he had hesitated 
to put to the teSt, twelve months before. " Do you recommend me 
to Stand for All Souls this year ? " he had asked his friend Farrer, 
in. July, 1 88z. · "I am very doubtful," he added. " I do1:1:'t know 
much hiStory and am not inclined to read all Augu§t, September 
and October . . . . It seems to me only a hundred to one chance, 
particularly after I have only got a second." 2 And, finally, by win.:. 
ning the Arnold Prize for the beSt Essay on Sit Thomas More, in 
1884, he created a new record, no one man having previously won 
the two mo§t important University prizes in hiStory. 

'Letter from Dean Kitchin toR. W. Raper, May nth, 1881. 
•Letter dated July 2 3rd, 1.882. ' 
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This laSt triumph was the outcome of a sudden whim on a par 
with the impulse which had led him to withdraw from the Italian 
class at Eton, only to reappear at the examination and under the 
Italian master's nose, to snatch the prize from the latter's favourite 
pupil. Strolling one day into the Bodleian Library, he noticed Mr. 
A. Hawkins-afterwards to win fame under the nom-de-plume of 
Anthony Hope-whose Essay in competition for the Lothian Prize 
had been singled out for "honourable mention," at work with a 
view, as he thought, to wiping out his defeat in the former com
petition by capturing the Arnold Prize. 1 The effect was like that of 
the smell of the field of battle in the nostrils of Bucephalus. His 
spirit of emulation rose within him, and from that moment he made 
up his mind to enter the lists. He spent many days at the British 
Museum reading, with an imperious determination to succeed and 
an apostolic faith in his ability to do so. And in due course he had 
the satisfaction of being acclaimed the victor. Thus the mishaps 
which had· befallen him as an undergraduate fell into the background 
before the glittering rewards which crowned his student days. 

These final academic victories were won after his undergraduate 
days were over; and two years earlier we see him emerging from 
the University and 'stepping expectantly across the threshold of 
the greater world awaiting exploration and, unless he was much 
mistaken, conqueSt. Earlier Still, at the feStivities with which his 
coming of age at Kedleston had been celebrated in January, 

1
188o, 

he had made plain the standpoint from which he looked forward to 
the future. " I am fully conscious of the fact that should I ever do 
anything worthy of the humbleSt mention, it muSt be looked for 
not in the boyhood which has now closed behind me, but in the 
manhood whi~h from to-day opens before me." 2 

This side of his character is plain enough. George Curzon was, 
and always had been, a man of great ambitions. One who knew him 
from his Eton days once said of him that he seemed to realise the 
ideal of Aristotle's p.eya\o..,_uxo~, a man who regards himself as 
worthy of greatness and who is worthy. 3 It is a coincidence that is 

•He was quite wrong in the conclusion to which he jumped, for Sir A. H. Hawkins 
tells me that he never entered for the Arnold. 

•Speech to the tenantry at Kedleston, on January uth. t88o. 
3Rev. J. E. C. Wclldon. 
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not without significance, surely, that at a much later period of his 
life a very different person should have been Struck with the same. 
idea. One day in March, 1902, Lady Curzon sat in the verandah of 
a house in Darjeeling, gazing out at the snow-white peak of Kan
chenjunga, and fitfully turning over the pages of Macaulay's "Life 
of Pitt." As she glanced casually at the letterpress, her attention 
was suddenly arreSted by a description of that Statesman, which she 
at once applied to the man who always filled her thoughts and who 
was, at that moment, toiling in the service of his country in the 
Steaming plains below. Pitt's self-eSteem; she read,•" was not that of 
an upStart who was drunk with good luck and with applause .. , . 
it was that of the magnanimous man so finely described by AriStotle 
in the' ' Ethics '-of the man who thinks himself worthy of the 
great things, being in truth worthy." 

If, then, George Curzon had long dreamed dreams of coming 
greatness, it was natural enough that now, when the viSta of life was 
opening out before his gaze, these ambitions should have risen to_ 
the surface and should have tended to obscure the many other 
charaCI:eriS!:ics lying behind the mask which was too often miStaken 
for the man. For these we muSt glance back at the early formation 
of charaCI:er during his eventful school-days and the rapid cryStal
lisation of habits and opinions at Eton and Oxford which, far more 
than in the case of moSt men, make it important to Study George 
Curzon as a boy and undergraduate. 

His precocity was amusingly apparent in his correspondence
already considerable even before he reached Oxford. Returning 
from Dinard at the age of nineteen, he undertook to escort to Eng
land a small boy of eight who was being sent to school for the- firSt . 
time. " I had no notion that children at that age could be so in
tereSting or could say such extraordinary things," he wrote in a 
letter to R. B. Brett on September the zoth, 1878. "He quite en
livened our fourteen hours' passage, and we trudged about South
ampton two hours together before our train left for London, where 
his father met him and smothered him with kisses and me with 
thanks. I never saw ·a father and a little boy 'so glad to see each 
other and it was quite refreshing to watch them." He commented 
freely on the books he read. " I have been reading by way of light, 
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but withal advantageous material Gil Bias. It is an amusing jumble 
of love Stories and pedantic narration of a bygone, amorous and 
extravagant age, deStitute of morals and keenly appreciative of the 
present. Life couldn't by any possibility be called dull in those days ; 
the only queStion is if they ever exiSted." 1 

To his contemporaries at Oxford it seemed that he had never 
passed through a Stage of immaturity at all. Nettleship and Strachan
Davidson, his tutors, took him as they found him and left him so. 
It has been said of him with much truth that before he ceased to be 
an undergraduate he had touched upon as much political and social 
life as moSt men of thirty. " What think you of Oxford socially ? " 
asked St. John Brodrick before the end of Curzon's firSt year at 
the University. " You are a great experiment there, you know. So 
few fellows of public school fame come up with so many impressions 
of the outside world and settle down to Oxford. You began there 
where moSt fellows leave off, so the result is especially intereSting." 2 

And a year later, when congratulating him on his coming of age~ 
" If the day is not a crisis in your life, it is because you can look back 
on many experiences which usually succeed it." 3 Before leaving 
college he had already paid several visits to the continent. And in 
the course of his incursions into society he had become engaged 
to be married-a project which withered and died as a result of the 
chilly reception which his engagement at so young an age met with 
from his father. 

Reference has been made in the account which has been given of 
his life at Eton to a certain faStidiousness of taSte-exhibited by the 
furnishing of his room-which had attracted the attention of Mr. 
GladStone and caused him to comment on the increasing luxury of 
life at our public schools. The same thought was suggeSted to others 
by the appearance of his rooms on the ground floor of the small 
block, familiarly known as " the cottage," beyond the new Hall at 
Balliol. " They were furnished rather more elaborately than was 
usual ; they were always kept spick and span, and gave a sort of 
impression of opulence and of that ' superiority ' which became 

•Letter to the Hon. R. B. Brett, Augu§t ai§t, 1878. 
•Letter dated March 10th, 1879· 
JLetter dated January 1oth, I88o. 
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crystallised in a famous phrase." 1 His determination to have every
thing kept not merely tidily, but in its appointed place, was a source 
of no little perturbation to the " scout " of number ·twelve stair
case, 2 who found it difficult to keep his ma~er's rooms quite as he 
wished them. Words over a cracked teapot led to the highly-tried 
servant being had up before the redoubtable Jowett-the solitary 
occasion during forty years of meritorious service on which such 
a thing happened to him. It was not that George Curzon was in
tentionally hard upon those who served h'.im or deliberately in
considerate, it was simply that he expected others to exhibit the 
same efficiency in the discharge of their duties as he displayed him
self. It was a characterillic which grew rather than diminished with 
advancing years, and marred with increasing frequency his relations 
with his subordinates. Let it be added that when it occurred to him 
that they were required, no one knew better how to speak the kindly 
word and perform the gracious act that turn away wrath. · In the 
case of his old scout the occasion presented itself many years· later, 
at a dinner given at Balliol in his honour, on his return fr~m India. 
He was quick to take it. That one act of courtesy was never for
gotten, and among the great throng that flocked to We~min~er to 
attend Lord Curzon's funeral was the old scout of_number twelve 
~aircase, there to pay his la~ tribute of respect to his former 
ma~er. · 

It is not, in reality, ~range tha.t the impressions which he made-
. upon men of his own age in these days of early manhodd should be 

conflicting, for, Janus-like, he looked with two faces upon ·the 
world around him. To the generality of mankind he was ambitious, 
self-confident, amazingly indu~rious, haughty, coldly aloof. Fifty 
years before he had made his mark at the Oxford Union, representa
tives of the undergraduate life of Oxford and Cambridge had crossed 
swords in a famous debate on the respective merits of Byron and 
Shelley. Monckton Milnes, afterwards Lord Houghton, had said 
of a Chri~ Church undergraduate on that occasion that he was " a 
very superior person." Glad§tone; like Curzon, did undoubtedly 
~and out as something different from his undergraduate contem-

rProfessor J. W. Mackail. 
•Now number 2.2.. 
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poraries. Beyond this it would hardly be juStifiable to press the 
analogy ; but juSt as both differed from the men of their own times, 
so both possessed characteriStics which were far from attractive to 
the majority of their fellows. Macaulay had written of GladStone 
in 1 8 3 9 that " it would not be at all Strange if he were one of the 
moSt unpopular men in England." Similarly, one who was an under
graduate with George Curzon at Oxford has said of him-" He 
was not popular in college ; nor did he wish to be. His scale of 
values was his own." 1 None suffered fools less gladly than he did, 
and he made enemies, if not deliberately, at leaSt with an indifference 
which those who were intereSted in his future viewed with feelings 
not far short of dismay. "A politician," urged Jowett, "should 
make friends wherever he goes ; the social part of his life is quite 
as important as the political, and in early years perhaps more so." 2 

But he was temperamentally incapable of mitigating the crude 
force of an iron hand by the use of a velvet glove. 

There was much behind the mask, however, that the generality 
of mankind never saw. The man himself-the ego behind these 
outward expressions of a virile and sometimes irritating personality, 
was something almoSt unimaginably different. Throughout his life 
the man outwardly so complacently self-confident was curiously 
dependent upon spiritual aid. He once confided to one of his closeSt 
friends that he never embarked upon any undertaking, however 
trivial, without uttering a prayer for help. Yet through the funda
mental seriousness of his nature there ran an astonishing Streak of 
boyishness and naivety, which was conStantly displaying itself to 
the infinite edification of his intimate friends. When in company 
that he found congenial, he could be the moSt entertdning of mor
tals and at once became the centre of attraction. " George Curzon 
was, as usual, the moSt brilliant ; he never flags for an inStant 
either in speech or in repartee. After him George Wyndham, 
Mark Napier and Webber." 3 His humour welled up endlessly and 
bubbled over from sheer exuberance. No one enjoyed either the 
hearing or the telling of a good Story more than he did. 

•Professor J. W. Mackail. 
•Letter dated December 1884. 
3From the Diary of Wilfred Scawen Blunt, July ISt, 1893. 
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" The Duke of Marlborough had an Emu given him. It 

was sent to Blenheim, and great intereSt was taken in the 
chances of its capacity for procreation. Eventually it laid an 
egg. The Duke and Dpchess were absent from home. A 
telegram was sent to the latter by the agent to apprise her of 
the event. ' Emu has laid an egg. In the absence of Your 
Grace, have put goose to sit on it.' "1 

And so ·delighted was he with an epigram believed to have been 
composed by A. W. Verrall on his old friend Oscar Browning, that 
he wrote it down and preserved it carefully among his private 
papers. 

0 be obedient, O.B., 
To nature's stern decrees, 
Else singular as now you are 
You'll soon be {too obese. 

two O.B.'s. 

His own wit was not always devoid of Sting, for he passed easily 
from humour to irony, as anyone who invited a rebuff was not 
unlikely to discover. Finding himself on one occasion the reci
pient of a presentation copy of a book in which he thought that he 
detected sundry borrowings from publications of his own, he 
penned the following acknowledgement : 

" Many thanks for the copy of your moSt interesting and 
valuable book. It contains a mass of information and bri?gs 
our knowledge with wonderful accuracy and minuteness up 
to date. In glancing through it, I observe that you have made 
a clean sweep of all my moSt cherished quotations. I give 
you the following instances. I dare say there are many more .. 
Either our reading muSt run on curiously parallel lines, or you 
muSt have absorbed what I wrote with a completeness which is~ 
in any case, a compliment. Hoping that you are in good 
health and spirits and ready either to conquer new worlds or 
to resume your triumph over old ones. I am, etc .... " 

tLetter from George Cut%on to Cecll Spring-Rice, July 11th, t88o. 
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Sarcasm, even when its edge is dulled by humour, is apt to wound. 
Yet those who succeeded in penetrating the hard outer shell of 
apparent callousness and hauteur, found beneath it a being emi
nently lovable. " What are you reading and thinking about ?" 
asked R. B. Brett in a letter in which he added " I am full of affection 
for you." 1 And Dick Farrer's devotion to him was so great, that 
all through his long and waSting illness, which culminated in his 
early death in July, x883, he wrote conStantly to him, even when the 
mere effort of putting pen to paper was diStaSteful and the exertion 
of doing so a severe tax upon his Strength. The bond between them 
was one of very real affeCtion ; and in a letter opened after his death, 
he stated that George Curzon's " affectionate thoughtfulness so 
conspicuous during my long illness," had been a great help to him 
in his sore trial. 

As time went on his love of social life tended to widen the circle 
of his friends. While Still at Oxford he had flung himself with zeSt 
into the pleasures of society. With the removal of the reStrictions 
which college discipline necessarily imposed upon his freedom, he 
plunged into a whirl of social engagements. His spinal trouble made 
it impossible for him to enjoy riding; but dinner parties and dances 
in London, and good company and shooting in the country, filled a 
large part of his leisure. " I have had juSt over four weeks' season, 
which I have enjoyed enormously," he told Farrer after leaving 
Oxford. " During that time I have only dined at home once and 
have been to a dance (excluding Saturdays and Sundays) every night 
but one." 2 Later in tJ:le year, when entertaining was less in evidence, 
he turned his attention to the theatres. "'MuchAdoAbout Nothing' 
draws crowds to the Lyceum to admire the sumptuous scenery and 
appurtenances and (Strange fact!) the really first-class acting of 
Irving as Benedick. Gilbert and Sullivan have produced a new 
comic opera called ' Iolanthe.' It is a satire upon the House of 
Lords and as such elicits yells of delight from the mob." 3 Singing 
and acting appealed to his artiStic sense. Some years later he went to 
see the Italian actress, Eleanora Duse, when she firSt came over to 

•Letter dated Augu§t 19th, 1878. 
•Letter to R. R. Farrer, July 2.3rd, I88:z, 
3Letter toR. R. Farrer, December .znd, 1882.. 
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eletl:rify a London audience, and was fascinated by the perfetl:ion of 
her art. Though she was" a woman not too young, not pretty, not 
shapely, not painted, not adorned," yet she drew immense and 
enthusiaStic audiences, for " she atl:ed on the Stage as though she 
were doing the very atl:ual and real thing in life, and as though one 
wall of the room where she WaS SO doing it had accidentally been I 
torn down, so that an outside audience could intrude upon her 
privacy." 1 · 

His correspondence with his,many friends certainly showed no 
· trace of the " superior person " and would have been read with 
aStonishment by those who were unwilling. to credit him with the 
quality of companionableness. From Parter he received an amusing 
account of his experiences at a house-party in Scotland. 

" MoSt of the shooting was over except black game and blue 
hares .... Four real guns got nearly three hundred one day. 
I say real, because the Celtic keepers and gardeners, the York
s~re flunkeys and Belgian cook are all allowed to carry guns 
and pot away freely at grice, hares, beaters or each other, 
according to their own sweet will. It is fancied that if asked 
to beat, they would be stiff and proud, but they enjoy the dig
nity of La Chasse. The cook in particular is eyed with aver
sion. I saw hirri rake the line and all but massacre the tutor 
and two small lads." z 

' And Curzon wrote in the same strain of boyish exuberance. " 
I went to the Wharncliffes for ·a party. We jugged some conies. 
I develope~ unexpetl:ed and unwonted accuracy in my attempts 
upon that animal's exiStence this autumn-a deadliness not extended 
in similar proportion to the fowls of the air. However, a little 
at a time." 3 · 

He had a great love of the beautiful wherever it was to be found
in the human form both male and female, in natural scenery, in 

•Letter to Miss Leiter, Jun~ 4th, 1893 • 
. >Letter from R. R. Farrer, Otl:ober 3rd, x88o. 

>Letter toR. R. Farrer, December 2nd, x882. 

6~ 



CURZON, 1882. 

poetry, in buildings, in pictures and, indeed, in every kind of art. 
"The Taj is incomparable," he told St. John Brodrick when des
cribing his feelings on seeing it for the first time, " designed like a 
palace and finished like a jewel-a snow-white emanation Starting 
from a bed of cypresses and backed by a turquoise sky, pure, perfeet 
and unutterably lovely. One feels the same sensation as in gazing at 
a beautiful woman, one who has that mixture of loveliness and 
sadness which is essential to the higheSt beauty." t This sensitiveness 
to beauty exercised a great influence upon him, for it was a powerful 
facror in extending the range of his intereSts and in adding to the 
intensity of the joys and the depth of the sorrows of life. From 
Dresden, where he f~mnd himself for a few days the year after he 
came down from Oxford, he wrote with evident delight : 

" Here I naturally spend my time in looking at pictures or 
listening to music. The gallery is all that one could hope for, 
and the world-famed pictures are all one had imagined. Per
haps more than anything else I am struck by the cleverness of 
Holbein. I did not know before that he was a painter of such 
surprising talent. The Madonna of Raphael seems to me to 
deserve its recognised pre-eminence over his other works. It 
is softer and more ethereal."~ 

And the satisfaCtion which he derived from the contemplation of a 
Striking landscape was as vivid and as intense as the joy which he 
found in a beautiful work of art. He could scarcely find words to 
describe his sensations when the miSt melted away and he saw-not 
for the firSt time-the towering pinnacles of Kanchenjunga out
lined against a turquoise sky. "Suddenly there outshone, hung up, 
as it were, by chains in the sky, that most incomparable of all visions 
in the entire universe, Kanchenjunga and his satellites, free from 
cloud, bright as sHver, royal as a king. Oh I my God, it was 
sublime, worth everything else in the world rolled together." 3 

It is important to realise the Strength of this element in George 

•Letter dated, January 1St, 1888. 
•Letter toR. R. Farrer, May 2.7th, 1883. ~ 
3Letter to Mr., afterwards Sir Ian, Malcolm, February 2.4th, 1902., 

64 



OXFORD AND AFTER 

Curzon's nature, because it explains much that is otherwise difficult 
to underStand. An artiStic temperament adds to the fullness and 
richness of life, but it carries with it certain defeCI:s. Those who 
possess it are almoSt invariably emotional and highly Strung. They 
are seldom content to plod along the well-trodden and uneventful 
groove that suffices for the average man. They are apt to find the 
puna:ilio of a sober and conventional formality irksome. George 
Curzon was emotional and highly Strung. He was easily moved to 
tears, both of sorrow and of joy. He once went to the Albert Hall 
to hear Adeline Patti, and was profoundly affeCI:ed by her singing. 
" Though fifty-three years old she is Still a'miracle, and the tears 
came like ·water springs to my eyes." 1 In the same way, when 
playing the part of Dr. Primrose in some tableaux vivants at a country 
house, to the Olivia of a friend of his, he was so carried away by 
the feelings of the charaCI:er he was impersonating, that he could not 
help trembling with mingled compassion and affeCI:ion. 2 It was 
inevitable that he should be profoundly affected by the sorrows of 
life: There are those alive who cannot to this day recall without 
emotion a pathetic incident many years later than the time of which 
I am now writing, of which he was the central figure. At a dinner at 
Bombay given by the then Governor, Lord Lamington, to ~elcome 
him on his return to take up for a second time the toils and res
ponsibilities of the Viceroyalty, he rose to respond to the toaSt of 
his health, and that of Lady Curzon, too unwell, unhappily, to 
accompany him from England, Overcome by a sudden wave of 
emotion' induced by the proposer's kindly reference to this mis
fortune, he Stood for some moments choking with sobs unable to 
utter audibly the. opening sentences of his reply. 

Paradoxical though it may seem, this emotional sensitiveness' goes 
far to explain both his hauteur and aloofness towards the generality 
of mankind and an epicene and almoSt Bohemian sociability where 
his personal friends were concerned. In the presence of Strangers he' 
was inStinCI:ively on his guard. His attitude towards them was 
determined by the same inStinCI: of self-preservation which causes 

•Letter to Miss Leiter, June 4¢, 1893· , 
•The house was Stanway the seat of Lord Elcho ; and the part of Olivia was taken 

by Miss Balfour, now the Hon. Mrs. Alfred Lytteltoil, D.B.E. 

' 65 



CURZON, r88z 

the hedgehog to withdraw to the shelter of its spinous coat when 
confronted with the unknown. In congenial company, on the other 
hand, his emotional vivacity caused him to rebel againSt the drab 
tyranny of a conventional purism, juSt as when a boy it had made 
him reStive under the reStrictions imposed upon his freedom by 
school discipline. 

It is possible that to this same source muSt .be traced another 
charaCteriStic wholly unsuspected by the majority of tho~e who 
knew him. Persons of emotional temperament are proverbially 
prone to extremes of feeling. If they have their moments of 
exaltation they have also their periods of profound depression. 
There were times when George . Curzon seemed able to view 
himself with curious detatchment and to subject himself to 
dispassionate analysis. On one such occasion he aStonished an 
intimate friend by exclaiming at the end of a long dissertation on the 
career that he was planning for himself, that he made no pretence to 
being a firSt-class man. 1 This was far from being an isolated example 
of a certain innate humility. Replying to a letter from a friend who 
had written to congratulate him· on his appointment as Under 
Secretary for India in 1891, he spoke of the burden of his political 
work. " I have a lot of meetings, and shall retail rubbish with a 
solemnity that :will make the people think it all very grand and fine. 
One of the greateSt delusions is that I can speak. I know one per
son who knows very well the reverse, and that is, Yours etc." 2 

Three or four years later, when he was at Simla, on his way to the 
Pamirs and AfghaniStan, he noted down in his diary his surprise at 
the " palatial proportions " of Viceregal Lodge, and added : " as 
I entered I could not help wondering if I should ever do so as its 
maSter ?" This proved a fascinating topic on which to speculate, 
yet he concluded that while he would like to succeed Lord Elgin in 
five years' time, Harris might prove a " formidable and worthier 
rival." There were, indeed, occasions on which he took an almoSt 
absurdly diffident view of his own powers. Early in 1904, when his 
period of office in India was drawing towards a close, he received 
an invitation to write the official Life of Lord Beaconsfield. He 

•This statement was made to Miss Balfour, now the Hon. Mrs. A. Lyttelton, D.B.E. 
•Letter to Miss Leiter, dated November 2.9tb, 1891. 
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underStood and appreciated the compliment, but he declined. 
"Personally, I do not think for a moment that I should have been 
equal to the task," he told Lady Curzon in a letter written on 
March 3rd, 1904. "I have not the perception, or the analytical 
powers or the requisite literary Style." These modeSt eStimates of 
himself were not the erratic affectations of moments of theatrical 
self-depreciation·; they were considered judgments formed, it may 
be, during periods of depression, but SteadfaStly adhered to, never
theless, as being subStantially correct. Years after he had left India · 
he sat down in one of these Strange moods of detachment and 
committed to writing eStimate~ of himself which reproduce almoSt 
verbatim these Statements made within a decade of his leaving 
Oxford. 

" I have, and always have had, opinion of my abilities and 
accomplishments-such as they are. I am never in the society 
of able men without recognising their intellectual superiority. 
I have no opinion at all of what are sometimes alleged to be 
my powers of speech. When I 'carry away' a big meeting, 
no one is more astonished than myself .... To say that I have 
a high estimate of myself, makes me, who know the reality, 
smile." 1 · 

In these days of research into the sub-conscious working of the hu
man mind such admissions as these would provide the psycho
analySt with a key to the hauteur and aloofness of his bearing in 
public. They would be attributed to what, in the jargon of the 
new learning, would be termed an " inferiority complex." 

Of course it is easy enough to set againSt these displays of humility 
innumerable examples of bombaSt. There is the well-kn~wn Story of 
his offer to bet the late Mr Henry Wardle, M.P., who defeated him 
for South Derbyshire on his firSt attempt to enter Parliament, in 
1 8 8 5, that he would be. the firSt to make his maiden speech in the 
House of Commons-a confidence on his part which was juStified 
by the event. And on another occasion when an appointment which 
he had expected to oe offered was given to someone else, he wrote 

•These musings were jotted down charaCl:eriSl:ically on a half sheet of note paper in 
1910 and put away in a drawer at Hackwood where they were found after his death. 
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in anything but a spirit of humility-" If! do not some day leave
(the successful rival) Standing as Still as a church Steeple, I am not 
your obedient servant writing this letter." 1 The answer to the 
obvious comment that no man can have seriously entertained 
eStimates of himself so glaringly discrepant, is that a man's judg
ment of himself is affetl:ed by his moods, and that in the case of 
persons of emotional temperament their moods swing after the 
manner of a pendulum from extravagant optimism to excessive 
pessimism. 

There was one other quality which George Curzon possessed in 
high degree, which often played a decisive part in determining his 
actions. He was a man of very unusual courage. Many of his ex
ploits as a boy, even when not in themselves meritorious, had 
demanded no little courage for their successful accomplishment. 
In later years he frequently took a course which called for the exer
cise of great moral courage. On the queStion of the Indian cotton 
excise duty, he voted againSt the material intereSts and the vigo
rously voiced wishes of his Lancashire conStituents, because he 
believed that to do otherwise would be to atl: unjuStly towards the 
inarticulate masses of the Indian peasantry ; and again, in later years 
in India itself, he displayed the same inflexible courage when as 
Viceroy he took up so uncompromising a Stand in the case of colli
sions between British soldiers and the natives of the country. And 
throughout his life he fe.ced, with a fortitude and courage of which 
few had any conception, the unceasing Struggle with physical suffer
ing, seldom in his later years far off and often excruciatingly severe. 

"Wbo knows," he asked in one of his moments of self
examination, " what an effort and often a pain to me is public 
appearance of any kind ? I am supposed to seek the footlights. 
Little do they know what a business it. is to get me on to the 
Stage I How many of them, I wonder, have any idea of the 
long hours spent in bed, of the aching back, of the incessant 
nerve pain in the leg, of the fearful Steel cage in which I have 
to be incased when I undergo any strain in which standing up 
is involved ? They think me Strong and arrogant and self-

•Letter to Miss Leiter, oaober toth, 189t. 
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sufficient. Little do they reck that it is an invalid addressing 
them, who has only been driven to the duty because it is a 
duty, who has to be mechanically supported in order to Stand 
uptight for an hour, and who probably goes back to his bed to 
writhe in agony as an expiation for his foolishness." 1 

In the attempt which I have made to draw aside the veil behind 
which the real man lay hidden from the public gaze, I have travelled 
here and there over ground which Still lies in front of me. An 
endeavour at this early Stage to draw a detailed portrait of the man is 
juStified in the case of George Curzon by the early maturity on which 
emphasis has been laid. In his case neither character nor plan of life 
was built up slowly from year to year ; both were ready-made from 
an unusually early date and remained singularly little affected by the 
external incidents of his subsequent hi§tory. And without an ade
quate knowledge of the man, no attempt to read aright the §tory of 
his life would be likely to prove successful. With his portrait before 
us we may return to the autumn of I88z and follow him with a 
better chance of under§tanding him along the road on which he had 
now set foot. 

He took part in public functions as occasion offered-in an , 
important Conservative demon§tration at Derby, in October, and 
in the feStivities held to celebrate the opening of a new Art Gallery 
in the same city, in November. On this latter occasion he drew a 
graceful tribute from Sir \Villiam Harcourt for the manner in which 
"with all the grace and the wit of an accomplished orator," he had _ 
managed " delicately to propose the House of Commons coupled 
with the name of one who belongs to a different political party from 
himself," But in the autumn of I 88z there was little prospect of an 
election; and keenly though he enjoyed the diStractions of social 
life in England, there was one thing in which, with his enquiring 
mind and enterprising spirit, he delighted evep more, and that was ' 
travel in foreign lands. 

While Still at Eton he had accompanied Oscar Browning during 
the Chri§tmas holidays in I 877 to France and Italy. This man was 
one of the few Eton ma§ters who really underStood him as a boy

•Notes found on a sheet of note paper in a drawer at Hackwood. 
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he writes in one of his letters to his Mother of being taken by him 
to see the churchyard where Gray wrote his elegy and the room in 
which Milton wrote "Paradise Lost" 1-and in the summer of x88o 
the two joined force5 once more and proceeded, during the Oxford 
long Vacation, to Oberammergau to see the Passion Play, and on 
to Switzerland. On leaving Oxford in I88z, he embarked on a 
longer and more ambitious journey, travelling to Rome and to 
Greece with three boon companions-Edward Lyttelton, Welldon, 
and Cornish-and thence alone to Egypt and PaleStine, and home 
via ConStantinople, Vienna, Dresden, Prague and Berlin. This 
journey was followed after an interval of less than a year by a visit 
to Spain and Tangier; and the spring of 1885 saw him firSt at the 
Italian lakes and then in Sicily, Tunis, Carthage and Kairwhan. 
After his return from this journey in the summer of I885, he was 
kept in England for some time by the General Ele8:ion of that year 
and by his subsequent entry into the House of Commons in I 8 86 as 
member for Southport. But in AuguSt, I887, he left England once 
more, this time for Canada and the United States and on via Japan 
and China to India. It was during the concluding Stages of this 
journey that he firSt visited and began to write about the Indian 
Frontier. He returned to England in I888, but he was too much 
bitten by the fascination of travel to remain long at home, and 
during the autumn of the· same year he made the journey to Central 
Asia which resulted in his firSt important book on the problems and 
politics of the EaSt, which was published the following year with the 
title :-" Russia in Central Asia in I 8 89." Some part of the spring 
and summer of that year was spent on the continent and the whole 
of the autumn and ensuing winter in Persia, where he was engaged in 
colle8:ing material for his second big book on Asia:-" Persia and 
the Persian Question" -which came out in two large volumes in I 892. 

During I 890 and I 891 George Curzon's health was giving cause 
for some anxiety, and he spent a good deal of time on the contirient
at St. Moritz, and in France, Italy, Greece and Turkey. He was 
sufficiently reStored in health to embark in AuguSt, I 892, on his 
second journey round the world ; the main obje8: of this expedition 
being the colleCtion of material for his book on Japan, Korea and 

1Letter dated July 23rd, 1873· 
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China, which was published in I 894 and, under the title of " Prob
lems of the Far .East," met with imqJ.ediate and gratifying success. 
It had scarcely passed through the press when the opportunity, 
which he had long sought, of visiting the Pamirs and Afghanistan, 
presented itself, and by August, I894, he was once more on his way 
to the East. The spell of the countries beyond the confines of eaStern 
Europe-vaSt in extent, Stretching far back into the dim and shadowy 
twilight which preceeded the dawn of history, at once alluring and 
illusive, was Strong upon him. " Asia," he wrote to a friend, as he 
Steamed down the Red Sea, " looms before me, vast, magnificent, 
inspiring." It was for his work in determining the source of the Oxus 
river on this journey that he subsequently received the Gold Medal 
of the Royal Geographical Society. With his return to England 
in February, I 895, his series of journeys to the· EaSt came to an end, 
for new duties and responsibilities claimed his presence at home. 

For more than twelve years he had been trav~lling almost con
tinuously, for, from December, I 8 8z, until February, I 89 5, no 
year had passed, with the solitary exception of I 886, some part ,of 
which had not been spent in foreign countries. So extensive a 
programme of travel had necessarily taken him away at frequent 
intervals from his Parliamentary duties, ·with the result that in the 
Whip's room there was some not unnatural opposition to his 
inclusion_ in the Government in I891. Lord Salisbury, however, 
appreciated the objects with which his· journeys had been under
taken and offered him the post of Under Secretary for India, as will 
appear l~ereafter. Further reference to his Asiatic journeys will be 
made in due c0urse ; in the mean time some description of his tour 
in I883 will give an idea of the spirit in which he embarked upon, 
and the profit which he derived from foreign travel. 
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CHAPTER IV 

EARLY JOURNEYS-I88z AND 1883 

ITALY, GREECE, EGYPT, PALESTINE AND CENTRAL EUROPE 

GEORGE CuRZON was fitted both by natural aptitude and by 
training to derive the maximum advantage from foreign travel. He 
brought an alert a~d critical mind to, bear upon other peoples, and 
the delight which he obtained from the ruins of ancient cities and 
the scenes of vanished greatness, was enhanced by the facility with 
which a well-~ored mind enabled him to recon~rutl: the pa~ and to 
infuse into the disjecta membra of hi~ory the life and colour which 
had once been theirs. Of this he was himself fully conscious. 
" Greece," he once said, " to anyone not acquainted with and fond 
of the classics, mu~ be like a page of Egyptian hieroglyphics to one 
who cannot decipher them-curious, interefung, even beautiful, 
but ceaselessly unintelligible." 1 

His deep love of the beautiful in nature and in art served to keep a 
fine edge on his powers of observation. " The plain of Marathon 
was alive with flitting magpies guiltless of the timidity of their 
English cousins. Elsewhere in Greece we were perpetually charmed 
by the noble flight of the large hawk, now poised motionless in the 
~11 air, now flashing like a meteor round the brow of a hill." 
His animal spirits and sense of humour enabled him-in retrospetl:, 
at any rate-to make light of the minor discomforts and contre
temps of travel. " A fog enabled our boat to lose its way in crossing 
the channel, hence two hours' soundings off the French coa~"; 
and the passion for thoroughness, which was one of his charatl:eris
tics, caused him to enter with enthusiasm into the minuteSt details 

•From a note book kept by G. N. Curzon during journeys in Italy ,Greece and Egypt. 
All quotations in this chapter are from the same source unless otherwise specified. 
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of the arrangements for his journeys. "For three people travelling 
together .a faufettil lit is Strongly to be recommended. Complete 
isolation and reasonable comfort at night at half the price of wagon
lit." Perhaps in this laSt: observation are to be traced subconscious 
memories of the Stern injunctions on the subject of economy adminis
tered in the school-room by the imperious Miss Paraman. 

The notes and comments, which he never failed to compile when 
travelling, make inStructive and exhilarating reading. Italy delighted 
him. " Every fresh sweep discloses to the foreigner, however 
faStidious, some spot where it would be no penalty to dwell. This 
can scarcely be said of any other country." And then came Rome. 
The obtrusiveness of the modern city troubled him ; the Rome 
which he had come to see he had to search for, so much so, that 
" a Stranger might be fu the town for hours whhout being aware 
that he was in the centre of the greateSt hiStoric memorie5 in the life 
of the world." But when, approaching by way of the forum of 
Trajan and AuguStus, he turned the corner and suddenly found the 
forum at his feet, " the full tide of memories " burSt: upon him, and 
he forgot the present and was with Cato and Cicero and Pompey and 
Julius Cresar. Of all the relics of this ancient civilisation the one 
that moved him moSt was " the diStinct and sinuous track of the 
via sacra," for here he was gazing upon " the unmiStakable paving 
Stones in their original beds which echoed to the chariot wheels of 
Scipio, Sulla, Cresar Germanicus, Titus and Trajan." And it was 
this famous way that summed up the hiStory of Republican Rome 
without a break from its rise to its fall, and of Imperial Rome from 
Julius to ConStantine. For Rome was a military power, and the 
Sacred Way was especially consecrated to her military triumphs, 
and " speaks, therefore, more of the majeSty of Rome than any other 
ruin." 

The moSt disappointing feature in Rome was the Capitoline Hill, 
for the reason that it was so overrun with modern buildings, that 
it was impossible to picture it as it appeared i1). its ancient setting. 
"Where exaa:Iy was the summit? How long-how broad? 
Where can we locate the templum and the arx ? Where was the 
Tarpeian rock ?" From the summit of a church tower outside the 
city he tried to diStinguish the different hills whose separate exiStence 
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had given to Rome the name of the City of the Seven Hills. But 
while from this point of vantage the Capitoline, Palatine and A\'en
tine hills were clear, the reSt had become merged into the modern 
town and their individuality loSt. · 

The Colosseum he thought " perhaps the moSt impressive thing 
in the world.'' He tried to picture it at its prime-" those endless 
tiers crowded with a sea of faces,. a vaSt awning Stretched over that 
gigantic and open roof, the floor even turned into a miniature lake 
on which rode galleys and ships of war, or given up to the combats 
of men and beaSts"; but even the mind's eye could barely compass 
its possibilities at its prime. Of St. Peter's he noted " the great 
Stretches of gleaming marble and the golden altar beyond," forming 
a splendid viSta. " You have to pace the floor to credit the diStances, 
oStentatiously, but usefully inscribed upon it, to mark its superiority 
over all extant edifices." And then his sense of humour, never very 
far hidden below the surface, asserts itself and a whimsical thought 
occurs to him-What in St. Peter's would be the remark of the 
British sportsman who, after slowly pacing down the nave of York 
minSter, was heard to observe, "a long shot for a partridge." 

The cone of Stromboli, " the moSt imposing feature between 
Naples and Athens," is the subject of a passing reference, and then 
Athens claims his whole attention. The eye is caught firSt by a lofty 
peak commanding the town on the north-eaSt side, " certainly by 
far the moSt prominent feature in the landscape "-Mount Lycabet
tus-and he notes down in his diary that the unwary may well 
miStake this for the Acropolis itself. But when once the latter has 
been identified, Lycabettus, for all its imposing appearance, may 
be dismissed from the mind. The Acropolis, " that majeStic rock 
bearing on its summit the nobleSt ruins in the world and Still fortified 
by the massive walls of ThemiStocles and Cimon, appealing by its 
temples to the memories of a splendid religion, and by its shattered 
defences to those of an even more splendid hiStory," Stirred his 
emotions to their depths. Rome might possess greater majeSty, but 
here " there is far more beauty and an infinitely greater pathos." 
The people " whose genius Stares from every Stone " of these 
hallowed ruins were only a small nation, Struggling precariously, 
even during the golden epoch of their hiStory, for supremacy with 
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another small power. " They did not mould hiStory to anything like 
the extent that Rome did ; but they moulded minds much more." 
The influence of Greek civilisation upon the world-this is the 
thought which fills his mind as he passes through the pillars of the 
Propyhea, and Stands amid the collection of" vaSt uninjured drums, 
abaci and architraves lying in criminal confusion" on the Acropolis, 
faced by " the superbly graceful proportions " of the Parthenon. 
Criticism of the people of ancient Greece was easy enough ; they 
were " excitable, passionate, frivolous, talkative, disputatious, not 
always honeSt." But their vices weighed lightly in the balance 
againSt their virtues. "Where would the world have been," he 
muses, " without the philosophy of Socrates, Plato and AriStotle ; 
the hiStory of Thucydides; the poetry of lEschylus and Sophocles ; 
the eloquence of DemoSthenes ; the sculpture of Phidias ; the 
example of AriStides and Pericles." The queStion was one which 
seemed to him to be well worth pondering, for " each of these had 
confessedly been the model upon which a whole art or science or 
category has since been conStructed, and without the copy, what 
becomes of the copyiSt ?" 

He, found some of the less meritorious traits which he assigned to 
the ancient Greeks reproduced with tolerable accuracy in their 
nineteenth century descendants. The central Street of the modern 
city " is filled with a clamouring crowd from morn to night. At 
no moment of the day is there any respite in the clatter of aimless 
conversation." The people "argue and declaim and geSticulate" 
with extreme violence ; but they are unStable even in their 
animosities, " and those who have been shaking their hands in one 
another's faces at one moment are exchanging cigarettes the 
next." 

Unlike Rome, where " the core of the old town is embedded in 
the centre of the new," the inodern city in the case of Athens lies, 
apart from the old. This is a great advantage and permits a clear 
view of the setting of the ancient city· which, with even greater 
reason than in the case of Rome, might have been called " a city of 
Hills." ' 

The architectural beauty of the buildings on the Acropolis ap
pealed Strongly to him. AmongSt the virtues with which he endowed 
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the ancient Greeks was "a taSte for the beautiful and chaste which' 
has never been approached in any other age or by any other people"; 
and he approached Greek art in a spirit of reverent admiration and 
alert to discover keys to the secrets of its diStinctive beauty. He 
found one to the particular beauty of the Propyla:a, in the employ
ment of Doric pillars in the outer corridor, and Ionic in the inner 
VeStibule of the building-" a combination of the simple grandeur 
of the Phidian age with the exquisite delicacy and taSte beginning to 
make itself felt with a softening and refining, though also an even
tually demoralising, influence." He was Struck, again, by the oblique 
lines in the orientation of the different buildings on the Acropolis
" a sacrifice such as we moderns do not underStand, of acmal to 
ideal symmetry." Similarly, his attention was arreSted by the out
ward slope from the centre in the floor and Steps of the Parthenon. 
"What was it for?" he asks. The obvious explanation that it was to 
drain off rain water was rejected as inadequate ; more probably, he 
thought, it was "in obedience to some now unknown law of 
symmetry." , 

The rich, creamy colour " merging at times into a russet brown 
or a tawny gold which all ancient Greek Statues possess and no 
modern ones can attain," while due in part to accident-the supe
riority of the marble available and the softening effect of climate
was not wholly so ; it was assiSted by a preparation of oil and wax 
rubbed over the surface by the sculptor. 

His reverence for ancient buildings-which caused him when he 
was in a position to do so, in India, to undertake an extensive pro
gramme of reStoration-led him to view with regret the removal 
from their natural surroundings of the Greek marbles by Lord Elgin. 
His only juStification for doing so was the inexplicable disregard 
shown bv the Greeks themselves for their hiStoric monuments ; and 
he would gladly have seen these things reStored to their proper 
setting whenever the Greek people showed that they were prepared 
to treat them with due respect. Some years later he came to a definite 
conclusion as to what our attitude in this matter ought to be. He 
realised that wholesale reStitution was neither practicable nor 
desirable. The Parthenon marbles could never be set up again as 
integral parts of the building to which they originally belonged. 
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They were deStined, wherever located, to "an everlaSting museum," 1 

and he thought it preferable, therefore, that they should remain in 
the British Museum, where they would be seen by an infinitely 
larger number of people than they would be, if housed in a museum 
in Athens. The case of such relics as could be placed once more amid 
their original surroundings, " in situ ipso a11tiquo on the sacred 
rock," 2 was, however, in his opinion an entirely different one. 
There were two notable examples of such relics in the Greek 
collection at the British Museum. All who were familiar with the 
appearance of the Erectheium would agree that the moSt graceful 
and beSt preserved portion of the building was the projecting 
portico, " whose coffered marble ceiling is upheld by six female 
figures, chiselled at the culminating period of Athenian art ... 
sometimes called the Attic virgins, more commonly the Carya
tides." 3 While five of these Still Stood amid their natural setting on 
the building, one was to be seen in sorrowful isolation in the British 
Museum " where, like Niobe, she seems to weep her desolation in 
Stone." 4 Similarly on the right of the Propylrea, the beautiful temple 
of the Wingless Victory, long since skilfully reStored, "presents 
much the same appearance in the nineteenth century after as it did 
in the fifth century before ChriSt." But the walls of the temple once 
bore a frieze, some panels of which are to be seen in situ. " The reSt, 
four in number, were carried off by Lord Elgin, to London, and 
now adorn the walls of the British Museum." 5 It was for the res
toration of these relics that George Curzon pleaded, firSt by appealing 
to Mr. GladStone as the friend of Greece, and afterwards, when, on 
the advice of Sir F. Leighten, his appeal was rejected, by propaganda 
in the press. While he admitted that the creation of an embar
rassing precedent would be open to objection, he denied that the 
act of reStitution which he himself urged could be regarded in this 
light, " for the reason that the broadeSt diStinction in principle 
exiSts between a reStoration not merely to ancient locality, but also 
to ancient site, and a reStoration to the former only." 6 

With Parliamentary life in modern 'Greece he was not favourably 
impressed. He found everywhere " an equality almoSt incon-

•From a letter written by George Curzon to the FortnightlY Ret•;ew, April 4th, 1891 

•Ibid. 3lbid. •Ibid. slbid. 6fbitl. 
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ceivable to an Englishman." Much of the failure which he detected 
in the syStem of government was due, he thought, to the grant of 
far too large a measure of representative government too precipi
tately. "A people juSt awakening from the night of four hundred 
years of Turkish oppression is hardly fit to receive the mead of full 
enlightenment." On the other hand, he found the Greek spirit 
essentially democratic and anti-monarchical ; with the result that 
while his subjeCl:s were supremely indifferent to him, the Monarch 
soon ceased to take any intereSt in them. 

The visit to Greece concluded with a tour through the north
eaSt Peloponnese and Bceotia which, owing to it having become 
known that Edward Lyttelton was a nephew of ~r. GladStone, 
became at times an embarrassingly triumphal procession. " At 
Nauplia began a series of extraordinary and enthusiaStic receptions 
of our party, which gradually increased in publicity and zeal until 
they culminated at Delphi, and then gradually waned till the 
laSt flicker went out in the appropriate surroundings o( boorish 
Bceotia." 

These days of travel were happy times for George Curzon. 
Everything pleased. Each new place visited possessed some fresh 
intereSt. Where the outward features were meagre, scholarship 
Stepped in and endowed them with an intereSt which was not 
apparent on the surface. He quickly discovered that the man who 
was familiar with his Herodotus enjoyed sensations which no one 
else could possibly share. Scenery and weather were superb. The 
country in the neighbourhood of Delphi excited the higheSt admira
tion of the travellers, and overhead as they neared the end of their 
day's march" was displayed the pomp of a gorgeous sunset, like a 
golden and crimson banner flung across the sky." Even the atten
tions of municipal and other bodies-the outcome of Mr. Glad
Stone's phenomenal popularity in Greece-irksome though they 
tended to become when too frequently repeated, were remembered 
chiefly for their humorous side. On the way to Delphi the party 
was accorded an elaborate welcome at the villages through which 
they passed. Coffee and oranges were handed round, formal intro
ductions were gone through, and at one place there were presented 
to them a veteran who had fought in the. War of Independence and 

78 



EARLY JOURNEYS: ITALY, ETC. 

"an old fellow of eighty-five years, who had been guide to Mr. 
GladStone when he had ascended Parnassus in .I 8 56. He took a 
special intereSt in Edward Lyttelton, to whom he gallantly offered 
the loan of his horse. The reSt of us were more humbly accommo
dated with mules, and mounted thus we shortly left for Delphi." 
It was episodes such as these that he had in mind, no doubt, when 
he wrote " though I could neither claim nor receive any portion of 
the credit attached to our party as representatives of the Grand 
Old Man, I was not averse to being treated with respect as an English
man." 1 

At the conclusion of this tour the party broke up, George Curzon 
proceeding alone from Corfu t~ Alexandria, which he reached to
wards the end of January, 1883. The bombardment by the British 
fleet had taken place during the previous summer, and he found 
more to intereSt him in the effect of the naval fire on the Egyptian 
forts than in the few antiquities of indifferent intereSt of which the 
town could boaSt. For the reSt he found Alexandria worth little 
time, and " with a sigh for that burned library with its million of 
priceless volunies," which was one of the prices paid by the world 
for the triumph of Cresar, he proceeded to Telel Kebir on his way to 
Cairo. Here the remnants of the battle ()f the previous September 
lay scattered in profusion over the ground, and with characteriStic 
thoroughness he rode twice over the whole field of battle, recon
Structing as he did so the scene which it must have presented on the 
morning of September the I 3th. He left with one outStanding 
impression on his mind, namely, the amazing luck which had 
enabled the English troops to miss, and to remain themselves un
noticed by, the Egyptian detachment in the advanced redoubt 
erected five hundred yards in front of the enemy's .main line of 
defence. Refleilion on this moSt fortunate accident gave rise to other 
thoughts, for example, that Sir G. Wolseley had many of the 
characteriStics of Sulla-first and foremost that «he was emphati
cally Felix." 

The glamour of the EaSt had long excited his curiosity and Struck 
·a respo!].sive chord in his innermoSt being. And it is easy to picture 
the feelings of keen anticipation with which he pulled aside the 

•Letter to Mr P. A. Barnett, dated March z6~h, 1883. 

79 



CURZON, I883 

curtain and took his firSt glimpse at the mySteries that lay behind. 
Cairo with its four hundred mosques, " each with one or more than 
one minaret, always a graceful object and sometimes grand," pro
vided an appropriate introduction. Nothing, it seemed to him, 
could be more intereSting than " to Stroll about the Streets, dropping 
into one mosque after another, noting the devout Arabs at prayer, 
remarking their scrupulous obedience to the Moslem ritual and 
hearing, maybe, a muttered curse at the dog of a chriStian." With 
practised eye he quickly picked up the main features of Arabian 
architecture and Stored them up in his mind for future reference
the pointed horse-shoe arches and elliptical domes, the genera( 
avoidance of columns and the preference for open courts, the Stress 
laid upon superficial as diStinct from Structural ornamentation, the 
delicate mosaics of coloured marble, the Stalactite corbellings or 
cluSters of cellular woodwork to round off the corners and blend 
the vertical with the horizontal lines, and the broad friezes running 
everywhere round the interior of the buildings, with sentences 
from the Koran inscribed in bold and beautiful charaB:ers upon 
them. 

As was his invariable cuStom, he brought a mind richly endowed 
by previous Study to bear on all that he saw. But previous acquain
tance with the views of others served to Stimulate rather than to dull 
his critical faculties. He dissented altogether from current notions 
of the Gama Sultan Hassan as "the fineSt exiSting monument of 
Arab architecture " 1 and as " perhaps the moSt beautiful mosque in 
the world." 2 He felt quite certain that it was not the latter, and he 
thought that it was in far too dilapidated a condition to be the 
former. 

When he passed beyond Cairo into the land of ancient Egypt he 
fell, as was only to be expected, under the spell of her length of days. 
On all sides he saw the massive monuments of a vanished epoch in 
the hiStory of mankind. And the sense that he had opened a long 
closed chapter in the Story of the human race was not confined to 
the buildings themselves ; it became associated with the scenery 
and the people. The StrongeSt impression which his journey up the 

•B~dekei:. 
•Miss Edwarcis. 
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Nile left upon him was a sense of the unchanged and, as it seemed, 
unchangeable life and character of the people. 

" These rude felaheen .... who are liable to be pressed into 
compulsory labour by the State ... are identical in a thousand 
respects with the peasants from whom Pharaohs ·and priests 
wrung the fruits of their toil, and whose lives they poured 
out like water in the construction of monuments as senseless 
as they are grand. Here are the same men of the same build 
and Stature, with the same dress or undress and the same 
implements, plying the same business as did their ancestors of 
five thousand years ago, so wonderfully depicted on the bas 
reliefs of royal and private tombs ... civilisation is foiled by a 
country which refuses to be civilised, which cannot be civi
lised, which will remain uncivilised to the end." 

At Sakkhara he gazed fascinated at what, upon all the available 
evidence, he believed to be the oldeSt building in the world. This 
was the great Step pyramid. True, the experts differed on the ques
tion of actual date ; but " when you are drawing a cheque upon the 
actual bank of Time " such differences are of little real moment ; 
the imagination recoils, in any case, before " an antiquity which 
makes the visit of Abraham to Egypt a thing of yeSterday." In 
many cases the artiStic beauty of these buildings was as great a cause 
of wonder as thetr age. The sculptures executed in low relief on the 
walls of the sepulchral chamber of the Queen of Ti, four thousand 
years, certainly, and possibly six thousand years old, appealed to 
him as " among the moSt marvellous and beautiful things in the 
World." Yet his attitude towards the buildings of ancient Egypt 
was one of critical appreciation rather than of undiscriminating 
praise. At Philre, which he visited from Assouan, he was at once 
Struck by the exaggerated asummetria of all the buildings on the 

' island. " Not one is either parallel or at right angles to another. 
There are oblique lines and obtuse angles everywhere," the irregu
larity extending even to the interior of the temple of Isis. He sped 
back in imagination to the Acropolis at Athens which he had so 
recently visited, and came to the conclusion that the Greeks, " who 
produced their effect by a deviation from the symmetrical so slight 
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as to be scarcely noticeable at firSt sight," displayed a superior 
artistic genius. 

Similarly, at Karnak he differed Strongly from the ordinarily 
accepted view of the superlative architectural merits of the building 
known as the great hall. He duly made note of Miss Edwards's 
eulogy-" How often has it been written and how often muSt it be 
repeated that the great hall at Karnak is the nobleSt architectural 
work ever designed and executed by human hands ? " But he did 
so only to dissent from it. He thought its breadth much too great 
for its length and the large number of subordinate pillars much too 
short for their enormous bulk, besides being inelegant and clumsy 
in shape. Moreover, they appeared to him to be crowded together 
so closely that the effe8: of diStance which their great number, if 
skilfully disposed, should have enhanced, was sacrificed. As a monu
ment of architectural grandeur this HypoStyle Hall of Sethi I might 
be without rival ; " but judged from the effect it produced upon 
myself, it can only be pronounced disappointing in: the extreme." 

On the other hand he was lavish in his praise of buildings which 
satisfied his own reSt:hetic Standards, and he was aStonished at the 
magnificence of some of the less well-known temples. "While 
Karnak is known from China to Peru," comparatively few people 
seemed to have heard of the temple of Edfou, which he had no 
hesitation in regarding as the fineSt thing in Egypt, " with all the 
glories of Denderah with many more added." This was high praise 
indeed, for he had been profoundly impressed by Denderah, " the 
effect of whose long-pillared aisles, the light fading as you advance 
firSt into shade, then into gloom, finally into impenetrable darkness, 
is so solemn that judged by its influence upon the senses alone, it 
muSt rank almoSt firSt among Egyptian temples." 

As in Italy and Greece, so in Egypt, he was conStantly bringing 
his knowledge of hiStory to his aid in the fascinating task of re
conStructing episodes of which the ruins that he visited had been 
the actual, though mute, witnesses. And he had frequent cause to 
call. down blessing on " the garrulity of Herodotus-greateSt of 
chroniclers if not greateSt of hiStorians "-for the flood of light 
which it let in upon the dark passages of time. Had he not committed 
to paper amongSt much gossip about Cambysses and his doings a 
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S'tory, of the wanton impiety with which he had' Sl:abbed in the thigh 
Apis, the sacred bull of Egypt? And here at tl,le Serapeum, or tombs 
of the Apis, at Sakkhara,.had been found, in 1850 of the ChriS'tian 
era, an Apis mummy, and within the wrappings the actual animal of 
which Herodotus had written, as the condition of its thigh bone 
showed. In one respect only Herodotus had erred, for he had 
spoken of the bull dying of the wound, whereas a tablet found in the 
Serapeum made it clear that the animal had recovered and had 
survived for some years. Before this dramatic episode in the S'tory 
of archreological exploration the spirit of Romance itself might well 
Sl:and d:umb. 

Often he came,upon sights linking the hiStory of Egypt with that 
of Greece and Rome. In the rock tombs of Beni Hassan he detected 
the exact prototype of the Doric shaft, the abacus and the architrave 
of Greece-evidence as conclusive as could be demanded that the 
Doric S'tyle, the earlieS't in Greece, was not indigenous but a~ im
portation from Egypt. At Denderah S'till surviveq bas reliefs of 
Cleopatra-" an evil looking, voluptuous countenance retaining, 
even in the conventionality of decorative sculpture at that epoch, 
something of the matchless beauty that made Cresar a fool and An-
thony a knave." , 

But perhaps the relic that intrigued him moS't was the colossal 
seated figure known as the vocal Memnon. As he gazed up into its 
contemptuous, unseeing face, and thought of the men who had 
S'tood there too-Germanicus, Strabo and Hadrian among them
all equally baffled by the s~cret which it had retained inviolate for 
3,5oo years, he qetermined to probe the myS'tery. "That great 
speechless image with its marvellous and roman~c hiS'tory is one of 
the moS't fascinating objects I have ever seen. I muS't get to the bot
tom of it." The result of this decision formed and recorded on the 
duS'ty banks of the Nile, appea~ed many years afterwards in the 
volume of" Tales of Travel" which he published not long before 
his death. Therein he set forth in thirty-five large octavo pages of 
print his researches and conclusions in the matter, in the hope that 
they might be regarded as " a positive contribution to hiStorical 
and archreological research." 1 

•From the Preface to" Tales of Travel," published iJl 1913. ' ' s, 
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From this visit to the land of Egypt he certaiply derived a very 
full measure of satisfaction, and on his return to Cairo he summed up 
in a sentence the dominant impression which it had left upon his 
mind. " Temples, colossi, tombs are splendid, of proportions so 
Stupendous that the ordinary senses find themselves bewildered 
and rich with the blazoned hiStory, every letter of which is now 
intelligible, of four thousand years ago." 1 

Most people who devoted to the monuments of Egypt the amount 
of time and Study that George Curzon did, would have found little 
leisure and Still less energy, perhaps, with which to enjoy the ameni
ties of society. Not so this indefatigable traveller. At Luxor he was 
a guest at an Arab dinner of thirteen courses-an experience into 
which he entered " with zeSt," but which, he noted at the time, 
" should not be too frequently repeated." And in Cairo he made the 
acquaintance of many persons of note-Lord Dufferin, " the tem
porary king of Cairo, residing in a palace and surrounded by a court 
.... as evidently a firSt-rate diplomatiSt as he is an attractive man " ; 
Colonel Synge, " a man to be looked at, considering he coSt the 
British Government £xo,ooo, 2 a sum which, with commendable 
aStuteness, they are now deduB:ing from the Turkish revenues of 
Cyprus"; Dr. W. H. Russell, "the dqyen of foreign correspon
dents . . . . full of anecdotes and information, charmed to accept a 
dinner at your hands and to repay you by amusing talk " ; the 
Bishop of Limerick, " a moSt amiable and courtly divine .... with 
interesting experiences to relate of Wordsworth and Hartley Cole
ridge " ; Baron de Malortie, the author of an admirable book in 
English on Egypt, who, though " one of those numerous men who 
can write but not talk, was far from being a dull companion, and 
in addition to (or fortunately often inStead of) his own society, 
gave me that of his beautiful and charming wife," and many 
more. 

Social engagements did end, indeed, by making inroads upon 
the time which he had intended to devote to more serious pursuits. 
" All this made life in Cairo seductive, but it also made it rather 
unprofitable, for here on~' was living the London life over again 

•Letter toR. R. Farrer, February 9th, 1883. 
•He had been captured by brigands and held to ram;ome. 
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without the London juStification " ; 1 and though he got to know 
the principal features of the city and its environments fairly well, 
" social engagements were so pressing that many I did not see as 
often as I should have done, and a few I did not see at all:" a 

His proximity to the " Holy Land " determined him to visit it 
before returning to England, and on EaSter Day, March the 25th, 
his Stearp.er from,Port Said brought him to land at the little port of 
Jaffa. To follow him in any detail on this journey would require an 
amount of space which it is impracticable to give to it. His notes 
and comments, covering page after page of a Stout notebook, with 
line upon line of minute, closely written, but marvellously well
formed handwriting, provide ample materia~ for a whole volume. 
The task of fitting scenes familiar to him from his earlieSt years. 
into their hiStorical and geographical frame delighted him. As he 
travelled north from Jerusalem to the sea of Galilee he found the 
boards of a comparatively narrow Stage crowded with events from 
the Old and New TeStaments. 

Entering the plain of Esdraelon, the floodgates of memory were 
opened, and chapter after chapter of. 9ld TeStament hiStory passed 
in rapid succession before him. Here it was that " Barak went down 
and ten thousand men after him " to roll back the armed forces 
of Sisera towards the weSt ; here, too, that Gideon brought down 
the people from Mount Gilboa and smote the Midianites, the 
Amalekites and. the children of the EaSt camped on the plain " as 
grasshopp~rs for multitude." Nor was this all, for " if Esdraelon 
was famous for the glories of two of Israel's greateSt judges, it was 
aJso famous for the tragic death of two of her kings." Further, it had 
produced " the two fineSt burSts of poetry in the Hebrew, perhaps 
in any tongue : the nobleSt pa:an of conqueSt 3 and the moSt pathetic 
dirge of despair.'' 4 

From the summit of Mount Carmel he gazed over the rich ex
panse of the plain as it Stretched away up to the walls of Jezreel, 
ten miles or more to the eaSt, and in imagination he saw speeding 
across it the agile form of the prophet as he ran before Ahab to the 

•Letter to R. R. Farrer, March 2.4th, 1883. 
•Letter toP. A. Barnett, March z6th, 1883. 
3Song of Deborah and Barak, Judges v. 2.. 

•The lament of David over Saui and Jonathan, II Samuel, i. 
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entrance of the city. Then turning his gaze weStward, he pictured 
the gradual forming on the horizon of the little cloud no bigger 
than a man's hand, as it firSt appeared to the Straining eyes of Elijah's 
servant, Standing on the self-same spot on which he now Stood. 
And as he looked from the summit of Carmel to the muddy track 
of the river Kishon, " creeping along in sinuous coils over the 
fertile plain below," he pictured the scene on that memorable day 
before the breaking of the drought, when the dramatic trial of 
Strength between Elijah and the four hundred prophets of Baal 
ended in the humiliation and slaughter of the latter and the triumph 
of Jehovah. With his imagination Stimulated by his surroundings, 
he saw the sea of upturned faces of all Israel fixed upon them 
as they " called upon the name of Baal from morning even until 
noon, saying, 0 Baal, hear us " ; 1 and later, under the taunts of 
Elijah, " cut themselves after their manner with knives and lancets 
till the blood gushed out upon them." 2 And then towards" the time 
of the offering of the evening sacrifice," 3 the suppliant figure of 
the prophet of the Lord silhouetted againSt: the weStern sky, and 
the vaSt concourse of people falling on their faces when the fire of 
the Lord fell upon the altar which he had made, and crying out in 
their fear, " the Lord He is the God ; the Lord He is the God," 4 

and, finally, the horrible denouement when the sluggish waters of 
the river Kishon were further sullied with the blood of the four 
hundred and fifty prophets of Baal, who had been given over to 
the fanatical wrath of a duped and now disillusioned people. 

When, on the Sunday morning on which they visited the heights 
of Mount Carmel, a clergyman of the party read the morning service 
and he himself, in place of the lesson of the day, " that glorious 
chapter I Kings xvili," Standing with his companions as nearly as 
possible on the site of" the moSt dramatic scene in Jewish hiStory," 
he felt that the breath of life had indeed been breathed into the dry 
bones of the dead paSt:. 

Of the many places forming the background of' the gospel Story,. 
he was as much moved by his firSt: vision of the sea of Galilee as 
by any other. After a long pull up the slope of the laSt: elevation-

•I Kings xviii, v.z6. 
31 Kings xviii, v.36. 
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"We reach its summit and suddenly at one step are pre

sented with an entirely new and wonderful prospect. Deep 
down below us lies the sea of Galilee. The moSt hardened sen
sibilities muSt confess to a thrill of genuine emotion. We are 
looking upon the moSt sacred sheet of water in the world, 
upon the now glassy but erstwhile stormy surface whereon 
the Saviour walked, upon the shores which He trod, upon the 
scenes of His moSt active and moSt st.iccessful ministrations." . 

Every minute of the four weeks which he spent in the Holy Land 
had been full of intereSt ; and looking back, as was his cuStom at 
the close of his frequent journeys, to. sum up the impressions left 
upon his mind he asked himself-" What is my judgment?" And 
he replies-not with complete conviction, it seems, to one who reads 
his summing up with care....:._that he has not been disappointed. He 
had not expected monumental remains such as those of Egypt, 
nor particularly attractive scenery, such as he had come across in 
some p'arts of Greece. The intereSt of the country lay, as he well 
knew before Starting, in its associations, "'wlUch come' up in long 
procession whenever the mind chooses to summon them." The 
associations themselves made an irresiStible appeal, but it had been 
irritating to find in connection with them so great an amount of 
impoSture and superStition. " In the whole country there are not 
above a dozen sites of absolutely unqueStionable authenticity, 
though there is not an event described in the Old or New TeStament 
that is not localised by the inventive ~apacity of clerics and accepted 
by the credulity of pilgrims." 

Moreover, in spite of his denial he was undoubtedly disappointed 
in the actual sights of PaleStine. The mud hovels of the villages, 
the dirty Arab population, the conStant presence of his own dingy 
cavalcade, fitted ill with the pictures of his mind. To appreciate 
properly a tour of the Holy Land solitude and qwet thought are 
'essential. " Afterwards as we ponder over it alone the deformities 
of modern surroundings disappear and the original features Stand out 
in all their solemnity and fascination." The Sting of his disappoint
ment-disillusionment almoSt-is apparent from the nature of the 
cross-examination to which he subjects himself. He had expected 

87 



CURZON, 1883 

that a visit to the aCl:ual places made memorable by the birth, the 
life and the death of ChriSt, would give rise to " a spiritual re
awakening, a Stirring of torpid pulses, a kindling of dormant fires." 
Yet he was unable to detect in himself any moral influence resulting 
from his tour. " I feel a kind of intereSt I never did before in the 
circumStances of the gospel narrative. But they do not appeal to 
me with a different force. They breathe a thousand memories ; 
but they teach no lesson. I do not find it any easier after visiting 
the country and dwelling place of ChriSt to live more like ChriSt:." 
But if he experienced no tangible spiritual benefit from his visit, 
he repudiated the suggeStion that a man's religious belief might be 
impaired by his experiences in PaleStine. He had himself seen enough 
in the site of the temple of Solomon to produce great satisfaction 
and in the Holy Sepulchre to create a corresponding irritation ; 1 

" but to go into a fietitious Holy Sepulchre, to walk along a modern 
via dolorosa, to see an imaginary Holy House at Nazareth does not
cannot-make me sceptical as to the truth of the narrative which 
they only secondarily illuStrate." 

The beginning of May saw him at ConSt:an~nople; and from 
there he travelled in leisurely fashion across Europe, Steaming up 
the Danube through the Iron Gates and the far finer Defile of 
Kasau, and pausing at BuchareSt, a city " notoriously immoral," 
Buda Pesth, Vienna, " with the fineSt modern buildings, with the 
possible exception of Paris, of any continental capital," Prague, 
" the prettieSt place seen since leaving England," Dresden, where he 
spent his time " looking at piCl:ures or liStening to music," and 
Berlin. 2 It was in a cafe at Buda Pesth that he learned that what 
muSt:, I think, be regarded as the moSt: remarkable performance of 
the whole of this notable journey, had been crowned with success. 
In a copy of The Times 3 a day or two old, he read the following 
notice under the heading University Intelligence: 

" Oxford, Lothian Prize. The judges have awarded this 
prize to the Hon. G. N. Curzon, Balliol. They also consider 

•Letter toP. A. Barnett, March 26th, 188~. 
•Letter toR. R. Farrer, May 27th, ISS~. 
30f May 14th, ISS~. 
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the essay by A. Hawkins, Balliol, deserves honourable men
tion.'; 

The Story of this amazing achievement is told in a letter to his 
great friend, R. R. Farrer. WJ:iting to him from Dresden, he ex
plained the reasons f<;>r the secrecy which he had maintained. His 
chance of success seemed to him so slight that to make known his 
intention of competing, even to his closeSt friends, appeared likely 
to end only in publishing to the world another rebuff. The memory 
of his failure to obtain a firSt in the Final School at Oxford was Still 
a bitter one and the thought of a further possible humiliation was 
more than he could bear. How, indeed, in the circumStances of the 
present case could he hope to elude. defeat ? " I had to get through 
all my :reading in London in less than a fortnight to take notes of 
what I had read and from them, a Gibbon and a French edition of 
Procopius, to do the composition in trains, on Steamers in the inter-

'vals of sea-sickness, or sight-seeing in Greece, Cairo and on the Nile. 
No composition was ever put together at such a jumble of times or 
in such a jumble of places." 1 · 

That success should have been won under conditions so little 
favourable, muSt have gone far to compensate him for previous 
disappointments. In face of determination so dogged and courage 
so high, may we not fittingly exclaim-" Palmam qui meruit, 

·ferat.'' 

•Letter toR. R. Farrer, May 2.7th, 1883. 
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CHAPTER V 

FIRST ATTEMPT TO ENTER PARLIAMENT 

SUMMER OF I88j-JANUARY, 1886 

DuRING George Curzon's absence abroad, St. John Brodrick had 
written on New Year's eve his good wishes for the coming twelve 
months. The year juSt over-with its university disappointment
might not Stand out in his life as some already did and as others yet 
to come moSt certainly would ; but it had been, nevertheless, 
" wondrous satisfatl:ory, and not leaSt in the continued agglomera
tion of devoted friends around you." It is a tribute to the force of 
his personality that his absence from their midSt was genuinely and 
very keenly .felt. " I look forward to May when we shall see you 
back fresh, buoyant, baby-cheeked, and burSting with new words 
and aStounding epithets " ; 1 and shortly before his return : " You 
will juSt be back for Ascot, and how glad we shall all be to see you 
again." 2 And George Curzon himself looked forward impatiently 
to the society of his friends once more, for he wrote from Con
Stantinople that he would rush home from Berlin " very homesick. 
For already I long for a sight of diStant faces, and a sound of diStant 
voices, and a pressure of diStant hands." 3 · 

The time was near, however, when weightier matters were to 
claim his attention. He was anxious to embark upon the political 
career which he had marked out for himself ; but he Still hankered 
after academic diStintl:ion, and on his return to England he began 
reading for the All Souls Fellowship which he coveted. " I am not 

•Letter from the Hon. St. J. Brodrick, March 17th, 1883. 
•Letter from the Hon. St. J. Brodrick, May 15th, 1883. 
sLett~r to the Hon. St. J. Brodrick, May 5th, 1883. 
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doing any political work,,; he wrote St. John Brodrick, in August, 
" but am trying to glean a superficial acquaintance with modern 
hiStory." At the same time he apologised for the grandiloquent 
phrasing of his letter, which he thought muSt be " the result of 
reading Gibbon, three volumes of which I have been attempting to 
despatch in less than twice the number of days, with the result of 
confusing my brain and proStituting my Style." 1 

It is evident that he was undergoing one of those periods of fierce ' 
and concentrated work which had been a peculiar but familiar 
feature of his school and college days ; for he added that since 
returning to Kedleston he had only been away for a weekend, and 
had refused invitations for DoncaSter races arid for a coming of 
age party at Longleat. He remained at KedleSton till October 
" doing nothing but see the days succeed each other with regular 
monotony," getting through an inimense' amount of reading and 
coming to the conclusion at the end of it all that however jaded he 
might be, no one could be the worse for having got through Gibbon 
and Hallam. On October the 14th he wrote to St. John Brodrick 
from London : 

" Next week I may perhaps go up to Oxford ; but it really 
seems hardly worth while. The effort to get even a super
ficial grasp of the entire range of history in less than three 
months, I have found to be excessive, if not absurd. And it 
seems preposterous to go and compete with men who have 
studied history for years and to challenge their profundity 
with one's own shallowness . . . Still I shall probably enter by 
way of satisfying myself that my scruples againSt entering are 
well founded a 

How bas~less such scruples were was proved by the result, for he 
obtained his Fellowship, and that, too, in a year in which there were 
among the candidates "a large number of able scholars, especially 
of good men in the history schools." 3 The way now seemed clear 

•Letter to the Hon. St.]. Brodrick, Augu§t 15th, 1883. 
•Letter dated oaober I 4th, t883. 
3The Derby Mff'cury, Nove~ber 1-4th, 188~. 
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for him to devote himself to politics. Yet he was still dazzled by 
the lure of academic success, and the course of political speaking 
on which he had determined had once more to be postponed, 
while he split yet another lance in the arena of the university. The 
circumstances in which he suddenly decided to enter for the Arnold 
Prize have been related in chapter three. For fifteen weeks he lived 
the life of a recluse in London, spending long hours at the British 
Museum and working daily from II o'clock one morning until 4 
o'clock the next. He is himself responsible for the following 
laconic description of the manner in which the resulting Essay was 
completed and handed in. " I took down the unfinished Essay to 
Oxford on the day on which it had to be handed in at midnight and 
continued writing until then. I took it over to the old schools, 
rang up the janitor (who was in bed) as the clock struck twelve. 
I apologised for waking him, on the ground that it was the winning 
Essay. It was." r 

Twice during this period of concentrated Study-the second 
within nine months-he made a fleeting appearance on a political 
platform in South Derbyshire, where his presence by the side of 
Sir H. Wilmot, the sitting member for the Division, gave rise to 
intereSted speculation. " That a gentleman so liberally endowed with 
the qualities which moSt adorn political life should long remain 
aloof from the race for WeStminSter " 2 was inconceivable to political 
friend and political foe alike. The significance of these appearances 
became apparent within a few days of the announcement of his 
success in winning the Arnold Prize. In March, Sir H. Wilmot 
made known his intention of retiring at the end of the existing 
Parliament, and Mr. Curzon and Mr. Fitzherbert Wright were for
mally selected as the future Conservative candidates. 

From now until the dissolution and General Election in the 
autumn of I 8 8 5, with the exception of a few weeks during the spring 
of I 8 8 5, when he visited Spain, and a similar break in the early sum
mer of 1885, when he travelled in Italy and north Africa, the newly 
selected candidate was kept busy addressing meetings throughout 
the conStituency. His energy was such as to excite the sarcaStic 

•See an article by SirJan Malcolm K.C.M.G., in the Quarterly R.evie111for July, 192.5. 
>The Derby and Chuterfteld Reporter. 
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comment' of the local Liberal press :-"Sir Robert Peel," snapped 
one Liberal paper in the conStituency, "summed up his advice to 
the Conservative party of the day in the memorable and eminently 
prailical words, ' RegiSter, RegiSter, RegiSter.' The Conservatives 
of South Derbyshire seem to think that a better programme Still 
is that of' Talk, Talk, Talk.' " 1 

Nor were his meetings confined to his own conStituency, for he 
had already gained a considerable reputation as a speaker. While 
§rill at Oxford he had come under the favourable notice of Lord 
Randolph Churchill. . " I muSt write you a line to thank you ve1-y 
much for your speech at W oodSl:ock laSt week. I hear from two or 
three reliable sources that your audience was intereSted and delighted 
with the way in which you treated the topics of importance at the 
present moment " ; 2 and I.ord Lytton, after attending the Canning 
club dinner in x88z, had written of his "remarkable ability as .a 
speaker.'' s In the House of Commons a phrase from a speech of his 
had been quoted by one of Her Majesty's MiniSters who, in acknow
ledging his indebtedness; had said of him that if ever he entered 
the House, he would be "an ornament to the other side." 4 The 
opinion expressed in a leading article by the chief Conservative 
organ in the county, that his spe,eches were "admirable alike in 
their assertion of Conservative principle and · their criticism of · 
Radic!tl performance " 'and that they were diStinguished by " a 
marked cleverness of Style and phrase," 6 was something more than 
the conventional puff of a party paper ; it was a view which was 
shared by persons who were wholly free from party bias. 

"I heard something very nice about you the other day," 
wrote one of his friends, " which I muSt tell you, even at the 
risk of adding to your self-esteem. I was helping to enter
tain old-- at his political trotting out in Glasgow the other 
day, and amongst other terrible civic entertainments we had to 
go to, was a luncheon at the Lord Provost's, where I was 

1The Derbyshire Advertiser, May 23rd, r884. 
•Letter dated March 3rd, r88r. 
3Letter dated June 7th, r882. 
4Sir Henry James, the Attorney General, on November roth, r88z. 
sThe Derby Mercury of January 23rd, r884. 
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taken in by a portly gentleman whom I had never set eyes on 
before .... In beating about the bush for a subjetl: for conver
sation, I chanced to fall upon speechifying, when he launched 
forth into a panegyric on the unusual excellencies of a speech 
he heard the other day at a dinner !n Derby .... Of course 1 
was dying to hear who this young orator was. Imagine my 
pride and joy when I was told it was you and could say it was a 
friend of mine I Even amid§t the desolation of pink jellies 
and gold crackers I had found an intereSt. I am afraid I shall 
make you horribly conceited by telling you all he said. Your 
speech was moSt eloquent, interesting, incisive, with a splen
did peroration, and was admired with equal enthusiasm by 
both parties. You were considered a moSt promising orator 
by them both, and, in fatl:, you took them all by storm." 1 

At the outset of his campaign he gave a clear definition of his 
conception of the principles on which Conservatism was based. 
These consiSted in : 

" An affetl:ionate regard for our existing constitution, both 
in church and state ; a passionate loyalty to the English name, 
with the thousand sacred associations which the name involves; 
an unselfish recognition of our Imperial position and the res
ponsibilities it entails, and a desire by prudent legislation and 
by consistent efforts at home to educate the unlearned, to 
support the feeble, to raise the humble, to ameliorate the con
dition of the oppressed, to teach the English people the les
sons of a steady and graduated progress so that, firSt of all 
under the guidance of others, and lastly on their own accord, 
they may learn to be happy and God-fearing and free, so to 
train them above all that they and their children may learn to 
become fit inheritors of a noble patrimony and worthy citi
zens of this unequalled Empire." 2 

The honour of England's name ; the splendour of the Imperial 
heritage that was ours-these were the things that extorted from 

•Letter from Lady Ribblesdale dated December z8th, x88z. 
•Speech at Stapenhill in February, 1884. 
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him the homage of a willing worshipper, the passionate admi;ation 
of a true devotee. And it was on the ground of their failure to main
tain untarnished the English name with the thousand sacred associa
tions which the name involved, that he based his moSt scathing 
denunciation of the Government of the day. 

It muSt be admitted that circumStances had conspired to provide 
him with an ample quiver from which to draw shafts for his attack, 
for from the moment that Mr. GladStone had become Prime Mini
Ster misfortune had seemed to dog his footSteps. He had been 
obliged at the very outset of his term of office to make public apology 
to the Emperor of AuStria for language used in the course of his 
Midlothian camp~gn, and by so doing had phtced the Prime Mini
Ster of Great Britain in a position of humiliation which had not 
unnaturally excited feelings of resentment. This inauspicious be
ginning had been foll9wed by a series of events all mortifying to 
the Englishman's amour propre. In AfghaniStan a grave defeat had 
been infliCl:ed on British arms, and the remnants of her stricken forces 
had been besieged in Kandahar, whence they had only been extri
cated by Sir. Frederick Roberts' famous march froin Kabul. In 
South Africa British preStige had. been subjeCl:ed to even greater 
humiliation. The recently annexed territory of the Transvaal had 
been wrenched back by force of arms, and the British commander, 
Sir G. Colley, had loSt: his life at Majuba Hill_:_a mere reference to 
which ill-fated name was sufficient in the heated atmosphere of the 
huStings, to excite feelings of violent indignation. And now, at the 
very moment when George Curzon was called upon to play the 
congenial part of a Missionary of Empire on the political platforms 
of the conStituency which he aspired to represent in Parliament, 
it seemed to many-Liberals as well as Conservatives-that the 
Government by their inexplicable indecision were paving the way 
to further humiliation. His recent Study of the Egyptian situation 
on the spot had quickened his appreciation of its dangers. He was 
quick to· point out the lamentable results which had already at
tended the fatal lack of purpose which the Government had dis
played. As was only to be expeCl:ed, the half-hearted attitude which 
had been adopted had resulted in all the assurances which had been 
given being brought to nought. The despatch of ships to Alexan-
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dria, that were to effect their purpose without firing a shot, had 
resulted in the bombardment of the town ; the promise given, that 
not a man would be landed, had ended in the invasion of the coun
try ; the party, which had proteSted its abhorrence of war, had been 
responsible for the battle of Tel-el-Kebir. "We have heard a great 
deal about the false prophet in Egypt ; it seems to me that we have 
got a dozen false prophets at home." 1 

Worse was yet to come. Gordon had been sent to the Sudan to 
extricate the garrisons beleaguered by the insurgent hordes enrolled 
under the banner of the Madhi. And Gordon was himself a prisoner 
in Khartum ; and Still the Government hesitated to act. Gordon 
himself, in a despatch which had " touched a chord of commisera
tion in the heart of every man or woman who had read it," sounded 
a note of despair. The Government had Stated their intention of 
not sending a relief expedition. Well, he would hold on where he 
was as long as he could, and if he could suppress the rebellion he 
would do so. If this proved beyond his power, he would retire to 
the equator and leave to the Government the indelible disgrace of 
abandoning the garrisons. In a recent division on the Government's 
Egyptian policy, their proud majority of one hundred and thirty 
had fallen to twenty-eight. " I should like to know," asked the 
speaker, "where the hundred are. No doubt Sir William Harcourt 
and his friends tried to spur them to action and cheered them on 
with the words of the greateSt of our poets : 

' Yours not to make reply 
Yours not to reason why, 
Yours but to vote a lie, 

Noble one hundred.' 

But, gentlemen, the one hundred did not see it.'' z 
In the end the Government acted; but not until it was too late, 

and before Khartum could be relieved Gordon was dead. 
There is no doufit that George Curzon felt very bitterly on the 

subject. Apart from the loss of preStige, which was deeply morti-

•Speech at Swadlincote, January 18th, 1884. 
•Speech at Hilton in May 1884. 
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fying to one who held so lofty a view of the civilising mission of the 
British Empire, he, like many others, had come under the spell of 
the man whom he had described in the speech above referred to as, 
" an unique and heroic figure." Sometime before, he had met him 
unexpeetedly when walking with a friend in Pall Mall. At the mo- · 
ment he had not realised who the figure " .rather shabbily dressed 
in a seedy black frock coat, trousers that did not come down to the 
qoots, and a very dilapidated black silk topper with a particularly 
narrow brim: and silk moStly brushed the wrong way," 1 was. 
But the meeting left a profound impression on him, all the same. 
And when, during his visit to the Holy Land, he heard that Gordon 
was living on the Joppa road some miles out of Jerusalem, bent on 
identifying the site of the Crucifixion and Holy Sepulchre with a 
bare hill-said to resemble a skull in outline-that Stands outside 
the Damascus gate, he expressed a Strong desire to ride out and 
find him ; but was dissuaded by his fellow travellers, who were 
unwilling to spare the time. His chance of an intimate talk with the 
man who had so impressed him thus passed, never to recur. 

But he could not dismiss Gordon from his mind ; nor could he 
forgive the Government which had sent him to his doom. And 
brooding on his Strange and eventful life and the manner of its 
ending, he was profoundly Struck with the parallel which it presented 
to that of another hiStoric figure " whose characrer, career and fate 
offer points of such extraordinary similarity to those of Gordon, as 
to excite our aStonishment and to juStify a passing examination." 
In Germanicus, the nephew of the Roman Emperor, Tiberius, 
" whose brilliant life and . premature death elicited from his un
impressionable countrymen an outburSt of feeling that illumined 
a degenerate era," he saw an exaa hiStorical prototype of General 
Gordon. With a scholarly pen he traced in the pages of the Oxford 
Review the remarkable parallelism, not only between the characrers 
and careers of the two men, but, more Striking Still, between their 
respeCtive fates and the feelings which in each case they aroused 
in the public. In the case of Gordon, some had been satisfied with 
lamentations over the loss of a hero ; others had deplored the 
vacillation that. had led to his sacrifice ; a third party had not con-

•Note of a meeting with General Gordon, by G.N.C. 
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cealed their indignation with those in high places whom they held ' 
to have been primarily responsible for the calamity of his death. 
His name had been mentioned in public worship ; we might be 
sure it had been breathed in many a private prayer. " The resem
blance, I would rather say the identity, between these circumstances 
and those that followed the death of Germanicus is so striking, is 
to the best of my knowledge so unparalleled in history, that I make 
no apology for transcribing in its original form the pathetic descrip
tion of the Roman historian : 

' At Roma, postquam Germanici valitudo percrebuit cunc
taque ut ex longinquo aucta in deterius adferebantur, dolor, 
ira, et erumpebant questus. Ideo nimirum in extremas 
terras relegatum, ideo Pisoni permissam provinciam. . . .Hos 
vulgi sermones audita mors adeo incendit ut ante edictum 
magistratuum, ante senatus consultum, sumpto justicio, 
desererentur fora, clauderentur domus. Passim silentia et 
gemitus, nihil compositum in ostentationem ; et quamquam 
neque insignibus lugentium abstinerent, altius animis mcere
bant. Forte negotiatores, vivente adhuc Germanico Syria 
egressi lretiora de valitudine ejus atulere. Statim credita 
statim vulgata sunt. Ut quisque obvius, quamvis leviter 
audita in alios atque illi in plures cumulata gandio transferunt. 
Cursant per urbem, moliuntur templorum fores. Cuvat 
credulitatem nox et promptior inter tenebrae ad:firmatio. Nee 
obstitit falsis Tiberius donee tempore ac spatio vanescerent. 
Et populus quasi rursum ereptum acrius doluit' (Aun. II, 82.). 

(" After the illness of Germanicus became noised abroad in 
Rome, and all its circumstances, like rumours magnified by 
distance, were related by many aggravations, sadness seized 
the people. They burned with indignation, and even poured 
out in plaints the anguish of their souls. ' For this,' they said, 
' he has been banished to the extremities of the Empire, 
for this the province of Syria was committed to 
Piso . .•. ' These lamentations of the populace were upon 
the tidings of his death so inflamed, that without Staying for an 
edict from the Magistrates, without a decree of Senate, they by 
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general consent assumed a vacation ;. the public courts were 
deserted, private houses shut up, prevalent everywhere were 
the symptoms of woe, heavy groans, dismal silence ; the whole 
a scene of real sorrow, and nothing devised for form or show; 
and, though they forbore not to bear the exterior marks and 
habiliments of mourning, in their souls they mourned still 
deeper. Accidentally, some merchants from Syria who had 
left Germanicus still alive, brought more joyful news of his 
condition. These were instantly believed and instantly pro
claimed ; each as fast as they met informed others, who forth
with conveyed their light information with improvements 
and accumulated joy to more ; all flew with exultation through 
the city, and to pay their thanks and vows, burst open the 
temple doors. The night, too, heightened their credulity 
and affirmation was bolder in the dark. Nor did Tiberius 
restrain the course of these fictions, but left them to vanish 
with time. Hence, with more bitterness they afterwards 
grieved for him, as if anew snatched from them." (Translation 
by Thomas Gordon, 1728.) 

" The analogy which these words unconsciously suggest is one 
which anyone who runs may read." 1 

He found time, indeed, for a good deal of miscellaneous writing, 
in addition to his platform campaign. His article on the Conser
vatism of Young Oxford, referred to in chapter two, was written 
at this time, and in addition to his paper on Gordon, written for the 
Oxford Review, he contributed an Essay on the Conservatism of 
Tennyson to the same publication. A paper which he sent to Sir 
H. Howorth, M.P., for his opinion, was lent by the latter to a man 
by the name of Roby, and it is easy to picture George Curzon's 
chuckle of delighf as he read that part of Sir Henry's letter of 
acknowledgment in which he introduced Mr. Roby as " a person 
whom you ought to know, although he is such a decided Radical. 
Muller made a verygood joke about him when he moved a resolution 
for the abolition of the House of Lords. He said that the only peers 
Roby would tolerate would be Robespierres." 2 

•Oxford Review of February 25th, J885. 
•Letter from Sir H. Howorth, M.P., September 3oth, 1884. 
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As the session of 1885 wore on, it became clear that the days of 
the Government were numbered. Yet it is intereSting to recall the 
fact that when defeat in the House of Commons came, it was neither 
AfghaniStan, nor South Africa, nor Egypt, nor dynamite, nor the 
Phcenix Park murders, that was the occasion of it, but what in these 
present days of swollen Budgets and crippling taxation seems a 
comparatively trivial matter, namely, a proposed increase in the 
income tax from sixpence, at which it then Stood, to eightpence in 
the pound, the raising of the duty on spirits by two shillings a 
gallon, and the beer duty, for the space of one year, by one shilling· 
a barrel. In the division which took place on these proposals on 
June the 8th, the Government were beaten by twelve votes. Mr. 
GladStone resigned, and Lord Salisbury formed an AdminiStration 
with Lord Randolph Churchill a.> one of his moSt notable colleagues. 
He invited George Curzon to join him as an assiStant private 
secretary-a mark of recognition which delighted the latter's 
friends. " I was so delighted to see that you had got into office .... 
It is the shadow before the subStance, and I feel that I am only 
getting my hand in to congratulate you some day, when your 
shoulders will be considered broad enough and your head old 
enough to bear great responsibilities. Don't disappoint your faithful 
old friend, in whose heart you have become an immovable bit of 
furniture." 1 

The General Election took place in the late autumn, and long 
before the poll George Curzon realised the hopelessness of his task. 
The laSt months of the dying Parliament had been marked by the 
passage of a Franchise and RediStribution Bill which had completely 
altered the character of the conStituency for which he was Standing. 
In October he wrote to St. John Brodrick: "My electorate is 
I 1, 5 oo, over 7 ,ooo new voters. Of these, between 4,ooo and 5 ,ooo 
are colliers and manufacturers and I haven't a chance with them. 
They won't even hear me .... So certain am I to be beaten that I 
am planning a tour round the world, to commence in the spring 
of next year." Nevertheless, he Stuck valiantly to his task. " I have 
now had thirty-nine separate meetings and have sixteen more before 

•Letter from Lady Ribbleadalc, July ~4th, ti15. 
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I go round in the final agony to the principal places again." 1 And 
a fortnight before the poll : · 

" I have been for three days canvassing among the collieries ., 
and potteries of my worst district. You have no conception 
of the tyranny which prevails. No shop-keeper dare admit he 
is a Conservative, for fear of losing rJs custom. Even tJ:e publi-
cans have to pretend that they are Radicals . . . Some of the 
men won't so much as speak to me or look at me .... I had my 
forty-ninth meeting to-night and have fourteen more before 
the poll on November the 27th. It is my only chance, as the 
other man is not much of a speaker." 2 

His forebodings were well founded, for when on November the 
28th the result of the count was made known, it was seen that 
George Curzon had been defeated by 2.,090 votes in a poll of Io,z8o. 
It is quite possible that a less brilliant man would have proved a more 
suitable candidate for. the division, for he was never an adept ·at 
speaking down to an audience of a low level of education and 
intelligence. It was said by one who claimed to have attended a 
very large number of meetings of both candidates, that the variety 
and freshness of his speeches day after day had bee.n remarkable, 
but that in this respect his very abilities had told againSt him. 
" Had he been content to go on driving away at .a few Strong points 
all the time, as his opponent did, he might have advanced his chances 
as a candidate, but he would not have advanced his reputation as a 
man cut out for Statesmanship." 3 Nor, it may be added, would he 

· have been George Curzon, for to give less than his beSt was at all 
times an impossibility for him. Those who knew him well were 
conscious of this, and his old friend, R. W. Raper, of Trinity Col
lege, Oxford, wrote to him to express the hope " that you are· at 
once taking Steps to secure another conStituency, this time, I hope, a 
town one, where I think you would find yourself better appreciated, 
because they are generally more intelligent." 4 

•Letter dated OCl:ober 17th, 1885. 
•Letter dated November 12th, 1885. 
3A writer in the Derby Mercury, December znd, 1885. 
4Letter dated December, 1885. 
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Defeat Stimulated rather than diminished his intereSt in the 
political situation which had arisen as a result of the General Elec
tion ; and closer acquaintat1;ce with some of the more notable 
personalities of the day caused him to revise the rather hasty judg
ments which he had at one tiro.e formed with regard to them. 
The firSt week in January saw him at Hatfield, where he found 
Lord Randolph Churchill in a rather diStant and haughty mood. 
" I used to know him well and to be on familiar terms with him. 
But since he has become a swell he will scarcely look at his sub
ordinates, and the bareSt civility is all that one can expect."l On 
the other hand, Sir Michael Hicks Beach, of whom he had once 
spoken as scornfully as he had admiringly of Lord Randolph, he 
now regarded as a firSt-rate man, for in the course of the debate on 
the Queen's Speech which he attended on January the 27th, he 
noted : " Beach had to get up later .... He is a capital leader of the 
House--self-possessed, clear, fluent and imperturbable. Everyone 
sees that he is the beSt man." 2 

But it was in the case of Lord Salisbury that his opinion underwent 
the moSt Striking change. While at Oxford he had been so dazzled 
by the oriental brilliance of Lord Beaconsfield, that all other lights 
seemed to him to burn dimly by comparison. He then regarded 
him as the laSt of a line of Statesmen including the names of Pitt, 
Fox, Canning, Peel, Russell, Derby and PalmerSl:on, " which had 
shed an unbroken luStre on the annals of Parliament during a period 
of a hundred years." 3 It seemed to him that a legacy of Statesman
ship had been handed down from one generation to another, " till 
now the lineage in which it should descend seems on the verge of 
becoming extinct and the legacy itself of perishing." 4 He could 
detect no one amongSt the Parliamentary personalities of the day 
who would be likely to prove worthy of the name of Statesman; 
He admitted that Conservatives at large seemed to place great 
reliance on Lord Salisbury. "Many of them swear by him; some 
regard him as a great Statesman .... I fail to see what he has done 
that can in any way juStify a claim to Statesmanship." 6 And if Lord 

•Notes made by G. N. Curzon in January 1886. •Ibid. 
3From a paper read at the Canning Club, February 18th, 1879· 
4lbitl. slbid. 
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Salisbury was not capable of carrying on the torch, Still less were any 
of his colleagues. 1 

'~ When the figure of Lord Beaconsfield vanishes from the 
House of Lords and when that of Mr. GladStone ceases to rise 
from the front bench on either side of the table in the House 
of Commons-the country will confess that its two greateSt 
and only Statesmen have gone. Parliament will go on as before, 
public business will be transacted, speeches made, policies 
challenged and vindicated, Budgets expounded, Motions 
brought forward, passed, rejected, but the pre-eminent impor
tance attaching to the doings and sayings of a Statesman will 
be wanting-and men will lament the degeneracy of the age." 1 

His brief personal contact with Lord Salisbury as his assiStant 
private secretary had placed him in a very different light. As com
pared with the hauteur of Lord Randolph, he found Lord Salisbury's 
affability almoSt embarrassing. "He pays as much attention to the 
words of a boy of twenty-one as to those of a Statesman of seventy. 
When I mentioned my willingness to do any work for him that he 
was good enough·to give me, he expressed himself in terms of the 
warmeSt gratitude." 2 The task assigned to him was that of assiSting 
Lord Salisbury in the compilation of his speeches, and George 
Curzon noted down Lord Salisbury's.method of employing him. 
" I went down to Arlington Street and related the result of my 
researches. Lord Salisbury asked me queStions and liStened to my 
replies, taking no notes. He is a man of singularly powerful memory. 
At Newport (during the elea:ion of 1885) he delivered his famous 
speech, one and three-quarter hours long, without a single note 
from beginning to end. 'I was within fi~e feet of him at the time 
and could see." a 

From Hatfield he went on to Stay with Lord Cowper at WreSt, 
and later to Knebworth as the gueSt of Lord Lytton. Of the former 
he noted, " he reads and writes a great deal and belongs to the large 
class of excellent Conservatives whose sole hobby is to persist iri 
calling themselves Whigs " ; and of his hoSt at Knebworth : " you 

•From a paper read at the Canning Club, February r~th, 1879· 
•Notes made by G. N.C. January, r886. g]bid. 
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smoke everywhere, in all the drawing-rooms. I can believe that 
Lord Lytton smokes in bed. I am sure that he says his prayers
if he says them at all-with a cigarette in his mouth." 1 

The fall of Lord Salisbury's short-lived AdminiStration was 
brought about on January the 27th by the division on the amend
ment to the Address, which came to be known as " the three acres 
and a cow" amendment, moved by Mr. Jesse Collings. George 
Curzon was present and noted down his opinion of the mover
an opinion which was coloured, possibly, by recollection of a heated 
passage of arms of a somewhat personal nature, which had taken 
place between them during his candidature for South Derbyshire. 
" Jesse Collings is a dull old twaddler, but has earned the right to 
speak on the subject by making himself and it a bore." 2 

The result of the division, though a foregone conclusion, caused 
him some regret. " I atp sorry we are out, for there is an end of my 
work for Lord Salisbury for the present. He wants very little help 
when in opposJtion, being peculiarly self-dependent and personally 
induStrious." 3 This brief spell was to lay the foundation, however, 
of a close and happy association later on. 

•Notes maC!e by G.N.C. in January, 1886. 
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CHAPTER VI 

ENTRY INTO THE HOUSE OF COMMONS 

1886-1887 

WHEN it became known that Mr. GladStone, who had assumed office 
on February the xst, was contemplating a measure of Home Rule 
for Ireland, it was realised that a further appeal to the country at 
an early date was 'probable ; and George Curzon took Steps to find a 
conStituency where he would have a better chance of being returned 
to the House of Commons than from South Derbyshire. There. was 
no lack of seats anxious to secure him as their candidate ; but there 
were many difficulties to be overcome before he was prepared to 
commit himself. He was no longer willing to fight a hopeless 
battle, and in the case of seats which offered a reasonable prospect of 
success the financial difficulty was an appreciable one. 

It is sometimes forgotten that, until his marriage in I 89 5, George 
Curzon enjoyed none of the advantages that wealth confers. · His 
father had succeeded as heir presumptive to an eState with a modeSt 
rent roll and considerable charges, including the upkeep of a palatial 
mansion. He had to make provision for the upbringing of a large 
family, and he was in no position to provide even his eldeSt son 
with anything more than a modeSt allowance. George Curzon 
himself added to this by his writings ; but the uncertainty of this 
source of income necessitated a Strict supervision of his expenditure 
and a careful husbanding of his resources. The necessity for sub
jelling all expenditure to minute personal scrutiny thus imposed on 
him by circumStances became a habit which remained with him 
for life, and in later years often excited surprise at the time and 
trouble which one who entertained so generously devoted to the 
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petty details of household e~onomy. When Viceroy of India, sur
rounded by a large personal Staff, not the leaSt of whose duties it 
was to relieve the Head of the AdminiStration of the tedium in
separable from the supervision of a large household, he embarked 
on a protracted correspondence-carried on as was his cuStom in 
his own handwriting-with a friend in England in connection with 
the engagement of a cook. The trouble which he took in setting 
forth in minute detail both the qualifications which he himself 
demanded in his cook, and the conditions of employment and pros
pects which he was prepared to offer him in return, deserved a 
better reward than it actually met with. A cook was duly engaged, 
sent out to lrtdia and inStalled in office. The temptations to one in 
his position were great ; his cupidity greater Still ; but greateSt of 
all was the vigilance of the Viceroy. The news of his downfall was 
communicated by the latter to the friend who had been inStrumental 
in engaging him-" we caught him redhanded. He returned 596 
chickens as having been consumed within a single month. We went 
to the tradesman who had the contract and found the figures were 
290 •••• Result was that he left here at twelve hours' notice." 1 But in 
early life and, indeed, until he married at the age of thirty-six, a 
careful counting of the coSt of every enterprise was a grim necessity. 
Not until he was twenty-seven years of age did he feel juStified in 
engaging a valet, and he was much exercised in mind as to the wages 
he ought to offer for one. And when he entered Parliament he felt 
obliged to take up his abode in unpretentious lodgings. " I muSt 
seek some unambitious quarter near Piccadilly," he told St. John 
Brodrick; "as you rightly indicate, I am a veritable pauper." 2 

His candidature for the Southport division of Lancashire was the 
subject of protracted correspondence, because, as he informed 
Sir W. Forwood, the chairman of the Conservative party there, the 
sums suggeSted as the contribution which the candidate would 
be expected to make towards the coSt of the election and the main
tenance of the party organisation were altogether out of the queStion. 
These had been put at £1,ooo to meet the coSt of an eleilion, and 
thereafter from £150 to £2oo a year to cover regiStration and other 

•Letter to Sir Schomberg McDonnel, July 25th, 1900. 
•Letter dated January 23rd, 1887. 
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expenses. As a result of a daily interchange of letters covering a 
fortnight, these figures were reduced to £6oo and £5o respectively. 
And in the end the fi:rnt of these was remitted altogether, the Execu
tive Committee of the local Conservative organisation deciding by 
resolution on July 29th, 1886, to bear the whole coSt of the election, 
including the candidate's personal expenses, in recognition of the 
spirit and resource which he had shown in leading the party to 
viCtory. 

Even so he found the necessity of forwarding his Stipulated 
contribution of £5o immediately after the election a source of em
barrassment, and confided to St. John Brodrick that it would mean 
that he could not leave England before the next session-" which 
is a bore, as I wanted to get away." 1 And making up his accounts at 
the end of the year, he mentioned, almoSt with dismay, the expendi
ture for which his candidature had been responsible. " Southport 
has coSt me since I was returned (what with subs. and railway fares) 
between £I8o and £zoo." 2 But this is anticipating somewhat the 
course of events. 

The fatal division on the Home Rule Bill had taken place on June 
the 7th, and Mr. GladStone, beaten ort a crucial queStion by a 
majority of thirty, made an immediate appeal to the country. Before 
the end of July the Conservative party was back in the House of 
Commons with a clear majority over all other parties of one hundred 
and eighteen. The Cabinet resigned, and Lord Salisbury formed a:n 
adminiStration once more, with Lord Randolph Churchill as Chan
cellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House of Commons. 
" So Lord Randolph has secured the objeCt of his ambition. I hope 
he will use his great position wisely. I muSt confess to being a 
wee bit anxious as to how he will lead. A leader requires angelic 
temper-this, I fear, Lord Randolph has not." 3 · 

George Curzon's viCtory oyer the sitting member, Dr. Pilkington, 
by a majority of 461, was a personal triumph little expeCted by his 
opponent. Like other Conservative candidates, he derived con
siderable advantage from the split in the Liberal party over the Home 
Rule Bill. But againSt this had to be set the fa8: that he was a com-

'Letter dated September 15th, 1886. 
•Letter dated January 2.3ra, 1887. 
3Letter from Sir W. Forwood to Mr. Curzon, July 29th, 1886. 
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plete Stranger to the Division, whereas Dr. Pilkington was a very 
Strong local candidate. " The Rads were positively aStounded at 
our majority, as they counted on winning by eighty. Their agent 
showed me his :figures during the counting. I believe againSt any 
other candidate but Pilkington, whose local popularity is prodigious, 
I should have won by twice as many." 1 

His satisfaction at the result was obvious. He had at laSt set foot 
on the ladder which he had always meant to climb ; and he had no 
intention of lingering unnecessarily on the lower rung. Fresh from 
his triumph he proceeded to Bradford, where the meeting of the 
National Union of Conservative Associations was being held. 
Here he moved a resolution inviting the Conservative party to 
recognise " the supreme importance " of Imperial Federation and 
the desirability of its " universal adoption as an article of Con
servative policy." He was well satisfied with the impression he 
created. " I have got on very well at Bradford. I moved a resolution 
at the conference about Imperial Federation, and I think the speech, 
though a short one, was a good deal talked about." 2 

Lord Randolph Churchill was at the zenith of his popularity and 
was attracting to the banner of the Progressive Conservatism which 
he preached, large numbers of the youth of the country. His elo
quence, it was remarked, on the occasion of his visit to Bradford, 
" has touched the popular imagination as the eloquence of few men 
has ever done," 3 and before leaving he was presented with an 
Address of congratulation and confidence by two hundred and 
forty delegates amid the uproarious enthusiasm of a crowd of some 
four thousand people. But if Lord Randolph was the hero of the 
hour, George Curzon was equally hailed as a brilliant representative 
of the younger men who had enrolled themselves under his banner. 
" After Randolph had spoken, the people would not have Rollit, 
who was announced to second· a resolution, but kept shouting my 
name till I had to get up and speak. It was the greateSt compliment 
I have ever had paid me, especially considering I was a Stranger 
to them all a day before." 4 

1Letter from George Curzon to St. John Brodrick, July 8th, 1886. 
•Letter from George Curzon to St. John Brodrick, Oaober 2.8th, x886. 
3The Yorkshire Post of Oaober 2.8th, x886. 
•Letter from George Curzon to St. John Brodrick, Oaobcr 2.8th, x886. 
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His speech of the previous day had undoubtedly made a great 
impression. 

" The moSt Striking speech delivered in the council on Tues
day was, by general consent, the speech of one of the youngeSt 
men to be found in the House of Commons .... Speaking with 
plenty of dash, in a businesslike tone, and with a touch of 
cynicism, Mr. Curzon seemed at once to get on terms with his 
audience .... and this speech of Mr. Curzon at Bradford proves 
that in him the Conservative party possesses a debater of rare 
power, freshness and brilliancy, and if we congratulate the 
electors of Southport on their representative, we congratulate 
the Conservative party Still more upon possessing in the 
member for ~outhport a man who promises in a year or two to 
take his place in the firSt rank of Parliamentary debaters." 1 

Invitations to speak poured in on him ; . but there were juSt 
sufficient disappointments to remipd him that success is not easily 
won. ~'Whatever be their opinion (that of the delegates at the 
Bradford conference) of me, it does not extend to the masses who 
will never go to hear an unknown man. Thus at PreSton I was 
promised 4,ooo and only got 1,5oo."z 

On December the 23rd he read in The Times, with the same 
Stupified aStonishment as the reSt of the world, the announcement of 
Lord Randolph Churchill's resignation, and wrote his feelings to 
St. John Brodrick the next day. "The outlook, as you say, is bad. 
Chamberlain's disgraceful speech makes it worse. I do not expect 
Hartington will move. Goschen may save us. I. attach enormous 
importance to gaining the latter .... Anything better, or, rather, 
nothing worse than the promotion of any of our own men bar . 
Smith, and I doubt if he could lead." 

It is clear from Mr. WinSton Churchill's account of Lord Ran
dolph's resignation that while the oStensible cause of it was his 
inability to agree to eStimates which, in the case of the army and 
navy, he regarded as excessive, the real difference between him and 

•Yorkshire Post of October z8th, 1886. 
•Letter from George CurzQn to St. John Brodric~, January z~rd, 1887. 
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the Prime MiniSter was of a much more fundamental nature. His 
experience of the attitude of the majority of his colleagues in the 
Cabinet headed by Lord Salisbury towards the scheme of reforms 
set forth in the so-called Dartford Programme, brief though it 
had been, had convinced him that his political outlook differed 
profoundly from theirs. AlmoSt from the beginning of their as
sociation in office lt had been borne in on him that they represented 
" confliCI:ing schools of political philosophy " ; that they Stood for 
<< ideas mutually incompatible." Quite early in November he had 
complained in a letter to Lord Salisbury that in the hands of the 
Cabinet the Dartford Programme was " crumbling to pieces every 
day," and he had concluded on a note of palpable disillusionment : 
" I am afraid that it is an idle schoolboy's dream to suppose that 
Tories can legislate-as I did Stupidly. They can govern and make 
war and increase taxation and expenditure d merveille, but legislation 
is not their province in a democratic conStitution." 1 

But in December I 886 these differences, if apparent to those 
within the Cabinet, were wholly unexpected by those outside its 
walls. George Curzon was himself an advocate of the Democratic 
Toryism that Lord Randolph preached-a political creed which 

· seemed to him to be inStinct with the spirit breathed into the dry 
bones of an obsolete doctrine by the genius of Lord Beaconsfield. 
He had declared at Bradford that to hear " the incisive eloquence 
and brilliant leadership of Lord Randolph Churchill " was like 
coming to " a positive oasis in the dreary waSte of platitudes," and 
he asserted, after liStening to him, that it muSt be clear to all that 
their party was no longer, if it ever had been, " a Stagnant and 
reactionary party," but that it was, on the contrary, "inStinct with 
life and fire," and that from it might be expected, under Lord 
Randolph's leadership, " measures of a reformatory and progressive 
character in accordance with the spirit of the age, and which would 
place the Conservative party upon that pinnacle of popularity which 
it so emphatically deserved." 

Few men remain unmoved by the enthusiasm of a crowd. It is 
always exhilarating, and it is sometimes even a little intoxicating. 

•The quotations in this paragraph are from Chapter XVI of Mr. Winfton 
Churchill's "Life of Lord Randolph Churchill." 
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George Curzon returned from Bradford more convinced than ever 
of the appeal which Democratic Toryism was capable of making 
to the rising generation of Englishmen. And with the Conference's 
plaudits for the Dartford Programme Still ringing in his ears, he 
dipped his pen rather deeply in the democratic inkpot. In an article 
in the January issue of the National Review he ~ressed a burning zeal 
for reform as the diStinguishing characteriStic of Young Conserva
tism. In one or two rather florid passages he indignantly repudiated 
the charge levelled again~ the Conservative party of being unduly 
influenced by class intere~s. · 

"Sir William Harcourt may conceive that he is uttering an 
epigram when he describes the Conservative party .as a com
bination of all the prejudices of'ca~e, all the intereSts of classes, 
and all the passions of party . . . . the country knows well 
enough that the Conservative party is no more composed of 
bloated ari~ociats, or feudal despots, or grabbing land owners, 
or selfish monopoli~s .... than the Jockey Club is composed of 
jockeys or the CryStal Palace is built of cry~al." 

He concluded by uttering something that sounded almoSt like a 
threat to the Government, should it be found lagging behind the 
advance guard of the Tory Democratic army. The Conservative 
party in the new House of Commons, he pointe~ out, comprised an 
unusually large number of young men. Many of them had been 
educated together at the same public school or university, had dis
cussed and exchanged opinions, and were prepared to act on a 
common basis defined by a generous interpretation of the aims and 
duties of the Conservative party. They were animated by "a hearty 
contempt for the sham di~inctions of party titles, a healthy free
dom from the shackles of old superStitions, an unfeigned sympathy 
with the Struggles and aspirations of the labouring classes, and an 
active intereSt: in the inexhauStible work of reform." To some.of 
them it would not suffice that the National InStitutions should be 
defended solely ·on the ground of merit, irrespective of any attempt 
to deal with recognised anomalies or abuses. Unofficial Liberals had 
quite recently been observed " successfully interpolating their own 
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dogmas into authorised programmes and claiming almoSt to re-write 
the original text." In the same way it would be the duty of indepen
dent Conservatives to impress upon the Government the necessity 
of dealing boldly with certain queStions which, " without the 
impulse of such pressure "-significant phrase-they might excuse 
themselves from taking in hand. " Of such a character will be the 
reform of the Church and of the House of Lords." The article, 
taken as a whole, certainly provided some excuse for the comments 
of a writer in John Bull, that if this was a true picture of Young 
Conservatism, it bore the StrongeSt resemblance to the Old Radi
calism. 1 

All this was written before Lord Randolph Churchill's resignation 
"burSt upon the country like a thunderclap from a clear sky." 
And when the blow fell George Curzon had little difficulty in per
suading himself that it muSt be attributed to a sudden fit of pique 
on the part of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, rather than to any 
difference in principle between him and his colleagues. " I was at 
Hatfield when it all came out," he wrote to St. John Brodrick on 
ChriStmas Eve. " I happen to know that Randolph Churchill did 
it not of premeditation, and, therefore, from a passing burSt of 
temper. Two days before he Wrote a letter which shewed that he 
had no idea of such a step." But if he was satisfied that Lord Ran
dolph Churchill had not entertained any serious intention of re
signing, he was equally sure that Lord Salisbury was profoundly 
relieved at finding himself in possession of his resignation. " His 
(Lord Randolph Churchill's) one great blunder was with Lord 
Salisbury," he told a correspondent many years later. "He did not 
know that the latter would be only too pleased to get rid of him. 
I was at Hatfield that night and I remember the thanksgivings and 
hosannas that went up." 2 And he found no difficulty in ridiculing 
the suggeStion that there might be grounds for Lord Randolph's 
erStwhile supporters following him into the wilderness. " If there 
is a mutiny it has been of a solitary mutineer." 3 

In his National Review article he had gone to the extreme limit of 

•John Bull, January :z.9th, 1887. 
•Letter to Sir A. Godley, January 31§1:, 1901. 
3Article in England, of January x§t, x887. 
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his enthusiasm for Tory Democracy. Perhaps carried along on the 
wave of popular success on which he had been borne at Bradford, he 
had even overStepped the limit to which in moments of less elation 
he would have reStricted himself. In any case, it was the foreign 
policy of the country that ordinarily loomed largeSt in his eyes ; 
and if the pursuit of a vigorous policy abroad proved incompatible 
with the prosecution of a comprehensive programme of reform at 
home, there was never any doubt in which scale his vote could be 
caSt. 

To those who passed from his Essay in the National Review to 
his article in England-the one written before and the other after the 
resignation of the Chancellor of the Exchequer had become known 
-it muSt have appeared that already some of the enthusiasm for 
domeStic' reform had evaporated. While the Dartford Programme 
was not for a •moment abandoned, the claims of the Conservative 
party to the affetl:io~s of the people were Stated rather differently. 
The tradesman, the mechanic and the artisan, he here argued, had 
come to realise the benefits that he derived from a party of law and 
order .and from a policy that left his individual freedom untouched 
while protecting him from the encroachment of his fellows. " The 
advantages of Stable government, of a continuous policy w:ith foreign 
Powers, of a regard for Colonial and Imperial intereSts, of respect 
for such inStitutions as reconcile a hiStoric grandeur with an ability 
to meet the requirements of the age, and of a sensible endeavour to 
amend such old laws as have grown faulty, or to make such new laws 
as may· be necessary without soaring into the empyrean of philo
sophic abstractions "-these were the considerations which had 
profoundly impressed the minds of the British working classes. 
And he felt sure that_ if it became a queStion " of granting to the 
Government the supplies believed by them to be necessary for the 
proper equipment of our military and naval forces and for the 
preservation of the befitting dignity and influence of Great Britain 
in the serious complications that are threatened abroad," there 
would not be an honeSt member of the House of Commons nor a 
loyal citizen in the country who would refuse so legitimate a 
demand. " Parsimony on such an ocasion would certainly be 
folly, and might be crime. If this is the ground, as alleged, of Lord 
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Randolph's resignation, he will Stand self-conviaed before his 
countrymen." 1 

At any rate, he looked forward to his firSt experiences as a mem
ber of the House of Commons with the keeneSt intereSt. " I look 
forward to six months' conStant application and work. I have for 
the moment no hankering after society, of which I have had a good 
spell this winter." And he followed and commented on every move 
in the Parliamentary game. "Gerald Balfour is a capital seleaion 
for seconding the Address. For choice of Weymouth there is no 
excuse, as his father blackguards Lord Salisbury on every possible 
opportunity." 2 

His own chance came before the conclusion of the debate on the 
Address, and on the laSt day of January he rose to make his maiden 
speech. He dealt chiefly with the Irish situation arising out of the · 
adoption of what was then known as " the plan of campaign " ; 
but he also spoke critically of some parts of the speech delivered by 
Lord Randolph Churchill in explanation of his resignation. The 
speech was undoubtedly a good one. It was widely commented on 
and generally praised. It was referred to in a leading article in The 
Times as "a brilliant maiden speech." Elsewhere it was praised for its 
incisive vigour and logical acumen. s On one at leaSt of those who 
heard it it made an immediate and ineffaceable impression, for, 
writing twenty-five years afterwards, he declared that he was so 
thrilled by its remarkable eloquence that he exclaimed to himself at 
the time '' that man will one day become Prime MiniSter !" 4 It was 
witty, well-phrased, and fluent, cogent in its argument, spirited in 
its attack. It was admirably delivered. And yet, paradoxical though 
it may sound, it is difficult to resiSt the conclusion that it would have 
been an even better speech if it had not been quite so immaculately 
perfect. The speaker was so fluent that he found himself under no 
necessity of compressing his remarks. He was, consequently, a 
little long. On this point he received a friendly hint-which muSt 
have recalled the advice conStantly given him by Jowett-from the 

•Article in England, January x:§l:, 1887. 
•Letter to St. John Brodrick, dated January 2.3rd, 1887. 
3ln the Manchester Courier, February 2.nd, which devoted the greater part of a leading 

article to praise of the speech. 
4Mr. Algernon Ashton, writing in the Academy, December 9th, 19II. 
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writer who at that time regaled the public with humorous descrip
tions of the proceedings of Parliament in the pages of Vanity 
Fair-" Rest of the debate commonplace except for capital maiden 
speech by youngSter named Curzon. For my own part rather dis
posed to fight shy of lads all piping hot from Oxford Union ; but 
fancy Curzon has some grit in him. (Mem-Dangerously fluent, 
though, and muSt Study art and myStery of condensation. Other
wise will perish miserably, like many other promising lads before.)" 1 

But it was, perhaps, the almoSt too faultless manner of its delivery 
that detracted moSt from the effect which it produced upon those 
who heard it. It was spoken with an ease sel,dom attained on the 
occasion of a firSt speech in the House of Commons. And it is 
human fallibility that kindles sympathy.. A mechanical perfection, 
while it may excite the higheSt admiration of the intellect, is apt to 
leave the heart untouched. It may, indeed, have more than a merely 
neg!ltive effect upon the emotions.. By the suggeStion of superiority 
which it conveys it may excite feelings of active irritation. Here 
again it was by the half-humorous, half-satirical pen of a shrewd 
onlooker writing for the press that a hint that was worthy of atten
tion was conveyed to the speaker. ' It was at once amazing and 
amusing to witness a very young man, who looks even younger 
than his years, calmly haranguing the House with a coolness, an 
assurance and a fluency which would have done credit to tJ:le moSt 
experienced and impassive Cabinet MiniSter of twenty years Stand
ing." And the writer went on to present his readers with a brief 
impression of th~ man. "As a rule he bears himself smilingly ... 
but a sense of his own great deStiny occasionally caSts a lengthening 
shadow over his bbyish face ... But whether grave or gay, Stern or 
smiling, he has, like the person in Labishe's delightful comedy, 
tolfiours son petit air of ineffable superiority. He has always the same 
appearance of being a distinguished historical personage sitting for 
his portrait-an appearance which is heightened by the fact that 
he is not a man of many geStures.'~ 2 

His second speech, on March the 2. 5th-also on the Irish queStion 
--more than confirmed the good impression created by his firSt, and . 

1 Vanily Fair of February 5th, 1887. 
•From an article in the Observor of February 13th, 1887. 
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elicited a note of warm approval from Mr. W; H. Smith, then 
leader of the House of Commons-" I heartily congratulate you. 
You have made a great success." 1 It was reported at length in The 
Times, and its ability was universally recognised. As in the case of 
his previous effort, criticism, where it exiSted, was directed at the 
personality of the speaker rather than at the matter of his speech : 
" he will, we feel convinced, pardon us if we tell him that there are 
moments when he is a trifle too priggish, a thought too petulant for 
the position at which he aims." s 

Success in the House of Commons was all that was required to 
give George Curzon, young though he was, an assured position as a 
platform speaker. Henceforth he was regarded as an authoritative 
exponent of Conservative policy. This was demonStrated when 
early in April a vaSt crowd flocked to the Free Trade Hall in Man
cheSter to liSten to a speech by him on the Government's Irish 
policy. If we may judge by contemporary comment, the success of 
the meeting was, indeed, remarkable. "The Free Trade Hall has 
been the scene of many great and hiStoric gatherings, and the 
foremoSt orators of the day have spoken within its walls ; but it is 
no exaggeration to say that few rhetorical efforts, even from that 
famous platform, have been more successful or have more tho
roughly aroused the enthusiasm of the audience than did Mr. 
Curzon's eloquent and closely reasoned Address laSt night." 3 

PreSton, where he had been promised an audience of four thousand, 
and had had to be satisfied with one thousand five hundred, was a 
thing of the paSt. George Curzon had arrived, and talk of his Step
ping into the shoes left vacant by Lord Randolph Churchill's 
dramatic disappearance from public life became a commonplace of 
the newspaper paragraphs of the day. 

During the remainder of the Session he preserved silence in the 
House of Commons, but spoke at a number of demonStrations in 
the conStituencies, and when, in AuguSt, he Started on his firSt 
journey round the world, he had created a sufficient impression to 
cause his absence from the autumn campaign organised by the 

•Letter dated March 2.6th, 1887. 
•The Whitehall Review, March p§'t, 1887. 
sThe MatlGhl.f/11' Courier, April 7th, 1887. 
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Conservative party in the country to be noticed and commented on. 
" The Hon. George Curzon, who attracted so much attention by his 

, Addresses, has been ,silent since Parliament was prorogued. His 
admirers have noticed his absence from the platform, and wonder. 
It happens that he is on a voyage round the world, being at the 
present moment, I believe, at Yokohama." 1 

Before leaving he had worked hard with his pen, the output of 
which served the dual purpose of keeping his name before the 
public and of augmenting the funds required to carry him through 
his journey. The wide range of his interests is well illustrated by the 
diverse nature of his contributions to the monthly Reviews. Apart 
from his political articles, to which reference has been made, he 
contributed an article on " The Voice of Memnon " to the Edin
burgh Review in July 1S86; a graphic des'cription of the scene which 
he had witnessed in the mosque of the Aissaouia dervishes outside 
the Tanner's Gate at Kairwan, when visiting north Africa in the 
spring of 1886, to the Fortnight!J Review for August 1887; and a 
verse translation, in the metre employed by Tennyson in his "Palace 
of Art," of the "Myth of Er," to Murrt!J' s Magazine for September 
of the same year. This latter composition, which he described as an 
attempt to render in English verse " the most beautiful of the 
various myths or allegories by which the genius of Plato sought to 
illustrate his belief irt the immortality of the soul," was republished 
at a later date in a volume entitled " War Poems," issued in I 9 I 5 ; 
and a slightly revised version of his article on "The Voice of Mem
non" was included in" Tales of Travel," published in 1923. 

1N8WtaJtle Daily Joumal, November 7th, 1887. 
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CHAPTER VII 

FIRST JOURNEY ROUND THE WORLD 

PARLIAMENT was Still sitting when, on AuguSt the 4th, George 
Curzon Started in the company of his old friend, ] . E. C. Welldon, 
and the Rev. S. A. Donaldson, for Canada, which was to be the firSt: 
Stage in the journey round the world which he had long planned 
and had now determined to carry out. This desertion of the House 
of Commons before the end of his firSt: Session had excited some 
qualms in his mind ; but the call of the road was ringing in his 
ears, and the summons was one which he found it beyond his powers 
to resist. "I feel quite guilty in having run away," 1 he wrote a 
month after his departure, when he learned that the House had not 
yet adjourned. But as he left England further lS"ehind him and found 
himself in the congenial atmosphere of Asia, the ties of public life 
at home weakened and the grip of the EaSt closed tighter upon him. 
From the waters of the southern China seas he wrote : " I am already 
flushed with the fever of desire to come again, I could come the 
same way round the world without seeing a single place or country 
twice over, save only Japan, and that I could not see too often." 2 

They travelled by Quebec, Montreal and Toronto to Niagara, and 
thence to Chicago, a huge and smoky town '·' absorbed in the wor
ship of mammon in a grim and melancholy way." 8 But the aggres
sive materialism of Chicago was soon forgotten in the presence of 
the natural wonders of the Y ellowSt:one Park. The Grand Canyon 
of the Y ellowSt:one river possessed features which seemed to him to 

•Letter to St. John Brodrick, dated September toth, 1887. 
•Letter to St. John Brodrick, November 14th, 1887. 
3This and all other quotations in this chapter, unless otherwise stated, are from the 

diary kept by him during his fir§t journey round the world. 
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FIRST JOURNEY ROUND THE WORLD 
render it not only marvellous, but unique ; and the hot springs of 
the upper and lower geyser basins excited his deepeSt intereSt and 
admiration. " We spent our laSt night in the Park, full of gratitude 
for the extraordinary success that had attended our little trip, and 
deeply regretting the termination of one of the pleasanteSt and moSt 
intereSting experiences in our lives." 

From the YellowStone Park he proceeded to Salt Lake City, 
where he probed with intereSted curiosity into the theory and prac
tice of Mormonism ; and thence to San Francisco and the Yosemite 
Valley. Here he found ample material for his ever-ready pen and a 
vivid description of the scenery appeared in due course in Mac
Millan's Magazine 1 under the title of "The Valley of the Water
falls,'' and was rewritten at a much later date for the second volume 
of his " Tales of Travel," published posthumously in 1926 with the 
title " Leaves from a Viceroy's Notebook and Other Papers." The 
task served to while away a few idle hours on the Pacific Ocean, 
where the monotony of the journey acted as a Stimulus to work. 
"I have juSt finished an article on the Yosemite Valley, which took 
me exaaly twenty-four hours to write-the quickeSt. w~rk I ever 
did." 

From Welldon, who was unable to accompany him beyond 
America, he parted " with sincere and more than ordinary sorrow." 2 

But to George Curzon the new world had never been more than a 
Stepping Stone to the old. Asia, Ancient of Days, loomed large on the 
horizon of his consciousness and beckoned imperiously to him ; 
and with his arrival in ] a pan the sense of loneliness which had 
haunted him on the long uneventful journey across the Pacific 
was swept aside by the Stream of new impressions that poured in on 
him from every side. During his firSt brief visit to the Island Empire 
he fell under the spell which slie caSts over every traveller from the 
WeSt, and surrendered himself cheerfully to the business of sight
seeing. His three or four weeks· in the country on this occasion were 
responsible for a solitary article descriptive of Japanese wreStling, 
firSt published in the New Review for September 1888, and subse
quently in a revised form in" Tales of Travel" in 1923. His deeper 

1MacMillan'.r Magazine for July, t888. 
•Letter to St. John Brodrick, September zoth, 1887. 
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Study of the political problems of the Far EaSt was po~poned to a 
later date. 

For the present he was too fully occupied absorbing new impres
sions and adjuSting his outlook to a ~range environment, to probe 
very deeply beneath the surface of fascinating but unfamiliar scenes. 
He approached each new country in tum-Japan, China, Malaya, 
Ceylon and India-with a fresh and sensitive mind ; and with a 
diligent and graphic pen he pinned down the fleeting pictures which 
presented themselves to him in bewildering succession, in five 
hundred and eighty otl:avo pages of closely written narrative and 
description. These fir~ impressions possess an intere~ greater as an 
index to his personality than the maturer gleanings of a later time, 
and it is of his fir~, rather than of his second, journey round the 
world, therefore, that I propose to give a brief account. 

He landed in Yokohama in that enviable frame of mind induced by 
anticipations which are wholly pleasurable. He marvelled at the 
natural beauty of the scenery, was delighted with the demon~rative 
politeness of the people, was mightily intrigued with the pri~ne 
simplicity of their attitude towards matters which in the more 
sophi~cated countries of the W'e~ have become the subjeCt: of a 
rigorous conventional code, and was fascinated by the delicacy of 
their craftsmanship and the bizarre effeCt: of the profuse ornamenta
tion of their tombs and temples. 

Tokio, with its immense open spaces, "a Paradise of gardens and 
temples varied by occasional Streets in the ordinary sense of the 
word," was a revelation to him ; and he revelled in the shops, flat 
platforms raised about a foot from the Street, with movable screens 
concealing, pr more often revealing, the back part of the premises, 
where the family life is lived before the eyes of the world. " There 
is no false modeSty because there is no shame. A people who are 
even now semi-nude and a few years ago were almoSt wholly so, and 
of whom both sexes bathe together naked in the public baths, do not 
know what indecency is." Of this he had a ~riking demonStration 
in a country village, where he encountered the inhabitants walking 
about freely in a ~ate of nature in the Streets. " I was aStonished as 
I entereq the single tiny ~reet to run up ag~ four naked men and 
two naked women. Here, I thought, mu~ be a new rendering of the 
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firSt chapter of Genesis, a reincarnation of the priStine innocence of 
Eden." They were merely poor folk afflicted by disease, Strolling 
down to a neighbouring sulphur spring, in whose Steaming water 
they sought a remedy for their complaint. Everywhere he found an 
elaborate civility of manners passing all belief. " Any two people 
meeting, bow almoSt to the ground. Your shopkeeper as you enter 
proStrates himself and touches the floor with his forehead. This is 
no veneer of manners, but the inbred gentlemanliness and gentle
ness of the people." 

The combination of solemnity and superStition, of rich artiStry 
dedicated to ·the creation of grotesque effects, which made of the 
temples museums of superStition in metal wood and Stone, bewil
dered him. Outwardly they had the appearance of gigantic pagodas, 
their dim interiors, mySteries of huge columns with grotesquely 
carved capitals, housing a medley of votive offerings of every form, 
colour and variety of hideousness, glittering shrines and sculptured 
images and mon§ters. Yet he found something profoundly impres
sive it1 the dim light glimmering on the gold and bronze images, 
the burnished lacquer on roof and walls, the sombre magnificence 
of the whole display and the crowd of worshippers that kept 
Streaming in. And when his gaze fell on the terraced hill at Nikko, 
with its ascending tiers of tombs and temples embowered in lofty 
cryptomerias, its baluSI:raded flights of granite Steps, its richly 
painted and sculptured archways and arcades, its great bronze 
lanterns, lamps and bells, its copper-plated roofs, its columns, 
friezes, cornices and figures encruSted with imperishable gilding and 
" an eccentric and barbaric mixture of colours," the whole crowned 
by a broad paved enclosure containing the burial places of two of 
the moSt famous of the Shoguns, his admiration knew no bounds. 
" No S·overeign, not even the Pharaohs of Egypt, had more glorious 
or worthy sepulchres." 

His sense of the beautiful in nature found conStant satisfaction. 
The " finished symmetry " of the great cone of Fujiyama, . one of 
the few mountains that can be seen from base to peak, " unspoiled 
by a single intervening foothill or spur, a sheer thirteen thousand feet 
raised on end in the air," made a deep impression on him, as did the 
landscapes upon which he looked daily as he travelled over the 
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country. Of the view which Stretched away from the village of 
Nokendo, known as the Plains of Heaven, he wrote : " If Heaven 
be but a beautified and beatified earth, it may well resemble this · 
particular outlook, for a more exquisite combination of all the 
elements that go to make up lovely scenery I have never seen." 

Kioto, the ancient capital, possessed for him the same kind of 
attraction as Damascus, " a superb situation framed for a panorama, 
a hiStory and traditions of mySterious antiquity, temples and build
ings of great hiStorical intereSt, Street scenes and life of extraordinary 
variety-the fountain of pure orientalism bubbling from as yet 
untainted wells." 

He had little time to give on this occasion to China, and travelled 
from Japan direct to Shanghai, whence he proceeded after a Stay 
of two days to Foochow. From here he had intended making an 
expedition up the Min river to a famous monaStery at Yuan Fu, 
situated in some of the moSt Striking and picturesque scenery in 
China ; but if the main goal of the journey-India-was to be 
reached in time to enable him to carry out the programme which he 
had mapped out for himself, before returning home for the meeting 
of Parliament, he had to adhere rigorously to his time-table, and 
since he found that a visit to Yuan Fu would necessitate missing out 
Canton, he decided that scenery muSt for once yield place to charac
ter, which could beSt be Studied in a great and populous Chinese city. 
He was able .to make good part at leaSt of what he loSt through this 
decision by a visit to the monaStery of Kushan in the neighbourhood 
ofFoochow. 

At Hong-Kong his pride in the might and preStige of Great 
Britain was deeply Stirred. "No Englishman can land in Hong
Kong without feeling a thrill of pride for his nationality. Here 
is the furthermoSt link in that chain of fortresses which from Spain 
to China girdles half the globe." But it was not merely pride of 
power that he experienced, for here he witnessed a spectacle which 
afforded Striking juStification of the " passionate loyalty to the 
English name," which he had placed so high in the articles of his 
political creed when wooing the electors of South Derbyshire. 
This was the celebration of Queen Victoria's Jubilee by the indi
genous population, a demonStration " altogether remarkable both 
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in itself and in what it proved." The rejoicings, which lasted two 
days, included an immense pantomimic procession of revellers, 
~retching over a space of more than a mile,' and illuminations 

, which far excelled in beauty and effectiveness anything that he had 
seen in London on Jubilee night. From a launch in the harbour 
he gazed on " as fairy-like a sight as was ever pitl:ured in the Ara
bian Nights." But Striking as was the display itself, it was the sig
nificance of its spontaneity that at once impressed him. The two 
hundred thousand native residents had c.olleB:ed among themselves 

· two hundred and forty thousand dollars with which to celebrate 
the reign of a Queen of an alien race, and he could not but see in the 
voluntary giving and spending of so large a sum in a small British 
Crown Colony a very remarkable tribute to the English name and 
to the success of British rule in Asia. 

A visit to Canton excited lively intereSt. As he threaded his way 
through " the tortuous intricacies of its myriad alleys and lanes," 
he was bewildered by the variety of sights and sounds-" by the 
bustling, shouting, ant-like crowd, by the gaudy shops with their 
exposed wares, by the huge ·perpendicular and painted sign-boards 
almost blocking up the Streets, by the unexampled mixture of squalor 
and magnificence of deStitution and wealth." In every shop he 
found a shrine to the god of wealth, with incense smouldering upon 
the altar-a key to the charaB:er which he had come to Study. He 
was disappointed in the temples, which, though numerous, were in 
shocking repair, and were filled with images which were for the 
moSt part "grim, grotesque and grinning." In the temple of the 
five hundred gods he found one image with a low crowned hat and 
black beard, which was variously reported to be Marco Polo and a 
shipwrecked English sailor. 

One can appreciate the feelings with which he examined the 
buildings in .which were held the triennial literary competitions
" an endless succession of brick Stalls, each separated from the 
other and all opening on to a passage patrolled by guards," to 
prevent possible fraud. He ascertained that when the candidates 
from all parts of the Empire, · som~times numbering as many as 
thirteen hundred, were safely locked up in their cells, the subjeB:s 
for themes, essays and compositions were given out, and that there-
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after the competitors were kept in isolation until their task was 
finished the time taken varying from twelve to forty-eight hours. 

A monotonous week at sea on an Austrian Lloyd steamer between 
Hong-Kong and Singapore drove him back upon his pen. His visit 
to the monastery of Kushan near Foochow had suggested an 
intriguing subject for literary treatment. In a country where the 
worship of ancestors was the corner-stone of popular belief and the 
raising of a family, consequently, a religious necessity, even more 
than a civic duty, monasticism must, surely, be a profound 
anomaly. How, then, had this outstanding feature of Buddhism 
become rooted in so unpromising a soil ? " I think it will make a 
good subject and is capable of interesting treatment," he noted in 
his diary. He was quick to discover a key to this apparent mystery 
in the success with which the Buddhist monk had metamorphosed 
himself into the family priest and made himself indispensable in the 
due performance of the rites which popular belief demanded. And as 
his pen slid smoothly over the paper it left behind it in its track sen
tence after sentence punctuated with the paradox which he loved. 
Because of his renunciation of family life the Buddhist monk was de
rided and despised ; because of the part which he played in essential 
rites associated with the solemn moments of life and death, he was 
not only tolerated but maintained by voluntary contributions. The 
peculiar sanctity of the family relations was the cause both of his 
ostracism and of his employment. " They are needed to discharge on 
behalf of others the very obligations which they have renounced 
themselves. Expelled from the world because they have ignored the 
family, they are brought back into it to testify that the family is the 
first of all earthly ties." And Buddhism in China was, consequently, 
an oddly altered creed. " The beautiful teaching enshrined in the 
sacred writings as they came from India, the precepts that made 
white lives and brought tearless deaths, that almost Christianised 
idolatry and might have redeemed a world," had faded out of sight. 
Strangest transformation of all, it was now a creed "whose apostates 
are enlisted as its prophets and whose perverts become its priests." 

The article first appeared with the title," The Cloister in Cathay," 
in the FortnightlY Review for June I 888 ; the greater part of it was 
incorporated in the most successful of all his books, " Problems of 
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the Far EaSt " ; much of it made a third appearance in the second 
volume of his travel tales, "Leaves from a Viceroy's Note-Book," 
in 1926. In its original form it is a delightful and characteriStic piece 
of writing which intereSts to-day, not so much on account of its 
subject matter, nor because of any great depth of thought which it 
displays, but because the reader who is familiar with George Cur
zoo's personality becomes conscious as he reads of the intense 
enjoyment and satisfaction with which the author plied his pen. 

A break in the journey at Singapore made a welcome change. 
" Singapore marks a very bright little spot in the radiant circle 
which I ~m describing round the world." A short halt at Penang 
and a longer Stay of ten days in Ceylon made equally pleasant inter-
ludes. . 

In the latter island he found much that appealed Strongly to him. 
To begin with, there was a myStery to be unravelled-the myStery 
of the shadow of Adam's Peak, " about which a great' deal of 
vapid theorising has been indulged in." And nothing gave George 
Curzon greater satisfaction than a chance oflaying to reSt: the preten
tious theories that, for some reason or other, always seem to hover 
round any problem, however simple, upon which no authoritative 
judgment happens to have been pronounced. So the traveller spent 
a toilful night groping his way to the summit of the mountain. And 
as the sun rose he was rewarded with a clear view of the shadow 
" thrown in a perfect isosceles triangle over the misry land to the 
weSt:, with its ape~ rising againSt: a bank of fleecy clouds on the 
horizon." The phenomenon was Striking, but there was no need 
for "abSt:raB: scientific phrases to explain it." It was merely a case 
of" ordinary shadow thrown by a dark object with a light behind." 
The reason why it appeared to Stand up inStead of lying flat was 
equally simple ; it was due to the miSt wreaths being drawn up
war<:} by the sun's rays, so that it was againSt: them as upon a wall 
that the shadow was cast. 

He gave himself no reSt. From Adam's Peak he went to Kandy 
and from there embarked upon a long journey mainly by road to 
the famous buried cities in 'the lowlands. His diary here is inter
spersed with very human touches. " Dear me, how tired I was 
when I at laSt got to bed"; and describing a night journey in a 
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bullock cart : " I had to cU:rl. ~p like a caterpillar with a stomach
ache. Not a wink of sleep; jolt, jolt, jingle, jingle, mixed with the 
mo~ diabolical noises from the driver." 

His love of hi~oric ruins was kindled by the sight of" the jungle
buried cities, which were mighty capitals when Rome was only a 
village on a hill " ; and as was his cu~om, he took a keen delight in 
fitting them into their proper places in the map of time and the 
calendar of fame. Anaradhapura, " the metropolis of Buddhism as 
well as of monarchy, the Rome of that my~erious faith which, 
introduced from India three hundred years after the time of Buddha, 
has survived the extinction of its parent branch by one thousand 
years," with its splendid palaces, temples, mona~eries and baths, 
mu~ have rivalled Assyrian Babylon or Egyptian Thebes. The huge 
topes built by famous kings as reliquaries or shrines were the only 
~ruau'res in the world which could be compared for bulk and 
solidity with the pyramids of Egypt. On the summit of Mihintale, 
a hill one thousand feet in height, scaled by a spacious flight of more 
than one thousand eight hundred granite ~eps, ~ands a famous· 
tope. •" Here the royal missionary Mahinda, son of the great Bud
dhi~ Emperor Asoka, alighted when, like St. Augu~ne, he came 
to convert a remote island and made his fir~ convert of a king." 
From that time the city had become a famous centre of Buddhi~ 
culture. It had been the recipient of Buddhi~ relics, conferring upon 
it a sanCI:ity far surpassing that of " Venice with the bones of St. 
Mark, or Damascus with the head of St. John the Bapti~." 

But what ~ruck him more than all was the discovery in these old 
Singhalese ~ruB:ures dating from before the ChriStian era of the 
mo~ graceful and perfect of classic designs. On all sides of him he 
saw " Greek pillars, cornices, capitals and even foliation, with ju~ 
such modification as would be dictated by the different genius of the 
Ea~." What was the explanation ? Had Greek art, which reached 
Northern India in the track of the armies of Alexander, filtered 
down as far south as Ceylon ? Or was the ~yle indigenous and had 
Greece herself borrowed not only from Egypt but from India ? 
The riddle was one to which he confessed he was unable to find the 
answer. 

From Ceylon he crossed to the mainland and experienced a 
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feeling almost of disappointment at his first contact with the soil of 
India. Though tropical in character, it seemed to him that southern 
India lacked the rich luxuriance of Ceylon. And he found difficulty 
in adjusting his ::esthetic ·standards to the bizarre and unintelligible 
features of Dravidian art. The workmanship of the temples was 
everywhere "a miracle of elaboration and prodigy of ugliness." 
He appreciated the natural advantages of the rock at Trichinopoly, 
but was disappointed at the poor use which had been made of it. 
" I was reminded, by its shape and relation to the town, of the 
Acropolis at Athens, and would fain have seen on this impressive 
summit the white marble columns of a second Parthenon. Insteacl 
there is only the barbarous dirt and decay of the least attractive style 
of architecture I ever remember to have s~en." 

A new train of thought was set in motion by an interview with 
Colonel Olcott, then head of the Theosophists at Adyar, neal' Mad
ras. The latter stoutly defended Mme. Blavatsky, asserted his belief 
in her miraculous powers and narrated several instances, " which I 
sceptically declared might be accounted for by the more reasonable 
theory of skilful charlatanry." He showed messages from Mahatmas, 
spirit paintings and other queer things, which, " in his eyes, were 
evidences of faith; in mine, insinuations of fraud." On reflection 
however, he decided that he was not disposed wholly to condemn 
this aspect of Theosophy as necessarily false or fraudulent, " being 
one of those who hold that a miracle is only an exception to certain. 
laws believed to be fundamental and immutable, but only really so 
within the imperfect boundaries of human experience." · 

From Madras he proceeded to Calcutta by sea, and here the 2ride 
of race which had-fieen so aeeply Stirred 6'Yli15first sight of H;ng
Kong received fresh stimulus. " Calcutta is a great Euro)2ean capital 

Nlanted in the_:S._ll-~· The sight o.f these succe.ssjye m.etm.P..oJi§.~~of 
England and the British EmP.ire in foreig£_"Qarts is one of the 
proudest ex12eriences of trav:.,el." The splendour of this eastern 
capital seemed to him to lie in the vast open space known as the 
Maidan and in the river crowded with ships and sparkling with 
life, rather than in the Streets and buildings. But at Government 
House he looked with S)2ecial interest, " for it was erected bs. Lord r 
Wellesley upon the model of my_own home_,J?..cillg a.comP.lete r~-
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production of 0~ design which Adam contemplated, but fortunately 
never succeededjn_finishlng,.at.KedleSI:on." 
-He was flatter~~-a_t_the.rec~p_tion accorded to hirn.BY.: Lord Duffe

Jjn ""Prince::_ ~n~ ~a!_Etggn_qf diElomatiSI:s "-who talked to him of 
his work, of the Indian land syStem, of the rapid increase in ability 
and influence of the educated Indian and of much else. But George 
Curzon was Still bent on sightseeing, and after a brief Stay in the 
capital he went to Darjeeling and thence by Benares to Agra and 
Delhi. Neither at Darjeeling nor at Agra, the one providing a 
panorama of mountain scenery reputed the fineSt in the world, the 
other containing a building at once the moSt famous and the moSt 
beautiful of all the monuments made by the hands of men, was he 
disappointed. Rather was he rendered all but speechless by the 
overpowering majeSty of the one and the ineffable loveliness of the 
other. In a chilly room in the hotel at Darjeeling he sat up till x.;o 
a.m., trying to put on paper a record of his sensations. Perhaps the 
following extraCt will indicate sufficiently the nature of his feelings : 
" long did we Sl:~d and Stare and wonder, gloating over our 
extraordinary privilege and building up bricks of glowing recol
lection into the fabric of our future lives." 

? As he approached ~g~ his eyes caught sight of the objeCt of their 
'"desire and reSted upon " the pure swelling dome and spear-like 

minarets of the pearl of fabrics, t~<:._g~m of m~~s b-~diwork, the 
moSt devotional of temEles,_jl}e __ moSI:_ solemn of sepulchres, the 
peerlessand}nc~mEarableTaj!' No building had everfurred the 
emotional depth of his being in quite the same way. "I ~!)Odthere 
and gazed long '!Pon t~e ent~EJ.sing_speCtacle, ~b-~si_ggu~a! lovelir:e~s 
of it pouring-in wave~-Q~my __ s_o_ul~and ftqqding _my _inner con
s~SJless. -tiiLthe cup __ of_satiety was-full,. and I had to shut my 
eyes and pause and think." In the case of all the moSt famous 
oiiildings he hadllltnerto-seen-St. Marks at Venice, St. Peters at 
Rome, the cathedral at Seville-there had been something to 
criticise, " some apparent violation of an artistic canon or confliCt 
with one's own esoteric Standards of taSte." Here the voice of 
criticism was completely silenced. " I could not find it in me to de
visewherein~even-according- to my own faulty notions of beauty 
and Style, it was imperfeCt or capable of improvement." 
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He was charmed with all the Moghul buildings, and especially 
with those of Shah Jahan, "whose genius seems to have compassed 
the whole gamut from the colossal to the minute," in juStification of 
which he quoted as examples the Pearl Mosque at Delhi, " t~oSt 
e5uisite little Erivate chaRel inthewOrl~TheJumma Masjid, 
whose suEerb scale and P.E2Portions entitled it, all things considered, 
to be regarded as " the moSt regal mosgue in the world." 

It was not until he reached Delhi, the moSt northern point of his 
projected tour, that he was seized with a desire to see the North 
WeSt Frontier. The knowledge to be acquired in the course of 
visits to Peshawar and Quetta might well prove useful in the future, 
and in any case would be " of greater practical value than an exhaus
tive acquaintance with even the moSt beautiful saracenic mosques and ' 
tombs." Such a tour would necessitate a brief poStponement of his 
departure for England ; but this was of no great consequence. " I 
shall not be home as soon as expected, having decided on a bold 
Stroke. To-morrow night I Start for Peshawar, six hundred and 
twenty-four miles. And from there shall ride as far up the Khyber 
as they will allow me. Then I shall go south and make my way 
through the Bolan by the new railway to Quetta. You will agree 
with me that it is worth the grind-which will be Stupendous-and 
that the knowledge may come in useful." 1 

The intereSt of the Khyber pass lay in its hiStorical associations 
and its Strategic value. After the feaSt: of beauty which he had been 
enjoying he found its physical features repellent. "For sheer 
repulsiveness I would compare it to the valley of the tombs of the 
Kings at Egyptian Thebes.", And, after seeing as much of it as he 
was permitted, he retraced his Steps to Lahore, and from there 
travelled by Multan and Jacobabad to Sibi, and so, through the 
Bolan pass by the railway " haStily and imperfectly conStructed in 
the war scare of 1885," to Quetta. The difficulties of some sections 
of the line had induced the authorities, " who were laying the line 
in a wild hurry (characteristic of the never-in-!ime GladSt:onian 
party), to conStruct a narrow gauge line" over a diStance of ten 
miles in the worSt part of the pass. This he was glad to find was being 

•Letter to St. John Brodrick, January x§t, x888. 
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converted to a broad gauge, for he was quick to realise the supreme 
importance of this line of communication in the event of war. 

From Quetta he was conducted by Sir R. Sandeman to Chaman, 
on the Afghan frontier, camping for the night ju~ below the spot at 
which a two mile tunnel was about to be driven through the Kojak 
range. The view which he saw the next day from the summit of the 
range was one which roused his dramatic inrunct. " We were on 
the apex of the ridge that is the rampart of England's Indian Empire 
on the We~, and all below us was Afghani~an." The character of 
the landscape was in keeping with the hard realities of life on these 
inhospitable marches. " More than three thousand feet below 
~retched the great Kadanai plain-a va~ ocean of yellow sand 
rolling to the horizon, broken only by rocky ridges which rose up 
like islands out of the sea, and bounded in the di~ance by loftier 
mountain ranges." Here lay the key _to the whole of southern 
Afghani~an-the nerve ganglion from which, if necessary, the long 
arm of Great Britaln would shoot forth and clutch at Kandahar. 
" I felt a thrill of satisfaction at being for the moment on the very 
uttermo~ verge, the Ultima Thule, of the Indian Empire." 

He pondered deeply on the problems with which this long, rugged 
and turbulent frontier bri~led : and it was on this account, perhaps 
that the sight seeing which he did on his way south to Bombay 
seemed to have lo~ something of its earlier attraction. He commen
ded the wisdom of the Sikh Guru, Ram Dass, who built the Golden 
Temple at Amritsar in 1581, for utilising the ta~e and the materials 
of his day and erecting a building which was purely Saracenic in 
~yle. But of Jeypore and its ruined capital at Amber, and later of 
the caves of Elephanta, he was critical. He was obviously surfeited 
with sightseeing, and his palate had become jaded. At Amber he 
went about everywhere enquiring for the Mardana Gateway, which 
Edwin ~rnold had declared was " the fine~ portal to any palace in 
the world," and finally discovered that he had already passed through 
it more than once " without noticing anything beyond the infe
riority of the material and poverty of the decoration." He was even 
more irritated by a ~atement of Bishop Heber, that he had never 
viewed a scene " so ~rikingly picturesque and beautiful as that 
which is presented from the v~ and gorgeous palace of Amber." 
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He thought that either the Bishop muSt have travelled with his eyes 
shut or he muSt have been in " ~he same State of mental dogmatism 
and waywardness" as when he wrote of Ceylon that only man was vile. 
He was not prepared to concede more than that, without deserving 
"the childish encomiums of the prelate," the landscape was pretty. 

He thought that the merit of the cave temples on the island of 
Elephanta, off Bombay, had been" grossly exaggerated." Had he 
recalled what he had himself once said of travel in Greece, namely, 
that the man who was familiar with ,his Herodotus enjoyed sensa
tions which no one else could possibly share, he would perhaps 
have been less scathing in his condemnation; for he would have 
realised that the man who was familiar with the symbology of 
Hindu philosophy and religion would see in the sculptury of the 
temples much that was not apparent to the uninStructed eye. 

He reached England on the eve of the meeting of Parliament, in 
February 1888, and there is n9 doubt that, looking back over the six 
months of his absence, he was well satisfied with its results. These 
were due in no small measure to the possession in high degree of 
what he himself once described as " middle-class method.'' It was 
a quality on which he always prided himself. Many years afterwards 
when, as Foreign Secretary, there was a possibility of his going to the 
Washington Conference of 192.1, he was vehemently attacked in the 
columns of The Times, then under the direct control of Lord North
diffe,' on the score of" business incapacity." He was grievously hurt 
by the accusation. ·" As you say," he told his brother, who had 
written in very natural indignation at the extraordinarily violent 

'language employed by The Times, "if I am anything it is a man of 
business, and the Foreign Office has never been so much up to date 
as now. That attack I did resent. The personal abuse leaves me 
unscathed." 1 He certainly employed this quality to great ~dvantage 
upon his travels~ It was once said of Sir Charles Dilke that no 
queStion of foreign or colonial policy could well come up in the. 
House of Commons about which he was not able to say : " I know 
the place ; I know the conditions ; I know the men.'' 2 The same 
thing might have been said with equal truth about George Curzon. 

•Letter to the Hon. F. N, Curzon, dated July qth, 1921. ' 

•By Mr. JuStin McCarthy. 
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Not only the names of the men whom he met when travelling, but 
his impressions of their characteriStics and abilities were duly noted. 
A careful liSt of the books read on any particular journey was 
compiled. The names of all the hotels at which he Stayed were 
tabulated with terse descriptive notes appended. A detailed record 
of diStances and expenditure was kept. Thus, an entry shows that 
the per capita coSt of the seven days' trip to the Yell ow Stone Park 
was worked out at Go! dollars or £12 ns. 4d. A table containing 
eighty separate entries shows that on this firSt journey round the 
world he covered 31,561 miles. A comparison of the figures com
piled on his two journeys round the world affords a Striking illuStra
tion of the possibilities of" middle-class method." The firSt journey 
occupied a hundred and ninety-one days and coSt in all £336 5s. or 
an average of £1 15s. a day. The second journey, in 1892-3, laSted 
two hundred and three days and coSt £3 53 I 9s. 6d., or an average of 
£r 14s. rod. a day. With the same methodical care facts of all sorts 
were collected, sifted, tabulated and Stored for future use. 

Except in one or two cases, he was chary of drawing definite 
conclusions from his experiences on this firSt journey. It had been a 
reconnaissance rather than a detailed survey. 'That was to follow. 
And where he ventured to draw tentative conclusions he sometimes 
found occasion to revise them in the light of further Study. In his 
eStimate of the relative value of the forces at work in the Far EaSt he 
was misled by the superficial gaiety of the Japanese and under
eStimated the Strength and tenacity of purpose that lay beneath the 
surface. Similarly, he attached too great weight to the solid 
virtues of the individual Chinese. He concluded that the reserve of 
forces, " moral as well as material," in the Chinese Empire was 
prodigious, and that the alliance of China was " a factor of firSt rate 
importance in the EaSt." 1 But when as a result of these opinions he 
wrote: "in the event of a war between China and Japan, I fear the 
latter would be beaten out of the field," he had omitted to take into 
account the corruption and incompetence of the Chinese official 
classes. The deeper Study of China and Japan which he made during 
his second journey round the world in I 892-93 caused him to 
modify this opinion-so much so that an outstanding feature of the 

•Letter to St. Johll Brodrick, November 14th, 1887. 
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FIRST JOURNEY ROUND THE WORLD 
book which he eventually wrote on the Far Ea§t was his prediction 
of the collapse of China and the triumph of Japan. 

Apart from providing him with a good deal of useful firSt-hand 
information, the journey was important from another point of view, 
for it exercised a determining influence on his future course of 
aCtion. If it be true that it did not actually implant in his mind certain 
definite ambitions, it is certain that it gave to them a much clearer 

· and more concrete form. He returned to England with his belief 
in the civilising mission of Great Britain enormously enhanced and 
with a high opinion both of the men who represented her in foreign 
lands and of the greatness and worthiness of the task which they were 
privileged to discharge. He thought the representatives of his · 
country whom he had met in the course of his journey, "as able 
and enlightened a body of men as ever carried or suStained a con
quering flag in foreign lands." Goo9- adminiStration, good buildings 
roads and wharves, order and decorum he had expected to find. 
Over and above these things he had found something of infinitely 
greater significance-" a satisfied and grateful acquiescence in our 
domination." He recalled the fact that the popularity and preStige of 
the Roman Empire had reSted upon the capacity of its consuls and 
proconsuls. Such was the case with Great Britain also. And not the 
leaSt vivid of the impressions left upon him by his journey was a 
sense of the splendour of the opportunities for Imperial service 
which the EaStern possessions of Great Britain offered to those 
among her sons who were conscious of the high purpose of her 
mission a:nd the greatness of her Imperial deStiny. It was imbued 
with such ideas that he penned the dedication of the book which he 
subsequently wrote on the problems of EaStern Asia. He dedicated 
it to all those who believed that Great Britain wa~, under Providence, 
the greateSt InStrument for good that the world had seen and who 
held with him that its work was not yet accomplished. 

From now onwards Asia laid her spell upon him ; Stirred the 
idealism latent in his nature~ intrigued him ; fascinated him ; filled 
his mind. Journey followed journey with a single object in view
the Study of the· multifarious problems which she presented. His 
journey round the world in 1887 was, indeed, an eventful and a 
fateful enterprise. 



CHAPTER VIII 

HIGH POLITICS A'l' HOME AND ABROAD 

THE session of 1888, though protracted, was uneventful and was 
occupied mainly with the Local Government Act creating County 

,cou&ils, anc.l with Mr. Goschen's Conversion Scheme. Opportu
nities for supporters of the Government in the House of Commons 
were, consequently, few, and George Curzon described himself at 
this time as a member of" the great silent brigade in the House of 
Commons that sat mute amid a universal babble." On the few 
oc~asions on which he spoke he fully suStained the reputation 
which he had already won, and notably on the occasion of a Motion 
by Mr. Labouchere in favour of abolition of the hereditary principle 
in the constitution of the House of Lords. This excursion provided 
him with an opportunity early in the Session of showing that while 
he wielded a keen-edged and agile rapier in attack, he was very far 
from undereStimating the importance of the subject, and had devoted 
.to the problem of the Upper House the thought necessary to enable 
him to approach it with a conStructive mind. 

The speech was characterised as his firSt deliberate challenge of the 
opinion of the moSt critical assembly in the world. No one disputed 
its ability. Some thought that its length detracted a little from its 
effea-that " had it been fifteen minutes shorter, it would have 
been twice as good a speech." 1 But apart from criticism on this 
ground it was regarded as a very distina success. 

The aueStion of the reform of the House of Lords was one with 
L 

which from now onwards George Curzon was conStantly concerned. 
•The Observer of March nth, 1888. 
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With all his sympathy for the ideals of an enlightened Tory Democ
racy, he foresaw the approaching peril of a clash between ·the 
interests of the classes and those of the masses, and the threat held 
out to the former by an extended franchise and a growing attraCl:ion 
for those into whose hands power was thus being transferred, of 
radical methods of dealing with the social inequalities and the 
increasing disparity in the distribution of wealth, inherent in the 
organisatio~ of a modern industrial State. The sole safeguard against 
the tyranny of government by mere numbers in the future was a 
Second Chamber sufficiently strong to discharge adequately its 
functions of revision and delay. He was convinced that no Second 
Chamber constituted on an almost exclusively hereditary basis 
would prove capable of doing so, and with characteristic energy and 
courage, he led a crusade in favout; of its reform. 

,It seemed to him that the time was ripe for action. A peer of 
independent views who had held office under Lord Salisbury-Lord 
Dunraven-had brought forward a Bill dealing with the question. 
A Liberal peer, Lord Rosebery, had moved for the appointment of 
a Committee to enquire into the matter ; and though his Motion 
had been defeated it had extraCl:ed a promise from .Lord Salisbury 
that he would consider carefully any definite scheme which might be 
suomitted to him. George Curzon accepted Lord Salisbury's 
challenge with alacrity, and in collaboration with St. John Brodrick 
drew up a scheme which was given publicity in two successive issues 
of the National Review. 1 His two articles constituted something more 
than a mere Essay in constitution mongering; they contained pas
sages which gave them almost the appearance of a manifesto_:_an 
impression which was heightened when, in a third number of the 
same periodical, there appeared a formidable list of names of the 
eldest sons of peers then sitting in the House of Commons, who 
professed their belief in the importance and feasibility of the reform 
proposed. And the manifesto began and ended with a pretty plain 
intimation to the House of Lords that in their own intere:fts they had 
better not delay in putting their house in order, and to the Conserva
tive party in general that, " by a prudent acceptance of the desira
bility of reform," it had now a favourable opportunity of arming 

•The National Review, March and April 1888. 
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itself with the moSt powerful weapon for resiSting " the cynical 
insolence of revolution." 

He declared himself unable to see in the hereditary principle any 
sacrosanct element in the composition of the House of Lords as a 
legislative body. HiStory showed that, far from any such principle 
having been designedly included in a British Senate, the Senate, 
like every other great and noble inStitution that we possessed, was 
in its exiSting shape an accident, " evolved out of heterogeneous 
elements by that providential dispensation which has ever seemed 
to watch over the deStinies of the Anglo-Saxon race, converting 
their errors into blessings, extraCting salvation from their sins, 
inveSting the freaks of chance with the Stately consequences of 
design, and by mild and merciful processes of change averting the 
tempeStuous throes of revolution." There was, therefore, no real 
reason why the conStitution of the Upper House should not be so 
altered as to furnish the country with a Second Chamber wrJch 
should be in deed, as well as in name, a co-ordinate branch of the 
legislature and which should unite with " the adminiStrative effi
ciency of the Senate of Republican America the superb preStige of 
the Senate of Republican Rome." 

The defects of the exiSting body were then examined. They were 
its unwieldy size, absenteeism on the part of a large proportion of its 
members, except on special occasions when they were urgently 
summoned to vote down Radical legislation, and the inequitable 
privilege which such black sheep as there might be within the ranks 
of the peerage shared with its moSt diStinguished members of exer
cising great powers which carried with them corresponding res
ponsibilities. Not that he thought that in practice the performances 
of the Upper House had shown the taint of these defects. On the 
contrary, it had discharged its duties with method and ability. It 
had been singularly free from whim or caprice. It had rarely been 
called upon to repent its own vagaries, because it had rarely com
mitted them. It had seldom been romantic and never ridiculous. 

Nevertheless, its defects laid it open to legitimate attack and, 
consequently, impaired its usefulness. Moreover, its composition 
on an almoSt exclusively hereditary basis had been a source of weak
ness from another point of view. For it had resulted in an uneven 
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distribution of representation between the various interests in the 
life of the nation which ought to f1nd a place in any properly consti
tuted Senate, if it was to be qualified to discharge its most important 
funCtion-that of safeguarding against the decisions of mere num
bers the interests of minorities. The Lower House b~ing an assembly 
representative of the masses of the people, might be expected to 
give prominence to the requirements of the industrial and labouring 
classes. In the Upper House, therefore, expression should be given 
to those interests-property, wealth, culture, administrative efficiency 
and Imperial advantage-which could not enforce their claims by 
the imperious sanCtion of numbers, but which muSt always be con
trolling factors in the Government of any well-regulated State. 
Property and wealth, it was true, found adequate representation in a 
hereditary Chamber. Culture and administrative experience were 
doubtless, incidentally, represented; but such representation was 
~ccidental rather than devised. Intellectual distinction might well 
be represented of right, as might also adminiStrative experience 
from the bench, the f1ghting forces, the diplomatic and civil services. 

How was provision to be made for the due representation of all 
these classes? In the second article a scheme was tentatively put 
fonvard. It rested on the distinCtion between " a lord·" and " a Lord 
of Parliament"-already observed in the case of Scotch and Irish 
peers-and required that no heir to a peerage upon succeeding to 
the dignity should be entitled to a writ of summons as a Lord of 
Parliament unless he had qualif1ed in one of a number of categories, 
such as membership of the House of Comm~ms or public service of 
distinction in various specif1ed walks of life. In other words, heredity 
alone would not qualify a peer to serve in a legislative capacity. 
To the qualif1cation of birth must be added the qualif1cation of 
proven service. Nor should membership of the Second Chamber 
be obligatory on a peer, even though he was qualif1ed. He should 
not be compelled to apply for a writ of summons as a Lord of Par
liament. It should be open to him, if he preferred it, to stand for 
election to the House of Commons. Both the peer who was not 
qualif1ed to sit in the Second Chamber and the peer who was quali
fied but was unwilling to do so should share the privileges of 
commoners in this respect. 
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By these means the positive defects of the exi~g Second Cham
ber would be overcome. There remained the desirability of securing 
representation of the other intereSts to which reference had been 
made. This could be done partly by nomination by the Crown and 
partly by election. Fifty life peers might be appointed, and a similar 
number of peers might be elected by the House of Commons for a 
term of years, and with the object of better enabling it to discharge 
its Imperial obligations, a further number by the Legislatures of the 
Colonies. He thought it desirable, both on hiStorical grounds ap.d on 
grounds of expediency, that representation of the State Church 
should be retained, though on a somewhat reduced scale. A Senate 
conStituted on these lines would consiSt, consequently, of four main 
elements-qualified hereditary peers, life peers, spiritual peers and 
elected peers. 

While he offered his scheme as a concrete contribution towards 
the solution of the problem, he declared that he was not wedded to 
its details, but pleaded for acceptance, if not of his specific proposals, 
at leaSt of the principles on which they were based. And he con
cluded as he had begun, by urging upon the House of Lords the 
adoption of reform without delay. They alone-short of a revolu
tion-had power to act. Reform could not be imposed upon them 
from without. They were the maSters of their own fate. They 
could initiate and carry through a measure of reform from which 
they would emerge with renewed youth and increased vitality. On 
the other hand, they could, if they chose, " Stand Stiff till the crack of 
doom "-though it would be with the grim conviaion that they had 
"accelerated its terrible tocsin." 

He could not know then that a day would come, less than a 
quarter of a century later, when he would find himself the spokes
man of a Still unregenerate House of Lords, faced with the humiliat
ing duty of advising his fellow peers, againSt their own judgment on 
the merits of the case submitted to them, to bow the knee to a 
Radical Government and, under a threat of force majeure, to sub~t, 
not to a reform of their conStitution, but to a draStic curtailment of 
theh powers. But had a vision of the tragic scene of 1911 been vouch
safed to him, he could not have pleaded for reform more earneStly or 
with more conviaion than he did. 
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The li§t of supporters of the scheme published in the May issue 

of the National Review, was riot secured without energetic canvassing, 
and owing to an enforced absence from London ·on the part of 
George Curzon, this task fell almo§t entirely on the shoulders of St. 
John Brodrick. "I have worked like a slave over the li§t and have 
felt your loss terribly." 1 His efforts met with gratifying success 
and the published li§t contained the names of twenty-four eldeSt: 
sons sitting in the House of Commons, headed by Lord Hartington 
who were prepared to urge reform of the House of Lords as desir
able and feasible. 

It mu§t not, of ~ourse, be supposed that there was behind this 
campaign anything remotely resembling a spirit of iconoclasm. 
Very far from it. George Curzon was by temperament and tradition 
a convinced upholder of an ari§tocracy. Had he believed in the 
possibility of a communiStic organisation of society, he would Still 
have viewed any attempt to introduce communiStic principles into 
the life of the State as fraught with mischief and doomed to irre
parable disa§ter. He never doubted that an ariStocratic order founded 
on the English model had been, and would remain, of priceless 
value to the British people. " As a moral and social power, as a 
primum ·mobile in the internal evolution of the State, the English 
nobility has, partly by its conStitution, but mainly by its conduB:, 
acquired a position without parallel in any foreign country." But 
he drew a clear-cut diStinction between the peerage as a social order 
and the peerage as a piece of legislative mechanism. 

The movement attraB:ed a great deal of notice. The Times devoted 
to an examination of the scheme a long leading article, which, if 
critical, was certainly not hostile, and concluded by welcoming it as 
a contribution " full of significance in respect of the source from 
which it comes, towards the discussion of a very important sub
jeer." 2 And in due course it published and commented approvingly 
on the declaration of the elde§t sons. " The Times treats us well," 
wrote St. John Brodrick to his collaborator, on April the z7th. 
Nor was the campaign without its effeB: upon Lord Salisbury, who 
made what the same paper regarded as" a very important,§tatement" 

1Letter from St. John Brodrick to George Curzon, April 20th 1888. 
>The Times of March 28th, 1888. 
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in the course of the debate on the second reading of Lord Dun
raven's Bill. He informed the House that since opposing Lord 
Rosebery's Motion for a Select Committee the Government had been 
considering the queStion, and while anxious to avoid creating an 
impression that they would undertake any large reform, they thought 
that a measure for facilitating the entrance of life peers into the 
House was one which would be useful and which they ought to 
propose. On which St. John Brodrick wrote, "I think Lord 
Salisbury's Start is a good one-inadequate, of course, but 
expansible;, 

For the time being there was little more to be done in this direction 
and George Curzon turned his thoughts to the other subject which 
was taking a Steadily increasing hold upon his mind, that is to say, 
the problem presented by the unique position which Great Britain 
had acquired in Asia. He was moSt anxious to speak in the debate on 
the Indian Budget, and was exasperated by his failure to catch the 
Speaker's eye. "This is what comes of trying to speak in an Indian 
debate. I sat in the House from six-thirty till twelve, and rose every 
time and was never called once. . . This is the second entire evening 
that I have spent in the House vainly trying to fire off a speech on 
Indian affairs." 1 This disappomtment was soon banished from his 
mind, however, by the prospect of an early visit to the Russian terri
tories in Central Asia on the northern borders of Persia and Afghanis
tan, where he hoped to see for himself to what extent that Power was 
busying herself on the far side of the Indian frontier, which he had 
visited earlier in the year. 

He had already begun to write ori the frontier queStion, his firSt 
article, which was published in the Nineteenth Century for June, with 
the title, " The Scientific Frontier an Accomplished Fat\:," having 
been suggeSted by the spectacle of the House of Commons being 
asked to condemn a frontier policy as unwise, "by persons who 
required themselves to be informed as to where that frontier was." 
It was in the main descriptive, being designed to give an account of 
the Steps which had recently been taken-and particularly since the 
Penjdeh scare of 1885-to put the defence of India on a satisfactory 
basis. Something was said of the railways, the bridges and the 

•Letter to St. John Brodrick, AuguSt 9th, 1888. 
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tunnels that had been and were Still being conStructed, since it was 
againSt these that criticism in the House of Cotr>..mons had been 
directed ; and a good deal of space was devoted to a description of 
the Bolan pass, to an insiStence on the Strategic importance of Quetta 
and to commendation of the foresight which had been displayed 
by the Government of India in acquiring it and the surrounding 
country from the Khan of Kelat. " The entire hiStory of British 
interference in Kelat may be quoted as a triumphant answer to those 
who decry British interference anywhere and extol the odious theory 
of sedentary and culpable inaCtion." The article concluded with a 
spirited defence of the expenditure-admittedly heavy-which 
was being incurred; and with a glowing tribute to Lord Dufferin, 
whose ·term of office was about to expire, for the courage and 
sagacity of )Us frontier policy. " ... the new frontier alone is a mag
nificent monument to his Viceroyalty, and when the hiStory of 
India ·comes to be written it will be said of him-and a prouder 
epitaph could not be desired by a Statesman-that he found an Em
pire in peril and left it secure. At this moment I venture to assert 
that the solid character of his achievements is better underStood at 
St. Petersburgh than it is in London." 

The article attracted notice in high places and from the India 
Office he received a complimentary letter from Mr. Clinton Daw
kins, then serving as private secretary to Lord Cross. " It is cer
tainly the cleareSt and ableSt exposition of the Frontier position 
which has yet been given to the public, and it is up to date in almoSt 
every particular." 1 · 

Before Starting on his projected journey he visited his conStituents 
at Southport where he found "exuberant enthusiasm." He then 
embarked once more for Asia, leaving England on September the 
6th, assailed with but one regret. His absence during .the Parliamen
tary recess meant giving up the country house parties and the con
genial company which he lpved so well-" a large slice out of the 
hap'piness of a year. But I think I am right." 2 · 

His experiences during his tour more than confirmed him in this 
opinion. " Looking back on the paSt eight weeks, I am positively 

1Letter dated June nth, r888. 
•Letter to St. John Brodrick, September 5th, x888. 
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amazed at all I have seen and learnt. St. Petersburgh, Moscow, 
Tiflis, Baku, the Caspian, Askabad, Merv, Bokhara, Samarkand and 
even Tashkent. The thing has been a marvellous success .... I 
met all the intereSting people too. Komaroff, Alikhanoff, and Stayed 
with the Governqr-General at Tashkent. This railway makes them 
prodigiously Strong, and they mean business." 1 Throughout the 
journey he made good use of his amazing powers of work. "I have 
been working like a Trojan at the articles-thirteen out of sixteen 
already completed-2,400 words apiece, which will give you some 
idea of the labour involved. They are to appear from now in a 
syndicate of six principal provincial newspapers, and I shall prob
ably republish them afterwards." 2 They formed the basis of his fir§t 
important book, "Russia in Central Asia in 1889,'' published a 
year after his return. 

Its pages were permeated with the rich colouring of a varied and 
picturesque romance, for which these ancient lands had for so long 
provided an appropriate setting. But a change was faSt coming over 
them. " The era of the Thousand and One Nights, with its Strange 
mixture of savagery and splendour, of coma and excitement, is faSt 
fading away, and will soon have yielded up all its secrets to science. 
Here, in the cities of Alp Arslan, and Timur, and Abdullah Khan, 
may be seen the sole remaining Stage upon which is yet being enacted 
that expiring drama of realiStic romance." 3 And his own intereSt 
in them was frankly of a political character. He viewed them in the 
main as " a theatre of Imperial diplomacy, pos·sibly-quod di avertant 
omen-as the threshold of international war." 4 And it was from this 
point of view that he addressed himself to the public of Great 
Britain. 

In the interval between his return and the publication of the 
book he applied himself to the Study of what he called the Anglo
Russian QueStion with the concentrated energy which was alike 
one of his moSt marked characteriStics and moSt valuable a~sets, 
which was, indeed, an outStanding feature of all his work in life and 
the source whence he derived a large part of his success. If, as he 
told his readers, he did not Start upon his journey without having 

'Letter to St. John Brodrick, October 25th, 1888. •Ibid. 
>From the Preface. 4/bid. 
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made himself thoroughly acquainted with the researches and 
opinions of previous writers, he did not complete his own work 
without" subsequent Study of every available authority." The main 
purpose of the book was to warn his country of the gravity of the 
menace which Russian ambitions conStituted to the Imperial posi
tion of Great Britain in the EaSt, and to appeal to her Statesmen not 
to drift before the oncoming tide, but to meet every fresh move 
made 'by Russia with a counter move of her own. There were two 
goals which Russia kept Steadily in view. ·By Stabbing at us in India 
she sought to disable us from preventing her grip from closing 
finally upon ConStantinople ; and by Steadily eating into the heart of 
Persia she hoped in time to secure the warm water port which she 
coveted on the shores of the Persian Gulf. 

It is generally supposed that it was at this time that George 
Curzon firSt formed the view which dominated his outlook when 
citcumStances placed him in a position of power and responsibility, 
and which was one of the causes of the disagreement which grew up 
between him and the Cabinet and ended in his resignation of the 
Indian Viceroyalty. It is true that the opinions put forward in this 
and in his later book on Persia remained unaltered, and formed the 
basis of the policy which, when Viceroy, he conStantly urged on the 
Government at home. "In 1~88 I wrote a chapter in my book on 
Russia in Central Asia, upon Anglo-Russian relations and the 
future tliat lay before them in Asia, and although that chapter is 
eleven years old, I do not think that there is a Statement of opinion 
in it that I would now withdraw or a prediB:ion that has so far been 
falsified." 1 But the main contention running through both books 
was based on a view of Russian policy in Central Asia formed at a 
much earlier date. The case provides, indeed, a Striking. illuStration 
of the early_ maturity of mind and the fixity of his opinions, which 
have been spoken of so often in these pages as ope of the outStanding 
charatteriStics of the man. On May the 7th of the year I 877 the 
members of an Eton house debating society assembled for dis
cussion at Wolley Dod's. ';('he queStion debated under the chair
manship of George Curzon was : " Are we juStified in regarding 
with equanimity the advance of Russia towards our Indian frontier?" 

1Letter to Lord George Hamilton, May 3rd, 1899. 
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And in the Minutes of the proceedings which have been preserved 
occurs the following-

" The President expressed the opinion that the policy of 
Russia was a moSt ambitious and aggressive one. It dated its 
origin from the time of Peter the Great, by whom the schemes 
of conqueSt had firSt been made. He did not imagine for a 
moment that the Russians would acrually invade India, and 
were they to do so we need have no fear of the result ; but ... 
a great queStion of diplomacy might arise in Europe in which 
the intereSts of England were opposed to those of Russia. It 
might then suit Russia to send out an army to watch our Indian 
frontier. In such a case as this England's right hand would 
obviously be tied back." 

There was added as a poStscript to the above Minute the following 
note-" The President said a good deal more about the importance 
of Persia and AfghaniStan and the recent advance of Russia on Khiva, 
but want of space forbids him to commit it to writing." 1 Here in a 
nutshell was the argument which twelve years later was elaborated 
in four hundred pages of print. 

The book brought him many letters of congratulation from ex
perts both British and foreign and many gratifying reviews. The 
Times 2 devoted two columns of warm approval to it; the Saturdqy 
Review 3 asserted that it was the beSt book which had yet appeared in 
England on the subjeCt:, and the Spectator 4 applauded the candour 
and moderation with which the author submitted his opinions no 
less than his bright and sometimes eloquent Style. The general 
opinion of the work was succinctly summed up by Mr. Schomberg 
MacDonnell, whose position at the Foreign Office brought him into 
touch with many who took more than an academic intereSt in its 
subjeCt: matter. 

" Every one is loud in praise of it, and this, too, from all 
points of view. The experts praise it as being, beyond doubt, 

•Journal Book of the Rev. W. Dod's House Debating Society. 
•The Times of October roth, 1889. 
3The Saturday Review, November r6th, 1889. 
tThe Speelalor of November r6th, 1889. 
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the moSt valuable contribution to the exiSting literature on the 
subject which has appeared in this country for a long time. 
The literary men say that for Style it is excellent, far superior to 
anything you have hitherto produced. And society (for whose 
opinion you probably don't care a datnn) likes it because it is 
smart, amusing, and because it gives them a good deal of infor
mation upon a subject of which they know very little in an 
entirely new shape." 1 

Even newspapers which were not in the habit of smiling upon 
any coming man in the ranks of the Conservative party, and leaSt 
of all upon George Curzon, wrote cordially of the book. The 
Dai(y News 2 admitted that the au~hor showed himself a traveller 
and observer of merit and mettle; and a reviewer in the Star wrote: 
"Not for a long time have we read so forcible a description of the 
life of other peoples and of other lands," and concluded with what 
was doubtless intended to be a high compliment : " Had Mr. 
Curzon devoted as much time and trouble to the social problems of 
his own land as he has done to the less momentous problems of the 
EaSt:, we can hardly doubt but that he would be found in the ranks 
of the 'party of progress." 3 All this was very pleasing. " Even the 
Star has blessed my book-a second Balaam. w·ondersnevercease." 4 

•Letter from the Hon. S. MacDonnell, February 8th, 19oo. 
•The Dai{y New.r of December 4th, 1889. 
3The Star of November 3oth, 1889. ' 
4Letter to St. John Brodrick, January 6th, x89o. 
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PERSIA AND THE PERSIAN QUESTION 

THE next three years were to play a decisive part in determining 
George Curzon's future career. With a Conservative Government 
~ill in power there was little scope for the younger members of the 
party in the House of Commons, and he found himself free, conse
quently, to devote himself whole-heartedly to the ~dy of those 
Ea~ern problems which had taken so firm a hold upon his imagin
ation. 

Opportunities for speeches in the House of Commons occurred 
now and then, chiefly in conneCtion with academic discussions on 
matters brought before the House by private members on the days 
allotted to them at the beginning of each session. In March 1889 he 
spoke ~rongly again~ the payment of members, and in that and the 
following year he replied to Mr. Labouchere's annual motion for 
the abolition of the House of Lords. In the press he was full spoken 
of as defuned to play the part of Elisha to the Elijah of Lord Ran
dolph Churchill ; and each fresh rumour of change in the composi
tion of the Government was accompanied by predictions of the offices 
which he was about to fill. But George Curzon had now definite 
ideas of his own on the subject, and made light of the prediCtions 
of the political prophets. "Pall Mall assigns me to Under Home 
Sec., I see, vice C. Wortley. What next ?" 1 

During the spring and summer of I 8 89 he was busy with his book 
on Central Asia and upon articles on the defence of India for the 

•Letter to St. John Brodrick, dated November 13th, 1889. 
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Reviews. In the Nineteenth Century for February he followed up his 
article on the Indian Frontier which ha~ appeared in the June 
number, with a corresponding article descriptive of the Russian 
frontier, his object being to make it clear that while in our own case a 
permanent frontier had been adopted, in the case of Russia the 
frontier was Still in a State of flux, and that in the movements observ-

. able in it from .time to time, particularly in the neighbourhood of 
AfghaniStan, Great Britain had " a direct and commanding intereSt 
arising from its vital bearing upon the integrity and peace of the 
Indian Empire." The conditions-geographical, ethnological, 
hiStorical and political-which rendered some part of this seCtion the 
leaSt Stable were carefully examined, and the British public was 
prepared for its early repudiation. On the vital queStion of Russian 
policy he Stated his considered opinion-one from which he never 
departed until the situation underwent radical alteration eighteen 
years later as a result of the Anglo-Russian Agreement of 1907. 
" Russia does not retreat ; she may say, ' J'y suis, j'y reSte.' But 
neither can she Stand Still. She may also say, ']'y suis, je n'y teSte 
pas.' Ambition, policy, necessity, Nature herself, call her on; and 
she is powerless, even if she be willing, to resiSt the appeal." And 
these being the plain facts of the situation, he futed with even grea
ter emphasis the policy which, it was clear to him, Great Britain 
muSt adopt. " InStead of nervous anticipation of an advance which 
we do not mean to prevent and petulant proteSts when it is accom
plished, let our Statesmen make up their minds what they mean to 
hold and what they are prepared to abandon. . . Let a responsibl~ 
Government declare : ' Thus far and no farther. Short of that 
point, let England and Russia, so far as it is possible, co-operate .. .' 
But once it has been passed, let the Foreign Office clerks dry their 
pens .. and the hiStorical ' Krieg mobil ' be flashed from Whitehall." 
! A controversy waged in the pages of the Fortnightly Review by two 
lnilitary writers as to our true policy in the event of a Russian 
advance againSt AfghaniStan provided him with the occasion-of 
which he availed himself in the March number of the National 
fR.eview-for Stating his view of what we ought to hold and what we 
pught to be prepared to abandon. The follies of. the rash offensive 
Ldvocated by one of the two combatants were ruthlessly exposed ·; 
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the undue caution of the other was suitably condemned ; the golden 
mean between the two contending views was carefully laid down. 

" Let England by all means, in response to Russian aggres
sion, assume the offensive in AfghaniStan, a.s recommended in 
principle by ' An Indian Officer.' Let her sirnultaneously either 
by herself, or through allies, operate against other and not less 
vulnerable quarters of the Russian dominions as recommended 
by Colonel Maurice. But, as she is wise, do not let her go on a 
wild goose chase into the Khanates of Central Asia as sug
geSted by the firSt. Neither, as she is Strong, let her sit twiddling 
her thumbs upon her Indian threshold as hinted by the 
second." 1 

In these views George Curzon had the satisfaction of knowing 
that he carried an appreciable section of informed military opinion 
with him, for General Sir C. Brownlow wrote: " Your article on our 
true policy in India is the beSt exposition of the subject that I have 
yet read. Since I saw you I have met Brackenbury, and I told him 
that I thought you knew more about the whole queStion than any 
man alive, soldier or civili~." 2 

For the reSt he was busily occupied with his book on Central 
Asia and with plans for a journey to Persia which for a second 
successive autumn was to deprive his friends of his society. "I am 
grieved, but not surprised, at your preference of Persia to Scotland 
••• But I know that there is no use in preaching to you. Travelling 
is worse than drinking. Take my blessing and tome back without 
another book in embryo. Authorship is killing work." a 

This was advice which George Curzon had not the smalleSt 
intention of following. The whole object of his journey to Persia 
was, indeed, the collection of material for a more ambitious literary~ 
venture, and he threw himself into his preparations for it in a feve~ 
of expectation. " I am now making arrangements which are nume-

•The "Indian Officer" was, I believe, Sir F. (afterwards Lord) Roberts, Com-j 
mander-in-Chief in India at the time. At any rate the views set forth were thoseJ 
which Sir F. Roberts was known to hold. 

•Letter dated April 2.3rd, x889. 
3Letter from A.]. Balfour, dated September 9th, x889. 
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rous and complicated. This is my thirty-third letter to-day. I have 
seen Buckle and am going to send them about one dozen letters, 
£u Ios. each." 1 He found it impossible to deal adequately with 
the subject within these limits, and between November and April 
The Times published in all seventeen articles from his pen. They 
attracted wide attention. From the Foreign Office Schomberg Mac
Donnell wrote, "We are devouring your letters in The Times. I was 
amused a few days ago by receiving a letter from a Scotchman who 
wrote to beg me not to miss the Persian correspondence in The 
Times, as it was, he thought, the beSt thing of the kind he had ever 
seen." 2 But I anticipate. 

The traveller .reached ConStantinople on September the 28th. 
This was to be the jumping-off point for his journey, and being 
armed with a red courier's passport from the Foreign Office, he 
had hoped that he would find the Turkish authorities, if not actively 
helpful, at leaSt not deliberately obStruc;:l:ive. The Turks had, perhaps, 
never read Pope's Odyssey ; at any rate, they did little either to 
welcome t~eir coming or to speed their parting gueSt. At the very 
outset t]J.e Cu5t;oms officials snapped their fingers at his vaunted red 
.passport. " They are so proud of having a railway terminus now 
that they insult every foreign arrival and put him through indescri
bable tortures in the cuStom house." 3 It was no doubt all very 
annoying at the time, but he worked off his irritation in a letter, 
from the writing of which he derived, we may be sure, a satisfaCtion 
which muSt have t;nade his exasperation, when once over, seem well 
worth while. "They tore out all my things packed for Persian travel; 
they swore the saddle was a new one ; they crashed into my Liebig 
soups ; they ravished my chocolate ; they made me pay special 
duty on my Waterbury watches, taken out to conciliate respectable 
Persian Khans. They made me swear, anathematise, curse, blas
pheme, condemn them to a thousand hells of eternal fire ; and after 
over an hour of ·this they let me go panting, lacerated, foaming, 
unsubdued. As I think of it now I Still consign them in my choiceSt 
vocabulary to the concentrated flames of a thousand Gehennas.""' 

•Letter to St. ] ohn Brodrick undated. 
•Letter from the Hon. S. MacDonnell, dated February 8th, t89o. 
3Letter to Miss Margot Tennant, September z8th, x889. 4lbid. 
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The Turkish dogs were no more considerate than the Turkish 
officials, and they shared with them the visitors' full-mounted and 
comprehensive denundation-" Those damned ConSl:antinopolitan 
dogs that litter the streets are howling and barking like fiends out
side. How is one ever to sleep ?" 1 These and such as these consti
tuted the petty annoyances of Eastern travel to which he was to 
become inured before he completed a journey of five months 
duration, which included some two thousand miles on horseback 
over the inhospitable post and mule tracks of Persia. " The long 
desolate rides used sometimes to be odious-4 a.m. till 5 p.m.-vile 
horses, bad roads, weary bodies." 2 But the bodily fatigue can 
hardly have been greater than the mental exhauStion. From Tehran, 
he wrote : " I have been reSting a fortnight here, if one can describe 
as rest perpetual audiences and interviews, and note taking and 
argument and transcribing and all the laborious adjuncts of a journal
iStic life." 3 But his never failing sense of huinour helped to lighten 
the labours of the cities and the trials of the roads. " Had a parade of 
the troops in my honour. Commend me to that for a droll situation t 
George, the incorrigible and unmitigated civilian, seated on horse
back at saluting point by the side of General, evolving discreet 
comments out of the deep resources of his ignorance and praising 
the worst army in the world." 4 On the poSt roads the stolidity of 
the Persian post-boys was a never failing source of surprise. " Not 
once in postal rides of over twelve hundred miles did I receive the 
fainteSt sign of acknowledgment from any one of these individuals 
whose stolidity is proof even against the agreeable emotion of re
ceiving a tip, and who never deviate even by accident into an 
expression of gratitude." 6 

When the chronic weakness in his back is taken into considera
tion, his Persian journey bears eloquent teStimony to his fortitude 
and Strength of mind. When he wrote that the first few strides on 
each new mount as he sallied forth from each new poSting stage 
provided a moment of acute suspense and that within a few hundred 

•Letter to Miss Margot Tennant September 2.8th, 1889. 
•Letter to St. John Brodrick, November 13th, x88g. 
3Letter to Miss Margot Tennant, November t8th, x889. •Ibid. 
s" Persia," Vol. I, page 3 I. 
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yards he knew whether the next three or four hours were to be " a 
toleration or an anguish," there was more behind his pen than a 
mere semi-humorous recalling of the petty discomforts of eaStern 
travel ; and it muSt: have been the realisation of a formidable task 
successfully accomplished that led him to present to the museum of 
the Royal Geographical Society " the long Persian whip of twiSted 
leather " which had been his conStant companion on his long and 
arduous journey. At any rate he had only been back in England a 
short time when he was ordered abroad by his dotl:or. 

The autumn of 1 890 was spent partly at Southport, where he took 
up his resi.dence for some weeks in order that he might devote· 
himself to his conStituency, and partly in London, where he set to 
work on the book which he had planned on Persia. To obtain 
the undiSturbed quiet which he required for this task he took 
lodgings in Church Road, Norwood, and here he settled down 
to his work with undiluted satisfatl:ion. " Here I grind, grind, 
grind, morning, noon and night. I love it. Never was in better 
health or higher spirits. Row in a boat in the afternoon on the 
CryStal Palace Lake ; have become ,a thorough and acclimatised 
cockney. I think of living here permanently in total isolation from 
the world. There is such a furious exhilaration about one's own 
society." 1 

The writing of the book entailed Strenuous reading and a vaSt 
correspondence, for, as he told Sir F. Goldsmid, he was striving to 
make a book tha,t should. be authoritative. He had a great tespetl: 
for the latter's knowledge, and asked to be allowed to submit the 
MS. of some parts of his work to him for revision. " For the 
opinions expressed or inferences drawn I am, of course, responsible 
and everyone will not be found to agree. But I would not like to be 
conv~tl:ed of unsound data." 2 A little later he wrote asking his 
opinion on a matter of considerable political and StrategiCal impor
tance-" are you in favour of a Quetta-SiSta~ railway, or do you 
think it fantastic ?"a In this correspondence he wrote his mind 
with complete freedom. "I always anticipate that the next Anglo-

•Letter to Miss Leiter, OCl:ober 13th, x89o. 
•Letter to Sir F. Goldsmid, OCl:ober 15th, 1890. 
3Letter to Sir F. Goldsmid, November 9th, 1890. 
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Russian row, or an Afghan commotion arising out of the death of 
the reigning Amir, ought to result in the proclamation of an 
English protectorate. It is the only method of saving Herat from 
the Russians. Then and then only we could afford to join our 
respective railway systems." 1 Reflection seems to have suggested 
doubts as to the prospect of this solution meeting with favour in 
responsible quarters, and he added a little naively, " but I fear this 
consummation may after all be fruStrated by indecision at home." 

The sense of well-being of which he had written early in the 
autumn was unfortunately short lived. The Strain of his dual task 
coming on top of the exhauSting journey of the previous winter, was 
overtaxing his Strength, and in January I 89I an inspired paragraph 
in the local press prepared his conStituents for a further absence 
abroad. It was pointed out that travel in the realms of the Shah 
could only be undertaken with impunity by men of robust health, 
that Mr. Curzon was not to be reckoned among them, that he had 
never thoroughly recovered from his exertions. of the previous 
winter, and that be had, consequently, been ordered to spend the 
remainder of the cold weather out of England. 

Enforced residence at St. Moritz did not deter him, however, from 
his self-imposed labours, and he had not been there long before he 
was writing delightedly of the progress which he was making. 
" Vol. I is just about finished, and is going into print. I have 
written five hundred pages of print since October. Think of that as 
a manual exercise apart from the composition." 2 And at the end of 
March he wrote to St. John Brodrick: "I have long ago finished 
the first volume of my book and have broken the back of my 
second, and the MS. which I am bringing home would excite an 
emotion even in a Civil Service clerk." 

The tonic effect of the keen, dry air of the Swiss highlands was 
apparent from the tone of his correspondence, which was soon 
sparkling with his usual high spirits. At one moment he was 
making fun of the gaieties of hotel life. " They dance here and act 
and perpetrate every conceivable frivolity that can accelerate the 
tomb." 3 At another he was employing his pen to depict the society 

•Letter to Sir F. Goldsmid, November 16th, 1890. 
•Letter to Miss Leiter, February 3rd, 1891. 3lbid. 
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behalf of your utterances that they are true is quite inadmissible. 
in which he found himself. There were some whose sombre taci
turnity defied his moSt ardent attempts at intercourse. " You might 
be with them in Charon's boat or Elijah's car, and they would 
never utter." But he found others ready to respond to his own 
hilarious spirits, and on the whole h.~ found life at St. Moritz " not 
merely tolerable, but in many respects comic and in some exhilarat
ing." He was, as usual, the moving spirit. "I confess I think I have 
been rather like a Stone thrown into placid waters, for I have ruffied 
them a bit. Our table at dinner became a centre of rollicking hilarity, 
while the others combined could barely muSter a co-operative smile. 
We had fun fast and furious, local jokes risible though atrocious, 
weekly rhymes, sallies and excursions in the newspaper ; comic 
speeches at smoking concerts and other jeSts· that passed the time, 
tickled the participants and scandalised the residuum." 1 

During the summer the claims of the House of Commons, of 
society and of his constituency made large inroads on his time, and 
work on the book had to be suspended. But the autumn recess saw 
him hard at work again amid the peaceful surroundings of Norwood, 
-"And now back to old Persia," he exclaimed with something like 
a sigh of relief, " with his panorama of mingled splendour and 
squalor, the superb oriental medley of dignity and decay." 2 A 
month later he was able to write, " I have been making good pro
gress with the book, of which only two more chapters now remain 
to be written,'' 3 and finally, on November the 5th, "the book is all 
written bar one chapter, upon which I am now engaged. The whole 
thing will be out of my hands long before the Session begins, and 
will be in those of the public soon after." 4 

In the meantime mild excitement was caused in political circles by 
the promotion of Sir James Fergusson from the Under Secretary
ship for Foreign Affairs to the office of PoStmaSter-General, and 
writers in the press were unanimous in their choice of George 
Curzon as his successor. To the surprise of moSt people and to the 

rLetter to St. John Brodrick, dated March z6th, r89r. 
•Letter to Miss Leiter, dated September 6th, 1891. 
3Letter to Miss Leiter, dated October roth, r89r. 
•Letter to St. John Brodrick. 
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indignation of George Curzon's friends, the poSt was offered to Mr. 
J. W. Lowther-now Lord Ullswater. "When Fergusson was made 
P.M.G. all the papers with one accord (I saw no exception) appointed 
me Under Secretary for Foreign Affairs in his place .... It is a bore 
to lose one of the few things for which I have combined taSte and 
qualification, as the chance may not recur. But I honeStly think my 
friends were more disappointed than I." 1 

He was not to wait much longer for official recognition. On 
November the xoth, Lord Salisbury wrote to him as follows:-

" GorSt's migration to the Treasury has left vacant the Under
Secretaryship for India. Are you disposed to undertake it ? It 
concerns matters in which, without any official obligation, 
you have shown great intereSt in a very praCtical way, and it 
carries with it duties in the House of Commons which somt:
times involve important issues." 

His appointment raised an awkward queStion, namely, the expe
diency of his publishing as a member of the Government what he 
had written concerning another country with the freedom of a 
private individual. Lord Salisbury was doubtful and asked to see 
the proof sheets of his chapters on international policy and on the 
Shah of Persia. His verditl: was ominous. "I am bound to say that 
I think the part concerning the Shah cannot properly be published 
by a member of the Government. It is more severe than I expetl:ed 
when I spoke to you and I have no doubt it would give the deepeSt 
offence." 2 But George Curzon was not prepared lightly to forego the 
fruits of three years Strenuous labour, and he promised Lord 
Salisbury that he would make it clear that the book had been written 
before he became a member of the Government, and when Lord 
Sa:lisbu~y remained unmoved by this concession, he urged that all 
that he had written was indisputably true. To this Lord Salisbury 
replied on November the 3oth. " I am afraid your feelings to me 
cannot be those of charity. You muSt be saying, like Mr. Puff
' The pruning-hook I Zounds, Sir, the axe I' But your plea in 

tLetter to Miss Leiter, October xoth, 1891. 
•Letter from Lord Salisbury, November 27th, 1891 
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That is precisely the circumStance that will make them intol~rable to 
the Shah." It was then agreed.that the chapter on the Shah should be 
re-written and the book as a whole referred to an Indian Office 
referee. "I am'much obliged to you for accepting my suggeSl:ion in 
so kindly a spirit and allowing yourself to be Bowdlerised without 
resiStance. I truSt Sir Alfred Lyall's mutilations will not be barba
rous." 1 

George Curzon had already realised that there were passages 
which required modification, and on November the 29th he had 
written: "Here I am tied by the leg and engaged (this is private) 
in smoothing down all the Startling things in the book that might 
otherwise provoke a splutter. This will retard its appearance, and 
February will be the earlieSt date." 2 It was fortunate, perhaps, that 
the chapter on the Shah had been re-written in what George Curzon 
called" a lower key," for even the revised version excited comment 
-"Mr. Curzon's pitl:ure of the Shah is no less correct than un
pleasant-a callous barbarian in a State of childhood with all the 
caprice of childhood." 3 

The process of Bowdlerising poStponed the publication of the 
book till May ; but when it did appear it certainly created a Sl:ir. 
The Titnes devoted nearly four columns to it. 4 The St. James' 
Gazette declared that it would at once rank as the Standard work on 
the subject and would greatly add to a high and growing reputation ; 
The Spectator found everyone of its thirteen hundred pages worth 
reading ; and the verdict of the Athenceum was that from its lucid 
and Straightforward introduction to its closing word of caution as 
to our future dealings with the Shah's Government, Mr. Curzon's 
lateSt work might honeStly be recommended as a truStworthy, 
inStructive and intereSl:ing book. With these and many other 
notices written in a simila,r Strain· before him, George Curzon had 
every reason to be satisfied ; but when he wrote that the English 
reviews had been extraordinary in the unanimity of their praise, 6 he 
was to some extent overStating the case. 

•Lettet from Lord Salisbury, Decembet 5th, x8gx. 
•Lettet to Miss Leiter, November 29th, x8gx. 
3The Echo of June 2nd, 1892. 
•The Timu, May xgth and June nth. 
sin a letter to Miss Leiter, July 22nd, 1892. 
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There was a perfea:J.y natural disposition in some quarters to 
regard the amount of time, labour and, finally, of print, which he 
had devoted to Persia as excessive. " Thirteen hundred pages, 
nearly seven pounds weight of solid print are more than any man 
without Mr. Curzon's appetite for StatiStics has the courage to try 
his intellectual digeStion with." 1 And scattered over the book were 
passages which recalled the assumption of superiority which irritated 
in the case of his speeches. " Mr. Curzon seems to be under the 
impression that he has discovered Persia, and that having dis
covered it, he now in some mySterious way owns it." 2 Moreover, 
by the claims which he made for the book he definitely challenged 
criticism, and it was not everyone who was prepared to accept the 
verdict of the St. James' Gazette that the book muSt necessarily rank 
as a Standard work. "We can admire Mr. Curzon's induStry and 
accept his work with gratitude, duly acknowledging its weight of 
pages ancl its wealth of information. But it does not reach the idea 
of a Standard work. The political chapters are generally excellent, 
and if the whole had been conceived and composed in the same 
form, Mr. Curzon might have realised more closely his not vain
glorious hope." a 

George Curzon knew quite well that its length muSt militate 
againSt it, and he was as ready as any one to poke fun at its monu
mental proportions. He wrote to Miss ~eiter, who had taken a keen 
intereSt in the writing of the book, to inform her that he was sending 
her a work " whose two ponderous tomes will Stagger across 
the sea and require a truck to convey them to Dupont Circle and a 
dining table to support them when they get there " ; and a little 
later, " ... I suspect that while librarians order the work as in duty 
bound the number of readers who attack those two inordinate 
tomes is prudently small. Still, the thing is not so much that people 
should read the book as that they should say that it is a classic
which, after all, is easily done, while perusal is little removed from 
penal servitude." ' 

•Daily Chronicle, May 19th, 1892. 
•The Sunday Sun, June 5th, 1892. 
3M.r. Arthur Arnold in The Academy of June nth, 189:. 
4Letter dated July z2nd, 1892. 
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He had from the firSt discounted criticism on the score of an undue 

solidity. "I am not writing this book for ephemeral popularity or a 
good sale," he told his publisher, who was inclined to doubt the 
prospects of the venture as a business proposition. " It is not a 
work of travel. It is to be an authoritative work (I truSt) of perma
nent value, which will be read and referred to, twenty, fifty, and 
perhaps more years hence, when lighter productions that sold well 
in their day are forgotten." 1 And of the many letters of congratula
tion which he received he was particularly proud of one from 
Thomas Hardy, of literary fame. " You have been much in my 
mind since we met. I had not then seen your monumental work on 
Persia-which I have done since. The amount of labour and 
enterprise it represents and the value to inveStigators of the facts 
acquired put some of us scribblers to sharp.e." 2 

•Letter to Mr. Longman, dated February 2oth, x891. 
2Letter undated, but with poStmark of June, r892. 
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CHAPTER X 

SOCIAL INTERESTS 

HERE on the threshold of his official career we may pause for a 
moment in the narrative to look a little more closely at the man 
himself. The years which had elapsed since his Oxford days had 
been full indeed. Great a.caderrJc successes 1-'...ad been garnered ; 
Sl:renuous political battles had been fought, loS!, and finally won ; a 
recognised position in the ranks of the Conservative party had been 
gained as the reward of combined brilliance and industry in speech 
and writing ; a comprehensive programme of educative travel had 
been carried through. And it might well be thought that to such a 
record there could be little else to add. Unless, however, what has 
been written of his character and personality in an earlier chapter 
has failed altogether of its purpose it will have been realised, for 
reasons there set forth, that a picture based solely on the activities 
of his public life must provide not merely an inadequate, but a 
misleading portrait of the man. 

" Long before leaving Oxford," wrote a member of the Govern
ment in 1 89 I, " the name of George Curzon had become a household 
word in London society, and for ten or twelve years past he has 
been a welcome gueSt: in the best literary,political and social circles." 1 

No one, certainly, lived more abundantly than did George Curzon, 
and "no one could turn with more elasticity from work to play." a 
And it was at play and in his intercourse with his many friends when 
the restraints which always seemed to hamper him in public were 
cast aside, that his individuality found more ample scop~ for its 

•In the Whitehall Review of November :u~. 1891. 
•Lady Oxford in " The Autobiography of Margot Asquith." 
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expression. Much may be learned, consequently, py watching him 
at play. . 

About the time that George Curzon left Oxford there was 
noticeable a movement away from the rather Staid and rigid grooves 
along which society in the nineteenth century for the moSt part 
travelled, and in the direction of the association of men and women 
on a basis of'intellectual comradeship. In 1881 Rennell Rodd had 
written to him complaining bitterly of the dull materialism of the 
day. "The laSt month in London has set me more than ever a 
J'outrance with the spirit of to-day ... Of what use is it to gather a 
society round one of people whose dullness and deadness make the 
evenings spent with them absolutely barren ?" 

But there were already the Stirrings of better things, and early in 
1886 George Curzon noted in one of his sporadic jottings-made 
at uncertain intervals, mainly, it would seem, for the pleasure of 
using pen or pencil at moments when more serious work was 
lacking-" A. ]. Balfour is as usual cynical and charming. He 
is one of the moSt attractive men in society, and society juSt at 
present is passing through the phase of worshipping intellect." 
Into this movement George Curzon threw himself with zeSt, and 
was quickly recognised as one /of its leading spirits. An annual 
gathering, of some of the rising men of the day-H. CuSt, Lord 
Houghton (now Lord Crewe), G. Wyndham, G. Leveson-Gower, 
Godfrey Webb, Lord Elcho (now Lord Wemyss) and George 
Curzon among others-which was held at Crabbet, the country seat 
of Wilfred Scawen Blunt in Sussex, and was known as the Crab bet 
club, was captured by this new spirit, and became the c~ntre of a 
sort of dilettante intellectualism which in its turn percolated to a 
wider circle, infusing an unwonted brilliance into the Staid society 
of the Victorian era. 

It was only in the later years of a somewhat chequered exiStence 
that the Crabbet club had undergone this Striking metamorphosis. 
In the early eighties ~t had been a gathering of intimate friends 
fond of good cheer and indi~erent lawn tennis. It had crashed when 
the majority of its members, who were Tories, had been incensed 
by the revolutionary activities of their hoSt, firSt with regard to 
Egypt, and then in connection with the Irish Home Rule agitation, 
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and finally, in the words of Wilfred Blunt himself, "it was all but 
submerged by my imprisonment at Galway." A reconStruction of 
the club after this cloud had blown by was accompanied by a change 
of orientation. Its new members were for the moSt part young 
Oxford men, largely with Home Rule sympathies and with more 
intellectual taStes than their predecessors. After-dinner speaking 
and a verse competition with the election of a poet laureate for the 
year were added to tennis handicaps. The political bias which it had 
now acquired was discounted by the introduction of new blood in 
1889, when George Wyndham, grasping the intellectual possibilities 
of such a circle, brought in a number of new members with George 
Curzon prominent among them. The character of the club in this, 
its final phase, may be gathered from a letter written by George 
Wyndham to Mr. C. T. Gatty, in the summer of 1890, and from the 
published pages of Wilfred Blunt's diary. "They (the members) 
meet to play lawn tennis, the piano, the fool and other inStruments 
of gaiety. To write bouts rimes sonnets and make sham orations ..•. 
You will find young Radicals and Tories, amateurs of poetry and 
manly sports. The President presides at dinner in the coStume of 
an Arab Sheik, and produces sonnets and shrewd observations on 
man and nature." The hoSt noted in his diary that the meetings were 
really brilliant " with poStprandial oratory of the moSt amusing 
kind," and added that they were productive of " verse of a quite 
high order." 

The club song, sung to the tune of "The Vicar of Bray," is 
typical of the spirit of light-hearted camaraderie which was the 
keynote of its meetings : 

" The world would be a weary place 
If wise men had their way, Sir, 
And every tortoise won the race, 
And only fools might play, Sir, 
AgainSt such doctrines we proteSt 
And vow to live and laugh our best, 

And so we say 
That, come what may, 
Our life shall be a holiday. 
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" The lilies of the field are fair, 

They toil not neither spin, Sir, 
But foolish man is Still in care 
Of what his work shall win, Sir. 
This folly needs our loud dissent 
In this our club and Parliament, 

And so we say 
That, come what may, 
Our life shall be a holiday. 

" Then leave ambition to the schools, 
'Tis good wit gone aStray, Sir. 
The moSt of all the world are fools ; 
·we will not be as they, Sir. 
From all such weakness we dissent 
And call on you, our President, 

To move and say 
That, come what may, 
Our life shall be a holiday." 

The hoSt's part in these meetings, which, as he confessed, "were 
essentially convivial," was that of chairman and President, "an 
anomalous one, seeing that I was a teetotaller, but which yet worked 
well." His gueSts played tennis, made speeches and competed for 
the laureateship. There is nothing in the records of the club which 
has survived to indicate that the epic of which the following are a 
few S!:~nzas was judged worthy of a prize, so that it is quite possible 
that Wilfred Blunt's eStimate of the merit of some of the verse for 
which the club was responsible was correct. 

CHARMA VIRUMQUE CANO 

Charms and a man I sing, to wit-a moSt superior person, 
Myself, who bears the fitting name of George Nathaniel 

Curzon, 
From which 'tis clear that even when in swaddling bands I lay 

low, 
There floated round my head a sort of apoStolic halo. 
10 
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At Oxford I made speeches which might well provoke a fit 
In persons jealous of the name and fame of William Pitt ; 
And if the school's examiners deprived me of a FirSt 
It was because with envious spleen those blinking owls were 

curSt. 

'Tis true that when a seat I fain would win in Parliament 
My native county did not smile upon that juSt intent ; 
But when they gave me notice in emphatic terms to ' off it,' 
I smiled and quoted from St. Luke a phrase about a prophet. 

For me no mean ignoble Stage-give me the whole wide 
world-

The seas of either hemisphere muSt see my sails unfurled. 
I have furrowed many an ocean, I have trodden many a land 
From Chinquapin to far Cathay, from Fez to Samarkand. 

Stanley in DarkeSt Africa may rr.ix with dusky broods ; 
Give me the myStery of the EaSt, the Asian solitudes ; 
Ten thousand readers fall to sleep o'er Stanley's turgid pages. 
Mine, though uncut, will light a fire for unbegotten ages I 

That I am moSt remarkable there cannot be a doubt, 
Although no one remarks it when he once has found me out ; 
The only fear to which I own is leSt some ass should blab it, 
And I should nevermore be asked to lose the prize at Crabbet. 

But the Crabbet club was confined to one sex, the revolt againSt the 
drab formality of the age was not. George Curzon, as in other 
things, admired beauty in women with all the ardour of his artiStic 
temperament, and he courted their admiration in return. Not that 
good looks alone gave entry into the brilliant circle of society men 
and women which during the laSt quarter of the nineteenth century 
sprang up like a rich exotic flower on the arid soil of a Stiff and con
ventional age. Men and women with taStes in common and a 
mental horizon that extended beyond the refuitl:ed world of day 
to day exiStence discovered a new zeSt in life in meeting and exchang
ing ideas on a wide range of subjetts. A number of such persons 
fell into the habit of meeting frequently at dinner tables in London, 
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at country places from Saturday to Monday, and at certain well
known country houses in the winter. No more forniallink than 
that of mutual enjoyment in each other's society and common 
affeClion bound " the Souls," as they came to be called, together. 

No one seemed to know for certain who it was who firSt applied 
the sobriquet to those who thus foregathered. The credit was 
sometimes given-and with some probability-to Lady Randolph 
Churchill. There is, however, no doubt as to the occasion which 
confirmed them in their title. Ever since his Oxford days George 
Curzon had been a favourite with those who formed this circle. 
From them he had received conStant hospitality in town and country 
and as a bachelor he had found little opportunity of making any 
return in kind for the entertainment which he had so frequently 
enjoyed. By way of doing something to redress the balance he 
conceived the idea in the summer of 1 8 89 of inviting a number of his 
intimate friends-sometimes, though not universally, known as 
"the Gang "-to a dinner party at the Bachelor's club. It was 
juSt at this time that he learned that he and his friends had been 
chriStened " the Souls," and that others outside their own circle 
who were said to resent the claims to a superior culture which " the 
Gang " were supposed to make, had. dubbed themselves " the 
Bodies." High spirits were not the leaSt of the characteriStics of 
"the Gang," and George Curzon, ever ready with his pen, sat 
down to write a series of rhymes, in which he sang the praises of 
each member of the party in comic Strain. The opening lines of this 
rollicking doggerel may be said to conStitute the copyright of the 
erStwhile " Gang " to their new title. 

The verses were printed and were fairly widely circulated at the 
time ; and they were subsequently published by Lady Oxford in her 
autobiography. The opening Stanzas ran as follows: 

" Ho I liSt to a lay 
Of that company gay, 
Compounded of Gallants and Graces 
Who gathered to dine, 
In the year '89, · 
In a haunt that in Hamilton Place is. 
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" There, there were they met, 
And the banquet was set 

At the bidding of Georgius Curzon ; 
Brave youth ! 'tis his pride, 
When he errs, that the side 

Of Respectable licence he errs on. 

" Around him that night-
Was there e'er such a sight?

Souls sparkled and spirits expanded, 
For of them critics sang 
That, tho' chriStened the Gang, 

By a spiritual link they were banded." 

Then followed a number of Stanzas extolling the merits of each of 
those who had been invited, whether absent or present, and the 
lay concluded with the following lines : 

" Now this is the sum 
Of all those who had come 

Or ought to have come to that banquet ; 
' Then call for the bowl, 

Flow spirit and soul, 
Till midnight not one of you can quit. 

" And bleSt by the Gang 
Be the rhymSter who sang 

Their praises in doggrel appalling. 
More now were a sin
Ho, waiters begin-

Each soul for consomme is calling." 

After dinner the party repaired to number 40, Grosvenor Square, 
the home of Sir Charles Tennant, whose daughters were among the 
moSt brilliant of those who led the crusade againSt what a writer 
subsequently described as " all the solemn pretences that too often 
make English society a weariness." Here, according to Mrs. 
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Humphrey Ward, who, though not herself of them, was a sympa· 
thetic onlooker at their revolt againSt the tyranny of a too rigid 
conventionality, "people were dancing, or thought-reading or 
making music as it pleased them." 1 

A simihtr dinner party was given the following year : 

" A second time these friends are met, 
Again the feStal board is set, 
The envy of a world to whet. 

Again 'tis George N. Curzon, 
The author of the original crime, 
The minStrel of a former time, 
Who mounts his Pegasus of rhyme 

And claps his ruSty spurs on." 

This was more than sufficient to feed the rumours which were 
beginni~g to obtain credence, that in the midSt of London society 
had sprung up a secrei: society with esoteric rites, pledged to a 
revival of culture based on Greek philosophy. Gossip of this sort 
was sufficiently widespread to percolate through to the London and 
provincial press, with the result that the dinner party of July the 
9th, I 89o, obtained a notoriety which must have raised smiles on the 
faces of hoSt and gueSts alike. 

" Mr. George Curzon was the moSt privileged hoSt of laSt week, 
for on Wednesd'ay he entertained that select circle beSt known as 
' the Souls ' at dinner at the Bachelor's club. This higheSt and moSt 
ariStocratic cult comprises only the youngeSt, moSt beautiful and 
moSt exclusive of married women in London. Its high prieSt is 
Mr. A.]. Balfour, and its Egeria is Lady q-ranby ... Very few have 
been initiated into its mySteries~ . . Certain intellectual qualities are 
prominent among 'the Souls,' and a limited. acquaintance with 
Greek philosophy is a sine qua non." 2 

But "the Souls" were not out for advertisement, and the tinge 
of acidity which began to creep into the comments of the press may 

•A letter from Mrs. Humphrey Ward to her Mother published in her book " A 
Writer's Recollecnons." 

•The World of July x6th, 1890, 

x6s 



CURZON, I88z-189I 

be attributed, perhaps, to the disappointed hopes of the baffled 
reporter. " Despite soulful endeavours to live up to their name, 
they have failed. The intellects have tailed off, leaving a subStratum 
of fad and fancy." 1 Their alleged claim to intellectual superiority 
lent itself readily enough to satire-'.' They are juSt a little inclined 
to pose for having inveSted to a unique extent in the kingdom of 
mind, and when asked their raison d' tire, arrogate to themselves as a 
divine right refinement and intellectual aspiration." 2 

The absurd rumours which thus played around the doings of 
''the Souls" gave them a notoriety which was neither desired nor 
deserved. Their taStes were largely literary, and found expression 
in their activities both grave and gay. A favourite paStime was a 
game called Styles, which muSt have been responsible for a prodigious 
output of humorous doggerel. The rules were simple. Each player 
was given a piece of paper and a pencil and half an hour in which to 
compose a poem or piece of prose in the Style of any well-known 
writer. The re~lting rhymes or essays, as the case might be, were 
then read out, an..! the winner acclaimed by the votes of the competi
tors. George Curzon's parody of one of the beSt known of the 
poems of Edgar Allan Poe, composed in the course of a game of 
Styles at Stanway in 1886, muSt surely have been awarded a prize : 

" I sing of the attractions of the Belles, 
London Belles, 
Society Belles. · 

Of the manifold allurements of the Belles : 
Oh, what rhapsodies their charm deserves ; 
How delicious and delirious are the curves 

With which their figure swells-
Voluptuously and voluminously swells

To what deeds the thought impels. 
How their image in me dwells 
And inspires the inmoSt cells 

Of my agitated brain ; 
Till it whirls and whirls again 

•The Birmingham Gazette, November 3rd, 1892. 
•The Queen of April 14th, 1894~ 
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With the captivating vision of these Belles, 

Country Belles, 
Stanway Belles ; 

With the vision of these moSt seduilive Belles ; 
But mo§t of all they capture, 
And with fiery warmth enr~pture, 

The vulnerable bosoms of the Swells 
London Swells, 
Society Swells ; 

The palpitating bosoms of the Swells, 
Country Swells, 
Stanway Swells ; 

The wild and wanton bosoms of the Swells. 

But for all their love of gaiety, they were no idlers, for.mo§t of them 
were ordinarily engaged in serious occupations, such as politics and 
the law, and they found in one another's society the recreation re
quired to add zeSt to the business of life. They delighted in wit and 
repartee, and they talked literature and morals and philosophy and 
flirtation with equal facility and enjoyment. In such an atmosphere 
George Curzon was in his element. " There is a diablerie about Mr. 
Curzon's dialogue," declared a contemporary writer, " and a 
disregard for the personal sensitiveness of others, which sometimes 
brings upon him the rebukes of his fellow souls " ; 1 and along with 
" a ready pen, a ready tongue and an excellent sense of humour," 
with which, with complete juStification, he was credited in private 
life, he displayed" an intrepid social boldness." 2 

He was sometimes accused by his friends of giving too little time 
to reading. He certainly does not seem to have cared particularly 
for light literature, even as a boy. " You never read novels, or I 
could mention some good ones." 8 Neither did he read at all Steadily, 
nor, generally speaking, for the mere pleasure of reading ; but he 
read voraciously at times, and particularly when he was engaged 
.upon some task-the Oxford HiStory examinations for example-

>In England of November 19th, 1892. 
•Lady Oxford in her Autobiography. 
3Letter from St. John Brodrick, March xoth, 1879· 
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that neceSsitated the acquisition · of information. When half way 
round the world in 1887, he mentioned in a letter to St. John 
Brodrick that he had done a great deal of reading, " mainly of a light 
though useful charaCI:er, having read about forty different books." 
And a carefully compiled liSt of the aCI:ual books read during this 
journey comprises between fifty and sixty volumes by an aStonishing 
medley of writers-Carlyle and Voltaire, Thackeray and Goethe, 
Milton and Horace, R. L. Stephenson and Gaboriau, Macaulay and 
Marco Polo, George Eliot and 0. W. Holmes, Charlotte Bronte and 
Fenimore Cooper-a liSt which shows, moreover, that his rule 
excluding novels from his intelleCI:ual fare was not without its excep
tions. He did, indeed, occasionally come across a novel from the 
reading of which he derived genuine recreation. "'Monte Cristo' is a 
wonderful book," he once told Lady Curzon ; " the only novel of 
inordinate length that I ever read through from beginning to end. 
I read it daily at dinner time at Norwood while writing my book on 
Persia." 1 And in after years he found solace during frequent periods 
of inaction forced upon him by physical suffering, in books. " I 
wonder if you are well enough to read ?" he asked a friend on one 
occasion. "If so, even sickness has its consolations." 

When he was writing his own books he read as few men could 
have done. " Of the works, between two and three hundred in 
number, which have been written in European languages on 
Persia during the laSt five centuries, I have either read or have re
ferred to nearly everyone myself" ; 2 and he told Sir Frederic Gold
smid that in addition to the books he had also gone through the 
whole Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society, through the 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society and of the Bengal Asiatic 
Society, of the R.U.S.I., and of the old Bombay Geographical 
Society. 3 And his reading, when the subjeCI: was one that intereSted 
him, was done with the moSt painStaking care. He would settle 
down with pencil and paper in hand, making notes and criticisms as 
he read ; and many an author muSt have been aStonished at receiving 
from him long letters, setting forth not merely his general opinion 

1Letter to Lady Curzoa dated March 15th, 1899· 
•'' Persia," Vol. I, p. 8. 
sLetter to Sir F. Goldsmid. October 15th. 1890. 
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of some volume they had written, but minute corrections of textual 
errors and comments on Statements both of opinion and of fact. In 
19oo, when he was hard at work in India, Lionel CuSt had occasion 
to thank him for a favourable opinion of a small book which he had 
written on Eton. " As you have been kind enough to review my 
book in private to me, I take the chance, etc." 1 And I can speak 
from experience, for shortly before his death he sent me, quite un
solicited, some notes which he had made on a book which I had 
recently brought out on India. His notes embraced references to 
no less than thirty-six of the three hundred odd pages of which the 
volume consiSted. 

But if he was sometimes accused of reading too little, no one 
would ever have thought of suggeSting that he was indolent with 
his pen. A taSte for letter-writing, acquired at Eton and cultivated 
at Oxford, took so firm a hold upon him that to the normal tale of 
correspondence which, in the case of moSt people, is tolerated only 
to the extent to which it is necessary, he voluntarily aqded a vaSt 
volume of letters of a purely conversational type. From his earlieSt 
entry into society he had acquired a habit of corresponding freely 
with his personal.friends, both male and female. And if such inter
course was often concerned with trivialities it was seldom brainless, 
and beneath much badinage was often to be detected a rich vein of 
seriousness. Books and politics were discussed equally with persons 
and personalities. With the talented members of the Tennant family 
in particular he maintained an animated correspondence. And 
nowhere is the real man so apparent a~ in this voluminous written 
interchange of feelings and ideas. " You were so kind and bright, 
so easily entertained," wrote Laura Tennant of his firSt visit to them 
at The Glen, their country home in Scotland, " that you won a 
large place in the heart of the everlasting hills." 2 A little earlier she 
had written to him to tell him of their life at The Glen-" I get up at 
eight and I read Gibbon before breakfaSt. I write, yes I write for 
hours and hours, and seem never to have finished. .t;tnd I walk .... 
But I muSt read in this life-that's why I've embarked on Gibbon. 
Are you horrified that I have never read him ? I suppose it's shock-

1Letter from Mr. H. L. Cu§t, dated February 13th, 1900, 
•Letter dated September z8th, 1884. 
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ing. . . . I have read very few novels, but any speculative reading I 
love. My soul hankers after philosophy and poetry. I am not like 
you for hiStory, however intereSting, sometimes bores me-which is 
awful, and not to be uttered." 1 And Margot Tennant wrote-" I'm 
in the laSt volume of Consuela, which I've no doubt yoq know, I 
like it ever so much. Albert le bon bores me a perir, he's so noble 
and devoid of humour and so conscientiously refined " ; 2 and on 
another occasion-" I am reading Ruskin and DoStoievsky's' Crime 
et chatiment'; beyond that Je n'en sais rien, and my country life, 
smelling of boots, agriculture and bone manure would not intereSt 
you." 3 • 

His frequent absences from England were deplored-" We all 
miss you and have come to the conclusion that you never muSt go 
abroad again. Bring me home an idol of some sort ... all I can get 
for you here is love, but so much from "-here follow the names of a 
number of his friends-" that the envelope would split if I sent it 
all." 4 And he was equally demonStrative. From ConStantinople 
he wrote : " my heart is bubbling with warmth and burSting with a 
generous affeCtion for far diStant ones, for those I am leaving behind, 
for the inmates of The Glen .... " 5 And a little later from Tehran: 
" my thoughts Strain homewards over the long leagues, and I think 
of the delicious country house parties, the fun and talking and wild 
delight." 6 

And never, surely, have the essentials of friendship been put 
higher than they were in this illuminating correspondence. 

"I am sure that unless a man and a woman's friendship is 
built on more sure foundation than the appreciation of a good 
Story in common, or a kiss, or a sitting out under the chapero
nage of a half palm-hid Venus, or even the love of a poet or a 
novel, it will not Stand-it will fall and sink, or cease to exiSt. 
So our friendship muSt be built on one Faith, one Hope, one 

1Letter dated AuguSt: 5th, r884. 
>Ibid., AuguSt 18th, 1884. 
3[bid., March 17th, 1887. 
•Ibid., September 25th, 1887. 
slbid., September z8th, 1889. 
6Jbid., November r8th, r889. 
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Love. The Faith in the perfectability of Man, the Hope of that 
Perfe&bility and the Love of it. Unless we are baptised into 
that church it is not much good imagining one's friendship 
will be a blessed one." x 

It is impossible to draw from the correspondence, of which it has 
not been possible to give more than a few fragmentary extracts, a 
picture of anything but a generous, warm-hearted man, eminently 
companionable, essentially lovable, the very antithesis of the proud 
and disdainful figure, haughtily reserved, cut off by invisible but 

• none the less real barriers from the generality of his fellow men, 
which to the public George Curzon appeared to be. Nor was the 
circle of his personal friends by any means a reStricted one. The 
wide range of his intereSts brought him into personal touch with 
men and women in many walks of life. In these days of which I am 
at present writing he courted the society of men and women in the 
world of letters. His admiration for the poetry of Tennyson aroused 
in him a Strong desire to make the acquaintance of the poet. And 
among the many fragm~ntary jottings which he preserved with his 
private papers is a vivid description of a day and night spent with 
the Tennysons at their home neat; Haslemere in the summer of I 8 84. 

The party was an intimate one of five-the hoSt and hoStess, the 
latter "lying like a pale saint upon her invalid sofa," Eleanor 
Tennyson, wife of Lord Tennyson's second son, a daughter of 
Locker Lampson the poet, and afterwards Mrs. AuguStine Birrell, 
and laSt, but not leaSt, Laura Tennant. After an afternoon in the 
open spent lazily on a heather-clad hilltop, where the time was 
passed in desultory talk and in reading " Evelyn Hope" and " Por
phyria's Lover," the party assembled for an early dinner. During the 
meal their hoSt " talked a good deal in a strange gruff voice, told 
Stories and laughed." At nine p.m. Lady Tennyson went back to her 
sofa and Lord Tennyson to his Study, to read or w~rk, the gueSts 
remaining downStairs. "How well I remember it-Laura playing 
to us in the darkness, her little fingers dancing like lightning over the 
keys." At ten p.m. the party reassembled to dr.ifl.k tea, "and then 
the .real pleasure of the evening began," for Lord Tennyson took up 

•L~tter from Laura Tennant to George Curzon, December 3rd, x884. 
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a book of his poetry and read part of " Maud," " Blow, Bug]e, 
Blow," and" Come down, 0 maid from yonder mountain height." 
c< Never shall I forget the laSt two lines-

" ' The moan of doves in immemorial elms 
And murmur of innumerable bees.'" 

" His reading was a guttural, solemn chant in a rolling resonant 
monotone. In one of his own poems he describes it exaal.y where he 
makes a young poet recite his verses ' mouthing out his Hollow 
o'es and a'es, deep cheSted music.'" 

The dramatic excitement of the evening was crowned by Laura 
Tennant, when for an hour or more "that brilliant child acted to 
us, one thing after another of Sarah Bernhardt, with perfect imitation 
of·Style and geSture and, above all, voice." 

Among noveliSts he knew Ouida and Amelie Rives-afterwards 
Princess Troubetzkoy-the latter intimately. He was fully con
scious of the weaknesses of the former, but gave her credit for one 
great Strength-pathos. He thought that no one in the world could 
read " A dog of Flanders " without crying. He had read Amelie 
Rives's " The Quick and the Dead " before he met her, and had 
speculated on the character of the writer. This and other of her 
books were disfigured, he thought, by sensuous phrases and morbid 
turns of thought ; yet he found her innocently unconscious of the 
interpretation placed on them by her readers. He described her as 
sensitive and highly Strung, but talented both with pen and brush
" she drew exquisitely with a fine pencil point, and her oil paintings 
showed character and originality "-and, above all, the pureSt 
minded and leaSt suspicious woman he had ever met ; one who was 
shocked by the slighteSt breath of impropriety. What she lacked 
and what she required was a Stern literary censor ; and on one 
occasion, at leaSt, George Curzon assumed the role, for in 1890 she 
placed all her poetry in his hands and agreed to abide by his decision 
as to whole or partial publication or suppression. He decided on the 
latter. 



CHAPTER XI 

THE WRITTEN AND THE SPOKEN WORD 

WE have now seen George Curzon both at work and at play. In the 
portrait of the man which we draw from the material thus placed at 
our disposal there Stands out a Strongly marked characteriStic 
which throughout his life played a Strangely determining part in 
shaping not merely his career, but all his thoughts and actions-a 
characteriStic, therefore, which calls for special consider_ation. I 
refer to an intense love of language, which ted him to attach unusual 
importance to the written' and the spoken word. He had fallen under 

'the spell of words while Still at Eton, and his infatuation had grown 
with the passage of time, extorting, as we have seen, frequent 
admonitions from Benjamin Jowett. 

, The pleasure which he derived from speech and writing made of 
him a great maSter of language ; but it tended to broaden rather 
than deepen his mind. He absorbed knowledge rather than evolved 
it. This need cause no surprise, for it is not necessarily the greateSt 
maSters of language who are the profoundeSt or moSt original 
thinkers. George Curzon made no · claim to the possession of 
originality, and was well aware of the direction in which his own 
Strength lay. "I have never claimed the merit of the firSt discovery 
in anything that I have attempted in this country," he declared in a 
speech in India, on February the 12.th, 1903. "Wiser brains have 
Started the ideas long ago. . . But at leaSt let me drive the machine 
a few laps forward in my time." More Striking Still is an admission 
contained in a note which he made of his life at Eton. " I particu
larly excelled in writing Latin verses ; not, I think, because I had 
the leaSt vein of poetry or the smalleSt imagination, but because I 
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had great facility and command of words." And looking back over 
the extraordinary record of success which marked his public school 
career-he won more prizes than had ever been carried off before 
by a boy at Eton-he came to the conclusion that he muSt have had 
" an extraordinary gift for assimilating the contents of books, 
committing to memory precisely what was wanted and writing juSt 
what an examiner required." This would certainly be the verdict 
of some at leaSt of those who were in a position to form a considered 
judgment. One who coached him for his final schools at Oxford, 
while Struck by the tremendous power of assimilation which he 
displayed, did not regard him as a man of any originality of mind t 
-a view which is supported by the weakness in philosophy to 
which he himself confessed ; 2 and a contemporary who was in 
close touch with him throughout the greater part of his life once 
told me that his reverence for language was so great as to lead him to 
doubt the exiStence of thought which was incapable of being ex
pressed in words. 

Yet this eStimate of him is certainly not wholly true. Despite his 
own denial, he did undoubtedly possess the imagination which is so 
often found in association with highly Strung natures. How far it 
was the outcome of emotionalism and how far the product of pro
cesses of thought may be left to the psychologiSt to determine. But 
without imagination he could never have developed his over
whelming sense of the romance of Empire ; neither could he have 
displayed the foresight which enabled him, in the sphere of inter
national affairs, to figure in the r6le of a successful prophet as he did 
when war broke out between Japan and China, and to frame policies 
to meet situations which were still veiled in the uncertainties of 
the future. " I am always looking ahead in India," he told Lord 
George Hamilton on one occasion. "There is not a day of my life 
in which I do not say to myself ' What is going to happen in this 
country twenty or fifty years hence?' " 3 Nor, again, could a man 
devoid of all imagination have planned enterprises on the vaSt 
scale which appealed so Strongly to George Curzon. The concep-

•Professot Alexandet. 
•See back, page 53. 

3l..etter dated AuguSt z9th, I90Q. 
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tion of a great Ceremonial Durbar, unsurpassed in magnitude 
and unparalleled in splendour, to mark the accession of King 
Edward VII, was his. He it was, likewise, who planned and super
vised and guided to its completion the. erection in Calcutta of a 
noble memori~tl to Queen Victoria, which took a quarter. of a 
century in the building. But all this is scarcely germane to my 
present argument, that love of language for language's sake was a 
striking feature in George Curzon's intellectual make-up. 

The delight which he took in highly polished phrases was the 
outcome, in part at least, of a catholic love of beauty, from which 
he derived a deep admiration for the Arts. With his emotional 
temperament he worshipped freely at the shrines of all the Muses ; 
but his own offerings upon the altar were dedicated more particu
larly to Calliope and Erato. And as in the case of all passions too 
freely indulged, from being the servant it sometimes tended to 
become the master. He knew well the danger of a man allowing 
himself to succumb to the spell of mere words, and on one occasion 
at least he adjured others to be: on their guard against it. "The first 
temptation that you should avoid," he told the graduates of the 
University of Calcutta, when addressing them as their Chancellor 
at the Convocation held on February I sth, 1902, "is that of letting 
words be your masters instead of being masters of your words." 
But knowledge of the existence of a particular pitfall is no~ always 
sufficient to prevent a man from stumbling into it ; and George 
Curzon was himself sometimes accused of allowing his love of 
language to take charge of his processes of thought. "Mr. Curzon 
is too apt to follow a rhetorical phrase or an attractive dissyllable. 
The feeling that he often lets his long words lead him is not one 
that inspires confidence." 1 When describing the kaleidoscopic 
scenes of the Orient he certainly delighted in covering his palette 
with the richest colours. Street life in Pekin,· for ex4ample, he 
pictured as " a phantasmagoria of excruciating incident, too be
wildering to grasp, too aggressive to acquiesce in, too absorbing to 
escape." 

But quite apart from the criticism to which passages such as 
this gave rise, that he was sometimes more concerned with his 

•The Spectator of Auguft 2.sth, 1894. 
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language than with his ideas, there were certainly times when his 
passion for composition became an exaCting taskmaster, goading 
him to incessant and excessive labour with voice and pen. To the 
art of writing he always devoted an aStonishingly high proportion 
of his day. His restless pen, when not engaged in more serious 
tasks, was the almost conStant companion of his leisure hours. 
He appeared, indeed, to derive positive satisfaction from the mere 
physical act of writing. From his earlieSt years, encouraged by his 
Mother, he took especial pains to cultivate the art of clear and rapid 
penmanship. " I have been looking through your letter and I have 
juSt seen what you say about my t' s; I will try and make them 
longer." 1 How well he succeeded may be seen from the diaries 
which he kept when travelling, for they were invariably marvels 
of minute calligraphy. Until he became Viceroy of India he had 
never once employed an amanuensis. " This is my first experiment 
in dictating a letter," he told the Secretary of State in the opening 
sentence of his first communication to him after assuming the reins 
of office, "and I cannot, therefore, say whether it will be a success. 
You muSt attribute to the novelty of the experiment any want of 
cohesion or clearness in what I say." 2 And all through his life 
the tremendous and unceasing output of his pen-Despatches, 
Minutes, Essays, books and letters-was the amazement of all 
who came in contact with him. He always maintained that by the 
time a letter or Dispatch had been dictated, transcribed, submitted 
for correction, corrected and returned for signature, he could have 
written it twice over in his own hand. And he remained quite 
unmoved by the comment on this particular idiosyncrasy dropped 
by a colleague who was taking over an office which he himself 
had juSt vacated, that as the business men of England, France, 
Germany and America-" I do not know about Italy "-dictated 
letters, he could not believe that they were all wrong-" and 
George was right." Even during the exacting days of the European 
War and the even more exaCting days of post-war peace, when he 
occupied positions in the Cabinet entailing unceasing application 
to official business, it was always with hesitation and misgiving 

•Letter to Lady Scarsdale, Febnnry t;th, 1873. 
•Letter to Lord George Hamilton, January 12.th, 1899. 
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that he had recourse to the adventitious aid of a stenographer. 
A perfectly intelligible, but none the less unfortunate, slip in the 
opening words of a vitally important Despatch to a Foreign Gov
ernment which, in view of the urgency of the case, he had been 
persuaded to dictate, did nothing to reconcile him to the employ
ment of such assistance. " His Majesty's Government entertain the 
sanguinary hope ,'' he read when the document was sub

. mitted to him for approval. 
Endless examples could be given of the almost incredible extent 

to which he burdened himself with wholly unnecessary labour in 
this respect. When in office nothing exasperated him more than to 
be asked to append his signature to an indifferently written Des
patch. Of one of his subordinates when Viceroy of India he declared 
-" His efforts at composition have caused me hours of additional 
labour and moments of agonised despair.'• 1 And it is impossible 
to compute the amount of time which he devoted annually through
out his Viceroyalty to re-writing drafts which fell short of the 
Standard of composition which he demanded. In this respect he 
never altered. The astonished secretary of an important Committee 
of which George Curzoh was chairman when the stress of war
it was in 1916-placed an almoSt intolerable burden upon all in 
authority, declares that when taking a draft to him for approval he 
felt, in spite of his forty years, much like a schoolboy taking a 
piece of Latin prose to his form-master for correction. You could 
almoSt see the gown and mortar-board. Any mistake in grammar, 

, any flaw in good English, was inStantly detected and amended. 
Certain words were forbidden; sentences that began" laSt January" 
were changed to " In January laSt." 2 

More amazing Still, amid the heavy toil of his Indian Admini
Stration, he found time one day in February 1905 to write with his 
own hand a letter of sixteen large quarto sheets to a friend in 
England, whose assiStance he *sired in a project for replacing 
the exiSting gates into the grounds of Government House with 
others which should be " worthy of so fine a building as this, 

1Letter to Lord George Hamilton. 
•Mr. Clement Jones, C.B., who served as secretary to the Shipping Control Com

mittee e§tablished in January, 1916. 
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worthy of their situation and worthy of the official residence of the 
representative of the Crown in India." These sixteen pages con
Stituted merely the covering letter to a parcel containing three 
duplicate sets of photographs and papers, which included " a 
ground plan of Government House compound (as we call it), 
drawings, elevations and measurements of the deficient gates and 
gateways, photographs of the same and photographs of the house 
from different aspects." But the matter did not end here. Later 
during the same day it seems to have occurred to him that some 
explanation was, perhaps, desirable of his reason for writing to 
arrange for the purchase and despatch of the new gates in this 
unofficial manner, and he thereupon penned a second letter· ex
planatory of the first-" In another letter I have sought your assi
Stance about some new gates for this place. A perhaps more ordi
nary method of procedure would have been to do, or try to do, the 
thing through the India Office. In this case there would have been 
a long wrangle as to whether we ought to have gates at all. This 
would have gone on for a year. Then there would have been ... " 
and so on for four more pages. 1 

What are we to think of such performances ? As examples of 
incorrigible industry they compel admiration ; yet admiration is 
inevitably tempered by impatience at the spectacle of a great ser
vant of the State gratuitously wearing himself out by insiSting on 
doing with his own hand work w.Hch should so obviously have 
been delegated to someone else. 

This Strange delight which he took in travelling over reams of 
paper with a swiftly moving pen was the outcome partly of unusual 
industry, partly of a marked distrust of the capacity of others for 
doing a thing precisely as he wished it done, but partly, also, of his 
extraordinary love of language. The sound and rhythm which, 
under the manipulation of a master hand, words and phrases 
could be compelled to yield, appealed irresiStibly to him. Speaking 
on one occasion of a famous traveller, he said, " One of the great 
merits of Mr. Doughty is that not only did his journeys provide us 
with the main authority on the geography of Arabia, but they also 
presented us with a classic in literature. Mr. Doughty must be tired 

•Both letters to Sir Schomberg MacDonnell are dated February x6th, 1905. 
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of being told that his style is reminiscent of the Elizabethan age. 
I will only say this, that some of his phrases seem to be hewn out 
of the sheer granite, and when the blow is struck one can almoSt 
see the sparks fly forth."l And with him the act of writing was 
complementary to the art of composition. A sunset on in other
wise uneventful day on the Indian Ocean was sufficient to set his' 
pen in motion. "I should not be taking up my pen to write any
thing about two absolutely uneventful days, were it not that one 
of them provided a sunset of surpassing grandeur ;" 2 and he set to 
work to compose a word picture in the pages of his notebook, 
going over the description with the critical eye of the artist, alter
ing a word here, and the turn of a phrase there, subjecting it to 
the lapidary work with which he credited Tennyson, whom he 
pi&lred " chiselling and polishing " the language whic~ provided 
his poetry. ' 

" Some of these sunsets on the placid bosom of t)le Indiari 
Ocean are sights to be remembered. On this occasion the 
wonder of it did not arise until the fiery ball had already 
vanished, Staining, as it sank, the league-long galleries of the 
WeSt. Then, as each minute slipped by, some new tint ap
peared upon that glorious sky-palette which shone with un
known and indescribable colour. Above the remotest sea line, 
momentarily deepening from azure to turquoise and from tur
quoise to sapphire and from sapphire to indigo, hung a·curtain 
of saffron that from being pale primrose soon grew yellqw as 
'a crocus. Above this the great bulk of clouds were rolled 
together as though they had been muStered. in squadrons and 
drilled in platoons to do honour to some parting commander. 
Stately and · solid were their ranks, rich and gleaming the 
panoply, and the upper edges thereof were broken like'a storm 
of penons fluttering in a calvary charge. But the glory did not 
cease here. For high above their heads floated a whirlwind of 
colours like silken banners Streaming in the sky,; folds of 
crimson and purple and orange and gold superbly shining upon 

•Speech at the Annual Dinner of the Royal Geographical Society, May 2oth, 1912. 
•A diary of a journey round the world in 1887-88. 
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a background of opaline blue and ever fadlng, ever dying 
green. Too soon the procession had passed and the pageant 
was no more." 

The high place which he accorded to the art of composition is 
further illustrated by his Rede Lecture, delivered at Cambridge 
University in 1913, on the subject of modern Parliamentary e~o
quence. As he traced the changes which had come over the charac
ter of Parliamentary speaking he made clear his regret at the ells
appearance from it in modern times of classical quotations-" one 
of the moSt hallowed and effective implements of oratory "-and 
of " the imagery, metaphor, antithesis, alliteration, trope," which 
had been at one time the popular adjuncts of the rhetorical art. 
He paid his tribute to the intellect and dialeilical skill of speakers 
such as Arthur Balfour, who, he felt sure, had " never consciously 
cultivated a single rhetorical art," and who could never, except by 
mistake, have "strayed into a peroration." But he showed un
miStakably that while admiring the intellectual gifts to which 
Arthur Balfour could lay claim, he dld not agree with the view 
which he attributed to him, that it was the thought behind the words 
that was all important and that the form being accidental, tempera
mental and secondary, might very well be left to look after itself. 
His obvious preference was for t_lf Stuclied eloquence of Lord 
Rosebery, with his great oratorical gifts, his voice " flexible and 
resonant rather than melodlous, gestures bold and dramatic, 
perhaps even at times hiStrionic, a diction both chaste and resplen
dent, an exhaustive knowledge of all that is pertinent in literature 
or hiStory, an exuberant fancy, great natural wit, a gift of persiflage, 
sometimes almoSt too generously indulged." His speeches might 
lay claim to be " both oratory from the effect produced on their 
audlences at the time, and literature, to judge by the enjoyment with 
which they may be read afterwards." 

He was deeply moved by the mere music of well-chosen words 
sonorously declaimed, and spoke with admiration of the glowing 
periods of which Lord Hugh Cecil was_ capable when the fire of 
eloquence was ignited on his lips, and the House of Commons was 
" hushed to silence " as it liStened to words that combined " the 
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charm of music with the rapture of the seer." One of the features 
of a great building that always arrested his attention was its acoustic 
properties. ·Overwhelmed though he was by the pure beauty of the 
Taj Mahal at Agra, he did not fail to take note of its remarkable 
echo. "The feeblest utterance of the voice is taken up and passed 
on and swollen in the smooth concavity of the dome by a rolling 
and musical murmur. . . . A loud note goes echoing on through 
the gloom overhead, in delicious wave upon wave that eddies 
round the hollow vault, beginning with the peal of an organ till 
it dies away in thrills of faint and far off melody." Conversely 
inattention on the part of a speaker to the req~rements of rhythm 
and sound constituted in his eyes the greatest of rhetorical crimes. 
He once described a speaker to whose oration circumstances 
obliged him to listen as " gabbling off his uninteresting and un
emotional statement with about as much melody of utterance as a 
steam roller crushing in the flints on a new road." And on another 
occasion he said of a colleague-" His statements are of the baldest 
and most uninteresting description. ·He never makes ' these dead 
bones ' live ; but only rattles them together as though he were 
digging with a pitchfork into a dust heap." 

He modelled his own speeches on the style of the ancients rather 
than of the moderns. Some of his Indian speeches were translated 
by an enthusiastic admirer into classical Greek, 1 and they lent them
selves admirably to this treatment, for the resulting productions were 
declared by so competent a scholar as Professor S. H. Butcher to 
contain much that was Demosthenic in idiom and rhythm. 2 On one 
occasion he regaled-and possibly bewildered-the House of Lords 
by introducing into a speech of his own a Greek quotation from 
Herodotus. 3 And there were occasions when his Cabinet Minutes 

tThe translator was Mr. F. T. Richards, a remarkable man employed in the Agent's 
office of the Great Indian Peninsular Railway at Bombay, who devoted his leisure hours 
to Latin and Greek composition. He was an excellent scholar, who had read widely 
and minutely and who kept himself abreaSt of the beSt classical works of the day. 

•In a letter to George Curzon, September 4th, 1906. 
3Kpo'iuos ''AA.A.vv otU./3d.s p.ry&.A.rw dpx~v KaTaAVU€. These words were those 

used by the prieStess of Delphi to Croesus before he embarked upon the enterprise 
which ended by deStroying his kingdom. They were applied by Lord Curzon to Mr. 
Asquith in respect of his cryptic utterances on the intentions of the Govemment 
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challenged comparison with the work of classical writers. Those 
who served in the Cabinet during the war will perhaps remember a 
scholarly Minute in which he dealt with the proposed evacuation 
of Gallipoli-a piece of prose which muSt certainly have recalled, 
if it was not actually modelled on, the writings ofThucydides in their 
original tongue. 

His love of language is further illuStrated by his passion for poetry. 
One 1 who was present at a small dinner at the House of Commons 
in 1887, at which books and poetry formed the Staple of conversa
tion, describes how George Curzon " boomed out the lines-

' All night have the roses heard 
The flute, violin, bassoon.' " 

Fifteen years afterwards these lines were still ringing in his ears, and 
in a brief moment of leisure in India he jotted down his explanation 
of the " extraordinary beauty " of the second line, which so cap
tivated his senses. It was compounded of the labial in flute, the 
v in violin and the resonant laSt syllable of bassoon. He found a 
similar charm in the neighbourhood of the v and I in other lines 
from " Maud "-

" In violets blue as your eyes," 
and 

" The valley of Paradise.'' 

And he wondered if any one had ever sufficiently noticed the subtle 
effect of the letter v in poetry, which always produced an effeCl: that 
required analysis. 

Here again it was the music that caught his ear-the beauty of the 
garment in which the message of the poet was clad-more than the 
message itself that arreSted his attention. He would not himself 
have admitted this. Rather did he claim to belong to that school 
which neither exaggerating the importance of matter nor idolising 
beauty of form, believe~ that the higheSt art consiSts in a harmonious 
combination of the two, and that " the greateSt poet is he who con-

with regard to Home Rule for Ireland in the course of a debate in the House of Lords 
on February the 12th, 1914. 

'Miss Balfour, afterwards the Hon. Mrs. A. Lyttelton, D.B.E. 
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"ie profoundeSt moral lesson in the moSt perfect artiStic 

veys ~\-the school which holds that all true poetry " is both 
~hape :ual and emotional, the expression of truth as well as the 
mtelle8ce of feeling." And on one occasion at leaSt he definitely 
u~teraned from the view put forward by De Tocqueville that poetry 
dtssen~ search and the delineation of the ideal, and that its object was 
was thl represent what was true, but to adorn it and to present to 
not t~'nd some loftier imagery. 1 

the ffilrertheless, it was to his emotional nature rather than to his 
. Nelct that poetry ordinarily appealed. He discussed such matters 
mtellet with his intimates at Oxford-notably with Rennell Rodd, 
f;eely JUn?er and editor of" Waif~ and Strays"; and on one.occasion 
t le f/!d mto correspondence w1th the latter on the subJect of a 
enter 1 on which that cultured undergraduate happened to be en
poenu. George Curzon had suggeSted the employment of a richer 
gag~\nore arreSting Style. The poet had dissented-" I may write on 
a~~rong principle, but I write as I can .... Some poems, like those 
~ wf The Earthly Paradise,' are dependent on their Story and a 
m +ain smooth, picturesque flowing treatment ; others are de
cert;_dent on the language and certain grand pictures presented one 
pentr another to the mind. Such a one is ' Endymion,' which you 
aft~ote. The Story of it is nothing at all, absolutely nothing ; one 
quardly feels a Story is being told .... Where the Story is so much as 

. ri mean mine to be one would hardly be juStified in employing such 
I a Style in words as would cause you to lose sight of the Story." 2 

And George Curzon's comments on poetry were almoSt invariably 
J concerned with the Style as diStinct from the matter of the poem. 

He thought Clough's hexameters unworthy of the name, for the 
reason that he was conStantly making vowels short where they 
preceded two, three, or even four consonants. In the line ending-

" towers and pillars and domes," 

for example, he thought it atrocious that he should twice make a 
short ; firSt before ndp, and again before ndd. Longfellow Struck 

•His profession of faith was made in an article entitled "Poetry, Politics and 
Conservatism," published in the Nationnl Review of December 1885. 

2Letter from Renncll Rodd to George Curzon, December x88x. 
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him as beirig an even greater sinner in this respect than Clou1 

Stood aghaSt.at the lines from .. Evangeline"- ;gh. He 

" This is the foreSt primreval, 
The murmuring pines and the hemlocks." 

" Look at the horror of e short in foreSt before stpr," he exc\ . 
Not even the rather slovenly pronunciation and elision ~l~med. 
sonants so common in English could juStify such violations> . fcon
laws of sound. In his view Tennyson alone amongSt: Eng lis( 0 the 

, had faithfully copied the Latin metres. Other imitators were ~ poets 
trifling with metres of which they ignored the elements.lmerely 
Tennyson, consequently, he entertained an immense admil ~or 
He took a special delight in his lyrics, which he thought mufat10n. 
"as long as the English language is spoken and as beauty in d~~~St, 
appeals, to the souls in men." He was captivated by the p~ l~on 
grandeur of- ·~ tng 

" Blow, bugle, blow," 

and the flawless beauty of-

" Come down, 0 Maid I from yonder mountain height." 

And he gave a gathering at the British Academy in 1909 a grar< . 
description of Tennyson's own reading of his poems. "The great~c 
part of the recitation," he explained, "was made in a low rolling~, 
monotone, which occasionally rose in the middle of a line and felll 
with almoSt uniform regularity at the end of the Stanza or phrase. \ 
It was like some Norse king's funeral dirge." 

Another poet Jrom whom he derived infinite satisfaction was 
D. G. Rossetti, some of whose phrases reminded him of" Tenny
son's lapidary work as he chiselled and polished 'The Dream of 
Fair Women.' " Indeed, of all the poetry with which he was ac
quainted, it was Rossetti's 'f Blessed Damozel " that exercised the 
moSt subtle and sensuous influence over his mind. He committed 
it to memory at an early age, and acquired a habit of reciting it to 
himself during his lonely wanderings over the trackless spaces of 
Asia-during solitary rides over the plains of Persia, through the 
hills of Korea, amid the solitudes of the Pamirs. And its appeal was 
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in no way lessened by his realisation of the fact that it was a case, not 
o(artless, but of highly Studied perfeCtion. The metaphors employed 
seemed to him to be magnificent-notably that contained in the 
lines- ' 

'" And the souls mounting up to God 
Went by her like thin flames." 

Here again it was the successful manipulation of words that excited 
his enthusiasm-" the onomatopcdc force describing the upward 
movement of the words ' went by her,' and, again, ' thin flames,' 
and the sense of swift motion of flight produced by the aspirate 
at the beginning of' her.' " 1 

He was familiar with the two main versions of Rossetti's picture 
of the " Blessed Damozel,'' one of which he had seen at the Man
cheSter exhibition in 1 887-on the occasion, possibly, of his visit 
to that city which did so much to eStablish his reputation as a brilliant 
platform speaker. His affettion for the poem caused him to covet 
the pitture, and on his departure for India in I 898 he left inStruCtions 
for its purchase, should it ever come into the market. 

This fine appreciation of the capacity of language gave to his 
speeches rare charm and diStinCtion, and great facility in giving 
expression to his thoughts. Lord George Hamilton once mentioned 
in a letter to him a conversation which he had had with Edward 
Clarke, in the course of which the latter paid a great compliment to 
George Curzon's powers. "I alluded to Pitt as the man ·who was 
supposed to be able to dittate offhand a Queen's speech without a 
moment's preparation. Clarke replied : ' There is a man now in the 
House of Commons who could do the same,' mentioning you.'' 2 

It is doubtful if he was ever much attraeted by the commoner arts 
of the demagogue ; in later life he made little effort to wirt success 
a's a popular speaker. But faced with a cultured audience anxious tc 
hear him on some subjett in which he was intereSted, he at once 
became a commanding figure. The leaSt impressionable soon realised 
that he was in the presence of no ordinary man. He once said that it 

•The pencil notes from which this is an extraCl: were written on sheets of note paper 
BOrne time during his residence in India as Viceroy. 

•Letter from Lord George Hamilton to Lord Curzon, January 5th, 1900. 
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was his ambition, no matter what he was doing, always to lift it on 
to a plane above the normal. Few would deny that in the matter 
of his speeches this ambition was one in which he was frequently 
successful. There were often passages in them to whose appealing 
beauty no one could possibly be insensible. This was particularly 
so in the case of the speeches which he delivered before leaving 
England to assume the Indian Viceroyalty. To these passages 
attention will be called in due course. In the meantime we muSt 
return to his firSt official conneCtion with that country in the less 
exalted position of an Under Secretary. 



CHAPTER XII 

UNDER SECRETARY FOR INDIA AND SECOND JOURNEY 
ROUND THE WORLD 

LoRD SALISBURY's choice of a new Under Secretary for India was 
widely discussed. It was not unnaturally resented by those who had 
hoped to fill the poSt themselves ; and in such quarters it was hotly 
denounced as an object lesson, for Members of Parliament who, 
while the favoured individual was holiday making abroad, had been 
assiduous in' their attendance at the House of Commons and had 
made it a part of their religion to vote Straight and hold themselves 
at the beck and call of the party Whips. It afforded others who had 
come under the lash of his tongue an opportunity which they were 
not slow to take, of paying back a little in kind. Prominent among 
these was his old opponent in the House of Commons, Mr. H. 
Labouchere. " w·hen I say that 1vfr. Curzon is about one-tenth as 
clever as he thinks himself I am paying him a very high compliment 
indeed " ; and his good wishes took the form of an acid piece of 
advice. He should carefully eschew his present mode of speaking 
and realise " that he is not a divinity addressing black beetles when 
he has to explain the Indian policy of the Government." 1 

But opinion generally regarded the appointment as one of those 
obviously fit and proper arrangements which so seldom take place 
in the crooked world of conflicting intereSts and ambitions ; and 
the subject of these diverse views found little reason to complain 
of the reception which he was accorded. " On the whole, the press 
have been marvellously kind to me, though some killing things 

1 Truth of November 19th, 1891.' 
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have been said." 1 The contraSt between the real man and the man 
as he appeared to the public, which has been continuously em
phasised in these pages, was brought out by one who knew him, 
in a letter to the Pall Mall Gazette: " .... in one matter may I ven
ture a criticism ? Your article appeared to suggest that Mr. Curzon 
belonged to the class of academic prigs .•.. I think that opportunity 
is alone demanded to show that the new Under Secretary for India 
is not merely an authority on EaStern queStions whom men of the 
highest military position are not ashamed to consult, but a man of 
delightful and boyish generosity and of bright and daring humour." 2 

Apart from the comments of the press, he received a host of 
congratulations from men in many walks of life. Jowett wrote
" I have never been more pleased at a political appointment than at 
yours." 3 Professor Vambery, the Hungarian Orientalist, expressed 
keen satisfaCtion. " Lord Salisbury has again shown his great 
capacity to seletl: the proper man in the proper place . . . . In fat!:, 
th_!!re was rarely a man more fit for that position than yourself." 4 

Of George Curzon's own feelings of satisfaCtion there was never 
the smallest doubt. To have his fingers at last on the keyboard of 
contemporary events delighted him. " I have so much work that I 
know not which way to turn. The office interests me enormously, 
and the old boys there, who were authorities and swells before I 
was born, treat me with amazing affability. I believe they expetl:ed 
me to walk in and pull their noses, inStead of which they meet with 
ingenuous deference and an almost virginal modesty." 5 

It was not long before he was called on to defend his Department 
in the House of Commons, for on February the 12th, 1892, Mr. 
Swift McNeill moved an amendment to the Address, condemning 
the attitude of the Government towards the employment of Indians 
in the Public Services. The debate was of small importance, and 
the new Under Secretary had no difficulty in showing that the 
mover's information was inaccurate and his deduCtions, conse
quently, unsound. It interested the House chiefly because it enabled 

•Letter to Miss Leiter, November zgth, x8gx. 
•Pall Mall Gazette, November 19th, x8gx. 
3Letter dated November z3rd, x8gx. 
•Letter dated November 19th, 1891i 
sLetter to Miss Leiter, November .agth, xSgx. 
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it to see how the new MiniSter conduCted himself. It was not left 
long in doubt. " He advanced to the box on the table in front of 
Mr. Balfour and leaned on its lid as carelessly as if he had been 
accuStomed to Stand there all his life ; he even slapped the box with 
the familiarity of an old friend." 1 He concluded his education of 
Mr. McNeill with a Statement that it would be his privilege before 
long to introduce a Bill for the reorganisation of the Legislative 
Councils in .India, under whose provisions the number of Indian 
members would be considerably increased. 

BJ.It before the opportunity for the introduction of the Bill came 
he was again challenged by Mr. Swift McNeill, who moved the 
adjournment of the House on March the xoth to call attention to 
the alleged inadequacy of the measures being taken by Government 
to cope with the famine then raging in Madras. The Under Secre
tary's reply was replete with figures and faCts, all of which explained 
why it was that the charges preferred by the mover were unsup
ported" by one scintilla of evidence." The motion was withdrawn. 

On March the 2.8th, Gebrge Curzon rose to introduce the pro
mised Indian Council's bill. It proposed to enlarge somewh!lt the 
exiSting Legislative Councils in India, and to give to their members 
an annual opportunity of ranging over the field of adminiStration 
by means of a general discussion on the Budgets, Imperial and Pro
vincial, and the right of addressing queStions to the Government 
on matters of policy and adminiStration. It was not claimed for it 
that it was "a great or an heroic measure," but that it was a Step in 
advance which, without impairing the efficiency of Government, 
would promote the intereSts of India. It received the blessing of 
Mr. GladStone, who went so far as to suggeSt that an amendment 
moved from the Liberal benches in favour of a mandatory applica
tion of the elective principle in the conStitution of the legislative 
bodies should be withdrawn, a course which was agreed to, though 
reluCtantly, by its sponsor. Thus the Bill received its second reading. 
"I have had to make a few speeches, but not very many. Still, 
there is always the office work, which is entrancing. I believe I am 

'the only official who ever said so, and my originality is rarer in not 
being purchased at the coSt of truth. It will be too heart-rending if 

. rJt. James' Gazelle of February I 3th, I89Z· 
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they go and turn us out."l The Committee Stage and Third Reading 
of the Bill were got through without difficulty. "I have so far been 
lucky in my Parliamentary work, particularly with a Bill called 
the India Councils ACt:, which I had to introduce and pilot through 
the House of Commons." 2 

A General EleCtion was at hand ; but George Curzon could face 
the future with equanimity. The Times, in its review of the Session, 
had written that as Under Secretary for India he had made a reputa
tion in Parliament quite above the common level attained by 
subordinate officials ; and he viewed the prospeCt of an appeal to 
his conStituents without apprehension. " I think my seat at South
port is fairly safe. I judge so from the extravagant denunciation of 
the radical paper, whose laSt number accuses me of brag, bluSter, 
blatancy, bombaSt, buffoonery, foppishness, malignity and other 
political virtues." 3 And if his party were to meet with defeat and 
he were to be deprived of office, there was always the consolation 
of travel, which the greater freedom of Opposition would permit. 
" If we are turned out-one laSt gorgeous frolic in the remote and 
untamed EaSt." 4 

Matters turned out much as he expeCted. Parliament was pro
rogued at the end of June; the General EleCtion followed in July. 
George Curzon was returned for Southport by a majority of 6o4 
over Dr. Pollard, the local Liberal candidate ; Lord Salisbury met 
the House of Commons on AuguSt the 4th, and on a vote of want 
of confidence moved by Mr. Asquith, was defeated by a majority 
of forty. On the 13th of the same month George Curzon left 
England for New York on his second journey round the world. 
He fled so precipitately that he was up till six a.m. packing, rested 
for one hour only, and left London at nine a.m., reaching New York 
on the zoth. Here he heard of Mr. Asquith's appointment as Home 
Secretary-" sudden, unsuspeCted, agreeable to his friends (we sent 
off a telegram of congratulation) but scarcely deserved, and Labby's 
exclusion, which afforded me infinite delight." s 

His friends had fitful news of him, sometimes from an article in 

1Letter to Miss Leiter, dated March 2.:md, 1892. 
•Letter to Miss Leiter, undated. 3lbid. •Ibid. 
sFrom a diary kept during his journey round the world 1892-93. 
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The Times, in a series of which were recorded the political results 
of his wanderings and Studies ; sometimes from a hurried letter. 
" I am juSt tearing myself away from the fascinations of Japan for 
the rugged embrace of Korea ; one of the dirtieSt and moSt repulsive 
countries in the world." 1 

From Korea he went on to China, visiting Peking and other 
cities. In the reading room of the European club at a small Chinese 
seaport 'he came across the OB:ober number of Blackwood's Magazine, 
in which he. found an article on his book on Persia-" the beSt and 
moSt complete book on any Asiatic State in our language, not even 
excepting our Indian Empire.~' 

During his travels and enquiries in Korea and China he wa~ 
accompanied by his old Oxford friend, Cecil Spring-Rice," the beSt, 
cheerieSt, moSt unselfish, most amusing of travellirig companions," 
from whom he parted at Shanghai with unfeigned regret. " Pot 
nearly two months we have been together at moSt hours of the day 
and night and have not exchanged one jarring word." 2 

f-lis objeilive was now French Indo-China and Siam, where he 
found both politics and archreology of absorbing intereSt. Through
out the journey he made his· usual elaborate notes of all that he saw 
and heard. But he also possessed the art of compassing much in a 
few terse sentences, and while at Saigon he dashed off, much in the 
Style in which Mr. Alfred Jingle of No Hall Nowhere was in the 
habit of imparting information to Mr. Pickwick and his friends, a 
rapid but illuminating outline of all that he had accomplished. 

" Oh ! it has been an amazing tour ; . all new ; Korea, 
Peking, Tanking, Annam, Cochin China, Cambogia; visits to 
fading oriental courts ; audiences with dragon-robed emperors 
and kings ; long hard rides all the day ; vile, sleepless, com
fortless nights; excursions by sea boat, by river boat, on horse
qack, pony back and elephant back; in chairs, hammocks and 
palanquins." 

He then referred to his articles in The Times and declared that, 
1Letter to Miss Leiter, dated September 29th, 1892. 
•Diary'kept on his journey round the world, 1892-93. 
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"what with reacling, writing and making notes, I doubt if I have 
ever been harder worked in my life." Finally, he spoke of the 
famous ruins of the great Khmer Empire, mouldering in the heart 
of the Siamese jungle. " I have juSt been up in the interior of Siam to 
some amazing ruins, the fineSt in the world. It is a place called 
Angkor, and there a race that has since perished came some 1,700 
years ago from Inclia, founded a mighty empire and built palaces 
and temples that rival those of Nineveh or Karnak. Now they are 
buried in a tropical foreSt, and one has to cut a path with a billhook 
to see their ruins." 1 

From Siam he travelled clireCl:, making brief calls at Singapore, 
Penang, .Colombo and Aden only. " In six days I shall be in the 
mill again, and the EaSt will have sunk below the horizon into the 
fairyland of memory and romance." 2 He reached Brindisi on March 
the 1St, broke his journey for a day in Paris, and was back in London 
on March the 5th. 

For long the lines of his future career had been acquiring ever 
clearer definition. It was no longer the Democratic Toryism of 
Lord Randolph Churchill that filled his mind and absorbed his 
energies. His. enthusiasm for great programmes of reform at home 
had reached its climax at the Bradford Conference in 1886. With his 
contaCl: with the lands of EaStern Asia in 1887 a different goal had 
risen above the horizon of his mind, and from that day onwards he 
had direCl:ed his Steps towards it with Steady determination and with 
ever increasing delight, until now it loomed large before him, 
limned in vivid outline against the background of his life. 
"Rightly or wrongly," he told his constituents on his return in 1893, 
" it appears to me that the continued exiStence of this country is 
bound up in the maintenance-aye I will go further and say even 
in the extension of the British Empire." In glowing sentences he 
proudly proclaimed himself the convinced and fervent apoStle of a 
new Imperialism. When in some diStant future Great Britain Stood 
at the bar of hiStory, upon what, he asked, would she be judged? 
It seemed to him that the answer to that queStion could never be in 
doubt. She would be judged, not by her achievements in the domain 

•Letter to Miss Leiter, January 14th, 1893. 
•Letter to Miss Leiter,· February 29th, 1893. 
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of domeStic legislation, but by the mark which she had left upon the 
peoples, the religions and the morals of the world. 

"It is remembered of Ancient Greece, not that she invented 
demagogues and murdered Socrates, but that she taught the firSt 
lessons of liberty to the ancient world. It is remembered of 
Rome, not that her people went to see gladiatorial combats 
in the Colosseum or that she produced Nero, but that she 
bequeathed her language and literature to the \X' est of Europe. 
It is remembered of the Jews, not that they were the moSt 
disagreeable and turbulent people upon the shores of the 
Mediterranean, but that they were the firSt people to preach 
to the ancient world the creed of a single God." 

So, surely, would Britain be judged and remembered by the man
ner in which she had exercised the power, " for 'some peculiar and 
inscrutable reason entruSted to her by Providence," over the many 
races which had become the subject to her sway. It was in Asia, 
consequently, that the burden of her deStiny lay. And it was be
cause he held this to be so that for the paSt six years there had been 
scarcely a minute of his spare time during which " Asia, its peoples, 
its politics, its religions, its pursuits," had not been the uppermoSt 
thought in his mind. \ 

" It is only when you get to see and realise what India is
that she is the Strength and the greatness of England-it is 
only then that you feel that every nerve a man may Strain, every 
energy he may put forward, cannot be devoted to a nobler 
purpose than keeping tight the cords that hold India to our
selves." 1 

There was nothing in his daily life to suggeSt that'his many in
tereSts had become less. His activity was as great, his versatility, if 
anything, greater. than before. He had not been back in England 
many days before he became involved in wordy warfare, both in the. 
House of Commons and in the press, with Mr. Bryce, then Chan-

•Speech at Southport, March 15th, 1893• 
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cellor of the Duchy of LancaSter, over his appointments to the 
Southport bench. And no sooner had he finished with Bryce than 
he found other liSts to enter, "My row with Bryce being over, I 
am involved in various other buccaneering pursuits-ungallantly 
denouncing Lady Geographers in The Times, picking a bone with 
Edmund Gosse, the critic, on a point of Egyptian archreology in the 
Athmceum, and demolishing French claims to absorb Siam in the 
nineteenth century." 1 

But such things tended more and more to become side issues, 
while the main Stream of his desires flowed in ever-increasing 
volume in the direCtion of service in the wider fields which the 
Empire offered. And there were times when he girded fiercely 
againSt the conStant demands which Parliamentary life made upon 
his time and energies. " Oh ! you can't imagine the weary, weary 
Strain of daily letters. I cannot afford a secretary sufficiently intelli
gent to be of real use, and every day I have to sit down to some 
three hours of weary plodding ... Thus, next week I have got to go 
away maki.ng long speeches in the country. And all this while. I 
have four or five articles on hand for magazines, leCture for the 
Royal Geographical Society ; business of boards, and the Lord 
knows what." 2 

It would have been futile to point out to him that much of the 
work of which he complained was of his own making. He could no 
more change his nature than the leopard his spots. His passion, not 
merely for work, but for the thorough and detailed discharge of 
every task that his reStless fancy seized upon, pursued him with the 
relentless tenacity of the Eumenides. 

From his earlieSt days he had viewed with real apprehension a 
growing tendency to break down the natural barriers between the 
two sexes. And he opposed on principle any Step which he 
suspected of leading in that direction. "The Terrace of the House 
is as crowded with women as the Royal Enclosure at Ascot," he 
complained, " and the encroachments of the sex fill me with indig
nation which no blandishments can allay." 3 When, therefore, it 

1Letter to Miss Leiter, June 4th, 1893. 
•Letter to Miss Leiter, dated March :z6th, 1893. 
3Letter to Miss Leiter, dated June 21St, r893. 



SECOND JOURNEY ROUND THE WORLD 
was prop~sed to admit women to membership of the Royal Geo
graphical Society, it was. inevitable that he should throw himself 
heart and soul into a campaign againSt so sacrilegious a suggeStion. 
In this matter he Still Stood precisely where he did when as an under
graduate he had opposed the admission ~f women to the library of 
the Oxford Union. In some of his letters to the press he was not a 
little contemptuous of the powers of women. He conteSted in tot 
their general capability " to contribute to scientific geographica 
knowledge." He was convinced that "their sex and training ren
dered them equally unfitted for exploration " ; and he regarded 
" the genus of professional female globe-trotters with which 
America has lately familiarised us as one of the horrors of the latter 
end of the nineteenth century." 1 But a~ the special General Meeting 
of the Society, which was held on July the ;rd to consider Lord 
Mayo's proposal for the admission of women on the same terms as 
men, he based his opposition chiefly, on the ground of principle. 
Any success gained by the movement which sought to break down 
sex diStinctions would prove, not so much injurious to men as 
disaStrous to women. Voting on the queStion was close, but Lord 
Mayo's motion was defeated by a majority of fourteen. 

" I have pulled off my combat againSt the ladies at the Royal 
Geographical Society successfully, having won at the second 
and final meeting by a vote of I 7 2 to 1 58. All the papers are 
very much down on me since' woman's emancipation' is the 
fashionable tomfoolery of the day. The funny thing is that I 
won it by argument, as I made a sensible speech, while the 
other people with far the easier case to defend, failed deplor-
ably."z · 

In the meanwhile public attention was being drawn to parts of 
the world from which George Curzon had recently returned and in 
which he was profoundly intereSted. By the demands for territorial 
concessions which France was making on Siam she. succeeded in 
arousing serious apprehensions in Great Britain ; and George 
Curzon, fresh from his Study of the queStion on the spot, was in 

•Letter to The Times of May 3 rSt, 1893· 
•Letter to Miss Leiter, dated July 9th, r893· 
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much demand as a writer. " Siam has turned up as the queStion of 
the hour, and inasmuch as I am the only man in England who has 
been to all the countries concerned . . . it gives me a position of 
authority which queStions in the House, letters in The Times and 
articles in the magazines assiSt to fortify, and which procures me 
even the notice and denunciation of the Parisian press." 1 

In the Nineteenth Century for July he explained the facts of the 
problem, and in AuguSt the same publication accorded pride of 
place to an article from his pen, setting forth the nature and gravity 
of the issue as it affected Great Britain. In its broad outlines the 
queStion was a simple one. JuSt as it was essential that AfghaniStan 
should Stand as a buffer between India and Russ~ on the weSt, so 
was it of the higheSt importance that Siam should serve the same 
purpose between France and the Indian Empire on the eaSt. There 
was something siniSter in . the coincidence that while the Cossack 
was patrolling the Pamirs on the north-weSt, French gun boats 
were threatening Bangkok on the south-eaSt. For this Startling 
display of force on the part of France was the final assertion of 
claims which she had been induStriously pushing to territory owned 
by Siam. Though her lawful boundary lay well to the eaSt of the 
Mekong river, she was claiming that river and all the territory eaSt 
of it as her own. " To support this patriotic theory maps have to be 
specially conStructed, hiStory re-written and political iurisdia:ion 
invented, processes from which the French imagination is !he 
laSt in the world to recoil ; although it is unfortunate for the success 
of the design that among these conStrua:ive artiSts no two agree in 
their palimpseSt, either of hiStory or geography." 2 

The queStion, however, was not so much one of the methods by 
which the French Colonial party sought to juStify the claims wllich 
they advanced as of the steps which the British Government were 
prepared to take to protect British intereSts. The need for definite 
action was imperative. 

" It is serious enough that we should now be spending 
millions to countetact a Russian aggression oo the one side 

•Letter to Miss Leiter, dated July 24th, 1893. 
•Nin1temth Cmtury, for July 1893. 
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which our predecessors were blind enough and Stupid enough 
to deny. It would be criminal to repeat the error by a like 
indifference to French aggression on the other side, againSt 
which we are thus fully and early forewarned. The maintenance 
of Siam as a buffer State is essential in the intereSts, not merely 
of that country nor even of the Indian Empire, but of the peace 
of the entire eaStern hemisphere." 1 

It is a not unwarrantable assumption that Lord Rosebery's 
Government were as anxious to Stave off the peril as their critics. At 
any rate, on July the 31St a Protocol was signed between Great 
Britain and France, in which the principle of a buffer State was 
accepted, and at a point north of Siam, where French territorial 
claims brought her 'into direct contact with the Burmese frontier, the 
creation of a small neutral State decided on. But the assent of France 
had been secured only at the exp~nse of large concessions by Great 
Britain-the price of what George Curzon regarded as the ineptitude 
if not the positive apathy of the Liberal Cabinet. " The Siamese 
tragedy is now, I suppose, over. I raised a debate about it in the 
House yeSterday. France has behaved criminally, England weakly, 
Siam foolishly; and when folly, weakness and crime are in competi
tion, it is the laSt named, as a rule, that wins." 2 And he did not 
hesitate publicly to accuse the Government, not merely of declining 
to interfere, but. by their apathy of actually encouraging France in 
the course upon which she had embarked. 

Before the conclusion of the Protocol of July the 31St he had 
urged. that no weak concession to sentiment nor fear of decisive 
action should induce the British Government to acquiesce in, much 
less to precipitate, the approach of France to the Indian frontier. 
After he had become acquainted with its terms 'he declared that the 
French, owing to apathy on the part of the British Government, 
had got far more, not only than they had a right to, but more than 
they had ever expected to get, and far more than their leading men 
on the spot had imagined that the British people would acquiesce 
in their obtaining. The result had been that" British preStige-and 

1Nineteenth Century, for July, 1893· 
2Letter to Miss Leiter, dated AuguSt 3rd, 1893. 
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it is upon preStige that Empire depends in the Ea~-has suffered 
greatly in these regions ; grave peril has been inflicted upon the 
intere~s of British commerce, and we have been brought by so much 
the nearer· into approximate contact with the great Power whose 
intere~s in the Ea~ are, as in many other parts of the world, antago
ni~ic to our own." 1 

•Speech at Crosby in OCtober, 1893. 
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CHAPTER XIII 

THE PAMIRS AND AFGHANISTAN 

ON the prorogation of Parliament George Curzon turned with 
relief to the book which he had planned on China and Korea. " I 
have begun writing my book on the Far EaSt," he told Miss Leiter. 
" But there is no way to do it properly except absolute retreat as at 
Norwood .... In London one can never get two consecutive 
hours." 1 

He very soon become absorbed in the work. " I have been 
sitting tight, Oh 1 so tight, working sometimes ten to twelve hours 
a day. No dinners out, no society, no pleasures but the greateSt of 
all-solitude." 2 As he progressed he found it inconvenient to 
treat the whole of the countries of which he wished to write in a 
single volum~ ; and he decided to bring out in the summer or 
autumn, as a firSt series of the problems of the Far EaSt, a volume 
on Japan, Korea and China, to be followed later by a second series 
embracing Tanking, Cochin China, Combojia and Siam. On March 
the I Ith, he wrote, " I have finished my· book, ' Problems of the 
Far EaSt,' first series." lt was unfortunate that circumStances pre
vented him from ever completing the second series which would 
have dealt with countries less well known than those which formed 
the subjetl: matter of the firSt. For some years he clung to the hope 
that he would find time to write it, but eventually gave it up. " I 
am afraid my 'forthcoming volume on Tonkin' will never forth
come at all," he informed Mr. Calles who at that time atl:ed as his 

•Letter to Miss Leiter, November 12th, 1893. 
"•Letter to Miss Leiter, February 4th, 1894. 
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literary agent. "Not a line of it is written nor, I fear, now ever will 
be." 1 Some small part of the material which he had colleC!ed for 
it formed the basis of a chapter on the capital of Annam in the 
poSthumous volume entitled" Leaves from a Viceroy's Notebook," 
published in 1 9z6. But except for this and the articles which he wrote 
on the Siamese queStion at the tiine, both the material which he 
colle8:ed and the thought which he gave to it were loS!: to the 
public. 

The volume which he succeeded in completing certainly made 
its appearance at a moSt opportune moment. War had juSt broken 
out between Japan and China over Korea, a convulsion which 
immediately focussed the attention of Europe upon the three 
countries with which the book dealt. The Tin1es which had published 
a series ot articles from his pen while his journey was in progress, 
at once threw its columns open to him as an admitted authority on 
Far EaStern queStions and the appearance of his own book was 
heralded by two long letters to that journal in which he set forth the 
underlying causes of the confliC! and discussed the probable course 
of the war and its consequences. The piC!ure which he painted of 
the Government of Japan confident in the newly acquired efficiency 
of her military forces, ambitious and aggressive, engineering an 
adventure abroad which, by reviving dormant hiStorical memories, 
would appeal to the patriotism of her people and diSI:raC! their 
thoughts from political difficulties at home, excited lively intereSt. 
His rehearsal of events up to the moment of writing, fortified by 
such definite Statements as that ten thousand Japanese troops had 
been despatched to the scene of aC!ion-" one soldier to proteCt 
every Japanese resident in Korea"-created confidence in his know
ledge of what was happening; and his judiciously balanced assertion 
that while the Japanese forces both naval and military were greatly 
superior in effeCtiveness to those of the Chinese, the resources of 
the latter were illimitable and her patience profound, Stimulated a, 
desire for further and more detailed information. 

When, therefore, the book appeared a few days later, it was 
seized on with avidity and was discussed at length both in the daily 
press and the weekly Reviews. The widespread intereSt which it 

•Letter dated April 8th, 1897· 
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excited was not altogether due, however, to the circumStances 
attending its publication. That it was the outcome in part at leaSt 
of the' personality of its author is apparent from the nature of the 
reviews themselves, for it is impossible to read the extraordinarily 
con'flia:ing opinions which it elicited without suspecting that some 
at leaSt of those who were oStensibly reviewing a book were in 
reality dissecting an individual. The member for Southport had in 
faa become so dynamic a figure in Parliamentary life that in the 
eyes of many people George Curzon the writer on Imperial ques
tions was tarred with the same brush as George Curzon the puissant 
knight of the party arena. And even where party bias was absent 
his personality obtruded itself in his writings and excited the same 
Strong feelings of attraction and repulsion that it did in the many 
other iields of public activity in which he engaged. A reviewer in 
the Literary World wrote in a Strain of high praise of the Style and 
matter of the introduClory chapter ; a critic in the Dai(y News dis
missed it contemptuously as unnecessary hiStrionics, though " not 
altogether out of keeping with the unrelieved commonplaceness of 
Mr. Curzon's literary manner." 1 

Those who differed from his views but devoted their comments 
to the book rather than to its author arrived at a much juSter eStimate 
of its merits. A writer in the Westminster Gazette found the volume 
both piCluresque and pl;Ulosophical and freely forgave the author 
" the touch of the Corinthian in his Style for the numerous merits 
which his travd record " possessed. He found a little too much of 
the ImperialiStic spirit in Mr. Curzon's writings; but apart from his 
views on queStions of high policy, he confessed that his books 
showed " so much knowledge, induStry and close observation that 
the carping critic " was fairly disarmed. 2 It was precisely the Im
perialism from which the Westminster Gazette dissented that ap
pealed moSt Strongly to The Times. "Faith and pride in the British 
Empire are, indeed, predominant in Mr. Curzon's book, as they 
muSt always be in the hearts and minds of all who know of Great 
Britain's work in the EaSt." And it seemed to the reviewer that he 

1The Dai{y Newf of February zoth, r 896. The two reviews here referred to were 
written of the fourth edition of the book, issued in I 896. 

•Wntmin.rter Gazette, AuguSt zrSt, 1894. 

201 



CURZON, I 8 94 
was not only " an adventurous traveller with a keen eye for all th~t 
is intereSting and picturesque and a skilful descriptive writer," 
but that he was endowed with the far rarer faculty of " insight into 
the political and social conditions of the countries he visited." 1 

The same Striking differences of opinion were noticeable in the 
comments of the weekly Reviews. The Saiurdqy Review saw in the 
book a marked advance on his earlier work on Persia. " There is, 
for one thing, much less of the controversial matter, which was a 
somewhat tiresome feature of that work. Our attention is more 
exclusively diretl:ed to the matter in hand and less to Mr. Curzon's 
unique and meritorious knowledge of it." 2 The Spectator, on the 
other hand, was both patronising and critical. Mr. Curzon was no 
doubt "a diligent colletl:or of fatl:s," but he did not possess "that 
inStinctive appreciation of international affairs which is requisite 
for those who undertake to diagnose the conditions of three such 
kingdoms as Japan, Korea and China." And having thus disposed 
of his pretensions to form a judgment of any value, the writer 
proceeded-unwisely as it turned out-.to devote the greater part 
of his article to combating one of the main contentions running 
through the book. " Mr. Curzon's view of China is that though 
China has a great qeal of latent Strength she is in no sense the for
midable Power she has been represented." This view was then, with 
the aid of a quotation from Lord Wolseley, dismissed as being little 
worthy of consideration. " Mr. Curzon infers that the Chinese are a 
very unwarlike people. The world will, we think, prefer the verditl: 
of a soldier who has met the Chinese in battle to that of a civilian 
who has done little but sniff the evil odours of Pekin and, as he would 
doubtless be the firSt to admit, has nothing that can be called firSt
hand knowledge of China." 3 

On the whole the public showed a truer appreciation of the 
merits of the book than some of its reviewers. St. John Brodrick 
wrote to him in India, giving him the impressions of the book 
which he had been able to gather. " I think it has put a finishing 
touch to the convitl:ion that you are a maSter of EaStern affairs and 

•The Times, Augu!R zoth, 1894. 
•Saturday Review of Augu!R 25th, 1894. 
3The Spectator of August 25th, 1894. 
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THE PAMIRS AND AFGHANISTAN 

raised your already high reputation to the pinnacle which endures." 1 

From the other side of the world he received equally gratifying 
tefumony.· " I will tell you about your book here," wrote Cecil 
Spring-Rice .from Washington. "It has been continually open in 
the U.S. State Department as well as quoted in the papers." 2 And 
these indications of its success were confirmed by the demand for 
it on the part of the public. It quickly ran through three editions, 
and when two years later George Curzon had the satisfaCI:ion of 
learning that a fourth and revised edition was called for, he had the 
additional satisfaCtion of· appearing before the public in the role 
of a successful prophet. He would have been more than human if, 
in these circumStances, he had refrained from making use of the 
opportunity with· which fate had furrushed him, of a polite retort to 
his previous critics. After reminding his readers of the central 
theme of the book when firSt published, namely, the utter rottenness 
of Chinese AdminiStration and the certainty of military disaSter in the 
case of confliCI: with a well-equipped foe, and recalling the scepticism 
with which these views had been received in some quarters, he 
permitted himself the following comment : . " Somehow or other 
the evil odours of Pekin seem, after all, to have left a correCI: impres
sion upon my civilian noStrils ; and so fair-minded a critic as the 
Spectator will not, I am sure, grudge to a writer who has dared to 
prophesy the rare satisfaCtion of success." a · 

A writer in the Academy had said, when the book firSt came out, 
that it would not be the author's fault if it did not keep its place 
permanently among Standard authorities upon the peoples and 
politlcs of the Far EaSt. It may certainly be said to have done so, 
for there is in George Curzon's handwriting a note of the royalties 
which he received on 'it which shows that its sale continued Steadily 
year by year for ten years from the date of its firSt publication to 
1903, when the fourth edition was presumably exhauSted. 

These references to " Problems of the Far EaSt " have carried us 
into the future, and we muSt now return to pick up the thread of the 
narrative where we dropped it in the Spring of 1893· 

•Letter dated, October 8th, 1894. 
•Letter dated March 1§t, 1895. 
3Preface to the fourth edition. 
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George Curzon's whole outlook at this time was dominated by a 
determination to visit the Pamirs and AfghaniStan. He was obsessed 
with the idea that failing such a journey the elaborate programme of 
Asiatic travel which he had mapped out for himself would be 
incomplete. And to leave any task unfinished was to George 
Curzon little better than to fail altogether. This explains the sacri
fices which he made in order that he might carry it through, and the 
Stubborn determination which he displayed in breaking down one 
by one the obStacles which kept cropping up in the way of its 
accomplishment. For years paSt he had been gathering information 
concerning the Pamirs and on a day of comparative leisure on an 
Atlantic liner in 1892. he had collated the material which he had 
colletted. "I have done a lot of work," he noted in his diary, 
" having gone through and annotated all my Pamir notes and 
extratts accumulated for the paSt six years." And as far back as the 
beginning of 1891 he had written to Lord Lansdowne, then Viceroy 
of India, informing him of his desire to visit India the following 
winter with the ulterior objett of making his way " as a private and 
unofficial touriSt," into AfghaniStan. The reply which he had received 
had not been very encouraging. As a Member of Parliament he 
could not hope to figure in the eyes of the Amir as a private traveller; 
and in any case experience had shown that the Amir's unwillingness 
to admit any E~glishman into AfghaniStan was not likely to be 
easily overcome. The Viceroy had added that he was himself moSt 
anxious to see some departure from the attitude of aloofness which 
that potentate had adopted, and with this objett in view was hoping 
either that the Amir would consent to pay a visit to India, or, alter
natively, that he would be willing to receive a Mission from the 
Indian Government in his own country. 

In face of these difficulties George Curzon had given up his 
idea of visiting India in 1891. But he had kept both the Pamirs and 
AfghaniStan conStantly in mind, and having successfully carried 
through his second journey round the world, had determined to 
concentrate his energies on bringing off this final expedition. There 
were now, however, in addition to local difficulties in India, the 
uncertainties of the political situation at home. "People say," he 
wrote in June 1893, "that we are beginning to make some impres-
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sion on the Government .... Their majority is dwindling and the 
spirit of their followers is not high." And early in I 894 these uncer
tainties were added to by rumours of Mr. GladStone's impending 
retirement. "All the world is agog about the old man's resignation. 
He is supposed to have made his laSt speech as Prime MiniSter 
yeSterday and to have gone down to the Queen to-day to resign." 1 

He thought that this muSt mean an early appeal to the country ; 
but the situation changed from day to day, and the political prophets 
were at a discount. On March the I Ith he wrote : " The political 
world here is so full of uncertainty that from week to week one 
cannot tell what the day will bring forth. GladStone's retirement and 
Rosebery's appointment have had the curious and paradoxical effetl: 
of temporarily Strengthening their party." 2 Less than a month later 
the pendulum had swung back agai1,1-" The Government is going 
badly, and things look as though they were drawing on towards a 
smash." 3 ' 

Nevertheless, he continued his preparations. The mission of 
which Lord Lansdowne had spoken .in 189I became an accomplished 
fat!: in the autumn of I893· But Lord Lansdowne's term of office 
was then drawing to a close, a Liberal Government was in power at 
home, and George Curzon's requeSt to be permitted to accompany 
it had been refused by an unsympathetic Secretary of State. He had 
determined, therefore, to see what he could do by direCl: appeal to 
the Amir himself, and in April had written him a letter in which he 
set forth his desires. A copy of the original draft, which covered 
seven sheets of foolscap in his own hand-writing, was engrossed on 
vellum and despatched to the Amir through the hands of Sit T. S. 
Pyne, then in the service of the latter at Kabul. It was a maSterly 
document. The opening ·paragraphs were devoted to a lengthy 
Statement of the writer's admiration for the Amir, of his feelings of 
affection for AfghaniStan and of the consiStency-liberally fortified 
with judiciously seleCl:ed extratl:s from his speeches and writings
with which he had urged his countrymen at all coSts to uphold 
the integrity and independence of that country. The ground 

1Letter to Miss Leiter, March 2nd, I 894• 
•Letter to Miss Leiter, March nth, 1894. 
sLetter to Miss Leiter, April 8th, 1894. 
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having thus been suitably prepared, he came to the heart of the 
matter: 

" Throughout this time it has been my principal and inces
sant desire to be permitted to visit the dominions of Your 
Highness ; so that I might both offer my salaams to the power
ful and liberal minded Sovereign of whom I have so often 
written and spoken ; and also that I might be able to Stand up 
in the British House of Commons, when the affairs of India and 
AfghaniStan were being discussed, to silence the mouths of the 
slanderers and to say to the British Government and the 
British people : ' I have myself been to Kabul as the guest 
of His Highness the Amir. I have conversed with this great 
Sovereign. I can speak for his sentiments. I desire to protect 
his intereSts.' Khorasan I have seen and visited ; I have been 
in Bokhara and Samarkand. I have ridden to Chaman, and I 
have sojourned at Peshawar. But the dominions of Your 
Highness which are situated in the middle of all these territories 
like unto a rich Stone in the middle of a ring, I have never been 
permitted to enter ; and the person of Your Highness which is 
in your own dominions like unto the sparkle in the heart of the 
diamond, I have not been fortunate enough to see. Many 
books and writings I have Studied and have talked to many 
men ; but I would fain converse with Your Highness, who 
knows more about these questions than do all other men, and 
who will perhaps vouchsafe to throw upon my imperfect 
knowledge the full ray of truth.'' 1 

It was not enough, however, that he should obtain the consent 
of the Amir. No sooner had it become known that George Curzon 
had decided to make the attempt to reach Kabul than opposition in 
official quarters hardened. " I am ·terribly worried, the Russian 
Government having made spiteful and frivolous objections to my 
journey. Rosebery backs me up ; but Kimberley has developed 
the obstinacy of mulish ignorance.'' 2 He had arranged to leave 

•Part of the above extratl:, together with a brief account of the circum§tances in 
which his visit to Kabul was undertaken, appeared in a chapter on the Amir of Mghanis
tan in" Tales of Travel," published in 1923. 

•Letter to Miss Leiter, dated July roth, I89<f• 
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Engiand on Augu~ the 4th, and as the hour of departure approached 
opposition gathered ~rength. " Everybody is worrying, worrying, 
worrying about my journey and trying to put spokes in my wheel. 
The Viceroy has sent an idiotic telegram from India. The fact is 
none of these Government officials wants me to do a thing that they 
never have been able to do themselves, and all the forces of red tape 
are again~ me." 1 

On arrival at Bombay he was met by letters and telegrams i~form
ing him that it was useless his proceeding, since the Government 
of India were convinced that his proposed journey was undesirable 
from every point of view. All this merely ~imulated him to increased 
activity. Letters and telegrams were brushed ·aside; without an 
hour's delay he left Bombay, spent two days and three sleepless 
nights in the train, and then dro~e sixty miles to Simla, reaching his 
de~nation on the third day after leaving Bombay. Here he pleaded 
his cause in person-fir~ with General Brackenbury, whom he 
knew, and then with the Viceroy, begging the latter to submit 
his case once more to Council. " This he did, being himself all· along 
rather in my favour. My hoSt '(General Brackenbury) backed up the 
proposal, and the Council, which a fortnight before had decided 
nem con againSt it, finally acquiesced.'? His point once gained, there 
was nothing to keep him longer in Simla, and he hurried back to rail 
head at Kalka and thence to RawalPindi. From his railway carriage 
he wrote on AuguSt the 25th: 

" I am now trailing up through sweltering heat to Rawal 
Pindi whence I hope to cover the two hundred miles that 
separate me from my companion· in Kashmir in three days, 
part driving, part riding. The result, however, of all these 
delays before and hurry: now is that it will be very difficult to 
get the camp together, and that I have no time to get a native 
servant, which is quite indispensable. How far these and other 
remaining obStacles will Still retard my journ~y I cannot say. 
But it can scarcely be that after vanquishing so much I should 
~ll have to face failure." 

'Letter to Miss Leiter, dated Ju.ly r7th, r894. 
•Letter to Miss Leiter, Augu~ 2.5th, r894. 
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He was right. Before he left Kashmir he received the Amir's 
invitation to visit him at Kabul ; and before the end of the year he 
had visited the furthermoSt outpoSts of the Indian Empire in the 
secluded valleys of the Hindu Kush ; had crossed its outermoSt 
boundary on the frozen fringes of the Pamir ; had located the hidden 
sources of the Oxus river ; had pitched his tent in the heart of 
AfghaniStan, and had returned triumphant to India, carrying in his 
pocket the Amir's written acceptance of the official invitation 
which had been extended to him six months earlier to visit England. 
The whole enterprise affords an excellent example of what, all 
through his life, he was able to accomplish by sheer determination 
not to accept failure. " You have certainly had a marvellous suc
cess," wrote St. John Brodrick, on December the 27th, 1894, "and, 
as I told you (unlike your other journeys), you have had an admiring 
public here watching all your movements. 'To-day for inStance, 
there is a laudatory leader in the Morning Post, and the paragraphs 
are countless." · -

From every point of view the achievement was a remarkable one. 
Some part of the journey entailed no little physical hardship and 
demanded considerable Stamina. " Melting as I now am," he wrote 
from the sweltering heat of the Punjab, " on this day a month 
hence I should probably give the half of what I possess in the world 
to feel even moderately warm"; and he added whimsically-" Why 
travellers do these things no one knows ; leaSt of all the travellers 
themselves." 1 In the course of the double journey to the Pamirs and 
AfghaniStan he covered on foot or on horseback close upon eighteen 
hundred miles, much of it over some of the worSt mountain track 
in the world. During the Pamir section of the journey he averaged 
over twenty-one miles a day during fifty-four marching days, and 
in AfghaniStan his daily march average was twenty-seven miles ; 
a performance all the more creditable in view of the fact that he 
Started the journey handicapped by a recently sprained ankle. 

The work of exploration in the Pamirs for which he was awarded 
the gold medal of the Royal Geographical Society was described in 
three papers in the Geographical Journal for July, AuguSt and 
September I 896. They excited the higheSt admiration of the Presi-

•Letter to :Miss Leiter, AugWt 25th, 1894· 
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THE PAMIRS AND AFGHANISTAN 
dent'~~of the- Society, Mr., afterwards Sir Clement, Markham, who 
declared that he could not recolleCt any paper in the whole series of 
the Society which displayed such exhauStive knowledge and critical 
power and which would be of equally permanent value to geographi
cal Students. " I wish with your concurrence," he wrote on Sep
tember the 21St, 1896, "to propose to the Council that the three 
parts should be published as a small separate volume, for they are 
much too valuable to be buried in a periodical, and ought to be in 

_a form which will be more accessible." This was done, and the 
volume itself was reprinted two years later. 

The grandeur of the scenery provided an apt subject for the des
criptive writing that appealed so Strongly to him. Of the Hunza 
valley-above Gilgit he wrote that it was undoubtedly one of the 
moSt remarkable scenes in the world. "Nature seems to exert her 
supreme energy, and in one chord to exhauSt almoSt every note in 
her vaSt and majeStic diapason of sound. She shows herself in the 
same moment tender and savage, radiant and appalling, the relent
less spirit that hovers above the ice-towers and the gentle patroness 
of the field and orchard, the tutelary deity of the haunts of men." 

But his Monograph was far more than .a descriptive narrative of 
his journey. It comprised learned disquisitions_on the origin and 
meaning of names such as Pamir and Oxus ; useful information 
about the climate and fauna of the locality ; an elaborate and 
closely reasoned argument in support Qf his contention that a 
Stream issuing from two ice caves at. the snout of a glacier two 
thousand feet below the Wakjh-jir pass in the Wakhan Pamir, weSt 
of the Tagdumbash, was the true source of the river ; and finally an 
exhauStive account of the travellers of various nationalities who 
from the commencement of the ChriStian era were known to have· 
visited the region. It was characterised by " the ability and com
pleteness with which," in the words of the President, " such work is 
always done by you." George Curzon himself claimed for it that 
it was an attempt " to resume, expound, and collate the references 
of the paSt in the light of modern knowledge ·and to show what the 
Pamirs really are as viewed from the double Standpoint of hiStorical 
mention and personal experience." And few who are familiar with 
the volume will deny the success of his attempt. 

13 , 
2.09 
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The Monograph provides, indeed, an excellent example of the 

method and induStry which have more than once been Stated in 
these pages to have been a main source of George Curzon's success 
in life. When presenting him with the Patron's Gold Medal at the 
Annual General Meeting of the Royal Geographical Society 'on 
May the 27th, 1895, the President, after explaining that the award 
was made for his geographical work in Persia, which had .resulted 
in the compilation of the beSt exiSting map of that country, his 
inveStigations in French Indo-China and Korea, his exploration of 
the Pamirs and his determination of the true course of the Oxus 
river, observed, 

" I believe that the thoroughness and excellence of your.work 
in connection with these journeys mainly influenced the decision 
of the Council. . . . By diligent and exhauStive research you 
made yourself intimately acquainted with the hiStory of the 
geography of those countries which you had intended to 
explore ... Speaking with knowledge, I believe that no travel
ler from this country since the days when .Sir Henry Rawlinson 
was young, has approached your excellence in this respect." 

Nothing could have been truer. Oh his way out to India he had 
written to Miss Leiter-" I am reading hard books connected with 
my journey. The secret of successful inquiry is by reading to have 
sifted out the superfluous and well-known in advance." 1 And in 
thanking the Society for the honour which it had beStowed upon 
him he acknowledged that long, careful and Studious preparation 
had always seemed to him to be almoSt the firSt essential of travel. 

"If any traveller came and said to me-' What would you 
recommend to any one going to undertake a journey in diStant 
parts ?' I would say to him, ' In the firSt place, consult all the 
higheSt and moSt reliable authorities yo1,1 can find. In the 
second place, read e;very book, good, bad or indifferent that 
has been written on the country you propose to visit, so that 
you may know what to do. In the third place, take no super-

•Letter dated August 8th, 1894. 
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THE PAMIRS AND AFGHANISTAN 
fluous baggage-it only employs extra time 'and men ; in the 
fourth place, realise that travel has not only its incidents and 
adventures, but also its humour ; and iri the fifth place ' "
here came the opportunity, too good to be lost, for .a hit at 
those who had placed obstacles in his way-"' never 
· expe8: any encouragement from the Government of your 
country.' " 

The 'Afghan part of the journey was in its way as remarkable an 
achievement as the Pamir trek. A handful of Europea.t)S employed 
by the Amir had ere now made their way to Kabul. After long 
discussion and negotiation an official Mission from the Indian 
Government had been permitted to enter the country to discuss 
with its ruler outstanding questions concerning the demarcation of 
the frontier. ·But no private traveller had ever hitherto succeeded 
in extraCting from Abdur Rahman an invitation to cross the bordet:. 
And George Curzon was not a little elated at his succes~. " Here I 
am all right," he wrote from Kabul, on November the 2oth. "I 
arrived yesterday, arid had a great reception. Came in with an escort 
of aoout tWO hun,dred cavalry, Streets lined With troops and crowds 
about. Am lodged in the Palace and have a suite of four large 
rooms, lit with ~nnumerable candles in lustres and chandeliers. All 
the furniture is very sumptuous. The sheets of my bed are cerise 
coloured silk, the pillow is of flowered silk and the quilts of silk and 
brocade with gold arid silver lace trimming." 1 He spent a fortnight 
in the capital as the Amir's gueSt, and during that time he had 
conStant interviews with his hoSt, lasting often from three to four 
hours at a time. That he made a very deep impression both upon 
Abdur Rahman _himself and upon his eldest son, Habibullah Khan, 

· is evident from the freedom with which 'they talked to hi!fi on every 
imaginable subje8:. It was in reply to a queStion put to the Amir 
by George Curzon that he announced for the. first time that it was 
his definite desire that he should be succeeded by Habibullah. This 
in face of the oStentatious determination of the Queen to secure the 
succession for her own five year old son. 

He found that the Amir h,ad very definite views of the obligations 
•Letter to Mrs. H. White. 
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of Great Britain towards his country. He held that on the occurrence 
of any atl: of aggression against his frontier on the north, Great 
Britain was indubitably committed to despatch troops to his aid. 
He had tried to obtain financial help from the Government of India 
for the construtl:ion of an elaborate series of fortifications along his 
northern border, and had been bitterly disappointed at his lack of 
success. He could not understand why the Government of India 
went on spending money on forts on the frontier between India and 
AfghaniStan instead of on their true frontier against Russia. It was 
in the course of this discussion that he made use of a Striking phrase 
which George Curzon quoted some years later in one of his most 
brilliant speeches on the frontier quefuon in the House of Commons 
-" We are members of the same house, and to that house there 
should be but one walL" 

The Amir's relations with the Government of India were cold. 
He had for long been childishly anxious to visit England, and was 
annoyed because the invitation had been so long delayed. For this 
reason, when at length he received an official intimation that a 
visit from him would be welcomed, he refrained from answering it, 
and determined that when he did so he would ignore the Viceroy 
and the Secretary of State. It was in pursuance of this decision, 
doubtless, that he selected George Curzon as his messenger and 
entrusted him with a letter of acceptance addressed to the Prince of 
Wales. Only on the former's most earnest solicitation did he agree 
to follow this up with an official acceptance addressed to the Secre
tary of State. 

It was fortunate, perhaps, that in the end circumstances prevented 
him from carrying out his proposed visit, for his ideas of the Govern
ment of Great Britain and of the manner in which he would be re
ceived by it were such as were necessarily foredoomed to disappoint
ment. " His conception of the British Government is a very 
curious one. He evidently thinks that the House of Commons is 
the Government ; that it consists of six hundred wise men (Great 
Heavens I); that they will all be assembled solemnly to discuss the 
affairs of Afghanistan when he comes to England, and that he 
will be introduced with his Munshi to make a speech and to explain 
to them his grievances. whereupon the whole body will behave like 
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the ·Babylonians on the Plains of Dura, arid will fall down and 
recognise him as the greateSt of men." 1 : 

The Amir raised no objeCtion to his gueSt visiting Kandahar and 
returning to India via New Chaman. He accordingly left Kabul on 
December the 3rd and reached British territory once more on 
December the 18th. . ' 

His St:ay in Kabul was deStined to have an important influence on 
his attitude towards AfghaniStan in after years when, as Viceroy of 
India, he was called upon to take up official relations with its 
ruler. He learned the causes of Abdur Rahman's dislike and diStruSt 
of the Indian Government ; he formed a most favourable opinion 
both of the character and ability of Habibullah, and was able to 
correct the false eStimate generally held in England and elsewhere 
of the position which he occupied in AfghaniStan and of his chances 
of succeeding to the throne. Above all, he had eStablished cordial 
personal relations with the Amir and was fully informed of the view 
which the latter took of the obligations of Great Britain towards his 
country. The Amir, in his turn, was very favourably impressed with 
his gueSt, whom he thought " a very genial, hard-working, well
informed, experienced and ambitious young man." He enjoyed his 
witty sallies and laughed at his amusing stories, and confessed his 
admiration for tile skill with which he extracted information from 
him on important topics. In his autobiography he told how George 
Curzon had succeeded in making him commit himself on the ques
tion of the succession. 

"In a humorous conversation in 1894.he began his remarks 
by a joke and ended them with a moSt: important political 
queStion as to who would be my successor. I, having already 
committed myself in a joke, coUld not refuse to give my views 
on the matter more fully than I originally intenqed. Luckily, 
however, the conversation took place in a small private room 
where there were not more than two or three persons present 
to hear what I said." 2 

' •From a memorandum drawn up by George Curzon on the position of affairs at 
Kabul in 1895· An account of some of the more humorous portions of his interviews 
with the Amir will be found in Chapter ill of" Tales of Travel." 

2" The Life of Abdur Rahman, Arnie of Mgbaniftan," published in 1900 • 
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On the way home George Curzon spent a week visiting the Somali 

coa§t and six days in Cairo, reaching England at the end of January. 
Here, as will be explained in the next chapter, he found much to 
occupy him, more particularly in conneCtion with a brief visit to 
the United States in the following April. 



CHAPTER XIV 

COURTSHIP AND MARRIAGE 

GEoRGE , CuRZoN numbered among his personal friends many 
talented and beautiful women. And their companionship counted 
for m1i1ch in a life that was never lacking in fullness. Yet he remained 
a bad elor till comparatively late in life, being thirty-six before his 
marriage took place. Perhaps the memories which he entertained of 
one of the companions of his younger days in whose case it had 
once seemed likely that the cheerful camaraderie which charac
terised his intercourse with the women of his circle, would blossom 
into a warmer and more intimate relationship, held too large a place 
in his heart and mind to admit of the easy entry of new affections. 
"Wel1, now," he wrote to St. John Brodrick in 1886, when he 
realised that hopes which he h~d cherished were doomed to disap
pointJ;:tlent, " I suppose I settle down into a more certain (at any 
rate for a time) celibacy." 1 , 

Yet his innate love of beauty and warm-hearted sociability warred 
againSt a life of solitude, and in the end he sought and found the 
intimate intellectual and emotional companionship which marriage 
alone of ali human relationships is capable of giving. He once said 
of a man's wedding day that it was "the commencement of extreme 
happiness, discreditable indifference or superlative misery." 2 There 
was never any doubt under which of these categories his own nup
tial day had fallen. ·From firSt to laSt his relations with Mary Victoria, 
daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Leiter of Washington and Chicago, were 
characterised by the tender beauty of an evergreen romance. 

•Letter dated December 24th, 1886. 
•Letter to Mr., now Sir Ian, Malcolm, K.C.M.G. July 1ft, 1902. 
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CURZON, 1891 

A chance meeting in a London ballroom in the summer of 1890 
had quickly l~d to something much more than mere acquaintance
ship. Each recognised in the other taStes and intereSts which pro
vided the basis of a natural and easy intercourse ; and when on the 
eve of bidding each other farewell at the close of the London season 
he gave her, as a memento of the parties and pursuits which they 
had enjoyed together, an amulet, she returned the compliment by 
taking a pearl from her chain-" almoSt the only thing that is my 
very own "-and having it set as a Stud and tiepin for him " as 
emblematic of the tear I shed on leaving London." 1 

They had already found too much in common to contemplate 
losing touch with equanimity, and a regular correspondence soon 
took the place of the frequent meetings of the London season. From 
the Tyrol she wrote telling him of the mountain pinnacles " like 
cathedral spires, reaching so far up to Heaven that I think sometimes 
that they muSt reach there," and the Alpine villages " leaning againSt 
the proud old mountain that seemed to wind its Strong arms around 
them." 2 On her way through London to catch the Steamer home 
they enjoyed a brief re-union, and then she wrote to him from mid 
oceaq-" We have had a merciless voyage from QueenStown. We 
sailed into a furious Storm, and for four days floated on a turbulent 
sea of misery. AlmoSt everyone has succumbed, some fear we will 
sink, others hope so, but I far from it, for hope and life are sweet." 
Later, on hearing news of his work in his conStituency, she wrote to 
congratulate him on his progress with the eleCI:ors-" The Southport 
speech is splendid ; how I wish I were there to hear and help." 3 

Before long she had matte!S of political intereSt on her side of the 
Atlantic to write about. Life in Washington appealed to her; it 
had so many intereSts besides gaiety which were lacking in New 
York. " It has been particularly intereSting lately, and Lord Salis
bury has given Blaine a great surprise in bringing the Behring 
Sea queStion before the Supreme Court. . • I have seen both Blaine 
and the Speaker since. Blaine at heart is glad to have had the ques
tion taken out of his hands."' 

•Letter dated AuguSt 1St, 189o. 
•Ibid., AuguSt 17th, 1890. 
3Ibid., November 4th, 1890. 
•Ibid., January 19th, x89x. 
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Early in the New Year GeorP"e Curzon learned with alarm of the 

total deStrutlionl~f Mrs. Leiter'~ house 1n Washington by fire. Miss 
Leiter happened\o be away when the cataStrophe occurred ;l but 

· she wrote him graphic accounts of the aftermath-the charred ruins 
from which she sought to retrieve some o~ her possessions and the 
nervous shock which some at leaSt of its inmates had suStained. 
This elicited from him some typical comments on the effeCt of crises 
upon the human organism. " How is it that people ever lose their 
heads ? I am sure alarm, excitement, danger would Steady. One 

· might be afraid-deadly afraid-that is according to one's nature, 
but I do not underStand loss of presence of mind or mental dis
traction." 1 This from St. Moritz, where he was Staying for his 
health and was working at his book on Persia, of whose progress 
he wrote with obvious satisfaCtion. Her intereSt in it was certainly 
not simulated-" I am too delighted that Volume I is completed ; 
it can only be splendid since you wrote it-and all since Oetober
wonderfull" 2 

During the summer of 1891, which the Leiters spent in London, 
Persia became a bond of companionship between them. " And 
now good-bye," she wrote, on leaving England in September ; 
"every blessing to you and good luck to your beloved Persia." 3 

In due course she received the promised presentation copy of the 
book which they had discussed so frequently together, and wrote in 
June 1 89z-"' Persi~ 'has come .•.• I am more than delighted to 
have it, as I feel I knew it in its infancy when, inStead of being bound 
and printed, it covered miles of MS. and filled the· old brown bag 
on our various journeys. I shall prove my devotion to it by reading 
it all as we travel through the WeSt this summer." She next spoke 
of a plan to come to Europe in the autumn. " Your movements 
depend entirely on the eletlions. Even if the Liberals win, they 
will not Stay in long, so you cannot go very far away on that ' one 
laSt wander,' as you will be too much needed at the helm of your 
party."" Nevertheless, as we have seen, no sooner was Lord 

•Lettet dated February 3rd, I891. 
•Ibid., February zotb, 1891. 
3[bid., September 6tb, 189I. 
•Ibid., June x8tb, 1892. 
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Salisbury's Government defeated in the House of Common's than 
George Curzon packed up the old brown bag and Started on his 
second journey round the world. 

In November Miss Leiter wrote to him in China, telling him of 
her plans for the winter-" We cross for two months sailing on the 
Teutonic on the 3oth of November, and we go to a southern clime 
-Egypt or the South of France and return here in the spring to get 
into the new house. . . . Do take care of yourself in those deStitute-of 
-comfort countries and don't get ill on this ' one laSt wander I ' " 1 

On his return from Asia he ran across Mrs. Leiter and her 
daughter in Paris where they, too, were breaking their journey 
home, and dined with them at their hotel, the V endome, before 
crossing to England the next day to resume his Parliamentary duties. 

The journey that he had juSt completed was not after all to be 
" the one laSt wander " ; there was Still another incursion into the 
heart of Asia upon which he had set his heart. " The whole thing 
is mapped out for me by the Indian Government direCtly I can go." 
But the journey to the Pamirs and possibly AfghaniStan, could only 
be done in the summer and he could scarcely absent himself from 
the House of Commons and his conStituency so soon after his recent 
tour, and he would have to exercise patience. He could afford to 
wait, for his projected book on the countries of the Far EaSt had 
yet to be written and the trip to the Pamirs " would exhauSt my 
Central Asia programme and leave me a contented and sedentary 
slave." 2 

They saw little of one another this summer for Miss Leiter spent 
only a few days in London before sailing for the United States in 
May ; but they kept up a regular correspondence, he keeping her 
informed of his activities and she commenting on the po1itical 
situation in England as it appeared through American glasses. 
" What a dreadful time you have been having in the House
Biblical epithets recklessly applied and G.O.M. as Herod, and 
Chamberlain as Judas." 3 ·A little later she gave him the American 
view of the attitude of Great Britain towards the Siamese queStion 

•Letter dated November 7th, 1892. 
•Ibid., March z6th, 1893. 
slbid., August 3rd, 1893. 
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in which he was so keenly intereSted. There was little praise, 
apparently, for the figure cut by the Liberal Government in the 
matter, opinion at Washington being that a Conservative Govern
ment would have acted with greater credit. 1 

In AuguSt his hopes of br~ging off his journey to AfghaniStan 
were suddenly raised. An Indian mission was being despatched to 
Kabul, and he asked Lord Kimberley, then Secretary of State for 
India, for permission to accompany it-" It is one of the dreaml;) of 
my life," he told Miss Leiter. But he was very far from being 
persona grata with the Liberal party, more particularly on account of 
what were regarded as his jingo views on Indian frontier queStions. 
He had recently been assa.!led irl the GladStonian press as an alarmiSt 
and a Russophobe, and Lord Kimberley proved obdurate. In his 
disappointment he derived consolation from the support which he , 
received from across the Atlantic, for Miss Leiter not only sym
pathised with him in his attitude towards Russia, but was able to1 
give him information which tended to confirm his suspicions of 
Russian intentions on the Pamirs. A Russian gentleman of high 
Station had been talking grandiloquently-and indiscreetly-of the 
intentions of the Russian forward party in that part of the· world ; 
and in Septemper he wr0te to thank her for what she had been 
able to tell him. "What you told me about the G.,. D.,. A .. ,,. 
was also extreme!J valuable, because it confirms from high quarters 
the suspicions which I have had for some time." 2 • 

But despite Lord Kimberley's refusal, he could not keep his mind 
away from the Pamirs, and he wrote conStantly of his plans for 
getting there. " If the present Government Stay in, as looks likely, 
through the impending session, then I shall try to wo,rk the Pamirs 
next summer-;-the laSt wild cry of freedom 1 " 3 In January, r894, 
he wrote hopefully-" Pamir plan is taking shape"; and a fort
night later he told her that he hoped to have got his book on the 
Far EaSt into the printers' hands " before I Start for Pamirs." With 
spring came the political uncertainties consequent on Mr. Glad
Stone's resignation, and he tried to form an eStimate of the extent 

•Letter dated Augu§t xoth, 1893. 
•Ibid., Augu§t 23rd, 1893. 
slbid., November uth, 1893. 
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to which his prospetl:s of reaching the Pamirs were affetl:ed-" If 
there is no immediate probability of a dissolution, I shall make the 
Pamir trip ; if, owing to the fear of an eleC:Uon which does not, 
after all, take place, I lose my chance of going to the Pamirs, I shall 
then go to India and I believe I can get a special invitation from the 
Amir of AfghaniStan to go up as his gueSt to Kabul, the firSt English
man (if I succeed) who has ever been so favoured." 1 

In the meantime the Leiters were touring in America and Miss 
Leiter wrote him vivid descriptions of the country through which 
they passed-lands of a burning sun and of monotonous Stretches 
of endless cotton fields-which muSt have recalled a flying visit 
which he had paid to the home of Amelie Rives on his way across 
America eighteen months earlier. As he had travelled across Vir
ginia he had been Struck by his own familiarity with the scenery 
gained from the description of it in that writer's books, for he found 
it, as he had pictured it, " wild, unkempt, sparsely-and irregularly 
cultivated with sweeping pine-clad hills and virgin woods, every
thing up and down and without syStem or order, the soil prreter
naturally and sanguineously red." 2 

In June, Miss Leiter spent a day or two in London on her way to 
the continent, when the possibilities of the Pamir trip were ex
hauStively discussed and a definite decision taken to make a supreme 
effort to carry it through. Plans were matured, and on July the I 5th 
he wrote-" The mail by which I go will leave England on Friday 
the 3rd." Nothing happened to upset this arrangement, and at laSt, 
on AuguSt the 4th, he found himself en route for India and wrote 
in high spirits from the train as he sped across Europe-" I spent 
the firSt few hours in writing my second letter about Korea to The 
Times and poSted it at Aix les Bains. . . . Read my book when it 
reaches you and tell me what you think of it." 

She did not wait for the book ; she read his articles and letters 
to the papers with avidity. His letters on the problems of the Far 
EaSt delighted her, "they put the situation so very clearly," and, 
as she was careful to inform him, " not to the taSte of the French 
papers." She found French feeling againSt England and the Im-

•Letter dated March nth, 1894. 
•Notes from a diary of a journey round the world in 1892; 
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COURTSHIP AND MARRIAGE 

perialist policy with which George Curzon was identified very bitter, 
and from Baden Baden she wrote giving him, as was her custom, 
such political news as she could gather. Hatred of England was 
rampant, not only in the French press, but among French people 
generally. A French lady of her acquaintance had said to her
" La France sera toujours pret a ceder sa main a La Russie pour 
menacer L'Angleterre dans l'Orient."l And a little later she sent 
him an article from a French paper in which he and Sir C. Dilke 
were pilloried as menacing France upon every possible occasion 
in the House of Commons, and was able to tell him definitely of the · 
skill with which Germany was playing upon the feelings of the 
French people. "The German Emperor liberating the French spies 
and calling upon the Empress Eugenie when in England, and now 
the suggested discontinuatiot:t of the annual celebration of Sedan 
has moved hysterical France to tears .... England must remain 
the hated reminder of Aboukir, the Nile, Trafalgar, Waterloo and 
St. Helena, until she prostrates herself theatrically before Napoleon's 
tomb with a' pardonnez moi.' It is all amusing, isn't it?" 2 

The reception accorded to his book delighted bet. "This morn
ing a Times came with an article on the book which I posted to 
you at once, along with a splendid Frenchy article in the Temps . ..• 
I believe you have luck with you, for your book on Korea coming 
out just as everyone's attention is fixed there, is a bit of capital good 
fortune." 3 He was able to confirm her belief, for later on he wrote 
from Aden on his way home from Afghanistan, that he had heard 
from his publishers that the book had already reached a third edition 
and that his share ofthe profits up to the end of November amounted 
to over £;oo. 

During his journey he wrote as opportunity offered, telling of his 
doings ,and finally of his safe return to England. But the relief which 
she felt at the satisfactory completion of his journey was quickly 
followed by anxiety on the score of his health. He .always felt the 
English climate after the sunshine of Asia, and he had not been home 
more than a few days when he wrote complaining of the cold-

•Lettet dated Augu§t nth, 1894· 
•Ibid., Auguft 29th, 1894· 
llbid., Augmt 23td, IS94• 
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"weather too damnable and would freeze the Styx." By the end of 
February he was in bed suffering grievously with pain in his back. 
" I broke down with all the work I have had to do since coming 
back, with nobody to help me. The change of life, climate and 
exercise is very trying and nearly always on my return from a big 
journey I have a collapse." 1 

On March the znd the world learned that George Curzon was 
engaged to Mary Leiter. If his friends were for the mo~ part taken 
by surprise, they were quick to express their approval, and on the 
very day of the announcement he cabled a brief message to Miss 
Leiter in Washington-" Universal delight." The general feeling 
among his friends was well expressed by Lord Pembroke in a letter 
of congratulation-" It was clever of you and extremely charatl:eris
t!c to get engaged to Miss Leiter at Washington from the top of the 
Pamirs; you mu~ tell me how it was done." 2 

Not even his mo~ intimate friends were aware of the romarttic 
Story of his engagement ; the secret had been preserved with extra
ordinary fidelity. On March the ~~he had written to her-" To
morrow is the day of the great deliverance ; we are delivered of our 
great secret." During his lifetime George Curzon was ~rangely 
adverse to making known the ~ory. But before his death he 
wrote a note, from which it is clear that he was anxious that some 
day the facts should be disclosed. And since his courtship and 
marriage played a determining part in his public as in his private life 
it is appropriate that the ~my·should now be told. 

For two years they had been engaged without the knowledge of 
a soul except Miss Leiter's parents, to whom the secret had been 
confided more than a year after the engagement had been entered 
into. In the little sitting room in the hotel V endome, on March the 
3rd, 1893----:-the day that he had spent in Paris on his way home from 
his second journey round the world--Lthese two had spoken to each 
other words which they alone in all the world might hear. What was 
said was wholly unpremeditated. When George Curzon had entered 
the hotel for dinner, it was without the slighte~ anticipation of what 
was to be the evening's issue. I~ was ju~ that the hearts of these two 

•Letter dated March xSt, 1895• 
•Ibid., March ;rd, 1895· 
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people were no longer capable of containing the song which their 
souls were singing. From the beginning, he told· her, he had felt 
that they were deStined for each other ; but for three years he had 
not dared to speak, because there was certain work in his scheme of 
Asiatic travel and Study which he had resolved to carry through 
and which, he thought, no married man would be juStified in 
undertaking. The greater part of it was now accomplished, but some 
of it-the contemplated journey to the Pamirs and AfghaniStan-was 
Still to do. And until that journey was either completed or definitely 
abandoned, he did not regard himself as free to enter into 
matrimony. 

To all of this she bowed a willing assent. To-morrow and for all 
time to come it 'would be the same with her a'S it ~as to-day and as it 
had been yeSterday. A few more months or, if need be, years she 
offered up in willing sacrifice upon the altar of her devotion. The 
doubts and anxieties of the paSt three years, exaggerated by the 
necessity of warding off the all too frequent advances of other 
suitors, vanished in the joy of the present certainty. Before he left 
for England the mutual pledge of secrecy and fidelity had been 
gladly given. It was faithfully kept. 

The next two years were a time of difficulty the anxieties of which 
were only heightened by contraSt with hopes for the future in which 
both conStantly indulged. But they laid firm the foundations of a 
great and abiding happiness, built up on a mutual recognition of all 
that each could give the other. For all the self-sufficiency which he 
showed the world, he w~s ever ready to welcome the help which 
she could give him. " I want you to teach me French well (I am 
merely passable) .... If ever I am Foreign MiniSter I muSt be more 
supple and fluent at French than I am." 1 And when the Strain 
which the uncertainties of his Afghan journey imposed upon her 
was over, and she wrote to catch him in Paris on his way home, she 
paid a generous tribute to the value of the test to which ea~h had 
been subjected. " Think of your being in Paris I It ·will be almoSt 
two years sinc·e our memorable meeting at the hotel V endome
and the two years· of waiting will be nearly up .... The waiting 
years have been fruitful ones to you, and·they've not been loSt to 

•Letter dated April .zznd, 1894· 
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me, for love and devotion and truSt count for a great deal and my 
feminine philosophy believes in teSts and patience greatly improving 
and developing a woman. I believe we shall be eternally 
happy." 1 

f:~ How severe was the teSt: and how great the patience demanded, is 
abundantly clear from the voluminous correspondence between 
them during these two years. As the date of his departure on " the 
one laSt: wander " drew near, her anxiety became acute. She spoke 
wiStfully of what might be-if only all went well. They muSt: take 
a place in Scotland " with some good shooting for you." The 
prospetl: was marvellously fair-if only all went well. " You muSt: 
think if you run risks on this journey that after all Pamir is not 
worth sacrificing all we have in Store for us ; for it may be the roof 
of the world, but rather than perish on that roof you muSt think of 
all the delights we shall have under a more modeSt roof in 
England." 2 

On his way across Europe to catch his boat for India he broke his 
journey for a few hours, to see her. "It was very sweet catching that 
little glimpse of you," he wrote from the train. " A year hence 
there will be no more need of patience, no more letters and tele
grams and no more goodbyes." 3 But his next letter only added to 
her fears, already sufficiently great-" I have been writing my will 
and am sending it home from Port Said. In it I tell about you ; so 
that if the worSt came to the worSt my Father would underStand." 4 

She tried to diStratl: her thoug'bts with reading and music. " I 
have read Max Muller's 'India and what it can teach us,' and 
Sir Alfred Lyall's ' India,' which is concise and good ; but it does 
not go very far-and yeSterday I picked up a life of Lord Lawrence, 
by Sir Richard Temple." But all that she read brought Asia and its 
present dangers to all her happiness more vividly before her. " I 
wonder what you will decide to do on landing ? I hope not face all 
kinds of dangers and think, like the Latin motto, ' Dulce et decorum 
est pro patria mori.' Perhaps I haven't got it Straight, for I have 

•Letter dated December 15th, 1894• 
•Ibid., July 3oth, 1894. 
Jibid., AuguSt 4th, 1894• 
•Ibid., AuguSt 8th, 1894. 
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forgotten my Latin ; but I do remember one sentence which is a 
much better one than the first, ' Dum vivimus· vivamus.' "1 

Music, like literature, seemed doomed only to emphasise her 
disquiet. At Bayreuth, " Lohengrin, with that lovely bridal music, 
was beautiful and Nordica made an enchanting Elsa." But she knew 
not which was the mo~ sorrowful fiance, Elsa or herself, the for
mer's Lohengrin "with his allegiance divided between her and 
knightly traditions, or mine with his adventurous propensities." 9 

And.a little later, when she heard .rumours of the illness of the Ami.r 
of Afghani~an, she was assailed by premonitions of tragedy. " I 
implore you not to go to Kabul. If the Amir dies, the danger will 
be terrible ; it will be quite inhuman of you to go and .run such a 
risk." 3 

Korea, like Persia, was a happy link between them ; and he wrote 
delightedly of the success of his book. " The book seems to have 
gone like wildfire in England, which is consoling. What a part you 
will play in the preparation of the next. Poor child, think of your 
lot-amanuensis to a professional scribbler, drudge to a political 
pamphleteer." 4 And he spoke of the· gift to which he dedicated 
the proceeds-a gift which " I shall now feel has been fairly won by 
the sweat of my own brow," one which is not merely the conven
tional marriage present, " but a" part of my veritable heart and 
brain." 5 By an odd mi~chance the' presentation copy went a~ray. 

" The book on Korea mu~ have gone to Dupont for it has 
not turned up yet. B ... H ...... spoke of it yeSterday and I 
with difficulty .repressed a desire to beg, borrow or ~eal ·her 
copy ; but feared to re-arouse her suspicions, which I success- · 
fully allayed summer before la~ at Newport-so that now she 
says quite seriously, 'it is a great pity that you and George 
Curzon didn't hit it off' ; at which I look blandly unconscious 
and feel inclined to laugh." a • 

tLetter dated AuguSt 12th, 1894. 
•Ibid., AuguSt 22nd, 1894· 
3Ibid., oaober 6th, 1894· 
•Ibid., Oaober 12th, 1894. 
slbid., January 2.nd, 1895. 
6lbid., oaober 6th, 1894· 
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She derived mild amusement from the various suggeStions made 
to her on the subject of matrimony .. " You will laugh to hear P .•• 
B •...• urges me to marry Prince B ..••.. , saying, ' qui done au 
monde y-a t~jl de mieux ?' I tell him, ' quel qu'un bien sur.' " 1 

Letters came at uncertain intervals to raise her spirits. From the 
railway carriage on his way to Rawal Pindi he wrote : " Outside 
the carriage window, staring in at me, are bearded forms in huge 
turbans of every colour, purple and scarlet and crimson and orange 
and blue and white. Some day I will bring you to see them.'' 2 

On reaching Gilgit, on his return from the Pamir, he cabled her 
the agreed message, "safe.'' The first half of the journey was 
accomplished, and her gratitude knew no bounds. " Bless you ..•• 
your cable met me here and I can't ·speak for thankfulness. . . • I 
believe I never had a moment of such transcendently b!essed thank
fulness in all my life. . . . Thank God, Pamir is behind.'' 3 

From Kabul he wrote on November the ;oth that all had gone 
well and that he ought to be safely out of the country by December 
the 21st or zznd, when his second cable, "safe," would be sent. 
At last it came-" The cable was a great blessing, for I've been 
anxious ever since you set foot in that benighted country.''' 

Her joy at hearing of his arrival in England was tempered by 
news of his collapse-" I have been dismally anxious about you 
between Pamirs and Kabul and your being ill, and to keep up my 
spirits through it all has been pretty hard. • . . But after we are 
married and landed in England a quiet week would be Paradise 
Regained." 5 

The wedding took place at Washington on April the zznd, and 
Mr. and Mrs. Curzon crossed to England a few days later. No more 
charming benediction upon the consummation of their long
drawn romance, nor one more discerning in its prophetic insight, 
could have been penned than that of a friend who had known 
Mrs. Curzon from her earliest years. "I rejoice in your prospetl: of 

'Letter dated August :z:z.nd, 1894. 
•Ibid., August :z5th, 1894. 
3Ibid., October 6th, 1894. 
•Ibid., January rst, 1895. 
sibitl., March :z4th, 1895. 
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happiness. . . . I think over my friendship with you and with him 
and collect my memories and put them side by side. They all seem 
to fall naturally into place together, as if the two lives were made to 
be lived together, and as if each had found the twin soul which 
halved their own. I am sure it is so-sure that for you and for him 
life is henceforward to be a complete and beal.ltiful thing." 1 And 
'so it was. · 

'Letter from Mr. G. W. Smalley to Mrs. Curzon dated March nth, 1895· 
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CHAPTER XV 

WHEN IS A PEER NOT A PEER? 

GEORGE CuRZoN's pre-occupation with the peoples and politics 
of the EaSt had not dissipated the hopes which he had long enter
tained of seeing some change effetl:ed in the composition of the 
House of Lords. And in 1895 an event took place which provided 
him and those who were associated with him in the matter with an 
opportunity of teSting the validity of what they regarded as the 
penalty attaching to the eldeSt son of a peer, namely, that of having 
to relinquish his seat in the House of Commons on the death of his 
father. "'!'he world supposes him," he had written in an article on 
the subjetl:, " to be the fortunate heir of what is called the accident 
of birth ; he is in reality the hapless viCtim of the accident of 
death." 

'!'he queStion was a comparatively narrow one ; but, apart from 
the personal intereSt which it naturally possessed for George Curzon 
and his friends, it was hoped that the atl:ion which they contem
plated, even if unsuccessful, would diretl: attention once more to 
the broader queStion of the reform of the Upper Chamber, which 
had always been their main objeCtive. 

Prominent among his associates was Lord Wolmer. And by 
the death of Lord Selborne in the spring of 1895 Lord Wolmer 
found himself faced with the immediate prospetl: of paying this 
unwelcome penalty. He had committed himself to very definite 
views on the subjetl: twelve months earlier, when he had joined 
George Curzon and St. John Brodrick in introducing a Bill " to 
remove the legal disability of peers on succeeding to their titles, 
in respetl: of sitting in the House of Commons." And when lack of 
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success in the ballot for private members' time in the House of 
Commons had deprived them of the chance of drawing attention to 
the matter in this way, he had added his signature to theirs at the 
foot of an article in the April number of the Nineteenth Century, 
in which were set forth with a wealth of argument and illuStration 
the objeCtions to the exiSting law and praCtice. The article had 
attraCted a great deal -of attention. George Curzon as its author had 
received an honorarium of fifty pounds for it, the largeSt ~urn he 
had ever been paid for a magazine article, and he had written to 
Miss Leiter in high delight-" My article in the Nineteenth Century 

' has had a great success, having had leading articles written on it in 
nearly every newspaper." 1 

With Lord Selbome's death an opportunity presented itself of 
approac:qing the matter from a somewhat different point of view.· 
The Bill for which they had made themselves responsible had been 
designed to alter what was believed to be the exiSting law. But was 
it so certain, after all, that there was any legal compulsion upon a 
member of the House of Commons to vacate his ~eat on succeeding 
to a peerage ? Some years before, an agreement had been come to 
between George ~urzon, St. John Brodrick and Lord Walmer 
that this queStion should be de£nitely put to the teSt in the House of 
Commons by whichever of them was firSt called by a callous fate to 
the Upper Chamber, and preparations for giving effetl: to this 
agreement were at once taken in hand. "It is very essential that I 
should see you.; as ·early as possible to discuss Woljohn's (Lord 

'Walmer's) aCtion, Askwith's opinion (in whi.:h so far as my present 
knowledge of the Statute goes I do not concur), and the circulation 
of my memo to the Committee." 2 

There was the possibility to be considered of the penalties to 
'which a man might render himself liable by sitting and, voting in the 
House of Commons when no longer entitled to do so, and this aspetl: 
of the case presented itself not unnaturally with special force to 
Lord W olmer. George Curzon was inclined to regard it as a side 
issue of no great importance-"! have no copy of the Statutes with 
me and cannot be certain to which Statute of Anne W. refer"s. 

•Letter dated April sth. 1894; 
•Letter from George Curzon to St. John Brodrick. undated. 
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I never remember the committee unearthing any Statute by which 
the £soo penalty could possibly apply to a peer continuing to sit." 1 

However, he added that he would gladly join in a hundred pounds 
guarantee. On all other points he was well prepared. "Fortunately, 
while at sea I prepared long reasoned statement of our House of 
Lords case for the Committee, so I have the powder ready for 
Woljohn straight away."2 

While these preparations were going forward there was a further 
casualty in the ranks of the peerage. The then Lord Pembroke died, 
his brother and heir being at the time a Whip in the House of 
Commons. George Curzon, alert to all possibilities, sa~ in him a 
potentialrecruit of obvious value. "Tell Sidney that he mu~ not apply 
for Chilterns, but continue to sit. It is very important for our case." 3 

Two main lines of argument were employed by George Curzon 
and his friends. Fir~, it was argued, a peer did not become a Lord 
of Parliament until he had received a writ of summons to the House 
of Lords. Such writs were issued only on the application of the 
peer himself, and in the event of no such application being made, 
it followed that the peer retained his ~atus as a commoner, ju~ as 
an Irish peer did who was not eleaed by his fellow peers to a seat 
in the House of Lords. The contention was supported by ingenious 
analogies. Two peers, the late Lord Tenterden and the then Lord 
Iddesleigh, had, in faa, refrained from applying for their writs, in 
order to continue in the enjoyment of po~s in the Civil Service 
believed to be incompatible with a seat in the House of Lords. 
Why, it was asked, should not a peer aa similarly in order to con
tinue in the enjoyment of another disqualifying service, namely, 
that of the House of Commons ? Failing the success of this plea, 
there was a second line of defence. Before the House of Commons 
could issue a new writ for the filling of a vacancy, it had, admittedly, 
to satisfy itself that a vacancy had in faa occurred. In the case of 
one of its members succeeding to a peerage, the proof invariably 
accepted by .lt of his having done so, was the issue to him of a writ 
of summons to the House of Lords. Supposing, once again, that 

•Letter to St. John Brodrick, dated May, 1895· 
•Letter to St. John Brodrick dated May 6th, 1895. 
Ibid. 
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the new peer refrained from applying for such a writ, the House of 
Commons would be without the proof which it had always 
demanded before being satisfied that a vacancy had occurred. And 
so long as the House of Commons was without proof that a vacancy 
had in faCt occurred, it would scarcely be juSti£ed.in requiring the 
member concerned to withdraw. ' 

This latter line of argument derived support from an incident 
which had taken place in June of the previous year. The Hon. 
Bernard Coleridge, then a member of the House of Commons, had 
become Lord Coleridge, and in due course the Chief MiniSterial 
Whip had moved for a new writ for the Attercliffe Division, not in 
the room of the Hon. B. Coleiidge, " called up to the House of 
Lords "-the usual formula employed on such occasions-but in 
room of the Hon. B. Coleridge, " who since his eleCtion for the said 
division has accepted the office of Steward of Her Majesty'fChiltern 
Hundreas "-the formula always employed on the retirement of a 
member of the House of Commons for reasons other than succession 
to a peerage. It was generally underStood that the reason for this 
departure from the ordinary praCtice was a simple one-that it 
~as, in faCt, merely for the purpose of permitting the by-eleCtion to 
be held without the delay which might occur in the receipt by the 
new peer of his writ of summons to the House of Lords. There 
were persons, however, who were by no means disposed to let the 
innovation pass, simply because the reason for it might be plain. 
Mr. Chamberlain had at once deteCted the irregularity, and two 
days later had raised the matter as a queStion of privilege in the 
House of Commons. His argument was a simple one. If a week or 
more after the death of Lord Coleridge the Government considered 
it necessary for Mr. Bernard Coleridge to apply for the Chiltern 
Hundreds before they could move for the'issue of a new writ to 
fill the vacancy, they muSt hold the view that he was Still a member 
of the House of Commons. Both Mr. Chamberlain and Mr. Balfour 
had accepted this as the logical deduCtion from the Chief Whip's 
actiqn and had attacked, the Government for thus providing a 
precedent for the creation of a special class of persons, neither 
peers nor commoners, who could claim to sit in either House 
according to their pleasure. , 
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Needless to say, George Curzon and Lord Wolmer, while 
gleefully agreeing with their leaders on the interpretation to be 
placed on the Government's action, had parted company with them 
altogether when they had made it a ground of attack. In their view, 
it;ldeed, the action of the Chief Whip was a matter for congratulation 
rather than for censure, for here was the precedent for which they 
had long sought presented to them gratuitously by the Government 
of the day. No "Peers' Disability Removal Bill" would now be 
necessary ; and George Curzon had thanked Sir William Harcourt 
effusively for making it incontrovertibly clear that more than a 
week after Lord Coleridge's death Mr. Bernard Coleridge had 
remained a member of the House of Commons. Sir William Har
court at firSt gratified and then suspicious of blandishments so 
pronounced from so unexpected a quarter, had agreed hurriedly to 
Mr. Chamberlain's suggeStion for the appointment of a Committee, 
to which should be delegated the task of enquiring into the cir
cumStances in which the writ had been issued and into the larger 
queStion of the law and practice of the House of Commons relating 
to vacancies caused by succession to the Peerage. 

The incident had excited intereSt out of all proportion to its 
intrinsic importance. Mr. Chamberlain had declared with emphasis 
that the effect of the Government's action might be to bring about 
" enormous conStitutional changes " ; and The Times had Stated 
in a leading article that it was essential that the public should know 
what the law on the matter was, and that it should be laid down 
without the possibility of miStake, if it was in a man's own power 
to decide, whether he should succeed to a peerage. And now twelve 
months later, when Lord Selborne died, the Committee was Still 
pondering the matter. 

The evidence so far laid before the Committee seemed to have 
eStablished at leaSt two facts favourable to George Curzon's con
tention ; firSt, that a Peer of the Realm is not a Lord of Parliament 
until he is called by writ of summons to the House of Lords, and 
secondly, that he is not disqualified by Statute from sitting in the 
House of Commons. The circumStances seemed to be favourable, 
therefore, for putting the matter to the teSt ; and in a letter to The 
Times of May the x 3th, over the signatures of George Curzon and 
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St. John Brodrick, it was announced that Lord Selborne proposed 
to raise the question whether a Peer of the Realm could continue to 
sit in,' or be eleCted to, the House of Commons. ·~He will take this 
~ep deliberately and after due forethought, not with a view to his 
own position or to an individual case alone, but in order to raise 
in a constitutional manner a grave constitutional issue upon which a 
Committee of the House of Commons, after sitting for eleven 
months and after receiving the mo~ confliCl:ing _evidence, has ~s 
yet arrived at no decision." 

On ·the same day when the House met, Mr. Labouchere rose to 
call the attention of the Speaker to the presence in the House of a 
nobleman who since taking his seat as a duly eleCted member was 
alleged to have become a Peer of the Realm, and to ask whether in 
these circum~ances the Noble Lord had a right to be within the 
bar of the House. The Speaker in reply disclaimed any right to 
decide whether Lord Selborne was entitled to sit and vote, such 
right bei~g ve~ed in the House itself. But he thought it proper to 

' point out to the House that although many cases had occurred of 
members finding themselve~ in the position in which Lord Selborne 
then ~ood, he had been unable to discover any inStance on record 
of such a claim being put forward as that now made by the Noble 
Lord, to sit and vote in the Lower House. In these circumStances 
he asked Lord Selborne to withdraw below the bar until the question 
of his right had been decided by the House. 

As a result of discussion on two consecutive days, the House 
decided on the Motion of Sir William Harcourt to appoint a SeleCt 
Comm1ttee to inquire and report whether the Hon. William Walde
grave Palmer, commonly called Viscount Walmer, had, since his 
eleCtion to the House of Commons, succeeded to the Earldom of 
Selborne in the peerage of the United Kingdom, the larger question ' 
of principle being left to the Committee which had been appointed 
the year before. The finding of the SeleCt Committee was, of course, 
a foregone conclusion, and on receipt of its report the House 
~raightway agreed to a Motion for the issue of a new writ for the , 
eleCtion of a member for the WeSt Edinburgh Division, and Lord 
Selborne was thereby debarred from continuing to sit in the House 
of Commons. Thus the attempt of the eldeSt sons to diveSt them-
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selves of the privileges and penalties of their rank ended in failure. 
It attratl:ed little support among~ members of the House of Com
mons, who, for the mo~ part, displayed a mortifying indifference 
to their departure from their mid~. Nor did it fare much better 
at the hands of the leader of the Conservative party in the House of 
Lords, who dismissed the episode with a charatl:erillic gibe. Re
plying to the toa~ of the House of Lords at the Academy banquet, 
Lord Salisbury said : 

" From time immemorial it has been the cu~om of fathers to 
reform their sons. We have recently experienced the attempts 
of sons to reform their fathers, and from this novel and in
tere~ing ordeal the House of Lords is emerging as well as can 
be expetl:ed." · 

Intere~ in the matter was dellined to be submerged not many 
days later by happenings of more immediate import. On June the 
2.1st St. John Brodrick accused the Government of a dereliaion 
of duty in conneaion with the supply of cordite for the army, and, 
to the surprise of mo~ people, the Mini~ry was found, in the divi
sion that followed, to be in a minority of seven. It was with llill 
greater surprise that the public learned on June the 2.4th that the 
Cabinet had resigned and that Lord Salisbury was back in office. 
Among~ George Curzon's friends and admirers expetl:ations 

naturally ran high. In the press, among his personal friends and 
by his supporters in his conllituency, he had been regarded as 
certain to receive promotion ; and it was with somewhat mixed 
feelings, therefore, that he read Lord Salisbury's letter to him on 
June the 2.7th, ·inviting him in flattering terms to serve once more 
as Under Secretary. 

" I have accepted the Foreign Office somewhat again~ my 
will," Lord Salisbury wrote. " I had much rather that Devon
shire had taken it. But he would not do so. And now having 
to undertake it at a time when much difficulty seems to impend, 
I am naturally trying to secure the beSt assi~ance that I can. 
Therefore I venture to turn to you. You are more familiar 
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with EaStern queStions than any map on our side and your 
ability and position in the House of Commons will enable you 
to fight a good battle for us if our policy is attacked in the 
House. I hope, therefore, you will ~ot refuse to accept the 
Under Secretaryship of Foreign Affairs." . 

'fP.ere were two subjects to which George Curzon had for a 
long time paSt devoted his time and thought, and Foreign policy 
was one of them. He did not hesitate, therefore, ,to accept the Prime 
MiniSter's offer. But there would be no harm, he thought, in ap
prising Lord Salisbury of the expectations which had been enter- ' 
tained-rashly, no doubt, but none the less confidently-in his 
conStituency in case something might be done to make it clear to 
the public that his continued employment in a subordinate position 
was not to be regarded as in any sense a slur upon him. Cases were 
not unknown, for example, of the honour of a Privy Councillorship 
being conferred upon particularly meritorious Under Secretaries. 
Any anxiety which he. may have felt on this score was, as it turned 
out, superfluous, for Lord Salisbury's letter of June the 27th was 
followed by a second communication on June the 28th, in which he 
conveyed to him the Queen's desire that he should attend at Windsor 
the following day to be sworn of the Privy Council. " It may be a 
satisfaction to you," he added," to remember that (so far as I know) 
there has been no inStance of any one holding a political office of 

' your age having received the honour within living memory/' 
At the election which took place in July George Curzon ·was 

returned for his old conStituency by a majority of 764 over the 
Liberal candidate, Sir H. Naylor-Leyland,· and Lord Salisbury's 
Government was confirmed in office by the sweeping majority of 
I 52.. 
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CHAPTER XVI 

UNDER SECRETARY FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS 

IT is intereSting to compare a speech made by George Curzon at 
Derby soon after the General Election of 1895 with his speeches 
and writings nine years earlier, when his enthusiasm for Democratic 
Toryism was at its height, for such a comparison shows how com
pletely his own intereSt in politics had moved away from domeStic 
controversies and in the direction of foreign and Imperial affairs. 
It was no longer a headlong dive into the " inexhaustible work of 
reform " 1 that he advocated; on the contrary, he was of opinion 
that the Radical Party had been defeated in the recent eleB:ion 
because of " their plethora of plans and plots and programmes," 
and he was convinced that the country was anxious for the respite 
which would now be offered it. The Conservative Party had no 
desire " to crowd the Statute book with ill-discussed measures ; 
they contemplated no gigantic revolution." This did not mean that 
Strenuous work did not lie ahead of them. Though the people need 
no longer fear any " great social or domeStic upheaval at home,' 
there were nevertheless matters of grave import that were com
pelling the attention of all thoughtful men abroad. " After a 
considerable lull, foreign affairs have once more raised their heads 
above the horizon. The world is unquiet. Uneasy symptoms are 
abroad. We hear the moaning of sick nations on their couches, and 
we liSten to and witness the Struggles of dying men." There was 
growing competition for the empty places of the earth for colonisa
tion and for trade. The rivalries of the nations were becoming 
fiercer. The pre-eminence of the British as a colonising and govern-

•See back, Chapter VI. 



UNDER SECRETARY FOR FOREIGN AFFAI~S 
ing race no longer remained unchallenged. If they would guard 
againSt the perils of the future they muSt lift their eyes across their 
island seas to the greater world beyond. 1 

His forecaSt was an accurate one. The closing years of the century 
saw a gteat outburst of activity on the part of the European Powers 
in all parts of the world. .The rapid accumulation of wealth which 
had ·been brought about by the induStrial revolution which marked 
its opening years had resulted in a phenomenal increase in popula
tion. Trade and population alike spilled over the brim of the Euro
pean cup, and new markets and new lands for the overflow had 
become imperative necessities. In Great Britain this development 
was reflected in the popular mind. Imperialism became the accepted 
creed of the nation ; and George Curzon was before all else an 
ImperialiSt. His extended travels had taught him at an earlier age 
than some of his contemporaries to think Imperially and had imbued . 
him with a burning faith in the Imperial deStiny of Great Britain
a faith which burned all the more brightly because it was founded 
not merely on a recognition of the necessity of developing new 
lands for a surplus population or of acquiring new markets for an 
expanding trade, but upon an unbounded belief and pride in the 
moral qualities of the British race. Some years before, Reill!.ell Rodd, 
who had learned to appreciate this trait in his character,· at Oxford, 
asked George Curzon if he might dedicate to him a volume of 
poems entitled " Songs of England," which he was about to publish, 
" because they deal with the spirit which you and I admire and 
believe in, and will do our damndeSt to maintain and further. That 
is all." And he muSt be accounted fortunate in that the circumStances 
of the time provided him with the field beSt suited to the play of the 
particular caSt of idealism in his nature. 

His horror of the Little Englander was absolutely sincere, and 
he was perfectly willing to make Imperialism, or the lack of it, the 
teSt by which the claims of the two hiStoric parties to represent the 
nation should be judged. The gravamen of his charge againSt the 
late Government was that, whatever the individual ability of its 
members, it was as a whole lacking in political character, had not a 
single dispassionate aim, and lived from day to day " by a sort of 

1Speech at Derby on November 6tb, 1895. 
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CURZON, ~895 ., 
juggler's ability in manipulating parties and conciliating fads." 
The consequence was that foreign Governments could not rely on 
it, because they knew that it could not rely upon itself. But since 
July it could no longer be said that the voice of the British Govern
ment was " either the murmur of a faction or the whisper of a party. 
It was what it had not been for the laSt three years-the voice of 
the British people/' It was his experience that throughout the 
Empire the return of a Conservative Government was always hailed 
with relief~ " the result of long experience and profound conviction 
•.•. that the intereSts of this country are safer in the hands of those 
who regard the British Empire as a majeStic responsibility, rather 
than in the hands of those who look upon it as an irksome burden." 
In the case of Great Britain expansion was not the ,offspring of a luSt 
of territorial aggrandisement, but of Imperial necessity. Year by 
year the number of those who failed to underStand this became 
smaller. Those who shirked the responsibilities of Empire found 
themselves the adherents of a discredited creed. " They may cry 
upon the housetops of Northampton-but the twitterings of spar
rows have never yet interfered with the Stability of an Empire." 
Expansion for Great Britain meant exiStence ; contraction would 
signify decay. "These," he declared," are the principles by which 
the foreign policy of the present Government will be guided." 1 

Indications of the increasing share of public attention which 
foreign affairs were about to demand were forthcoming during the 
opening weeks of the new Parliament. The Session was scarcely a 
month old when George Curz6n _was called on to deal with a number 
of matters affecting the intereSts of Great Britain abroad. The busi
ness community were demanding greater commercial activity on 
the part of the diplomatic and consular representatives of the 
country, and George Curzon took his place at the head of the Com
mercial Department of the Foreign Office. Then there was the 
queStion of the completion of the Uganda railway. The late Govern
ment having decided to assume the proteCtorate of Uganda and the 
basin of the Vitl:oria Nyanza Lake, a railway from the coaSt had 
been generally accepted as a necessary corollary. This obligation, 
declared the Under Secretary, "tardily accepted by the late 

1Speecb at Kingston, October, 189~ • 
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Government is assumed with readiness by the present Govern
ment." A Departmental Committee which had been considering 
the _matter had left unanswered one important queStion, namely, 
whether the railway shou~d Stop short at Kikuyu, three hundred 
miles from the coaSt, or should be carried on as far as the Lake, 
a diStance of six hundred and fifty miles in all? Lord Salisbury's 
Government had decided on the latter alternative-a decision which 
followed naturally on a proper underStanding of the principal 
objetl: of the railway, which was to bring down to the coaSt the 
produtl:s of all the lands abutting on the Victoria Nyanza. It was 
abundantly clear from George Curzon's · speech-the firSt he was 
called upon to make as Under Secretary for Foreign Affairs-that 
the projetl: was one which appealed Strongly to him as being cal
culated to advance within its sphere the 1110ral and material intereSts 
of Great Britain. It would Strike at the slave trade, which was a 
reproach to the civilisation of the age, and it would bring to an 
end the melancholy but unhappily chronic State of petty internecine 
warfare which was devaStating the regions to be traversed. " This 
railway will carry with it not merely civilisation and commerce 
but peace." 1 

The Uganda Railway was only one of the many queStions touched 
upon during the discussion of the Foreign Office Vote and later of 
the Appropriation Bill ; but his speech on the railway provided 
the key to his general outlook. It was at once made clear that so far 
as the Under Secretary was concerned British policy in pursuance 
. of British intereSts, in whatever part of the world they were found 
to exiSt, would be no hesitating one. In so far as he was permitted 
to express his views, the world at large would be informed in clear 
and unequivocal tones what British intereSts were, and what Great 
Britain was prepared to do to uphold them. There can be little 
doubt that had he been in control of the Foreign Policy of the 
country, Great Britain would have been found a good deal less 
accommodating in her relations with other Powers during the next 
few years than atl:ually proved to be the case. 

This was particularly so in the case of France. He had been very 
unfavourably impressed by what he had seen of French Administra-

•Speech in the House of Commons on AuguSt 3oth, I 895. 
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cion abroad. In French Indo-China he thought the French Services 
particularly badly officered. They appeared to him to have been 
recruited from a far lower Stratum of society than similar Services
such as the Indian Civil Servic~-in the case of Great Britain. 
" Shuffling little stubble-bearded Frenchmen of the moSt un
attractive sort," he had dubbed them in a moment of irritation ; 
" How tired I get of the type. All civil on the lip and smirk in 
address, but no real bonhomie or frankness, and a desperate jealousy 
and hatred of the English at the bottom." He thought them cynical 
and superficial, and was certain that they were indolent. " They 
worked a little in the morning, slept all the day from 11.30 to 3.30, 
and drove out and dined in the evening." 1 They were deficient, 
in fact, in all the qualities that George Curzon chiefly valued ; and 
judging the French nation by such representatives, he became a 
little conte!T''Jtuous of the pretensions of the French Government 
to play a leading part in world affairs. 

It is important to realise the Strength of the opinion whi~h from 
the firSt he held ofF ranee, because of the tenacity, to which attention 
has been called in the opening chapters of this volume, with which 
he was wont to hold throughout his life opinions formed in very 
early years. At the time of which I am now writing his attitude 
towards France brought him more than once into respectful but 
quite definite disagreement with his Chief. Lord Salisbury's nego
tiation ·of a Commercial Treaty with France, to take the place of 
the Trade Agreement which we had with Tunis prior to its becoming 
a French Protectorate was a case in point. 

" If I do not see you tomorrow before your talk with de 
Courcel," he wrote on June the 1St, 1897, "may I moSt respect
fully implore you to secure for us our laSt draft or to break off 
negotiations ? I should really be as unhappy if I had to defend 
anything less as I have hitherto been happy in the tasks that 
you have entruSted to me. I really do not think that we are 
grasping or contumacious. In any case, we are making a big 
surrender for somewhat problematical ends. But beyond a 
certain point it would ~eem to be unjuStifiable that we should 
be asked to go." 

•Diary of his second journey round the World. 
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And in reply to certain considerations put forward by Lord 

·Salisbury as a result of this appeal he wrote again on June znd. 

"I can well see the advantages of a bargain, and I have st":tr
mised,that such was the objeCl: of a conciliatory attitude towards 
France. But they seem a little reluCl:ant to reciprocate generosity. 
It is all take and very little give with them. Siam, Madagascar, 
the Niger, the Sergeant Malmanie, Lieut. Mizon, Uganda mis-

. sionaries, ·Tunis-they have received or are on the verge of 
receiving· very sub~antial benefits or concessions all round." 

.Other cases of divergence of view will appear later on-diver
gences illu~rating the difference of temperament of the two men. 
But _before touching on these it is necessary to point out that, 
however outspoken George Curzon may have been in his con
fidential intercourse with Lord Salisbury, his liberty of speech in 
public was subjeCl: to obvious li111itations. As Under Secretary he 
might aspire to influence policy, but could not hope to exercise.any 
sort of control over it. The policy to be pursued was very definitely 
Lord Salisbury's policy. Some years later, when St. John Brodrick,· 
then Under Secretary for War, was invited by Lord Salisbury to 
succeed George Curzon on his appointment to the Indian Vice
royalty, the former turned to Arthur Balfour for advice. He was 
told-" You will simply be the mouthpiece of the Chief, often 
defending policy you do not agree with, in~ead of having a very 
considerable share in forming ~he military policy of the country." 1 

peorge Curzon had not been in office very long before he discovered 1 

the limitations of an Under Secretaryship and the extent to which 
such limitations handicapped him in equipping himself eveq for the 
task of expounding other peoples' views. And there was nothing 
that George Curzon disliked more than to find himself imperfeCl:ly 
equipped for any enterprise that he took in hand. It mu~ be clear 
from what has been written earlier in this volume that an out- . 
~anding feature of everything that he did in life, whether it was 
furnishing a house or ordering a dinner, making a speech or 
writing a book, running a committee or exploring the earth, was 

•Letter from St. John Brodrick to George Curzon; dated OCl:ober ;rd, 1898. 
u 
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the thoroughness of his preparation and the con~nt personal atten
tion which he paid to minute detail. He had quite unusual powers of 
switching his mind from one subject to another and closing its 
doors for the time being to all else. And his habit of attending to 
the minutia= of daily life was not in the lea~ degree affected by the 
immense addition to his work and responsibilities entailed by his 
acceptance of office. In the middle of a flying visit to his conrutuency 
in September, 1895, he found time between his speeches to devote 
himself to a number of matters of dome~c economy on which he 
proceeded to address Mrs. Curzon. "I engaged a groom ye~erday. 
He arrives Saturday. I also saw an excellent coachman in London, 
a thorough gentleman's servant ; he will come down for you to 
inspect. I am communicating with butler." Later in the same year 
he wrote from Windsor Castle, whither he had been summoned 
by the Queen, to inform Mrs. Curzon of the progress made with 
the redecoration of the house which they had taken in Carlton House 
Terrace. " The house (No. 4) looked charming to-day, the drawing
room pretty, the ~aircase (now quite finished) a little dark, but 
decidedly handsome, the other rooms nice. I am going to have 
colour of outer hall slightly altered. All carpets and curtains to be 
in by Xmas." 

The time and thought which he always devoted to such details 
was a con~t sQurce of amazement to his friends. He gave to the 
engaging of a servant the same exhau~ve ~udy that he brought to 

. bear upon a problem of international diplomacy. The Concert of 
Europe might be riven asunder and fall in splinters to an ignomin
ious doom, but George Curzon would rull be found nonchalantly 
directing the daily working of his household. When about to pro
ceed to India as Viceroy he undertook to find a suitable nurse for 
his children, and described his interview with one of the candidates 
in a letter to Mrs. Curzon consi~g of nine closely written sheets. 

"She is not the lea~ like her photographs .•.. is ladylike, 
yet not quite a iady ; neatly dressed, shows acres of gum and 
files of artificial teeth; has a rather curious way of rolling her 
lips when she speaks and an utterance very clear and precise 
and sometimes almo~ mincing in its accuracy. She is not in the 
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UNDER SECRETARY FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS 
leaSt like a nurse, but e:Xactly like an indigent lady placed in 
charge of children with a scientific and practical knowledge in 
which indigent persons ·are usually deficient." 

Then followed some doubts-only to be dismissed as unim
portant-whether she was intimate with the life, clothing or 
education of young children-" all these are rudiments, however, 
which the meaneSt intelligence should acquire.'' The catechism 
to which the aStonished and probably ter.rified applicant was sub
jected was exacting; but she was to have her turn. 

" Having put her through half an hour's queStioning, I then 
asked her if she wanted to ask anything of me. She replied 
by the following rather extraordinary queStions: (x) might 
she take out a bicycle with her ? I said I would enquire, but 
thought that if the roads permitted it, there . would be no 
objection to her taking her exercise in that way" ..... 

and so on for three or four more pages. 
No one who was familiar with this passion of the new Under 

Secretary for minute detail imagined that he. was ever likely to be 
caught napping in the House of Commons. And his critics very 
soon discovered for themselves that it was never safe to assume 
that he would not be found armed cap-a-pil. In whatever other 
respect the foreign policy of the Government might prove vulner
able, it was not likely to be in respect of any joints in the armour of 
the Under Secretary-in so far, at any rate, as that armour consiSted 
in a comprehensive and detailed knowledge of the subject· under 
discussion. " Mr. Curzon, unlike some of his predecessors," wrote 
one of his critics after eighteen months' experience of his defence 
of the Government in the House of Commons, " has taken care to 
inform ~mself of the matters which he has to explain e.r, perhaps, 
defend. No one has been able to charge him with not knowing 
what he talked about. He is unqueStionably painstaking." 1 

The ideal which George Curzon set before .himself was not at
tained, however, without a Struggle. At a very early date he 

•A writer io &hoof February xSth, 1897· 
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complained to Lord Salisbury of a lack of information regarding 
events in China. " I may be queStioned or pressed any day in the 
House, and at present I have next to nothing to add to my reply 
to Gedge's que~ion to-day." The complaint was efficacious. A 
telegram was despatched to the British Mini~er at Pekin the same 
evening, requeSting immediate and regular reports by cable. Later 
on he addressed to the Prime MiniSl:er a more comprehensive reque~. 
Writing from the House of Commons on March the 24th, 1896, he 
asked if he might see the private telegrams and despatches issued 
from and received at the Foreign Office. 

" I have to be the mouthpiece of the office here, and it 
would, I think, be an easier task if I knew always what was 
going on. . . . I might also perhaps mention the records of 
your interviews with the Ambassadors. I think I have only 
seen since la~ July the notes of what passed on two or three 
occasions with the French Ambassador about Siam and with 
the Turkish Ambassador al:5out Armenia. . . . I hope I am not 
making a very improper reque~. It is certainly not a&lated by 
curiosity, and if you tell me that it is undesirable that I should 
see or know more I will be content. But I do feel the difficulty 
of having to speak here as if I knew all, whereas I only know 
part ; and I am sure you will exonerate me for mentioning 
it.'• 

In J un,e of the same year he found it necessary to make one more 
requeSt. 

" I do not quite know how it is, and no one in the office 
seems able to explain, but I have never once since I have been 
in the office heard of any intended deputation to you till after 
it has been and gone. I should very much like, for inSl:ance, to 
have been present at the deputation about Indo-Chinese rail
ways; a subject which I have long ~died and in which I take 
a great intereSt. But the firSt I heard or saw of it was your speech 
in The Times next morning." 
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. So by degrees and by dint of perseverance George Curzon gained 

access to all the sources of information which he deemed necessary 
to the due discharge of his onerous task. 

He held the poSt of Under Secretary at the Foreign Office for 
three Strenuous and pregnant years-years that are heavily burdened 
with material for the hiStorian ; years over which the Future 
brooded darkly, nursing into a siniSter exiStence ambitions, passions 
and rivalries which grew and multiplied, wrapping themselves with 
an embrace that became a Stranglehold about the nations of the 
earth, until in the highly. charged atmosphere of the approaching 
century fhey broke into an exuberant and poisonous efflorescence. 
Over all the globe, wherever one chanced to caSt one's gaze during 
these years, man seemed to be engaged in writing his hiStory with 
a pen dipped, not in ink, but in gall. 

When Lord Salisbury took office, EaStern Europe had already 
become the scene of fierce uprisings of the Turks againSt their 
ChriStian neighbours, and massacres of the Armenians were being 
enatl:ed on a hideous and appalling scale. AgainSt this outrage upon 
civilisation the Powers of Europe were disabled from taking effeilive 
ailion by the suspicions and jealousies with which they were them
selves consumed. Fed in some cases by a mere craving for power, in 
,others by the urge of economic necessity, the growing rivalries of 
the European Powers gave birth in their turn to fierce competition, 
not merely for markets, but for spheres of influence accompanied 
by seizures of territory in Asia. The .real nature of the relations 
which exiSted between the leading countries of Europe-relations 

· which by a sort of conventional fitl:ion were officially described as 
" friendly "-was given uncomfortable notoriety when the German 
Emperor telegraphed his congratulations to President Kruger on 
his success in defeating Dr. Jameson's raid across the Transvaal 
border. The raid itself was a sufficiently unwelcome indication of 
the unhealthy State of affairs prevailing in that part of the world, 
and was, as it turned out, the herald of worse things to come. 
Nor was ·the spirit ·of unreSt which Stalked abroad less ailive in 
the northern than in the southern half of the African Continent, 
and before the ·close of their firSt year of office Lord Salisbury's 
Government found themselves face~ with the necessity of organising 
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an expedition againSt insurgent hordes of Dervishes which were 
threatening Egypt from the Sudan. 

While the unruly passions of men thus seethed and bubbled in 
EaStern Europe and in Northern and Southern Africa the attention 
of the British people was suddenly diverted to a fresh cataclysm on 
the Indian frontier. It was as though a spark had inadvertently 
been dropped in the neighbourhood of a powder magazine. At 
any rate, almoSt before the public realised what was happening 
the whole frontier was in a blaze and the resources of the Govern
ment of India were Strained almoSt to breaking point before they 
succeeded in extinguishing the conflagration. Even America thruSt 
itself unexpeB:edly and unpleasantly upon the notice of Europe 
when, in December 1895. President Cleveland suddenly announced, 
in what seemed at the time an unnecessarily peremptory torie, that 
the dispute between Great Britain and Venezuela over the boundary 
dividing British Guiana from that republic, which had been a 
subjeB: of sporadic discussion between the two disputants for many 
years, muSt not merely be settled, but settled in accordance with 
American wishes forthwith. And no sooner had Venezuela ceased 
to be a potential cause of confliB: between the old world and the 
new than its place was taken by the island of Cuba, over which, 
before long, war broke out between Spain and the United States. 

From the point of view of this volume the intereSt of these tre
mendous and diSturbing happenings lies not so much in·the con
tribution which they make to hiStory as in the influence which they 
exercised upon the subjeB: of this biography. And my purpose in 
recalling them has bee11. to indicate the nature and extent of the 
burden which was thereby imposed upon the British Foreign 
Office, and not leaSt upon its representative in the House of Com
mons. No more searching teSt of a man's charaB:er and ability could 
well have been devised than to conStitute him during such times the 
exponent in the House of Commons of the policy of a Foreign 
Minister in the House of Lords. And if, in the case of George 
Curzon, the teSt was one which was calculated to encourage certain 
tendencies-defeB:s of manner and temperament rather than of 
charaB:er-it muSt at once be said that failure to rise at all times 
completely superior to them was a small thing compared with the 
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brilliant sutcess with which in all other respetl:s he emerged from 
the ordeal. 

The poSt of Under Secretary for Foreign Affairs, never a light 
one, was at this time for the reasons set forth above, unusually 
burdensome. Sir Edward Grey, who had preceded George Curzon 
in the office, told St. John Brodrick that he had been at snapping 
point in 1895 ; and the latter, when invited to succeed George 
Curzon in I 898, after obtaining from him a detailed account of the 
hours of work and the nature of the pressure to which he had been 
subjetl:ed,' felt obliged to tell Lord Salisbury that there were some 
res peas in which he thought the labour of the poSt might and ought 
to be lightened. Lord Salisbury concurred; admitted that conStant 
attendance at the House of Commons for the purpose of taking part 

'in divisions-" which would drive me mad "-added unnecessarily 
to the burden of the office ; thought that an attempt ought to be 
made to prohibit supplementary queStions on Foreign Affairs, 
and expressed the opinion that .the Parliamentary Under Secretary 
might very well be relieved of the Commercial Department of the 
Foreign Office and confine himself to • questions of policy and 
diplomacy. · 

George Curzon had always been a prodigious worker. His 
reStless brain refused to contemplate repose. And those who knew 
him moSt intimately were fully alive to the danger to which, with 
his highly Strung nervous syStem, he was always exposed. " The 
appetite for work when one is overStrained," he was once warned by 
St. John Brodrick," becomes a disease." Hitherto he had countered 
the Strain of conStant work by change of scene and occupat!on. 
During his frequent journeys abroad he worked as hard and as 
ceaselessly as he did at horne. But both brain and body 
responded readily to the Stimulus of change where they might 
have succumbed to the deadening effea of work which was not 
merely severe and unceasing but also monotonous. In the task upon 
which he had now embarked the relief to which he had thus be
come accuStomed was 1 scarcely possible ; for even during such 
brief absences from London as he found praaicable, he was Still 
accompanied by his daily task. 

Early in I 897 he told Lord Salisbury that he would like to spend 
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the short EaSter holiday in Germany when he hoped he might have 
an opportunity of paying hls respects to the German Emperor. 
Lord Salisbury had approved. " I am glad you are going to see the 
Emperor William," he wrote in reply. " I hope you will be able to 
discover why he has been seized with such an implacable suspicion 
of us and what he imagines we are scheming to do." 1 This hope 
was doomed to disappointment ; for to George Curzon's unutter
able surprise the Emperor curtly declined to see hlm-a snub 
whlch he imagined could scarcely be personal to hlmself, and muSt 
therefore, have been direCted againSt the British Government 
" with whom everyone in Berlin concurred in telling rp.e that the 
Emperor is juS!: now bitterly incensed." 2 He had several conversa
tions, however, with Baron Marschall, " a tall man of somewhat 
academic but moSt diStinguished appearance, free from any Teutonic 
brusquerie," who traversed the whole field of foreign politics
" Crete, Greece, ConStantinople, South Africa, Delagoa bay, the 
Emperor's .telegram, Colonial policy at large, the usurper Khalid 
in particular, and so on." He thought British Colonial policy every
where deliberately exasperating to Germany, and roundly abused 
Cecil Rhodes. "Why," he asked," should not the German Emperor 
have congratulated President Kruger on the repulse of a filibuStering 
raid?" "Why," I answered, "should he? If the British Govern
ment had not from the Start disavowed the raid and undertaken to 
punish the raiders, there might have been some excuse for sym
pathetic proteSt from outside quarters. But in this case no such plea 
could be advanced." He wanted to know what British policy in 
South Africa was. " I said, the maintenance of the status quo, which 
meant ,the observance on both sides of Treaty rights. What was 
Germany's policy?" Baron Marschall admitted that Germany's 
intereSt was only twofold, that arising from her Commercial Treaty 
with the Transvaal and that arising from her financial Stake in the 
Transvaal railway and other enterprises. The safeguarding of these 
intereSts was all that concerned her. George Curzon was 
very favourably impressed with Baron Marschall's personality. 

•Letter from Lord Salisbury, April 9th, I897· 
•Letter from George Curzon to Lord Salisbury, dated April 29th, r897. 
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"I greatly enjoyed meeting so dignified and courteous an 
antagoniSt." 1 _ 

Such brief holidays did nothing to take his mind off his work ; 
and in this respect his excursions to Scotland when Parliament rose 
were scarcely more successful. During the summer of 1895 he took 
Inverlochy Ca5tle and experienced once again something of the 
delight which he had always taken in handling a gun. But it is 
doubtful if he derived much real reSt from these few weeks. of re
treat. He walked too far and too hard, shooting over dogs all 
day, fishing during what remained of daylight after his return. from 
the moor and embarking on an exacting correspondence at an hour 
of the night when his gueSts were glad enough to retire to reSt. 
At 7.30 a.m. the head keeper was 'summoned to his room to go over 
the programme for the day ; and he has told me how he invariably 
fo.und George Curzon in bed with Foreign Office papers Strewn 
around him. At 9 o'clock a Start would be made arid throughout 
the day George Curzon would walk without a pause, except for 
lunch. Sometimes, when sending his gueSts home in a carriage at ' 
the end of a day on the diStant beats, he would himself walk back 
with the keepers, asking innumerable queStions about the lives and 
habits of the people and imparting in return information that he 
had gathered during p.is tours abroad. 2 

The following summer he· again took a place in Scotland
Beldo'rney CaStle-but spent some part of the time paying visits 
and fishing on the Tay. Finding himself on one occasion within 
driving diStance of ButterStone, where Mr. and Mrs. GladStone were 
Staying, he went over to see them, and wrote Mrs. Curzon a vivid 
account of this his laSt interview with the great Statesman, with 
whom he had come into contact in 'so many different connections 
since, as captain of the Oppidans, he had firSt invited him to visit 
Eton. He found him " immensely old and a good deal bent," his 
hearing and eyesight both, failing him. " He ~alked, however, with 
perfealy clear and resonant voice ; descanted upon the size of 

1The above quotations are from a letter from George Curzon to Lord Salisbury. 
dated April 29th, 1897· 

2! am indebted to Mr. D. Robertson of Corrour, who served Lord Cun:on as 
keeper at Inverlochy CaStle, .for an account of his tenancy. -
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Aberdeenshire men's heads, upon the inability of Jew or Greek to 
compete in business with the canny Scotsman, upon the national 
characterifucs of Bulgarians and Armenians, upon queilions in the 
House of Commons, upon the merits of the Station hotel at Perth, 
upon Scotch air, upon the health of Arabi Pasha, and upon the code 
of honour of John Bright." After luncheon he reSted and later in the 
afternoon took a drive. " He wished me all success in fishing ; but 
betrayed not the fainteSt intereSt in my public life or career." 1 

Less than a year later, on May the z8th, I 898, he walked in the 
funeral cortege which followed Mr. GladStone's body through 
WeStminSter Hall to its laSt reSting place in the Abbey. Seventeen 
years earlier, when an undergraduate at Oxford, he had been a 
curious spectator at the funeral of Lord Beaconsfield-" a somewhat 
jarring combination of public display and quiet modeSty," which 
had prevented it from being " either impressive as a sight or moving 
as a funilion." 2 He had thus attended to the grave the two men of 
whom he had once said that when they passed from public life, 
the country would confess that its two greateSt and only Statesmen 
had gone. 3 The chapter of hiStory throughout which they had been 
the dominant figures had been more than half written when George 
Curzon had made his own entrance into public life ; the ink was 
Still wet on the pages of a new chapter in which he himself was to 
play so conspicuous a part, when the moving notes of Handel's 
Dead March in " Saul " apprised the great concourse of people 
which had assembled in the precincts of the Abbey that an era which 
had profoundly influenced the political evolution of Great Britain 
had passed definitely into hiStory. 

•Letter dated September 21st, 1897· 
•Letter to St. John Brodrick, May x§t, x88x. 
3See back, chapter V. p. 102. ' 
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CHAPTER XVII 

THE TRIALS OF AN UNDER SECRETAI\T 

1895-1898 

WHEN Arthur Balfour told St. John Brodrick that as Under Secre
tary for Foreign Affairs he would frequently have to defend a 
policy with which he did not agree, it is probable that he had in 

. mind the experience of his predecessor in the poSt. George Curzon 
entertained feelings of profound respect for Lord Salisbury's wisdom 
and ability. Writing of the three years which he spent under him 
at the Foreign Office, he declared that he had learned to some extent 
" how premature firSt judgments are apt to be ; what rewards there 
are for prudence and courtesy and consideration ; and how wonder
fully perseverance is ju~fied of her children." 1 But this did not 
prevent him from thinking that he sometimes acted with a caution 
greater than was called for in the case of a country occupying the 
position and commanding the resources of Great Britain. He was 
always more reaCly than Lord Salisbury to adopt a policy which 

' depended for its success upon a willingness to appeal in the laSt 
resort to arms. This difference between the Foreign MiniSter and 
his Under Secretary was the outcome to a great extent of tempera
ment. George Curzon's .gaze was fixed on the goal which he wished 
to reach rather than on the ground that intervened. He was im
patient of obStacles Standing in the way and a little inclined, there
fore, unduly to discount them. On the other hand, Lord Salisbury 
brought a coldly critical mind and a dispassionate judgment to bear 
upon the difficulties to be encountered before any particular object 
could be attained. And if as a result he was satisfied that the ob
Stacles were insurmountable except at a disproportionate co:ft, he 
shrugged his shoulders and accepted the inevitable. 

•Letter to Lord Salisbury, dated June :z.otb, 1898. 

2p 



CURZON, I89,-I898 
The different fu.ndpoints from which they approached the 

lems with which they had to deal, may be seen from perusa 
brief correspondence which passed between them on the s1 
of an appointment soon after George Curzon began his d 
Sir Nicholas O'Connor was shortly vacating the poSt of Mi 
at Pekin, and George Curzon, impressed by the importan 
developments in the Far EaSt, addressed Lord Salisbury o: 
subject. The next ten years, he urged, would have a far-rea, 
effect upon the position of Great Britain in the Far EaSt, and i 
essential, therefore, that our representative should be a man 
firSt-rate abilities, of resolute character and with EaStern e 
ience." 1 Lord Salisbury agreed as to the importance of the apr 
ment, but wondered if George Curzon was prepared to produc 
man having the qualifications which he deemed essential. 
his own part he had " looked in vain down the' Foreign ( 
liSt to find the man ' of firSt rate abilities, resolute characteJ 
EaStern experience,' who is likely to accept the poSt." And 
followed the dispassionate analysis of the situation which laid 
the limits of what was practicable. " The laSt condition will exc 
all except Wade, Alcock, B-, S--, and H--. The 
firSt are octogenarian, and certainly would not go, and I de 
think your firSt condition will apply to the other three." It w 
be possible, no doubt, to promote the senior man who knew 
thing of China, but Lord Salisbury could not flatter himself th 
would have " a far-reaching effect on our position in the Far Ea 

When it came to queStions of policy, it was inevitable that ~ 
Salisbury should regard George Curzon's conclusions as ha 
been rashly formed, while the latter looked upon Lord Salish 
decisions as lacking in enterprise. This divergence grew t 

pronounced as time went on, and later, when George Curzon bee 
responsible for the foreign policy of the Indian Governn 
led to differences of a fundamental character. " I am much obl 
to you,'' he once told Lord George Hamilton, " for proddinJ 
that very slumberous lion, the Foreign Office. If only it would 
and then roar, or even show its claws I But it is so very defere 

•Letter dated September 28th, I89J· 
>Letter dated September 3oth, 189~· 
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and polite to all the other lions and to many who are not even 
leopards." 1 There is every reason for supposing that there were only 
too frequent occasions during his tenure of the Under Secretaryship 
when he found the slumberous lion's politeness to the other lions
more than trying. The deference shown to France always seemed to 
him to be excessive. Early in 1 898 Lord Selborne, who was then 

' serving under Mr. Chamberlain at the Colonial Office, wrote to 
J::lim on the subjeCI: of French aggression in West Africa. "I am 
full of anxiety about WeSt Africa. . . . The position is 
moSt critical. If the Cabinet decides in favour of Monson's terms, 
I doubt very much if Chamberlain will 'be prepared to be 
responsible for defending them in the House of Commons." George 
Curzon heartily agreed. " The point upon which I am moSt Strongly 
with you," he replied, '~is about the East Niger regions, where 
Monson's argument is that the proximity of the French forces 
over rides our Treaty rights. . . . t hope to see Mr. Chamberlain's 
reply to-morrow ; and if it is open to me, as I think it may be, to put 
in a word in favour of' courage,' you may rely upon me to do so." 2 

On this occasion he met with some success in his attempts to make 
the lion roar, for he wrote a few days later-" The point about 
which you and I felt so keenly, viz., treating a French advance to 
the east of the Niger as a hoStile act, has, I hope, been attained. 
Its importance did not seem at an earlier stage to be as much recog
nised in our office as it perhaps was in yours ; but Lord Salisbury 
gave Bertie instruCI:ions this evening as to a Despatch to the French 
Government which should leave the matter in little doubt." 3 

This did not conclude the matter, however, and the following day 
he wrote again full of apprehension. " Of course, it reSts with the 
Cabinet whether the Government Stand firm or not. Monson's laSt 
' wobbles ' is being printed for Saturday's Cabinet and they must 
decide whether we are to Stand out or once more cave in. I can't 
tell you how anxious and even how miserable I am. And next week 
I have got to be defending all this without the slightest idea what 

•Letter dated April nth, 19oo; when he was urging upon the Home Government 
the desirability of a more enterprising policy in Persia. 

>Letter dated January 2.6th, 1898. 
3Letter dated February 2.nd, 1898. 
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the Cabinet really think or by what Steps they arrive at their mys· 
terious conclusions." 

Some years later he had occasion in a letter to the same correspon· 
dent to make some observations on British foreign policy which 
throw further light on the views which he held at this time. 

" I never spend five minutes in inquiring if we are unpopu· 
lar. The answer is written in red ink on the map of the globe. 
Neither would I ever adopt Lord Salisbury's plan of throwing 
bones to keep the various dogs quiet (Madagascar, Tunis, 
Heligoland, Samoa, Siam). They devour your bone and then 
turn round and snarl for more. No ; I would count every
where on the individual hoStility of all the great Powers, but 
would endeavour so to arrange things that they were not 
united againSt me. And the firSt condition of success in such 
a policy is, in my opinion, the exact inverse of your present 
policy ; for I would be as Strong in small things as in big. This 
may be a counsel of perfe"llion ; but I should like to see the 
experiment tried." x 

! It is greatly to George Curzon's credit that disagreement with him 
on many points made no difference to his loyalty to his Chief. 
Loyalty was, ind~ed, the keynote of his relations with him, and any 
hint at possible disloyalty caused him acute diStress. In connection 
with Lord Salisbury's eventual choice of a candidate to fill the 
vacancy in Pekin, George Curzon was charged by a writer in a 
provincial newspaper with having expressed his disapproval. 
He wrote in a fever of irritation, begging Lord Salisbury to pay 
no attention to the slander-" In case this grotesque fabrication 
should-reach your ears, I haSten to say that I have never even men
tioned the subject to a single soul outside the Foreign Office ..•• 
Please do not trouble to answer ; but if there is a suspicion cal
culated to wound, it is that of disloyalty.'' 2 

He had not been long in office before his loyalty was put definitely 
to the teSt. The settlement of the Siamese queStion effected by Lord 

•Letter to Lord Selbome, dated April 9th, 1900. 
•Letter dated ]11/le zoth, 18g6. 
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Rosebery in 1893 was hanging fire. The project of a buffer State 
which was to keep Great Britain and France from coming into 
direct contaCI: on the upper waters of the Mekong river, was soon 
seen to have been Still born. Every circumSl:ance was againSl: its 
prospect of life. The French Colonial Party were determined not 
to have it. And even if they had been favourable inSl:ead of hoSl:ile 
to the projeCI:, it is difficult to see how it could have survived, for 
the simple reason that there was' no one to take charge of such a 
State, even if it had come into being. George Curzon had no illusions 
on this point ; and since it seemed to him that to attempt to set up 
" a rulerless Alsatia " between the French and British frontiers 
was absurd, he saw no advantage in persevering with the plan. 
Something else, then, had to be attempted, and he promised Lord 
Salisbury that as' soon as his eleCl:ion was over he would draw up a 
Memorandum, setting forth the points of a settlement at which the 
Government should aim. The Agreement with the French Govern
ment eventually reached by Lord Salisbury early in I 896 fell far 
short of what George Curzon had urged ; yet he defended it as 
Sl:outly as he had attacked the Agreement arrived at by Lord Rose-
bery three years before. · 

He himself inclined to the view that unless we could obtain 
subSl:antially what we wanted, it would be better not to enter into 
any agreement with ·France at all. Lord Salisbury thought that any 
agreement was better than no agreement. " If no arrangement is 
come to, France will swallow up Siam in ten years, and I greatly 
doubt the English being disposed to run any risk in its defence." 1 

The moSl: serious blot on the Agreement was undoubtedly the free 
hand which it conceded to France in EaSl:ern Siam; but it was 
upon the cession to France of a small piece of Burmese territory on 
the eaSl: of the Upper Mekong that the critics of the Government 
seized .. Lord Salisbury had given away slightly less territory than 
Lord Rosebery had been prepared to cede ; on the other hand, he 
had ceded the territory to France, whereas Lord Rosebery could 
claim that his cessions were to have been to a neutral and not to a 
rival State. To the average man these differences were scarcely 
appreciable. The two solutions of the queStion could not in the 

•Lcttet from Lord Salisbury to George Curzon, December 3rd, 1895· 
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nature of things differ materially for the reason that Lord Salisbury 
was no more prepared to go to war with France over Siam than 
was his predecessor. No one, of course, knew this better than 
George Curzon, and for all his spirited defence of it, he can have 
viewed the Agreement with little enthusiasm. It was one of the 
bones thrown to the dogs ; and as we have seen, the policy of 
throwing bones to dogs was not one which commended itself to him. 

Later on, when difficulties arose in China, George Curzon muSt 
have found acquiescence in such a policy Still more irksome, all 
the more so on account of the very definite views to which he was 
committed by his own previous writings on the Far EaSt. It was, 
indeed, made a cause of serious reproach againSt him by The Times
as will be seen hereafter-that the Far EaStern policy of the Govern
ment and his defence of it in the House of Commons, differed so 
markedly from that which, when in a position of greater freedom and 
less responsibility, he had himself so forcibly urged. Such criticism 
muSt have been hard to bear, for the policy, as has been pointed out 
before, was not his policy. He pressed his own views as far as he was 
able ; in some cases, notably in that . of the acquisition of Wei
hai-wei, he did so with success. But for the reSt he could do no 
more than loyally accept the decisions of his superiors and lend 
them the aid of his, extremely powerful advocacy. Of the success 
with which he discharged his difficult task, there can be no queStion. 
Writing of his defence of Lord Salisbury's policy some years later, 
the Parliamentary Correspondent of one of the Opposition news
papers declared that it was "China which elevated Mr. Curzon's 
Parliamentary reputation to its zenith " ; anc\ drew a flattering 
picture of a'brilliant lieutenant gallantly fighting his Chief's not too 
popular cause. " He was ready for all comers, and his audacity 
.... combined with his undoubted knowledge and ability ultimately 
triumphed over all prejudices and dislikes. Cleverly and undauntedly 
he fought the fight without, however, unduly exalting Lord 
Salisbury (to whose condemnation he was often believed tacitly to 
assent), or once failing to give you the impression that there was 
only one man really capable of riding the CeleStial whirlwind, his 
name being George Nathaniel Curzon." 1 

•Leeds Mertiii:J. June z~th. 1900. 
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The Strain which was consequently imposed on the Under Secre
tary was a particularly severe one. " I have been utterly dead beat 
to-day," he wrote to Mrs. Curzon from Southport, where he had 
been speaking in the Spring of I 896, " and have not done a thing 
beyond walk out and take the air. I spoke for sjxty-seven minutes. 
How it will look on paper, if reported at all, I have no idea. I tried 
to be very careful and hope I did not anywhere put my foot in it." 
The anxieties and responsibilities of the office would have weighed 
heavily enough on the moSt phlegmatic-and George Curzon was 
by temperament the very reverse of placid. With .his emotional 
nature, he was acutely sensitive to criticism of any kind and was apt 
to take censure very much to heart. In the course of a debate on 
slavery in Zanzibar, he thought that Sir Edward Grey had impugned 
his good faith. Sir Edward Grey had, needless to say, done nothing 
of the sort ; but George Curzon dashed off a letter of indignant 
proteSt. 1 Later in the Sessipn he took deep offence at a remark by 
Sir William Harcourt in the course of a debate .on the Uganda 
railway. The Uganda railway was beginning to get a little od the 
nerves of men like Mr. Labouchere. He attacked it in Parliament 
and he held it up to ridicule in the pages of Truth in the sort of 
doggerel for which, as has been shown in the pages of this book, 
George Curzon himself had a lively taSte : 

" What it will coSt no words can express ; 
What is its object no brain can suppose ; 
Where it will Start from no one can guess ; 
Where it is going to nobody knows. 

" What is the use-ofit -no one cah conjecture ; 
What it will carry there's none can define; 
And in spite of George Curzon's superior lecture, 
It clearly is naught but a lunatic line." 2 

On the other hand, the Uganda railway, ,as we have seen, appealed 
Strongly to George Curzon's ImperialiStic inStincts and was a projetl:,_ 

•Letter dated July 28th, 1896. 
•Truth of July 300, 1896. 
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consequently, in which he took a special intereSt. He had warmly 
commended it to the House in the first speech which he made as 
Under Secretary; early in July, 1896, he had again spoken strongly 
in favour of it, and on the 27th of the same month he had been 
called on to reply to an attack made ·on it by the member for North
ampton. In bringing his speech to a close, he had observed paren
thetically that if Great Britain refused to recognise her obligation 
to establish railway communication between the interior and the 
coast, Germany would undoubtedly step in and do so in her place 
Sir William Harcourt had immediately taken him to task for 
dragging in references to Germany, "which he is so conStantly 
making and which, coming from the Foreign Office, are singularly 
impolitic." If George Curzon's passing reference to Germany was 
impolitic, it may well have seemed to the onlooker that Sir William 
Harcourt was equally unwise in calling further attention to the 
matter. But it is unlikely that any disintereSted person would have 
assigned any importance to either reference, interpolated casually 
in such a debate. Yet George Curzon was so greatly affetl:ed by it, 
that he read into Sit; William Harcourt's reference a grave charge 
againSt himself fraught with serious international possibilities, 
and he wrote him a letter of resentful proteSt. Indeed, he did more, 
for he did a thing which he can have done on very few occasions 
throughout his life-he went to the trouble of making an autograph 
copy of it. 

" Your words, whether read in this country or in Germany, 
cannot fail to convey a damaging impression, which I am now 
powerless to remove. I should have had no cause of complaint 
if this criticism had been merely part of the ordinary cut and 
thrust of Parliamentary warfare, Still less if the rebuke had been 
juStly earned. But I .feel that it is rather different when a charge 
that I believe to be wholly groundless is publicly brought 
againSt me as Under Secretary by the Leader of the Opposition; 
and I am the more hurt that it should have come from one 
whose friendship I have always regarded it a privilege to 
claim." 

Sir William Harcourt wrote in friendly terms, dismissing the 
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suggeStion that he felt any personal animus in the matter, and ex
plaining that he took any opportunity that presented itself of trying 
to counter the feelings of hoStility to Germany which seemed to 
him to be harboured by so many people and particularly on the 
Conservative benches, to say nothing of the Foreign Office itself, 
whose cherished tradition it was to gain support for its own policy 
by foStering jealousy of the designs of other foreign Powers. 

Two more letters passed between them in the course of the same 
day. "Thank you for your genial and friendly reply," wrote George , 
Curzon. 

" What vexed me was not, however, your criticism of my 
remark about the German railway, which may or may not 
have been a wise one, but your suggeStion that it was only one 
of a series of similar affronts from my lips to that Country. 
If the feeling that you complain of exiSts in the Foreign Office 
or elsewhere, it certainly ~s not shared by me, since I may 
confess that I have always been an ardent advocate of the 
entente cordiale with Germany, which no one rejoices more than 
myself that Lord Salisbury has successfully re-eStablished." 

Of this letter he also took the almost unprecedented course of 
making an autograph copy. ' 

These may seem small matters, and so in themselves no doubt 
they are. But they are important in that they provide illuStrations 
of a particular trait in George Curzon's nature which was ~ue as 
much, perhaps, to physiological as to psychological causes ; but 
which exercised as time went on an increasing influence on his 
career. He was undoubtedly prone to sudden accessions of hyper
sensitiveness which led to conduct which can scarcely be explained 
on any other grounds-notably the suddenness and completeness . 
with which at a later period of his life he cut himself off from 
friendships which had been both intimate and prolonged. An in
tensification of the trouble with his back was the physiological 
sympton of the strain imposed upon his nervous system, just as 
hyper-sensitiveness was the psychological indication of the same 
thing. ' 
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Lord Salisbury's absence in the South of France in the Spring of 
1898 increased the burden which devolved upon his shoulders to 
such an extent that he succumbed temporarily to the Strain and was 
obliged to retire to The Priory, near Reigate, the country house 
which he had taken soon after his marriage, for a period of re
cuperation. AlarmiSt paragraphs appeared in the newspapers, 
hinting at his possible retirement from public life. These, happily, 
proved to be exaggerations, though from a letter which he wrote 
to Lord Salisbury at the time, it is clear that the rumours which 
spread were not wholly without foundation. 

" I promised and had meant to write to you immediately on 
coming down here laSt Wednesday. But I am sorry to say that 
I have been in bed almoSt ever since and am there now. The 
work of the paSt few months has been very heavy, and I do not 
think that since the beginning of the year'! have ever got to bed 

_ --till1.3o or .za.m:- !'lie fahguenas affeded my back, which is 
my weak spot and from which I have suffered before. I am 
afraid I shall pass the whole of my holiday upon it-and in bed, 
for I do not think I shall be able to move for some days. 
However, ~t will not matter if I get right again when I re
sume.'~1 

He returned to his duties in the House of Commons on May the 
9th ; but before the end of the session he was laid up once more 
and for some days at the beginning of AuguSt was wholly incapaci
tated for work. His friends were becoming seriously alarmed on 
his account, and on the eve of his departure for labours in another 
sphere, their fears for the future and their remonStrance with him at 
his recklessness were conveyed to him by St. John Brodrick-

" I, with many others, am sorely troubled about your health. 
For years I have envied your marvellous nervous energy and 
recuperative power and it is only because I seem to see that the 
one has been overtaxed and the other has ceased to come to the 
rescue that I now write-not on fDY own behalf alone. You 

•Letter dated April 14th, 1898. 
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have lived a fuller life for the laSt ten years than any man alive, 
and for the ~aSt nine months you have hardly 'known a day's 
real health. . . . Please remember that all of us have but one 
aim. You cannot carry on as you have done these laSt ten years. 
A man with heart complaint would not run a hundred yards if 
he were late, and you with overtired back and nerves have no 
right to work when you are tired. . . . You will not be angry 
with me for ·writing this. I have been asked over and over 
·again lately to speak to you and have declined to worry you. 
But now, and for the only time I speak as I feel." 1 

·' 

To these words of kindly warning George Curzon paid little 
heed. He was conStitutionally incapable of living a life of ease. 
In health it was from conStant work that he derived his zeSt for life ; 
in suffering and sorrow it was in fierce and concentrated labour that 
he found the only effective anodyne. If during his life-time his 
devotion met with brilliant, though fitful, reward, he was deStined 
at the laSt to pay the penalty of his all too-consuming passion. 

•Letter dated December 14th, 1898. 
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CHAPTER XVIII 

THE CONCERT OF EUROPE 

THE key to Lord Salisbury's policy in Europe was the maintenance 
of the Concert of the European Powers. It was not a popular policy 
in Great Britain, because the policy of the Concert in its turn 
seemed, so far as it could be said to possess any positive quality at 
all, to be one of calculated inaction. And if there was one thing 
which the conscience of the British people demanded, it was that 
something definite should be done to purge EaStern Europe of 
Turkish misrule and the shocking outrages for which it was 
responsible. 

George Curzon's brilliant defence of the Government in these 
unpromising circumStances added greatly to his reputation and won 
for him a position in the country seldom attained by a politician not 
holding Cabinet rank. During the autumn recess of I 896, he spoke 
at Glasgow with an ability and a weight of authority which made a 
deep impression. It was remarked at the time that he was the firSt 
Under Secretary of State who had ever had a platform speech re
ported in full by the morning papers ; and it was generally agreed 
that the speech itself was fully deserving of the respect which had 
been paid to it. He spoke for an hour and twenty minutes, devoting 
'the whole of his speech to foreign affairs. Lord George Hamilton, 
among others, wrote to congratulate him on it in a Strain of high 
praise. " Let me congratulate you upon your speech. It was firSt
rate in tone, finish of expression ; exposition of policy equally good, 
and a very high level was maintained from Start to finish. I am now 
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becoming such an old Parliamentary bird that I only read and note 
exceptional performances. Your speech is the beSt thing you have 
done." 1 

The speech was a lucid exposition of the difficulties with which 
Great Britain was faced, particularly in EaStern Europe, and a 
dispassionate defence of Lord Salisbury's policy in refusing to be 
driven into isolated action againSt Turkey, with the almoSt certain 
risk of breaking up the Concert of Europe and precipitating war. 
It was singularly free from party spirit. Only when referring to the 
success of the Egyptian expedition in recovering Dongola for 
Egypt; did memories of the fate of General Gordon betray him into 
an attack on the Liberal Party. For all the foolish denundation of 
the Liberal leaders, the people of Great Britain might reSt assured, 
he declared, that sooner or later the flag would fly again over Khar
tum ; for only then would we have Struck at the tap root of MahdiSt 
ferocity and misrule ; only then should we have wiped out the 
follies and blunders of our Egyptian policy in the paSt ; only then 
should we have avenged on the very spot on which .he fell, the 
memory of General Gordon. 

By far the greater part of the speech was devoted to the affairs of 
. EaStern Europe. The queStion was one on which feeling in Great 
Britain ran high. A fresh outbreak of massacres in ConStantinople 
had seared the conscience of the British people. A Storm of pas
sionate proteSt againSt ·what appeared to be a selfish and callous 
inaB:!vity on the part of the Powers had swept over the country. 
The agitation was all the more formidable in that it was undoubtedly 
the outcome of a revolt of conscience, a spontaneous outburSt of 
moral indignation: Demands had even been made by Mr. GladStone 
himself for the withdrawal of the British Ambassador from Con
Stantinople. It w~s in these circumStances that George Curzon, 
whose own natural inclination was always to shake the sword in the 
scabbard, was .. called upon to'urge his countrymen to truSt to the 
continued efforts of diplomacy to unravel the Turkish tangle. 

"I observe it is the fashion to speak disparagingly of diplo
macy. Yes, gentlemen, but I tell you the only. road to successful 

•Letter dated October 19th, 1896. 
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action lies through the gates of diplomacy. You may have 
action, if you like, without diplomacy, but that action will be 
war. You may lay down the pen, but you are then bound to 
take up the sword." 

His defence of the Concert of Europe was a brilliant piece of 
advocacy. 

Towards the close of his speech he surveyed briefly the activities 
of Great Britain in other parts of the world-a survey which led up 
to a glowing peroration. " As the scroll of hiStory unfolds before 
our eyes, the page on which we are inscribing the characters of 
British influence grows wider and wider, until it seems to embrace 
almoSt the deStinies of mankind. Truly this is a great, an auguSt and 
Imperial "'"''Ork that lies before us. I pray God that we may be equal 
to the task." 

Less than a month later he was himself an intereSted liStener to a 
speech delivered by Lord Salisbury on the same topics-" MoSt of 
his arguments were verbatim, those which he told me to use at 
Glasgow," he told Mrs. Curzon in a letter written the same night. 
Yet he found the speech curiously disappointing. The occasion was 
the Lord Mayor's banquet, on November the 9th, and he wrote his 
impression of the speech immediately on his return home from 
dinner. " Lord Salisbury did not (in my opinion) make at all a good 
speech. He revealed nothing ; left things juSt as they were ; derided 
the Opposition criticism ; made jokes about Providence ; almoSt 
kneeled to the Concert of Europe ; and said nothing about the 
really admirable efforts that he has been making-not without some 
success-to lead that Concert into a more reasonable way. . . . I 
daresay it may look different in print, and the Concert of Europe 
wm no doubt'be pleased. But no one can say that it was a great 
speech or worthy of the occasion or the speaker." 

Within the House of Commons George Curzon's reputation as a 
debater kept pace with his rapidly growing fame outside. The 
pages of Hansard during the. three years that he represented the 
Foreign Office in the Lower Chamber bear eloquent teStimony to 
his powers. Late one night in March, 1896, he received notice of 
the terms of a Motion which was to be moved the following day, 
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expressing sympathy with the sufferings of the ChriStian population · 
in Asiatic Turkey and a hope that " further endeavours " would 
be made to improve their lot. George Curzon sent it across to Lord 
Salisbury with his suggeStion that the Government might safely 
accept the Motion. The latter returned it with his approval of the 
course proposed, but with a charatteriStic note of caution written 
across· it in red ink-" Make it clear that in voting for the Motion 
we do not pledge ourselves to armed endeav~urs." 

His inStruCtions were ca1;ried out the next day in a speech which 
was described as " far away the beSt speech he has yet made in the 
House " ; one which by " its courage, frankness and dexterity 
charmed the gathering audience." 1 The speech was unusually free 
from provocation. The jibes and jeers which so exacerbated the 
feelings of his opponents and in which he often took so mischievous 
a delight were in abeyance. Once only did the spirit of mali~e peep 
out, when, in recalling the truculent demands for action which had 
not so long before been a comp1onplace of the Radical press, and 
comparing them with the sober tone of the Motion before the House, 
he referred to " these heroics raked up from the duStbin of forgotten 
follies," as being foolish indeed. 

Befo~e the end of the month he was defending Lord Salisbury, 
not this time for inactivity, .but for displ,aying too great enterprise. 
The despatch of troops up the Nile in the direCtion of the Sudan 
was the occasion of the attack. In defending Lord Salisbury's 
action he contraSted the highly imaginative picture of what was 
taking place in Egypt drawn on the Radical benches with the sober 
realities of the case. They had spoken of unwilling Egyptian troops 
being dragged on Step by Step into the heart of Africa and to prob
able disaSter, followed at a respectful diStance by British legions. 
The facts were that in order to protect Egypt againift a threatened 
invasion of fanatical Dervish hordes from the Sudan, the Egyptian 
army had been ordered to make a cautiously planned and carefully 
guarded advance of eighty miles, with the possibility of proceeding 
later to Dongola. "Is there any resemblance," asked the Under 
Secretary, " between the lurid phantasmagoria which has been 
conjured up by the imagination of hon. members opposite and the 
, •Mr. (afterwards Sir) H. Lucy in Pumh of March 4th, 1896. 
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sober realities which I have attempted to put· before the Com
mittee ? " There were doubtless members of the Committee who 
resented the somewhat contemptuous language in which their 
arguments were dismissed-there were comments in the press on 
the tone of the speech, " approaching an insolence of manner which 
Mr. Curzon would do well to check as much as possible " l_but 
impartial opinion agreed that the Opposition had marred their 
case by overStatement and that the rebuke was juStified. 

It was not long before Lord Salisbury was to be assailed once 
more for lack of initiative in dealing with a fresh difficulty in EaStern 
Europe ; and it was in the course of his defence of the attitude of 
the Government toward the Cretan queStion that George Curzon 
made a speech which, judged by the effeCt which it produced, muSt 
be accounted one of the moSt successful of the many which it fell 
to his lot to deliver. 

Among the many storm clouds which rose above the horizon to 
darken the sky of Europe during these troublous years, the Cretan 
cloud was undoubtedly one of the moSt threatening. With a spirit 
of violent unreSt abroad in EaStern Europe, it was inevitable that 
the little island of Crete with its age-long, hereditary, religious 
vendetta should sooner or later be drawn into the Storm centre. 
And it was not surprising, therefore, that the year 1 896 should ~e 
marked by one of the periodical outburSts to which the island had 
become accuStomed. Crete was inhabited by three hundred thousand 
people of Greek descent. It was misgoverned by Turkey and it 
was coveted by Greece. No one denied the unsatisfaCtory charaCter 
of Turkish rule ; and the whole of the population may well have 
groaned under the maladminiStration from which the island suffered. 
Yet not all of its three hundred thousand people were willing to 
transfer their allegiance from Turkey to Greece ; for while a11 were 
of Greek descent, not all were of the ChriStian faith, and the bond 
of religion proved more potent than the ties of race. When, there
fore, the embers of unreSt flared into open flame, as they did with 
monotonous periodicity, the people ranged up automatically into 
two opposing camps, the two hundred thousand ChriStians 
in a pro-Greek, and the hundred thousand Moslems in an anti-

1The Evening News of March 21~ i896. 
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Greek camp. It would have been difficult, surely, to find 
in the compass of a single island the seeds of more certain 
trouble. 

With the Armenian atrocities fresh in memory,.Greek sympathy 
for the ChriStian population of the island burned dangerously hot, 
and in the end set light to a serious conflagration. The Greeks 
wanted Crete for themselves ; they believed what they wanted to 
believe about what was happening in the island ; and what they 
wished to believe was that the Cretan Moslems, with the help of the 
Turkish troops, were treating the Cretan ChriStians in the island 
much as the Turks on the mainland had treated the Armenians. 
Not only did they smuggle arms and reinforcements into Crete, but 
they despatched raiding expeditions across their·. own northern 
frontier into Turkish territory, thus compelling Turkey to declare 
war. There were many persons in Great Britain whose natural 
sympathies were all with the Greeks ; but the hard facts of the 
matter undoubtedly were that the conduct of the Cretan ChriStians 
was as much, if not more, to blame than that 'of the Cretan Moslems. 
They displayed as much readiness to murder, pillage and bur9- as 
did their opponents ; they were, in' fact, the aggressors, and the 
naval forces of the European- Powers which assembled in Cretan 
waters for the purpose of discharging the obligations which they 
had incurred under the Treaty of Berlin, found themselves obliged 
by force -of circumStances to demonStrate againSt the ChriStian 
insurgents rather than against the Muhammadan peasantry or the 
Turkish troops. 

When, therefore, George Curzon was called upon to defend the 
policy of the Government in the House of Commons, he was met 
with an undercurrent of hoStility, due to an impression that as a 
member of the Concert of Europe, Great Britain was backing the 
Turk againSt the ChriStian. " I read out a long liSt of reports from 
the admirals this afternoon," he told Mrs. Curzon, on March the 
; 1st, I 897, "amid uproarious and disgraceful cheers from the 
Irishmen at every Step taken by the insurgents in Crete at the expense 
either of the Turks or the Powers. It was all I could do to keep my 
temper. . . . The Rads are going to raise Crete again to-night after 
midnight and I shall probably be kept till the early hours of the 
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morning." Crete had, in faCl:, become the favourite Stick with which 
to beat the Government, and the Under Secretary was kept busy 
warding off a conStant Stream of attack from the radical and Irish 
benches. "My speech was not really worth much," he wrote after 
one such attack, "but I was genuinely angry, as you may have 
inferred, Dillon having three times accused me of lying." 1 

On May the 7th an attack was made in force with a Motion 
to reduce the Foreign MiniSter's salary, and it was George Curzon's 
reply to a speech delivered by Sir Robert Reid, who had served as 
Attorney General in the previous Government, that left so de~p 
an impression on the House. The pro-Greek sentiment which 
draped the speeches of his critics was mercilessly torn aside by a 
cold analysis of the aCl:ual sequence of events in Crete itself; the 
success of the Concert of Europe in localising the war precipitated 
by the passionate folly of the Greeks, was insiSted on. " I venture 
to say that that success conStitutes an incalculable-and will be 
regarded as an hiStoric-service in the hiStory of European politics." 
And before they realised it, the organisers of the attack upon the 
Government found themselves with the point of their weapons 
broken, suddenly. hard pressed to resist a powerful and dramatic 
counterstroke. " It is very easy to denounce the Concert of 
Europe " ; but he would ask them to pause for a moment and 
consider whether in doing so they were really wise ? " If you had 
an alternative, I could underStand it. Denounce the Concert if you 
have something to set up in their place." And then followed one of 
those biting phrases with which he was wont to raise the tempera
ture of the debate to fever heat-" but you come here barren of any 
suggeStion-with your mouths full of denunciation and your 
brains empty of suggeStion." 

On all sides it was admitted that the speech marked an epoch in 
George Curzon's career. It was Strangely effeCtive in silencing criti
cism. The Stream of queStions on the Cretan problem, which had 
been a feature of the Session, unaccountably dried up. Men who 
were habitually exasperated by his tone and manner yet admitted 
the undeniable ability of his performance. Mr. T. P. O'Connor, 
M.P., who declared that the speech was one the whole tone of which 

1Letter to Mrs. Curzon, March 3oth, 1897· 
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he detested, confessed, neverthele.ss, that it constituted " one of the 
very Strongest and most masterful defences of a policy " to which 
he had ever listened. And he predicted a brilliant future for the 
man who made it. " His triumph will be as much of temperament 
as of sheer intelligence. He has a great deal of intelligence, it is 
true ; but he has more temperament. Self-confident, ambitious, 
masterful, hard-he is determined to be a master of men and he will 
be." 1 

George Curzon's natural aptitude for language certainly' served 
him well in these days of Stress. His style may sometimes have 
invited criticism at the hands of those who came into conflict with 
him ; for he had never quite succeeded in shaking off the manner 
which had won for him at Oxford the sobriquet which Stuck to 
him for life, and men like Mr. H. Labouchere were never tired of 
urging him ,to be " a little more careful in the use of grandiose and 
recondite words " in his speeches and to cultivate in his mien " an 
air of modesty." 2 But his speeches excited genuine enthusiasm 
among his friends and supporters and he derived solid satisfaction 
from their outspoken praise. " Everybody seems very pleased with 
my speech," he wrote to Mrs. Curzon on April the 5th, 1897. 
" All our men come up al).d congratulate me and say it is just what 
was wanted and will do a lot of good. Westminster Gazette very 
flattering about it and Pall Mall even more so." 

No amount of speechifying, however, could altogether drown 
the· discords which were so palpably marring the harmony of the 
Concert, and_ George Curzon did not always find his task of de
fending it an easy or agreeable one. Towards the end of 1897, when 
the attitude of the lea~ng members of the Concert towards Great 
Hritain had become so hostile that it was frankly recognised that 
she was for the moment the best hated country in the world, he was 
billed to speak in his constituency. It was only too apparent to him 
that the proceedings of the Concert could not possibly be passed 
over in silence, and he appealed to Lord Salisbury for instructions. 
The latter replied that he did not think that it was necessary to 
praise the Concert. ' 

•The Weekfy Sun 'of May 9th, 1897 . 
.Yrnth of April :md, 1896. 
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"In faa:, if you hinted without saying it that the extreme 

views of Germany have done much to mar its atl:ion, I do not 
see that you would be doing any harm. But we often think ill 
of the proceedings of Parliament ; we do not in that see any 
reason for abandoning Parliamentary Government. The same 
with respetl: to the Concert of Europe. In spite of conStant 
defetl:s and errors, it is on the whole a beneficent institution. 
The thing which our critics have to show and which they have 
not shown is that on any occasion things would have gone 
better if we had broken away from the Concert. On several 
occasions our participation has done · some good, though 
perhaps not much. On no one occasion has our participation 
hindered any good or done any harm. And this is the crucial 
queStion to be decided when it is disputed whether we ought 
to have withdrawn from the Concert as soon as we had ascer
tained that it was far from being likely to achieve all the good 
we desired." 1 

The resulting speech, delivered in Southport on December the 
Ioth, provides an excellent example of the skill with which George 
Curzon could speak to a brief. His hint at the obstrutl:ion of Ger
many was a delicate one, the significance of which was probably 
underStood in Berlin even if it was not fully apparent to his imme
diate audience. 

" You may say that the Concert of Europe is very slow in its 
operations. I grant you that it is very slow. Its operations have 
on more than one occasion been retarded by what appeared to 
us to be the exaggerated views that are entertained by some of 
its members. There are quarters where, as regards the give 
and take which is the essence of international diplomacy, more 
Stress seems to have been laid upon the take than upon the 
give. These are the inevitable drawbacks of a combination in 
which each unit retains its absolute freedom, both of opinion 
and of atl:ion." 

Having thus pointed a warning finger at the bad boys of the 
•Letter dated December 6th. 1897· 
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Concert who refused to play in tune, he proceeded to a defence of the 
Concert as a whole, following with remarkable accuracy the wording 
of his brief. 

" But though there are anomalies or weakness in an inStitu
tion, you do not therefore necessarily condemn it. . . . The 
House of Commons itself is not free from imperfections. 'There 
are many people who think it is tolerably full of them. But we 
should not for ~hat reason applaud the aCl:ion of any modern 
Cromwell who advanced to the table, removed the mace, ex
pelled. t~e members and ordered the doorkeepers to shut the 

. door .... It is very easy for our. critics to denounce the Concert 
of Europe. What they have to show, what they have not 
shown yet, is that matters would have proceeded any better or 
more smoothly if in the firSt place there had been no such 
Concert, or if in the second place Great Britain had broken 
away from it. I have shown· you, I think, a number of occa
sions on which the Concert and the influence of this country 
in the Concert have done positive good. I know of no occa
sion on which our influence there has hindered any other 
Power from doing good ; Still less do I know of any occasion 
on which it has done harm. The Concert may not·have done 
all the good we expeCl:cd of it or desired ; but if we had deserted 
it, we should have made ourselves ridiculous and should have 
retarded and not advanced the solution of the European prob
lem."1 

The Concert itself paid its apologiSts in Great Britain a poor return 
for the fidelity with which they championed it. 'The assembly of 
the Powers which for some time paSt had been a Concert in name 
rather than in reality, rapidly loSt all cohesion. Sentiment in Russia 

·was altogether hoStile to Turkey; in Germany, on the other hand, 
there was noticeable a marked development of pro-Turkish ten
dencies. When, therefore, early in 1898 Prince George of Greece 
was defmitely put forward by Russia as a candidate for the Governor
ship of Crete, Germany showed her disapproval by withdrawing 
her naval and militaq forces from the island and carrying AuStria 

•Speech at Southport, on December xoth, 1897• 
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with her in her train. It was all very well for George Curzon to 
assert in the House of Commons that the withdrawal of the single 
German ship and her small detachment of troops had no praCtical 
effect on the position in Cretan waters. His Statement was, no doubt, 
literally correct; but the significance attaching to Germany's 
aCtion was plain enough-the Concert of Europe was no longer a 
Concert even in name. Nor was George Curzon under any illusions 
in the matter. "w·e are no forwarder with Crete," he told Lord 
Salisbury on April the uth, 1898. "I wish Russia had proposed 
anyone but Prince George. We may get him into the island, but 
will there not Straightway be a fresh war of the roses between the 
two seas ? And how are we to get rid of those dreadful Turkish 
troops ? " 'Doubts such as these, however, were never allowed to 
show themselves in his public utterances, which excited the admira
tion of .the Foreign Secretary. "I have carefully followed your 
numerous utterances on behalf of the P.O.," wrote Lord Salisbury 
on April the 6th, 1896. " They have been admirable. Our critics 
have certainly left you no rest." ' 

But speech-making was neither the moSt arduous nor the moSt 
difficult part of the Under Secretary's task in the House of Commons. 
With complicated problems arising almoSt daily, firSt in one part 
of the world and then in another, it was inevitable that the represen
tative of the Foreign Office should have to meet and parry a conStant 
Stream of queStions on a multitude of matters requiring the moSt 
delicate handling ; and it was the dexterity which he displayed in 
dealing with his catechiSts, even more than his ability in debate, 
that excited the passions of the House and eStablished his Parlia
mentary reputation. The queStion hour became the feature of the 
sitting, and George Curzon became the feature of the queStion 
hour. He was written about almoSt daily by the newspaper para
graphiSts and he became the central figure in innumerable cartoons. 
His adroitness never left him. PeStered with supplementary que~
tions by Mr. Gibson Bowles, he replied on one occasion-" The 
hon. member asked me the same queStion laSt year and he can refer 
to my answer." He was pictured next day in the Westminster Gazette 
as the haughty youth in " Alice through the Looking Glass " 
into whose ear Humpty Dumpty Bowles was shouting : 
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" I said it very loud and clear, 

I went and shouted in his ear ; 
But he was very Stiff and proud ; 
He said, ' You need not shout so loud.' " 

He coined at lea~ one phrase which has passed into the English 
language. Irritated by an attempt made to draw him with a queStion 
containing an insinuation that the press was in advance of the 
Foreign Office in obtaining news of happenings abroad, he referred 
in a vein of sarcasm to " the intelligent anticipation of facts before 
they occur," as a legitimate art in the case of a newspaper corres
pondent, but as altogether improper in the case of a Government 
official. The Times, at whose correspondent in China this was a 
deliberate thrust, did not easily forget it, as will be seen later on. 

There were many queStions to which it was expedient to give 
replies while withholding information, and at this art practice soon 
made George Curzon an adept. His dexterity excited the ire of all 
those whose curiosity he baffled. " Your friends," wrote an anony
mous correspondent, " may legitimately congr~tulate you on the 
high ~age of perfection to which you have attained in the art of , 
keeping a ~ill tongue. Speechlessness is a beautiful accomplishment 
which you share in common with the mummy and the cabhorse. 
Of course, it is a matter of no •moment that as a consequence of 
your policy-and the Government's want of one-the markets are ' 
overborne by a keen sense of anxiety ; speculation is at an end and 
confidence exhau~ed. Nor will it even fraCtionally di~urb the 
wonderful balance of your intellett when you learn that mo~ busi
ness men have long since written you down a congenital idiot. With 
every expression of my unalterable e~eem, allow me to subscribe 
myself-A Fervent Admirer.'' 1 · 

t; Mi. Labouchere and Sir Charles Dilke on the Radical benches 
;~d Sir Ellis Ashmead Bartlett and Mr. Gibson Bowles on the Con
servative side of the House, vied with the Irish members in the 
ingenuity and persi~ency of their attempts to throw the Under 
Secretary off his guard. The growing violence of their indignation 
provided a measure of their failure, and Mr. Labouchere admitted 

1Letter dated March z6th, 1898. 
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ere long that his victim was acquiring so pretty a talent in evading 
a direct reply to a direct queStion, "that although I am sometimes 
the sufferer, his ability in this line £ills me-politics apart-with 
genuine admiration." 1 Elsewhere he was compared to Grattan, 
who once noted in his memoranda~" I wrote a reply to George 
Grenville which I thought very good, for I had taken much care. 
It touched every point except the queStion. It kept clear of that." 

At the close of the session ofx897, two members of the Govern
ment were generally regarded as ha"\Ting added markedly to their 
Parliamentary reputation ; one was Mr. Chamberlain and the 
other was George Curzon. " This year has been an especially good 
one for you," wrote St. John Brodrick on December the 2.6th, 
" your laSt two speeches have caught on, and your treatment by 
The Times is in itself a teStimony.'' 



CHAPTER XIX 

/ 
CLOUDS IN THE FAR EAST 

a J ••sv~....-

IN the matter of Crete and other problems which had been occupying 
the public mind, George Curzon had the advantage of Starting 
with a clean slate. Not so in the case of the troubles and difficulties 
which now thrust themselves with unwelcome insistence upon the 
attention of the British public. On Far Eastern affairs and on Rus
sian ambitions in Asia, and not least on the methods which she 
habitually adopted in pursuing them, he had expressed very definite 

, views, both in speech and writing ... With reference to possible 
d_£velopments in the China seas, he had asserted in very outspoken 
language that a Russian port and fleet in the Gulf of Pechili would ' 
constitute a serious menace both to China and. to British interests. 
The balance of power, he declared, would be gravely jeopardised 
by such a development, and he warned his readers that England 
was prohibited " alike by her Imperial obligations and her commer
cial needs from lending her sanction to any such issue." 1 In such 
circumstances his task as spokesman of the Foreign Office in the 
House of Commons throughout the year r898, when the rapidly 
growing ambitions of Russia, France and Germany in the Fai: East 
forced China into such unenviable prominence, was very far from 
being an enviable one. The rapid sequence of events which so 
alarmed the public and ~mbarrassed the Government in Great 
Britain may be briefly recalled. · 

When, as George Curzon had predicted~ China coUapsed before 
the_ victorious forces of Japan, it became evident that an ,important 
alteration had been brought about in the balance of power in the 

1" Problems of the Far Ea§t1" revised edition of x896. _ 
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Far Ea.S't. Japan's success on sea and land had left her in possession 
of certain portions of Chinese territory of great political and ~rategic 
value. Her occupation of the Liao-tung Peninsular in particular 
placed her in a position from which it seemed likely that she would 
be able to bring undue influence to bear upon the Chinese Govern
ment at Pekin. Her presence there was consequently viewed with 
serious alarm by Russia, and it soon became clear that not all the 
spoils to which her victories seemed to entitle her were to be left 
to her enjoyment. In April, I 895. she had, in fatt, received a Note 
~ddres.sed to her bY, R.;uf~~j!~ the support of France and G~rmany, 
m which the Imperta usstan Government had told her m very 
plain language that her contemplated possession of the Liao-tung 
Peninsular would not only con~tute " a menace to the capital of 
China," but would render the independence of Korea illusory, and 
so " jeopardise the permanent peace of the Far Ea~ " ; and " in a 
spirit of cordial friendship " had counselled her to renounce the 
definitive possession of this territory. Since 9reat Britain, from her 
position of voluntary isolation, had looked on at these proceedings 
with folded arms, Japan had been obliged to withdraw her claims 
to Port Arthur as gracefully as she could. 
~;The significance of Russia's action had not been lo~ on George 
Curzon. He had explained it with disconcerting candour in the 
revised edition of "~ro~le~s- ~~ ~e Fa_: E~Sl:( -~s~u:1~i~ _x8,~6. I 

"Russia does not render this assi~ance (to China) from a 
superfluity of unselfishness or for no end. She has her price 
and she will receive her reward. That reward will involve the 
full further enfeeblement of the victim for whose inheritance 
she is waiting and to whose invalid gasps she prescribes with 
tender hand the dose that imparts a transient spasm of vitality, 
to be followed presently by an even more profound collapse." 

But the British Government, anxious if possible to break down the 
traditional hoilility between Great Britain and Russia, had paid little 
heed to this warning, and had made it known early in 1896 that, far 
from wishing to ~and in the way of Russia's legitimate aspirations, 
they would welcome an arrangement which would secure for her a 
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commercial outlet on the Pacific. This declaration was abruptly 
called to mind during the closing weeks of 1897, when Germany 
landed a force of marines at Kiao-Chau in support of certain de
mands which she had made as compensation for the murder of two 
German missionaries, and Russia followed suit by_ despatching a 
squadron to spend the winter at Port Arthur. 

George Curzon, whose whole previous Study of the Russian 
advance in Asia had familiarised him with her methods, was under 
no illusion as to what these Steps foreboded. And on December the 
~.9..!.,h_ ~~,:~~~-}!? .. L8nL~.~,.!i~E~!r~~-~~~ifi-liisvi~s· u~he .$ 
Sltuatwn whlcli was rapialy~aeveloping; " Does not the pomt at 
which our intereSts are threatened and at which retaliation may be
come necessary arise," he asked, " when we know for certain that 
some other Power has appropriated some portion of Chinese soil ?" 
It was true that neither Russia nor Germany had yet qone this, 
though the latter might be found at any moment to have done_ so ; 
and in this event 

"the pleas that she will thereby be, from a Strategical point of 
view, more vulnerable in the future, or that a German Hong 
Kong muSt be a commercial failure, or that she will be a thorn 
in the side of Russia,.do.not, it seems to me, alter the fatl: that 
sh~will have violently affected the balance of power in ncrth 
China to our detriment and in her intereSt:, and. that we are 
consequently entitled to receive compensation." 

Where should such compensation be found ? . 

" The dangers 'of the German and Russian position in the 
north seem to consiSt: in the command that it gives them of 
the Gulfof Pechili and the approaches to Pekin (for the Court 
dares not move to Nanking) and in the pressure which they 
will be ~ble in consequence to exercise on the Chinese Govern
ment. It is here that our position, already a good deal shaken 
by Russian ascendency in Korea, seems moSt likely to suffer. 
Russia is always at the door of China by. land; and if her 
occupation of Port Arthur is made permanent, will be so also 
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by sea. Germany (if she makes a dockyard and a coaling 
Station of Kiao-Chau) will be on the other side of the door
Step ; and it will be more difficult for others to get in." 

He sketched with remarkable prescience the lines on which public 
opinion in Great Britain would be likely to cryStallise if the ten
dencies already visible on the part of ·the continental Powers 
developed further. 

" The point which it is a little difficult to demonStrate 
mathematically, but which, I think, affects British merchants 
who know the Far EaSt and all who have been there-and 
through them public opinion"'--is this. Up till the present time 
England has enjoyed an undisputed supremacy, naval and 
mercantile, in the China seas. She was the greateSt Power also 
at Pekin. No queStion affecting the future of China could be 
decided without consideration of her Standpoint, almoSt 
without her consent. The force of circumStances has changed 
this. Rival nations have Stepped in and claim to exercise a 
similar control without reference, often in open hoStility, to 
British intereSts in China, although they possess no Stake at all 
compared to our own in that part of the world." 

Public opinion WQuld undo~tedly demand in these circumStances 
that definite Steps iliould be taken to retain for Great Britain in the 
Far EaSt a position compatible with her paSt achievements and the 
importance of her present intereSts. An_4 he fore~qld with accurate 
prevision the course which in the end she would be compelled to 
pursue. 

" If the European Powers are grouping themselves againSt 
us in the Far EaSt, we shall probably be driven sooner or later 
t~~a:-":it~: .. Ten years hence she will be the greateSt 
naval Power in those seas, and the European Powers who now 
ignore or flout her will be then competing for her alliance." 

Returning to the immediate situation, he Stated plainly his view 
of what our attitude ought to be. Our China squadron might with 
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advantage be sent to Wei-hai-wei as a counter-demonStration to the 
aa:ion of Russia in despatching her ships to winter at Port Arthur, 
and as an indication that w,e were not prepared to view with acquies
cence any act of a definitely aggressive nature on her part. 

" I argue for a watching attitude, but for a determination to 
pounce the moment anyone else pounces (and if possible in the 
same area) ; and for a decision beforehand as to the point of . 
operation, possibly accompanied by an intimation to the 
Chinese Government that in certain eventualities we shall be 
bound to protett ourselves." 

These views were not shared by the Government as a whole, 
mo$t of whom seem to have bee~ satis£ed that the policy of the 
open door for which they Stood was not seriously threatened. Mr. 
Balfour, -indeed, admitted later on that Russia's seizure of Port 
Arthur had come as a '' shock " to .the Government ; 1 while Mr. 
Chamberlain, speaking his thoughts aloud as was his cuStom with a 
canoour that was always so refreshing, declared bluntly at Birming
ham on May the 13th, when referring to the means by which Russia 
had succe:eded in inStalling herself at Port Arthur, that as to the 
representations which had been made and repudiated as soon as 
they had been made, and as to the promises which had been given 
and broken a fortnight afterwards, we had better say-" Who sups 
with the r;>evil muSt have a long spoon." No hint of what was 
impending was to be found in the speeches delivered by the spokes
men of the Government either in the country before Parliament 
met, or in eith~r House at the beginning'of the session of 1898. On 
the contrary they were of an entirely reass).lring nature. On January 
the 1oth Mr. Balfour speaking at MancheSter immediately after a 
meeting of the Cabinet, declared that ou,r intereSts in China were 
not territorial but commercial. He admitted that there were' two 
ways in which fC?reign Governments might inflict injury upon them. 
They might bring pressure to bear upon the Chinese Government to 
discriminate againSt British enterprise, or they might dot the coaSl: 
of China with Sl:ations over which 'they exercised control and at 

/Speech in the House of Commons, Appl 5th, 1898. 
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which they might eStablish hoStile cuStoms barriers. But he did not 
think any such development probable and in any case the public 
might reSt assured that the Government was alive to the importance 
of guarding againSt: any infringements of our rights. A week later 
Sir Michael Hicks-Beach said the same thing in much more bellicose 
language. He declared that he did not regard China as a place for 
conqueSt or acquisition by any Power, European or other ; that 
Great Britain could not tolerate the acquisition of privileged posi
tions by anyone and that we were determined that the door should 
be kept open to the trade of all nations on a footing of complete 
equality, even, if necessary, at the coS!: of war. When Parliament met 
on February the 8th, China found no mention in the Queen's 
speech ; but in reply to enquiries by the leader of the Opposition, 
Lord Salisbury declared that nobody had indicated the leaS!: intention 
to infringe our Treaty rights nor did he believe that any such inten
tion would ever be entertained. On the contrary the Russian Govern
ment had given written assurances that any port which might be 
assigned to it as an outlet for Russian commerce, should be a port 
free to the commerce of Great Britain, while the German Govern
ment had acted in a similar spirit in regard to Kiao-Chau. 

As the representative of the Foreign Office in the House of 
Commons George Curzon was, of course, obliged to frame his 
speeches in harmony with the note of optimism which dominated 
the outlook of his superiors;' and as late as March the 1St he accep
ted a Motion by Sir Ellis Ashmead Bartlett laying down the impor
tance, in the intereSts of British commerce, of maintaining the 
integrity and independence of China. In accepting the Motion he 
said that while he could conceive of circumStances arising in the 
future gravely affecting, or even imperilling our intereSts in China, 
which might compel us to modify our attitude, yet " the seizure of 
Chinese territory, the alienation of Chinese territory, the usurpation 
of Chinese sovereignty," was not primarily any part of British 
policy ; and that which we repudiated ourselves it was not likely 
that we should regard with a welcoming eye if attempted by others. 
Neither his speech nor his action in accepting the Motion was 
calculated to prepare the public for the news telegraphed to The 
Times only a week later, that Russia had made important demands of 
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China in conneCtion with Port Arthur and Manchuria ; nor for 
the more definite news received before the end of the month, that 
the Chinese Government had signed a Convention leasing Port 
Arthur and Talienwan to Russia and that these two ports were to be 
occupied by Russian troops forthwith. ' 

Indeed one of the chief sources of George Curzon's embarrass-
• ment was the well founded suspicion of the British public which 

grew Steadily during February and March, that there was little 
enough cause for the optimism which the Government continued 
to display. His position was undoubtedly one of extreme difficulty. 
The public, particularly well served in the matter of information 
by the newspapers with correspondents in the Far East, saw with 
far keener insight than the Government the trend of events in that 
quarter, and developed what Mr. Balfour described later on as 
" an almoSt irritable anxiety " on the subject. George Curzon'~ own 
eStimate of the situation coincided with that of the public rather than 
with that of the Government ; yet loyalty demanded of him that 
he should side with the Government and against the public. The 
difficulty of the position was increased by · the reticence of the 
Government and the enterprise of the Press. Information appearing 
daily in the columns of the latter was almoSt invariably confirmed 
sooner or later-usually later-by the Foreign Office. On March 
the 29th Mr. Dillon enquired in the House of Commons how it 
was that the Pekin correspondent of The Times was able to publish 
facts of the highest importance several days before the Foreign 
Office had knowledge of them ? Stung by the taunt-and Still more 
no doubt by his realisation that it was deserved-George Curzon 
replied:- · 

" It is the business of Her Majesty's representatives abroad 
to report to us facts of which they have official cognisance 
and to obtain confirmation of them before they telegraph. I 
hesitate to say what the funCtions of the modern journaliSt are ; 
but I imagine they do not exclude the intel/igmt anticipation of 
facts even before they occur and in this somewhat unequal compe
tition I think the House will see that the journaliSt whose 
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main duty is speed, is likely sometimes to get the advantage 
over the diplomatiSt whose main object is accuracy." x 

Had he paused to consider the almoSt certain effect of such a 
jibe upon so powerful an organ as The Times, he would probably 
have foregone, willingly enough, any temporary satisfaction which 
he derived from its utterance. He was soon to realise how ill 
advised he had been, for in a report of the proceedings in the 
House of Commons which he wrote to Lord Salisbury on April the 
nth, he told him that The Times had thrown itself into the fray 
" with the passion of a ferocious partisan " ; and he added by way 
of.comment-" It is usually faithful to its old employes; but some 
mild chaff in which I indulged in a spirit of subdued compliment to 
its Pekin correspondent, brought it down on me with the tread of an 
elephant." / · 

How Strongly he disapproved of the attitude of the Government 
at this time is made abundantly dear by letters which he wrote at a 
later date. "We have never had and we have not (now) any policy 
towards China," he asserted in a letter to St. John Brodrick on May 
the 3rd, 1899· "No one knows that better than you or I who have 
successively had to conjure up make-believes. But of course the 
supreme lesson of the P.O. is that there is no pre-determined policy 
about anything." A year later-on June the 18th, 19oo-he re
turned to the subject. " I forget if I said in a recent letter that I hope 
P.O. are keeping their eye on Wei-hai-wei. . . I have never been 
able to underStand what seems to me the inexcusable apathy shown 
about turning it to some purpose. But then it is a part of the Chinese 
policy of H.M.G. which has always been to me-and I believe to 
everybody else-a riddle insoluble by man." The Boxer rising in 
the summer of I 9oo recalled once more his own paSt connection 
with the Foreign Office in its attempts to grapple with the affairs of 
China. " You are very good and faithful about letting me know 
the goings on, particularly in your P.O. world where I follow your 
movements and Struggles with the livelieSt intereSt. I know what 
an uphill job it is with the Pad. Under Sec. so to speak outside the 
show and with that Strange, powerful, inscrutable, brilliant, obSl:ruc-

•Hansard, March 28th, 1898. 
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tive dead-weight at the top." 1 And again on AuguSt the und, 19oo; 
" How well I remember the difficulty of making speeches on China 
with no inStructions, no policy, and not too much heart." 

. It may be argued that in the circumStances in which he found 
himself George Curzon should have resigned rather than permit . 
himself to be associated with a policy with which he disagreed. 
The same dilemma arose at a much later period in his life, when, as 
Foreign Secretary, he seemed to acquiesce ~ a polity with which he 
was not in sympathy, and which to all appearances was imposed upon 
him by the maSterful will of the then Prime MiniSter, Mr. Lloyd . 
George. In both cases resignation would h:J.ve been easy-though 
from a personal point of view diStaSteful. But would resignation 
have advanced the cause which George Curzon had at heart ? He 
was, I think, quite sincerely convinced in each case, not merely that 
his resignation would not help matters, but that it would be posi
tively injurious to the intereSts of the country. So long as he re
mained he could bring influence to bear upon his colleagues, and 
could hope to carry them some part of the way, at leaSt, if not the 
whole way with him. True, such a decision necessitated his defend
ing in public some things that in other circumStances he would have 
preferred to attack. But this seemed to him to be the lesser of the 
two evils; and it was in .keeping with his temperament that the 
vehemence of his defence should have been in proportion to what 
he believed to be the weakness of his case. At such times the artiSt 
triumphed over the man ; the satisfatl:ion which he experienced was 
derived from the skill which he was called upon to exercise in pre
senting his case. In the year I 898 he was more than juStified by 
results, for in one matter of the firSt importance he carried the Cabi
net with him. 

The views which he had laid before Lord Salisbury in his letter 
of December the 2.9th had· not then carried convi&on. Russia was 
Still proteSting the innocence of her intentions, and the Government 
were content to accept the assiuances " spontaneously " offered 'to 
them. But when George Curzon saw that his own doub,ts of Russian 
bona fides were once more being confirmed by the inexorable march of 

/ events, he returned to the charge, and, on. ~~r~h t~~ I 3th drew up a ¥
•Letter to St. John Brodrick, July 19th; 1900. 
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more elaborate Statement of his case for submission to the Cabinet. 
It was certain, he urged, that whatever assurances might be given 

I
to the contrary, Port ~ ~~P)! passed in~p. R,y,~iw hands, 
w,suld bece~e J.uss~~,.!n~~:~hen promises were 
g1ven ffiit 1t srtitifcrremaui a commeic'm' port, let them remember 
the fate of Bizerta. Nor was it of the leaSt use delaying their proteSt 

{until the assurances given had been violated, for experience showed 
that a fait accompli was almoSt invariably accepted. Great Britain 
had not gone to war either for Bizerta or for Batoum. He could not 
agree with those who argued that if Russia and Germany were dete
mined on the dismemberment of China, Great Britain should accept 
such an outcome of the crisis as inevitable and withdraw from 
northern China with a view to concentrating on the Y angtsze 
valley. Such a Step would deprive us of all influence at Pekin, where 
the Chinese Government would be left at the mercy of our rivals. 
There were three naval ports in the north of the China sea-Kiao
Chau, Port Arthur and Wei-hai-wei. Germany had seized the firSt, 
Russia was on the point of appropriating the second, should we not 
be wise to occupy the third ? . We could do so with complete pro
priety, for before the demands of Russia had been definitely formu
lated on March the 7th the Chinese Goverr1ment had aCl:ually invited 
us to take this Step. Acceptance of her invitation would conStitute 
a declaration on our part that we had no intention of abandoning 
the field in northern China to our rivals and would give us a lien 
upon the col;l.tinued confidence arid, in due course, upon the alliance 
of Japan. On the other hand, to retire from northern China would 
be fatal to our position in the Far EaSt. Our power, once paramount, 
had already been gravely compromised ; only by decisive aCtion 
could we hope to retain even a greatly curtailed influence where 
once we had been supreme. No hesitation need be shown on the 
score of the reception which such aCtion would meet with at home, 
for the British public would be the laSt to complain if the valiant 
declarations which had been made-a reference doubtless to the 
bellicose speech of the Chancellor of the Exchequer in January-were 
followed by corresponding deeds. 

Before the end of the month it became known that at the invita
tion of Mr. Balfour, who, in the absence of Lord Salisbury through 
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illness, was acting as Foreign fSecretary, George Curzon was 
· attending frequent meetings of the Cabinet. It was assumed at the 

time that he was called in to give the Government the benefit of his 
intimate knowledge of the Far EaSt. The assumption was not far 
from the truth, though the actual circumStances in which he had 
been called in remained a secret. The Government had proteSted 
with too great emphasis againSt territorial acquisitions in China to 
make acceptance of George Curzon's plea for the occupation of 
Wei-hai-wei easy; and those members of the Government to 
whom he had firSt submitted it-Mr. Balfour, Mr. Chamberlain, 
Mr. Goschen, the Duke of Devonshire, Sir Michael Hicks-Beach 
and/Lord Lansdowne-had begun by being unanimously opposed 
to it. Mr. Chamberlain urged concentration on the Yangtsze 
valley; Sir Michael Hicks-Beach Stood resolutely againSt occupa
tion, and it was only when George Curz0n succeeded in gaining the 
support of Mr. Balfour that he got the chance of arguing his case 
before the Cabinet as a whole. The latter body were not easily per
suaded, and it was not until its fifth sitting that George Curzon won 
the day. With the approval of Lord Salisbury, who was c:onsulted 
in his retreat in the South of France, a decision in favour of the 
occupation was finally arrived at and was communicated to the 
House of Commons in the course of a debate on the Chinese ques
tion on April the 5th. 

George Curzon felt legitimate pride at"his success. "I think our 
China,debate on the whole went off well," he wrote Lord Salisbury, 
on Aprii the I 1th. "Arthur's Statement wa.s judid~us and well 
delivered ; but its effect had been somewhat discounted by the 
revelations of the newspapers. I think, however, everyone on our 
bench (including the anti-Wei-hai-wei party, such as Chamberlain, 
Goschen, etc.) realised that but for Wei-hai-wei we should have 
fared badly." To Mrs. Curzon he confessed that he did not think 
very much of his own speech. " But people say it was good. General 
reception of our case fair, not enthusiaStic. Without Wei-hai-wei 
we should have been simpl:y~nowhere."1 And more than two years 
later, when the situation in China suddenly took a new and alarming 
turn and the anti-foreign rising known as the B~xer Rebellion had 

1Letter dated Apri} 5tll, 1898. 
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all the appearance of being the prelude to a racial cataclysm on a vaSt 
scale, he was able further to congratulate himself on his foresight. 
As Viceroy of India he was called upon during the summer of 1900 
to despatch an expeditionary force to co-operate with the troops of 
the other Powers engaged upon the relief of the Legations at Pekin ; 
and he wrote with satisfaCtion to Lord George Hamilton, then 
Secretary of State for India, of the value of Wei-hai-wei. "I have 
been quite pleased to hear that Wei-hai-wei-which was in a parti
cular sense my own child . . . has turned out such trumps. I only 
regret that we have not done more to utilise and develop it during 
the paSt two years." 1 

There was, however, a great deal Still to be done before the 
situation could be regarded with anything approaching satisfaction. 

" I think our next Step in China should be to get some 
reliable syndicates to undertake the trunk lines N. and S. from 
the Yangtsze-N. towards Pekin, S. towards Canton. People 
talk as if we could absorb, protect and adminiSter the whole 
Y angtsze valley in the twinkling of an eye. I ca~culate that it 
contains over 150 million people, or two thirds of the whole 
population of China. Fifty years hence we shall not have done 
it, if we ever do. But I expect that railways are the beSt way of 
getting at the people and making your sphere of influence 
praCtical." 2 

Throughout the summer the Chinese cns1s dragged on, and 
George Curzon continued to urge a more vigorous policy upon the 
Government in private, while defending what he undoubtedly 
looked upon as a weak and vaccilating policy in the House of 
Commons. In June he returned to the queStion of railways centering 
upon the Yangtsze valley. The northern seCtion of a trunk line 
running from Pekin to Hankow was already being built by a syndi
cate with Russian money behind it; and now, it was learned, nego
tiations were on foot for the conStruCtion of the further seCtion to 
Hankow on the Y angtsze through the same agency. " Is not this 

•Letter dated Augui!t 22nd, 1900. 
~ •Letter to Lor<! S!ilisbury, April nth, 1898. 

~86 



CLOUDS IN THE FAR EAST 

railway demand more than we should allow ?" he asked in a letter 
to Lord Salisbury on June the znd. "And need a proteSt ~gainSt 
it necessarily involve the immediate produilion of a rival offer from 
ourselves ? . . . I am sure we shall have trouble if once the Russians 
get a serious footing (even through the 'medium of a State bank or a 
mortgaged railway) on the Yangtsze. Is it not desirable that Mac- , 
Donald should oppose any such scheme by !J.ll means in his power, 
and that the Chinese Government should know that we cannot 
admit of such an intrusion into the Y angtsze ?" Lord Salis bury, with 
his gaze riveted on what seemed practicable rather than on w;hat was 
merely desirable, replied two days later in a tone which George 
Curzon always found so hard to bear. " I underStand you to propose 
that we should resiSt and prevent the conStruCtion of any Chinese 
railway to whose expenses any Russian bank has sub~cribed. Is this 
practical ? Yet if you do not accept this general principle, I do not 
see how the particular offence of financing the Hankow railway 
can be deteCl:ed and punished. I do not see my way, if Russian 
CapitaliSl;s will throw their money about, to pr~venting the Chinese 
from picking it up. We muSt find some equally patriotic CapitaliSts 
on our side ; otherwise we muSt say sorrowfully of the Russian 
coin-' Roublet.' " And two months later he said the same thing 
in slightly different language in the House of Lords-" If our 
.CapitaliSts are able and willing to make railways in the Y angtsze 
valley or ~nywhere else, we will give them the utmoSt possible 
support, but if they cannot we will not try to deprive the Chinese 
people of the benefits of railway conStruCl:ion." 

In the House of Commons criticism came from all quarters. On 
the Conservative benches the flag of revolt .was raised by a little 
band of Stalwarts which, under the leadership of Mr. Y erburgh, 

. came to be known as the Pigtail Committee. If George Curzon had 
been a private member he would assuredly have been found leading 
the Pigtail Committee. As it was he had to bear·the brunt of its 
attack; and_it muSt be admitted that in his frequent bouts with Mr. 
Yerburgh and his friends he was sometimes betrayed into making 
Statements which accorded ill with views which could be-and, 
of course, were-quoted againSt him from his own previous writ
ings. His airy dismissal of Russia's aCl:ion in conver?ng Port Arthur 
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into a closed naval base as being of little importance, on the ground 
that with Talienwan close by there was no commercial need for a 
second Treaty port in the neighbourhood, lacked conviction, in face 
of the very definite views on the subject which were on record in 
the pages of" Problems of the Far East." And in the last speech on 
the affairs of China which it fell to his lot to deliver in the House of 
Commons he had the misfortune to fall foul of The Times once more. 
It was all very well for the Government to cling to their belief in the 
policy of the open door, declared that journal; but with our rivals 
establishing preferential rights over great 3:teas, what became of the 
open door ? M.r. Curzon had based his defence on the fact that the 
rights claimed by Germany in Shantung were preferential but not 
exclusive, as some of his opponents had described them. " Accuracy 
of statement is an excellent thing, but it is possible to sacrifice 
subStantial accuracy to verbal precision and to irritate without either 
convincing or confuting." And its summing up of the performance 
was characterised by a note of extreme acidity. "A Government 
cannot be said to be particularly fortunate when it has to depend for 
the presentation of its policy to the House of Commons upon such 
speeches as that made by Mr. Curzon." 1 

Yet, in spite of a certain measure of odium which he incurred as a 
result of his zealous championship of the Far Eastern policy of the 
Government, the ability which he displayed in doing so sef the seal 
upon his Parliamentary reputation. Ar)d a realisation of the difficulty 
of his position won for him a large measure of sympathy. "Ail of a 
sudden," wrote an onlooker when the Chinese crisis was at its height, 
" Mr. Curzon has made a great stride in advance, and the last few 
speeches he has delivered in the House have marked enormous 
improvement in temper, in language and in thought. He has aban
doned almoSt completely the aggressiveness which made him so 
many enemies and so many difficulties." 2 Even more significant of 
the growing appreciation of the House of Commons was the genuine 
concern which it displayed on learning, in April 1898, that he had 
been obliged by ill health to withdraw temporarily from active 
participation in its work. " I see it stated in the papers," wrote his 

•The quotation is from a leading article in The Times of AuguSt 3rd, 1898. 
•A writer in 'lbe Week{Y S1111 of March 3rd, 1898. 
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old enemy H. Labouchere, on April the 27th," that you are so bad 
that you will have to withdraw for sometime from H. of C. Then I 
see it contt;adiCl:ed. I sincerely hope that the contradiction is the· 
right version, for you have made yourself such a splendid position 
in Parliament that it would be too bad if your health were to break 
down for any length of time." And when he returned to the House 
after an absence of two to three weeks, he received a welcome from 
both sides which took him completely by surprise. " George 
Curzon back to-night after long bout of sickness," wrote Toby, 
M.P., in his diary of May the 9th. "Pleasant to see the hearty wel
come that cheered his return. Both sides vied with each other in 
genuine heartiness of congratulation. The House always prompt 
with kindliness of this nature. But there are degrees of warmth, and 
the warmeSt was showered on the young Under Secretary. This 
all the more gratifying because it is a position won againSt certain 
disadvantages." Moreover, th<; events of thesec Strenuous days 
brought prominently to the surface the indomitable courage of the 
man. The grim fight with ill health could not be altogether hidden 
from sight. It was more apparent, perhaps, to those who viewed the 
daily Struggle from the comparative detachment of the press gallery 
than it was to those engaged in the conStant thruSt and parry on the 
floor of the House itself. " It was curious, and sometimes almoSt 
pathetic," wrote one witness, " to observe the palpable Struggle 
which was going on between the remnants of recent illness and the 
determination to State his case. At times, indeed, it seemed as if the 
Strain would be too much and as if tired nature would have to give 
in." 1 George Curzon was himself acutely conscious of the extent 
to which his aspirations and ambitions were threatened by the 
spectre of ill health, and he had special reasons for wishing to satisfy 
Lord Salisbury on the matter. It was with very real relief, conse
quet.?:tly, that, as the result of a consultation with an eminent physi
cian in June, he was able to give his chief a definitely reassuring 
report. 

On AuguSt the 5th, a few days before Parliament was prorogued, 
George Curzon made what was to prove to be his laSt speech in the 
House of Commons. He was attacked, as he had been on many occa-

•A writer in the Daily Telegraph, June nth, 1898. 
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sions, in connea:ion with the attitude of the Government towards 
the vexed queStion 6f slavery in Ea§t Africa. It was not the subject 
which he would himself have chosen for his farewell speech, for 
earlier in the Session he had gravely offended the House by a certain 
flippancy with which he had treated the misgivings which it enter
tained as to the intentions of the Governmc;nt in dealing with the 
matter. But no one who heard him on Augu§t the 5th had any 
reason to suppose that he was liStening to him for the laSt time ; nor, 
indeed, did George Curzon himself imagine-though he was then 
aware that his career in the House of Commons was about to be 
interrupted-that the break was to be anything more than tempo
rary. A few days later the House learned that changes were impend
ing in the MiniStry and that thenceforth the battle of the Foreign 
Office was to be fought by someone else. But George Curzon was 
not present to witness the display of genuine emotion which the 
news evoked, for he was a prisoner once more upon a bed of sick
ness. 



CHAPTER XX 

APPOINTED VICEROY OF INDIA 

LoRD ELGIN had assumed charge of the office of Viceroy and 
Governor General of India in January I894· He was due to retire 
in January 'I899, and throughout the summer of I898 rumour had 
been busy with the names of those upon whom it was thought that 
the mantle might fall. The importance of the appointment ·was 
widely recognised, for events in India had been attracting consider
able attention in Great Britain. 

The peace which ·brooded over the sub-continent when Lord 
Elgin took over from his predecessor, Lord Lansdowne, had been 

- rudely diSturbed. A poor rainfall in I 8 9 5 had been followed by a 
disaStrous drought in I 896, and the machinery of Government ha,d 
been Strained to the utmoSt in fighting the grim speCl:re of want that 
Stalked naked through the land. Echoes of the tragedy being 
enatted on the sun scorched plains of its remote Dominion had 
reached the-public of Great Britain when an appeal to its generosity 
had been made on behalf of the suffering survivors of this calamity. 
But this had nc5t been all, for to famine had been added peStilence . 
in the form of bubonic plague, which, making its siniSter appearance 
in the crowded slums of Bombay in the autumn of I 896, had spread 
with alarming rapidity, and had presented the Ad~niStration with a 
new and baffling problem, demanding urgent and draStic treatment. 
Sedition, not yet clearly dissociated from the ferment caused by 
these infliCtions and the measures taken to combat them, had given 
unwelcome proof of its exiStence. In the summer of I 897, amid its 
celebration of the Diamond Jubilee of Queen ViCl:oria, the public 
had been Startled and momentarily shocked by the news flashed 
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across the wires from Poona of the murder of tw'o British officials ; 
and a little later considerable ~r had been created by the trial and 
sentence of a prominent Indian publiciSt, Mr. Bal Gangadhar 'filak, 
for inciting to disaffection in the columns of his newspaper, the 
Kesari. 

But grave as these symptoms of trouble in the internal situation 
were, it was the perennial problem of the North West Frontier 
that was moSt seriously exercising the public mind at home. 'fhe 
picmre presented by an Englishman beleaguered with a handful of 
companions in a ho~le land, hard pressed, but keeping the flag 
flying with cheerful optimism againSt heavy odds, common though 
it has been in the long history of her Imperial growth, is one which 
never fails to capture the imagination and quicken the pulses of the 
British nation. It illuStrates the courage and tenacity which it 
complacently regards as the special prerogative of its race. And in 
1895, amid the rugged mountains on the borders of AfghaniStan, a 
British officer, charged with duties in connection with the demarca
tion of the frontier, had been beleagured in the isolated fort of 
Chitral. The siege and subsequent relief of this remote outpost 
had proved to be but a prelude to ~ll graver happenings over a 
greatly extended field. In June of the year 1897 the latent fanaticism 
of the border tribes had burSt into flame, and from the Tochi valley, 
tucked away in' the ample folds of the mountains of Waziristan, the 
fire had spread with alarming rapidity, enveloping the whole 
frontier in fierce conflagration. 'fhe most peace-loving of Viceroys 
had found himself confronted with a rising, officially described as 
" unprecedented alike in the suddenness with which it broke out 
at each point, in the large extent of country affetl:ed and in the simul
taneous action of diStintl: tribes," and compelled to concentrate all 
his thought and energy upon the prosecution of a military episode 
on a grand scale, which came to be known as the Tirah Campaign ; 
while the British Cabinet had been faced with the necessity of 
coming to grave decisions as to its future attitude towards these 
powerful and truculent neighbours. 

In such circumStances there was no room for doubt as to the 
importance attaching to the selection which Lord Salisbury had to 
make, and the qualities required for the successful maStery of the 
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problems peculiar to the Indian continent were canvassed in the 
press and pecame the subject of desultory discussion round the 
dinner tables at which society met and gossipped. Five years earlier 
Mr. GladStone's choice had fallen on " a cautious, silent young 
Scotch peer," and there were many who thought that search might 
be made for a man with- characteriStics similar to those which had 
served Lord Elgin 'so well during his five Strenuous years. Little 
difficulty was experienced in hitting on such a man. In Lord Balfour 
of Burleigh, then Secretary for s·cotland, the prophets discovered 
an ideal example of the type. Able, cautious, essentially sound, here. 
was the man to tread warily amid the pitfalls with which British 
Government in India was beset. Fears of a perilous policy of adven
ture across the North WeSt Frontier which were agitating the 
minds of many eminent persons would be laid to reSt by such an 
appointment ; the difficult and delicate problems arising out of 
plague and famine would be capably and safely handled; financial 
queStions-notably that of currency_:_would be under the super
vision of one whose familiarity with business would be an un
doubted asset. So confidently was his appointment predicted that 
in India itself, and particularly among the Services whose members 
had naturally a personal intereSt in the matter, it came to be regarded 
as a foregone conclusion. 

It would have been Strange, however, if rumour had conce~ned 
itself only with one name. There was another nobleman of Scotch 
desc·ent whose thoughts were turning towards what he himself had 
once described as " the way of ambition." 1 And ·jf Lord Minto's ' 
personal friends looked to Canada rather than .to India to provide 
him with the means of satisfying his aspirations, it was nevertheless 
no secret to them than if offered the Viceroyalty of the latter he would 
not refuse it. There were othersagain who thought that qualities 
of a very different kind marked out Mr. Curzon as a man unusually 
well fitted for the poSt. Brilliant imagination, specialised knowledge, 
outStanding personality, self-confidence and assiduous ihduSt:ry 
combined with great gifts of speech and writing-these were attri
butes, surely, which went to create a figure worthy of so spacious 
and brilliantly illumined a Stage. And when in due co~rse hls. 

1 " Lord Minto-A Memoir," by John 'Buchan. 
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appointment to this great office was announced, previous predic
tions were forgotten in face of the obvious appropriateness of the 
choice which had been made. 

The appointment, the official announcement of which appeared 
in the papers on the morning of AuguSt the nth, had been made 
known the previous evening in the House of Commons. Mr. Cur
zoo himself was kept away from the House by illness, and Mr. 
Balfour, to whom fell the task of replying to an attack upon the 
foreign policy of the Government iO. his absence, expressed his 
regret that the Under Secretary should have been prevented from 
attending the House on the laSt occasion on which it would have 
been in his power to address it on a subject in which he had made 
"so great and so deserved a reputation." At the moment the 
significance of this casual interjection was loSt upon those present ; 
but when its import was realised, it elicited a chorus of warm 
approval. The firSt words of congratulation came from Mr. Dillon 
who, in the paSt, had broken many a lance with the man he now rose 
to praise, and met with such universal endorsement that the Parlia
mentary correspondent of one of the leading organs of the Opposi
tion, was fain to admit that " the tributes from the House . . . show 
that Mr. Curzon has more than half out-lived his early unpopu
larity." 1 They did more; they showed that with its unerring judg
ment· in the matter of men, it had detected behind the manner of 
which at firSt it had been so resentful, not only the brilliant intel
lectual attainments of the scholar and Statesman, but a Strong sense 
of courtesy and a sincere kindness of heart. 

On the whole, Mr. Curzon had little cause to complain of the 
manner in which his appointment was received by the press. It 
would have been too much to expect that his political opponents 
should altogether resiSt the temptations of a thruSt at one who had 
himself not always been over tender towards those with whom he 
differed ; and here and there an acid note could be detected in the 
comments of the party press. Not Mr. Curzon's moSt indulgent 
friends could deny that what had been described somewhere as his 
"little tricks of condescension, the almoSt Johnsonian pomposity 
of his rhetoric and other perceptible angularities " had, during his 

•The Dai{J Cbronid1 of Augmt nth, 1898. 
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early Parliamentary days, created an impression of superciliousness 
of charatl:er, than which, as.Mr. T. P. O'Connor observed at the 
time, " there is no quality in a man which the House of Commons 
more seriously resents." But if there were those amongSt his critics 
who lamented that the Viceroy-designate had Still " many of the 
defetl:s of the youthful temperament " ; that he was " flippant, 
omniscient and not unfrequently hard and cynical as only blase 
youth can be," 1 or who preditl:ed that his " reStlessness and con
ceit" would not improbably "bring us into trouble in India"; 2 

the great majority agreed with those who regarded the appointment 
as " a personal triumph almoSt unique in Parliamentary hiStory,'? 3 

and found in it reason for believing that " the Government of 
India and the people of India would very greatly profit by it." 4 

Nor was approval confined to the press o£ his own party. Leading 
organs of the Opposition paid generous tribute to his ability and 
to the conscientious manner in which he had prepared himself for 
the great office to which he had been raised ; 6 and the conclusion of 

1 the Pall Mall Gazette that " when those whose duty it' is to pick 
holes in Ministerial appointments have recited all possible objetl:ions 
to Mr. Curzon, they are constrained to admit that this appointment 
is a good one," was in the main well founded. 

Not all the criticism, however, could be discounted as being due 
to personal antipathy or party prejudice. Beneath the general chorus 
of approval there exiSted a thin but perceptible undercurrent of 
uneasiness, which tended to cryStallise into fear of a policy of 
adventure beyon? the Indian frontier, fed by the reputation which 
Mr. Curzon enjoyed of. being an ardent supporter of the forward 
school. In the Russian press it was regarded as a foregone conclu-· 
sion that he was being sent to India tq give effetl: to a policy which 
challenged Russian aspirations in Central Asia and the Middle EaSt. 
In a prominent article in the Novoe Vremya he was depitl:ed as a 
member of " the moSt extreme Russophobe party, who close their 

' ' 
' 

1The Uverpool Merct~ry, 
•The Saturday Review. 
3The Morning Post 
4The Daily Graphic. 
5~he Dai{j News. 
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eyes to everything that does not seem to confirm their hardly intel
ligible hatred towards Russia " ; and the writer urged his country
men" to follow with a keen eye the a& of Mr. Curzon,'' and warned 
them that as Viceroy of India he would proceed to give effect to the 
theories which he had hitherto developed in his books and in the 
columns of the press. 1 These apprehensions found an echo in Lon
don in the columns of the Spectator and the Westminster Gazette. 
The former feared that the new Viceroy was a man who by tempera
ment was " inclined to ambition and delighted by personal victories," 
whereas the most essential requisite in a Viceroy of the great EaStern 
Dependency was, in its opinion, a capacity for self-effacement ; 
while the ideal Viceroy in the view of the latter was, generally 
speaking, " a sober middle-aged gentleman with a cool head and 
such insight into men and character as experience alone brings," 
and, in particular, " a man of weight and authority who could 
Stand up to all encroaching military gentlemen and refuse to be 
pushed into a forward policy by an exaggerated alarm about remote 
dangers." 

The events leading up to the Tirah campaign had brought the 
frontier to the forefront of Indian queStions, and had opened the 
door to a reconsideration of the exiSting policy. Decisions of grave 
import had to be taken, and fears as to the direction which such 
decisions might take under the influence of an ambitious Viceroy 
were seriously exercising the minds of persons who counted in the 
public life of the nation. They were formulated half jeStingly by 
Sir William Harcourt at the end of a letter of good wishes to Mr. 
Curzon himself-" P.S. The moSt important thing is always put in 
a poStscript. Let me beg as a personal favour that you will not make 
war on Russia in my life-time " ; and Mr. H. Labouchere, in a 
letter of warm congratulation, while careful to dissociate himself 
from such anxieties, made pointed reference to them-" Campbell 
Bannerman, who is here, spent this morning conclusively proving to 
me that you will drag us into a war with Russia." Nor was the 
expectation that the new Viceroy would pursue a vigorous frontier 
policy confined to those who viewed the prospect with feelings of 
anxiety and dislike. General Sir Bindon Blood, who had been in 

•The N011o1 Vremya of 3/15 September, 1898. 
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command of the Malakand Field Force during the pr~vious year, 
wrote-" it .will amuse _you to hear that I am being told by the 
Acute-Forward-Policy people, of whom I know several well, that 
now I shall have as many wars as I want I" He added, however,· 
speaking for himself, that in a way this was doubtless correct, for 
he wanted no wars, and " I am sure you are the man to prevent 
them, unless they are absolutely necessary." Another eminent 
soldier, Sir W. Lockhart, who had directed operations in Tirah and 
who, as Commander-in-Chief in India, was deStined to be associated 
with the future Viceroy in working out the military aspect of 
frontier policy, wrote to him in an enthusiaStic Strain-" The next 
five years will be Stirring ones for India. Your own personal 
influence with the Amir will be of untold value-as the world will 
see ; but the Amir may not laSt long, and I think we should have a 
plan beforehand of what is to be done when his death takes place." 
Perhaps he had in mind something which Mr. Curzon had himself 
written some years before-" so long as Abdur Rahman lives a 
buffer AfghaniStan may continue to figqre in the liSts of independent 
States " ; but upon his death " it is to be feared that a time of 
trouble will again recur more critical than any of its predecessors, 
inasmuch as Russia notoriously looks to such an emergency1 as 
providing an excuse for her next advance." 1 

It cannot be said that' these apprehensions were altogether without 
juStification. Mr. Curzon's Study of Russian policy in Central Asia 
and his personal· observation of her methods, had aroused in his 
mind serious misgivings regarding her intentions. These he had 
proclaimed with no uncertain voice in speech and writing ; and if 
he ridiculed the idea of a Russian conqueSt of India, he was pro
foundly impressed by the danger of a Russian invasion of her fron
tiers, not in the expectation, or, indeed, with the intention, of 
wreSting the sceptre from Great Britain ; but with the purpose of 
disabling the British Government from checking further her own 
ambitions in Europe. Russia's object was not Calcutta, but ConStan
tinople ; not the Ganges, but the Golden Horn. " She believes that 
tl:)e keys of the Bosphorus are more likely to be won on the banks 
of the Helmund than on the heights of Plevna. To keep England 

•" Russia in Central Asia," page 357· 
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quiet in Europe by keeping her employed in Asia, that, briefly put, 
is the sum and subStance of Russian policy." 1 All this was so plain 
to him that he could not underStand how any one could deny the 
exiStence of " an Anglo-Russian queStion of incalculable seriousness 
and vaSt proportions " : and he· refused to believe that any such 
could Still be found. " The school of politicians who described 
anxiety at Russia's advance as' old women's fears,' have closed the 
doors of their discredited academy." 2 The a&ual Steps necessary 
for combating this menace he was prepared to leave to the soldiers ; 
but he had made it clear that he would certainly not dissent from 
measures involving a forward frontier policy. There was at leaSt the 
possibility of Russia deciding in favour of the Balkh-Kabulline of 
advance, and we muSt, therefore, keep a very watchful eye on the 
Afghan capital, which," twice within the laSt half century, has been 
made the cockpit of British disaSter," but which may yet " come to 
be regarded as a citadel of British salvation." The conStruCtion of a 
railwai up the Khyber and the eStablishment of an advanced British 
position at the head of the Kurum valley were proposals which 
seemed to meet with his approval. Of the former he had written-

" to those who deteCl: in such a proposal the glimmer of Jingo 
war paint I make the unhesitating and unequivocal reply •.. 
that there is no such meao/> of pacifying an Oriental country as 
a railway, even a military railway; and that if for bullets and 
bayonets we substitute roads and railroads as the motto of our 
future policy towards Afghanistan, we shall find ourselves 
Standing on the threshold of a new and brighter era of relations 
with that country." 3 

It was not only in conneCtion with AfghaniStan that he had spoken 
with impatience of a policy of " maSterly inactivity " towards the 
lands beyond the Indian frontier. Our relations with AfghaniStan 
had been successively those of " blundering interference and un
maSterly (I have always supposed it to be a lapsus calami to write 
master!y) inaCtivity''; but Persia "Stands a good second to Afgha
niStan in the category of British diplomatic failure in the. EaSt, the 

•" Russia in Central Asia," page pi. •Ihitl. page 333· 
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result in this inStance less of positive error than of deplorable . 
neglect." 1 Why had we looked on while from the north Russia had 
been driving her influence further and further into the heart of 
Persia? Were not her intentions writ large over her doings, so that 
he who ran might read? Was it not clear that with Kho1;asan in her 
grasp, the Khojak defences and Quetta might be disregarded and the 
newly fortified British frontier in Pishin might find itself in danger 
of being turned from the weSt ? As also that with her penetration of 
southern Persia we might wake up one morning to find a Russian 
naval Station on the Persian gulf? " Are we content to see a naval 
Station within a few days sail of Karachi and to contemplate a 
hoStile squadron battering ·Bombay ?" 2 These grim possibilities 
could only be averted if Great Britain herself was willing to adopt a 
vigorous Persian policy. Bfitish political and commercial intereSts 
in southern Persia muSt be actively upheld. Britain herself muSt 
build the railways that Russia desired to lay ; in short, Russian 
ascendancy in the north muSt be countered by British supremacy in 
the south. Among possible railway schemes a line from the British 
syStem in the neighbourhood of Quetta across BaluchiStan to SiSt:an 
in eaStern Persia-to be extended at som~ future time across the 
whole of southern Persia-was in the firSt rank of importance. " Of 
all the possible suggeStions for counteracting the Russian menace to 
India by pacific and honourable means, the conStruction of such a 
railway is at once the leaSt aggressive, the cheapeSt and the moSt 
profitable." a 

These views had 'been recalled only a short time before by a 
speech in the House of Commorts in reply to an amendment to the 
Address moved by Mr. J. Walton Lawson on behalf of the Liberal 
party, disapproving a frontier policy which involved such forward 
Steps as the permanent military occupation of Chitral. In the course 
of a spirited reply, Mr. Curzon 'had pointed out that however 
anxious we might be to leave the tribes on our frontier alone, they 
would not let us alone. Moreover, we were under certain obligations 
not only to the tribes themselves, but to the ruler of AfghaniStan. 
This was a legacy which had been bequeathed to us by no Conser
vative· jingo, but by Mr. GladStone. The Lawrence policy of 1868, 

'"Russia in Central Asia,'' page 374· •Ibid. page 380. 3!bid. page 378. 
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which had been so fervently acclaimed in some quarters of the 
House, had been rendered obsolete by Mr. GladStone's Government 
when it sanctioned the occupation of Quetta, eStablished political 
influence over the Mridis in the neighbourhood of the Khyber 
pass, and contracted to defend AfghaniStan againSt unprovoked 
aggression. It had been designed to protect India from a danger 
which was, when it was formulated, separated from it by many 
thousands of miles. " It is not equally suited to a position where 
the Cossacks are at your gates." Indeed, it was clear that unless we 
were to repudiate our obligations, we might have, at some time or 
other, " to advance to the external frontier of which I have been 
speaking, or, at any rate, to take a forward, although less forward, 
position on the line of Kabul, Ghazni and Kandahar." We were 
bound, therefore, to select the lines of communication which should 
be kept open in the intereSts of the Empire; to enter into confiden
tial relations with the tribes, and to concentrate our forces in 
necessary spots inStead of diffusing them over a scattered area. 

The means by which these objects were to be attained were 
reasonable enough. While we muSt enter into relations with the 
tribes, our relations with them " should involve the very minimum 
of interference with the lands and independence of the tribesmen." 
Military occupation on a large scale was not necessary. Our position 
could be assured by a handful of frontier officers, provided they 
were selected with sufficient care 

" I believe that all along the frontier we are capable of finding 
scores of men ..• capable of winning, or who had already won, 
the confidence and affection of the tribes, men who know their 
language and are in sympathy with their cuStoms. • . . I put 
my whole faith in the work of such men, and I believe that our 
security reSts, not upon the number of battalions we place there, 
but upon the individual character of the men whom we choose." 

And he rounded off his profession of faith with an admirable 
apophthegm-" It is a queStion not of rifles and of cannon, but of 
character and of all that character can do amid a community of free 
men." The significance of this declaration became apparent at a 
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later date, for it formed the basis of the successful frontier policy 
which in later years was to be associated with his name. At the 
time, however, the essendal soundness and moderation of the views 
which he expressed were overshadowed, for those who feared a 
forward policy, by the Stress which he laid upon the binding nature 
of the obligations which we had incurred. To those who shrank 
from commitments beyond the border there was an ominous ring 
about a queStion which, Mr. Curzon declared, had been insiStently 
put to him by the Amir of AfghaniStan himself in the course of his 
interviews with him. " England and AfghaniStan are one house," 
asserted the Amir. " One house should have one wall. Are y<,:mr 
soldiers going to join mine in defence of that wall ?" x 

, The faa that Mr. Curzon intereSted himself actively in' the ques
tion of frontier policy from tl;le moment that he received Lord 
Salisbury's offer of the Viceroyalty, if natural enough in the cir
cumStances, did not tend to allay anxiety where it exiSted. The 
Secretary of State was engaged in drawing up a reply to a letter from 
the Government of India · containing proposals for the future 
control of the Khyber pass and for its retention under the juris
diction of the Punjab Government. Mr. Curzon was critical of 
the reply which had been q.rafted by the India Office, and he wrote 
to the Secretary of State and to Lord Salisbury and Lord Lansdowne 
on the subject. On July the z6th, in a letter to Mrs. Curzon, he 
mentioned a long Cabinet discussion on the queStion, and added 
that as a result of his intervention the reply was to be rewritten 
"and put in a much more tentative way." An intimation co~veyed 
in one of his earlieSt letters to Lord Elgin, that one of his firSt Steps 
after reaching India would be to visit the, frontier, drew a mild 
proteSt from the Viceroy. The Budget would certainly keep the 
Head of the AdminiStration in Calcutta until the very end of March, 
after which the heat on the frontier would be very great. " But, if 
I may say so, there is not so much to be learnt on the spot as might 
appear at firSt sight. The-problem is how beSt to arrange the wheels 
of the adminiStrative machine and to arrive at a conclusion you will 
have to Study, not so much the physical surroundings of Peshawar, 
or even the men there, as the Foreign Department and its capabilities, 

•Speech in the House of Commons, February 15th, 1898. 
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the Punjab Government and its methods, the military authorities 
and their aspirations. A good deal of this you will be able to do in 
Calcutta." 1 

In the meantime Mr. Curzon was able to add to what he had 
written to Mrs. Curzon on the subject of the India Office Despatch : 

' " I saw Lord S. this afternoon. He is backio:g me up very loyally 
over the G. H. z business, but says Beach is frightened to death at 
my appointment, because he thinks I am such a jingo. I muSt try 
to smooth him down." a 

But if Mr. Curzon could afford to ignore criticism . based on 
personal antipathies and was willing enough to profit by the genuine 
anxieties which his appointment had aroused in more serious 
quarters, there was one direction from which he felt that he had 
hardly met with the treatment which he deserved. The leader
writer in The Times-to whose columns he had contributed so fre
quently in the paSt-while paying tribute to his attainments, was 
not prepared to regard the success of the appointment as a foregone 
conclusion. The whole tone of the article was non-committal ; its 
approval was cautious rather than convinced ; its expectations hope
ful rather than confident. " We sincerely hope, for Mr. Curzon's sake 
and that of the Empire, that Lord Salisbury's very intereSting 
experiment will succeed." 4 

It muSt be remembered that for some time paSt foreign affairs 
had ouSted domeStic controversies from the pride of place which 
they normally occupy in the House of Commons ; that Lord 
Salisbury's foreign policy had evoked widespread criticism, which 
had found vigorous expression in the columns of The Times, and 
that Mr. Curzon, as the official exponent of it in the Lower House, 
had necessarily incurred a large share of the odium which the policy 
itself had called forth. So much was this the case, that one of his 
fellow members and relative, Sir W. Lawson, in writing to congratu
late him was moved to record the State of affairs in his cuStomary 
manner, in verse :-

1Letter from Lord Elgin to Mr. Curzon, dated OB:ober .12th, 1898. 
•Lord George Hamilton, Secretary of State for India, 
3Letter to Mrs. Curzon, July 27th, 1898• 
•The Timet, nth Augu~, 1898, ' 
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Armenia and Crete will no longer depress you ; 
No more will the cracking of Chlna distress you .. 
Poisoned arrows from Bartlett and Bowles may fly on, 
But vain is their flight, for the victim is gone. 
In the realms of romance in those regions afar 
He sits on the throne of the mighty Akbar. 
St. Stephens regrets you and Southport feels low, 
But life is all coming and going we know. ~~ . 
Then away to the Indies, fresh laurels to earn, 
In peace sally forth and in honour return. 

Nor did the writer in The Times deny that herein lay the main 
cause of its attitude. " It is not our only ground of,quarrel with hlm 
that thls brilliant ex-correspondent of The Times has lately seemed 
to entertain a less favourable opinion of correspondents of The 
Times than he used to have. The policy of whlch he has been the 
mouthpiece has disappointed us, as have sometimes Mr. Curzon's 
taCHes in the exposition of it." x It is Still clearer from the letters 
whlch passed between Mr. Curzon and Mr. George Buckle, who at 
that time filled the editorial chair. The former had made it plain 
that he attributed the criticisms of The Times to personal animus 
againSt him orr the part of the editorial Staff. The latter repudiated 
the suggeStion with some warmth, and went on to dot the " i's " and 
cross the " t's " of the references in the article in queStion. " you 
muSt bear in mind that we of The Times base our Chlnese policy 
largely on your writings, to the teachlng of whlch we think moSt 
of your speeches in the House run counter ; and that you have loSt no 
opportunity of endeavouring to create the impression that our 
Peking correspondent, who has been subStantially right and far 
ahead of other sources of information throughout, is not to be · 
truSted.'? z Mr. Moberley Bell, at that time manager of The Times, 
said the same thlng in rather milder language-" The Times has 
criticised you sometimes favourably, sometimes the reverse-no 
doubt it will do so Still, but I am sure you will recognise in such 

•The Times, Augu§t 11th, x898. 
•Letter from Mr. Buckle to Mr. Curzon dated Augu§t 11th, 1898. 
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criticism nothing but fair difference o{ opinion-in faa, something 
akin to hating the sin, but loving the sinner I" 1 

Any wounds infliCl:ed by this or any other criticism muSt, however, 
have been salved by the warmth of the congratulations which poured 
in with every poSt from a wide circle of friends and acquaintances~ 
Nothing could have born more Striking teStimony to the place 
which Mr. Curzon had already woo for himself io public eStimation 
than the wide range of those who haStened to express satisfaCtion at 
Lord Salisbury's choice. Political supporters and pqlitical foes; 
authorities on the problems of the EaSt both British and foreign ; 
the army and navy ; letters and art ; diplomacy and the church
all found numerous representatives anxious to convey to the 
Viceroy-designate their congratulations and good wishes. Within 
little more than a month from the announcement of his appointment 
he wrote with obvious pride to Mrs. Curzon that the telegrams and 
letters of congratulation which he had received already numbered 
seven hundred and fifty. The tone of the letters from persons promi
nent in the ranks of his political opponents was in marked and 
pleasant contraSt with the captious comments of a seCtion of the 
party press, and muSt have been particularly gratifying to him. 
Sir Henry Fowler (afterwards Lord Wolverhampton) wrote
" ... although I may not always have agreed with some ~speCl:s 
of your policy, none wishes you success more heartily than I do"; 
and he expressed regret that the House of Commons was losing 
" one of its moSt brilliant ornaments," and that Her MajeSty's 
Opposition would no longer be confronted with one of its " ableSt, 
faireSt and moSt courteous antagoniSts." 2 Other leading members 
of the Opposition in the House of Commons wrote in a similar 
Strain. Mr. Asquith (afterwards Lord Oxford), while he could not 
help regretting that Mr. Curzon's career in the House of Commons 
was to be interrupted, declared that it was splendid to think he had 
beaten the record-and beaten it, " not by the aid of anything 
adventitious, but by brilliant natural gifts developed and applied 
with the moSt Strenuous labour." 3 Mr. (afterwards Lord) Haldane, 
M.P., thought that " no more brilliant appointment could have 

•Letter from Mr. Moberley Bell to Mr. Curzon, dated Augu§t 23rd, 1898. 
•Letter dated Augu§t nth, 1898. l!bid. 

$04 



APPOINTED VICEROY OF INDIA 

been made." 1 Mr. John (afterwards Viscount) Morley, M.P., 
wrote that his good wishes were tinged with a pang of regret that 
" so much free courage and brilliant capacity " were being with
drawn from the House of Commons " which so much needs these 
high qualities." z Sir Edward Grey, speaking for Her MajeSty's 
Opposition, asserted that since Mr. Curzon had represented the 
Foreign Office in the House of Commons there had been no member 
of the Government whose work in the House " has been more res
pected and,admired by us "; 3 Sir William Harfourt, M.P., declared 
that, in spite of the din of battle, "J,shall always cherish the recol
lection of your courteous kindness to myself and of our mutual 
friendship, which no differences of opinion have diSturbed "; 4 and, 
:finally, Mr. (afterwards Sir) Courtney Warner, M.P., averred that 
"even we Radicals, who wish to :find fault with everything Lord 
Salisbury does, will be unanimous in thinking he has made a very 
good appointment this time." 5 · 

Not less gratifying muSt have been the teStimony of those who 
had been brought into official contact with him at the Foreign 
Office. " Having worked with you now for some time," wrote Sir 
H. Bergne, " I know well your qualifications for your new high 
office, and am well assured that it could fall into no worthier hands." 
But this was not all-" ... before you go I muSt thank you very 
heartily for your many kindnesses and courteous consideration 

, which have made the laSt few years very pleasant,for me in my 
office work.'' 6 In the letters from his more intimate friends we get 
glimpses of th~ lighter and more human side of Mr. Curzon's 
character; of which the public saw so little. " And here is the top 
place of the Empire for you, my dear," wrote the Hon. A. Lyttelton, 
M.P. "I knew you would get to it, as I wrote once when firSt you 
got your foot on to the ladder, and some DryasduSt ventured to 
queStion. So here's to you, olq boy, with every blessing for the 
future and every memory of the paSt." 7 Another of the companions 

•Letter dated AuguSt toth, 1898. 
>Ibid., AuguSt nth, 1898. 
3[bid., AuguSt 12th, 1898. 
•Ibid., AuguSt r;th, 1898. 
slbid., AuguSt nth, 1898. 
6Jbid., AuguSt t;th, 1898. 
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of his leisure hours lamented that the body social should have to go 
under for the general welfare, but added hopefully-" Calcutta 
will now be a holiday resort-at any rate, I truSt it will be for me
as your companionship, whether in its moSt outrageous or moSt 
subdued moments, cannot be. dispensed with for five years, or 
anything like it." x From Mr. Wilfred Blunt he received a letter in 
which, with a charaCteriStically light and satirical touch, the writer 
succeeded in congratulating Mr. Curzon without in any way retraCt
ing his own well-known views as to the folly of Empire-that form 
of Empire, at any rate, involving the dominion of one people over 
another. " I write to condole with you on the appointment which I 
grieve to think severs your long and meritorious conneCtion with 
the Crabbet club." In another sense, however, the Crabbet club 
was to be congratulated-" As in H's case I notice that you have no 
single qualification but that of Crab bet club .membership fitting you 
for the high poSt you are called on to fill, and the appointment is a 
new tribute, and the moSt conspicuous the club has yet obtained, of 
its ineStimable merits as a nursery of irresponsible Statesmen." The 
pith of the letter lay in the tail of its benediCtion. "I truSt ... that 
you may prove the beSt, the moSt frivolous (even remembering 
Lytton), and the last of our Viceroys." z 

•Letter from the Hon. Evan Charteris, dated Augu§t I xth, 1898. 
•Letter dated Augu§t IIth, 1898. 



CHAPTER XXI 

PREPARATIONS FOR DEPARTURE 
" 0 

JULY-DECEMBER 1898 

IT was arranged that the Viceroy-designate should sail before the end 
of the year, and the next four or five months were full to over
flowing. Mr. Curzon had before him five years of absorbing intereSt 
in the discharge of a task for which he had prepared himself with 
remarkable. foresight and assiduous care. Surprise had been ex
pressed in some quarters at his willingness to interrupt an assured 
career in the House of Commons, even for so dazzling a poSt as the 
Viceroyalty ofindia. It had been voiced among others by Sir Alfred 
(afterwards Lord) Milner, who was himself busily engaged in build
ing up a reputation as a great Pro-Consul in South Africa. " My 
only doubt was whether you would care to leave the House of 
Commons. I think the choice muSt have been difficult, Still, I feel 
quite sure that in the national intereSt your decision was the right 
one." 1 Such surprise was, surely, not warranted. It is hard to 
believe that the Viceroyalty of India had not always been the Mecca 
of his political pilgrimage ; and looking back over a life full of the 
moSt varied intereSts, hl1 enthusiaStically pursued~ at a date, it is 
true, which is perhaps too near to permit of its being viewed in 
Stri8: hiStorical perspective, it is nevertheless difficult not to see 
in the 'period of his Viceroyalty the central goal of his ambition and 
the culminating point of his career. 

Whether it was the resemblance of the ~ately building ere8:ed by 
Lord Wellesley in Calcutt~ to the family seat of the Curzons at 
KedleSton in Derbyshire, or th~ spirited address/ of Sir James 

•Letter dated AuguSt the 15th, 1898. 
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Stephen to the Eton Literary Society, telling of an Empire on the 
Continent of Asia " m9re populous, more amazing and more bene
ficent than that of Rome," that firSt fired Mr. Curzon's imagination 
and diretl:ed his gaze eastward, we have it on his own authority that 
from these early days onwards the fascination, nay, the sacredness, 
of India grew upon him until he had come to think that "it is the 
higheSt honour that can be placed on any subject of the Queen, that 
in any capacity, high or low, he should devote such energies as he 
may possess to its service." 1 That this was no mere oratorical 
flourish called forth by the emotional Stress of the moment there is 
ample evidence to show. The extent to which Asia gripped his 
imagination and absorbed his energies was early apparent from the 
journeys which he projected and carried out, and from the writings 
for which they provided the material. It would have been Still 
clearer had he evef completed the amazing programme which he 
deliberately set before himself for accomplishment. This was no less 

·than a series of volumes covering in its different aspects-geographi
cal, hiStorical, ethnological and political-the whole continent of 
Asia. And, wide as was the field covered by the books actually 
issued before his appointment to the Viceroyalty-Persia in the 
Near EaSt, the Russian possessions in Central Asia, Japan, Korea, and 
China in the Far EaSt-it was but a part of that which it had been his 
intention to traverse. Among the works of this comprehensive 
series, begun but never completed, was a volume on the Indian 
Frontier, which was to be a compendium of frontier hiStory, geo
graphy and ethnology, as well as a reasoned analysis of the principles 
underlying the frontier policy of the Government of India ; another 
on the political problems and future of Indo-China ; and finally, an 
elaborate work in two volumes on AfghaniStan. 

Both in private conversation and in his public speeches and writ
ings the place which he assigned to Asia had been plainly Stated. 
To him the moSt wonderful piece of natural and human mechanism 
which the nineteenth century provided was the political evolution 
of the Asian continent which he perceived in progress ; and the 
part played by the different nations of the EaSt in the process-" how 
far they individually retarded its progress or contributed to the 

•Speech at dinner given by Old Etonians, 08:ober 28th, 1898. 
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collective thunder of its, wheels "-the moSt abso~bing ofproblems. 
And as .he had probed deeper and deeper into his subject the para
mount position of India in the scheme had been Steadily. brought 
home to him. " As I proceed ... ·the true fulcrum of Asiatic do~-. 
nion seems to me increasingly to lie in HinduStan. The secret of 
the maStery of the world is, if they only knew it, in the possession 

. of the Br:itish people " ; r and a little further or:l in the same volume 

·" within her borders may be Studied every one of the problems 
with which the teSt of Asia challenges our concern. But her 
central and commanding position is nowhere better seen than 
in the political influence which she exercises over the deStinies 
of her neighbours far and near ; and the extent to which their 
fortunes revolve upon an Indian axis. The independence of 
AfghaniStan, the continued national exiStence of Persia, the 
maintenance of Turkish' rule 'dt B'<'tghd'dd ate on~ and all depen
dent upon Calcutta. Nay, the radiating circle of her influence 
overlaps the adjoining continents and affe8:s alike the fate of the 
Bosphorus and the deStinies of Egypt. Nor is the effect less 
remarkable if examil'led on the eaStern side. . . Such and so 
supreme is the position enjoyed in the Asian continent by the 
Empire of the Kaise'r-i-hind." z 

No declaration could have been clearer; and no one with any 
knowledge of the writer could doubt, on reading it, where the height 
of his ambition lay. . · 

Nor had he ever been at any pains to hide it from his friends. 
'~ How well I remember juSt: eight years ago irl the House of Com
mons a tiny dinner," wrote Lady Granby-afterwards Duchess of 
Rutland-on hearing of his appointment. " And the talk was of 
ambition-G. W. proudly asserting that he had none 1 And you as 
proudly Stating that you had a deal-and that India was your grea
teSt I" 3 A similar admission was recalled by another correspondent, 
Sir Edgar Vincent-" Do you remember telling me at dinner at 

1
" Problems of the Far Ea§l." 

•" Problems of the Far Ea§l," pages 10 and n. 
3Letter dated Augu§l 2I§l, 1898. 
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leaSt four years ago that the Viceroyalty was in your view the fine~ 
object of ambition and the one moSt worthy to be sought after ? 
I thought then that you would surely achieve this ambition ; but 
I did not venture to hope that you would reach the pinnacle before 
turning the corner of forty." 1 

Letters have, indeed, been preserved which not; only dispose of all 
possible doubt on the point, but show how passionately his heart 
was set on obtaining the Viceroyalty. As far back asAprih897, when 
Lord Elgin's term of office had Still all but two years to run, he had 
confided his ambition and his hopes to Lord Salisbury. "A report, 
very likely unauthorised, in an English newspaper the other day 
has tempted me to write to you about something that has long been 
in my mind, and with regard to which, if I am premature in dis
closing it to you, I at any rate have not committed a similar indis
cretion with anybody else." It might be regarded as presumptuous, 
he continued, that he should himself aspire to the Indian Vice
royalty ; but he could at leaSt claim that he had done what lay within 
his power to qualify himself for the poSt, and he was profoundly con
vinced that a very great work could be done in India by an English 
Viceroy who was young and active and intensely absorbed in his 
work and who would take to India what very few men did take 
there-" a great love of the country and pride in the Imperial aspeCl: 
of its possession." He did not deny that he was influenced to some 
extent by the faa that as the eldeSt son of a· peer he could not in any 
case look forward to a very prolonged career in the House of Com
mons ; but at the end of a letter of sixteen pages he returned to his 
original plea-" my StrongeSt impulse is, I can moSt honeStly say, 
not a personal one at all ; it is the desire, while one is Still in the hey 
day of life, to do some Strenuous work in a position of responsibility 
and in a cause for which previous Study and training may have 
rendered one in some measure less unfit for the effort." z Lord 
Salisbury had· replied that he quite underStood and sympathised 
with Mr. Curzon's feelings in the matter, but whether it would be 
in his power to make the appointment was another queStion, to 
which he could not even suggeSt an answer. " A year and a half is 

•Letter dated Augu§t nth, 1898. 
•Letter to Lord Salisbury, April 18th, 1897. 
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a long way off-where shall we all be then ?" 1 This was reassuring, 
in that it seemed to indicate that Lord Salisbury was, at any rate, not 
committed to any one else ; and a year later he returned to the 
charge. " It is juSt a year ago since I was writing to you about 
India; and the contingency· that you discussed in your reply, viz. 
of having to make the appointment yourself, seems likely to arise. 
Perhaps, unless you have already made other and wiser arrange
ments, ypu may let me have a word or two with you about it when 
you return."~ Lord Salisbury replied that the matter had much 
occupied his thoughts, but that he was not yet in a position to 
speak definitely on the subject. When, therefore, on June the 24th 
Mr. Curzon received a letter from the Prime MiniSter, telling him 
that he was about to submit his name to the Queen, his satisfaction 
knew no bounds. 

" Your letter;so characteriStically generous in its terms, is one 
that it has been a great pride to me to receive and one that I 
shall always treasure as one of my moSt valued possessions ... 
I have read with great intereSt the remarkable words of the 
Queen in her letter to you ; and I shall not fail to bear in mind 
her wise injunctions. . . That I should at my yeats receive from 
her hand this high post of truSt which you are recommending 
her to confer upon me will lend a diStinction to the honour 
that the winning of 'no other· prize in life could give." 3 

Those who knew him beSt always realised, I think, that in Asia 
and its problems was centered the consuming passion of his life, 
and underStood the readine5s with which he turned his back on the 
lU're of a brilliant Parliamentary career at home. Some few of his 
moSt intimate friends guessed, perhaps, how the consummation of 
tb~ ·other great passion of his life-his love for Mary Leiter-had 
been poStponed, in order that his preparation for a future career in· 
India might not be cut short or even interrupted ; and they made no 
miStake in their eStimate of his real ambition. "You will have many 

•Letter from Lord Salisbury, April :~.6th, 1897• 
•Letter dated April nth, x8g8. 
3Le~ter to Lord Salisbury June zsth, I~g8. 
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years of life in which your thoughts will be, directed backwards and 
in which you will feel that what is (no matter wqat you become) 
cannot quite compare with what has been "; 1-words which were 
to prove prophetic, for, looking back over his life a quarter of a 
century later, he came to the conclusion that, if he were to tell the 
naked truth, he had derived far more pleasure in life from tastes 
and pursuits which were not connected with politics than from 
political life itself, with all its glamour and bright and fitful rewards, 
save only in so far as India was concerned. For before he died he 
expressed a hope that sooner or later an authoritative account of his 
Indian Administration, to which, he always declared, he had given 
all that was worth having of his spirit and his strength, might be 
written. It was by his work in India in particular that he desired 
to be judged, and it was here that he cherished the hope-should 
history pause to notice him-that he would be held not to have 
laboured in vain. There is a great pathos, surely in tlfese words from 
the lips of a dying man, tinged as they are with the regrets of a 
strong and ambitious personality gazing back down the vista of 
time, to days which have slid imperceptibly but inexorably into 
the irrevocable limbo of the past. 

But at the date of which I am now writing these days were still 
in the womb of time. They were of the future, and the future was 
calling with beckoning finger to one who thrilled at her voice. 
The pi&r~ which we look on as the year r898 draws towards its 
close is that of a man absorbed by the prospect of that which lies 
before him, throwing himself heart and soul into the many matters 
demanding attention during the rapidly flitting weeks before depar
ture-from the preparation of those resonant phrases which gave to 
his farewell speeches so great a distinction to the arrangement of his 
private affairs, and from the selection of his personal staff to the 
packing of the family plate. " I have had a very hard day ; Elking
ton's man in. Place clogged and blocked with plate. F. wandering 
about like a forlorn viking ; Appleton executing internal rumbles 
and displaying mingled anxiety and stupidity." 2 

•Letter from the Hon. E. Beckett, M.P.-afterwards Lord Grimthorpe-dated 
Auguft 19th, 1898. . 

•Letter to Mrs. Curzon, July 27th, 1898. 
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In the intereSts of his health, which had been a source of consider

able anxiety to his friends, he went in September to Strathpeffer, and 
later to Cromer, where Mrs. Curzon and their second daughter, 
who had b~en born. in AuguSt, were able to join him. On his way 
north he went to Balrnoral, whither he had been bidden on a visit 
to the Queen. In the comparative seclusion of Strathpeffer he was ' 
able to proceed with his preparations for departure, undiSturbed 
by the cqnStant interruptions inseparable from residence in London. 
He devoted much time and thought to the queStion of his personal 
Staff. Lord Dufferin had once said of his private secretary that he 
relieved him of half his labours, enjoyed everybody's confidence, 
completely effaced himself and worked eighteen hours a day. Lord 
Elgin, whom Mr. Cutzon consulted, admitted that there were 
such men, but added that they ~ere not always to be found. Mr. 
Curzon was determined to find one, artd the energy and resolution 
with which he prosecuted his search met with their meet reward. 
The person whom he sought appeared on the scene unexpectedly, 
but with the· happieSt results. His engagement was the subject of 
considerable correspondence before the difficulties which Stood in 
the way were finally o~ercome ; but the successful outcome of the 
search was imparted to Mrs. Curzon in a brief and characteriStic 
message-" I wrote to Walter Lawrence "-at that time agent to 
the Duke of Bedford-" asking him to recommend priv. secretary 
like himself, whereupon he offered me the latter commodity.'~ This 
laconic message did not tell the whole story. Walter Lawrence 
in the firSt inStance recommended someone else, and it was only when 
Mr. Curzon returned to the charge, rallying him on his obtuseness 
and reminding him of a promise made half in jeSt when they had met 
in India some years before, that he approached the Duke on the 
subject and ended by offering his services. 

The more serious matters whlch engaged his attention were not 
permitted to dim the whimsical sense of humour with . which he 
viewed the little comedies which he was always detecting on the. 
surface of life's waters. From Balrnoral he wrote to Mrs. Curzon 
describing his conversations with Queen Victoria, " who talked 
incessantly and with great animation about Elgin, Lockhart, War
burton, Indian Civil Service, etc., etc., " and about the Sudan and 
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' Kitchener, news of whose victory over the Dervishes arrived by 
telegram in the middle of this discussion ; and then, with obvious 
delight-" I have had an advertisement sent me of the ' Curzon ' 
collar I copied from mine and described as all the rage in London 
now I" 1 A few days later, in a letter from Strathpeffer, he is des
cribing with a puckish pen his entertainment at a neighbouring 
mansion. " I lunched to-day with the H ... s at CaStle . . . . Nice old 
M.P. Elderly wife, whom I had to arm into lunch, where she sat 
next her husband. At leaSt three or four grown-up, yellow-haired 
girls. Butler three feet high. Footman whom we would not have 
taken as usher. An appalling meal, atrociously cooked ; Yorkshire 
pudding like slabs of bread poultice." 2 

Among the personal matters which engaged his anxious thought 
were the question of the peerage which Her MajeS!:y desired to 
beStow upon him, and that of a permanant home to which Mrs. 
Curzon could turn when visiting England during the period of their 
exile. There were some doubts in Mr. Curzon's mind whether 
objections might not be entertained to the title which he wished to 
bear by the family of which the Earl of Howe, whose second title 
was Viscount Curzon, was the head. If any such exiSt:ed•d"ey were 

~i· not pressed, and in due course Mr. Curzon, who was am,l,ous that 
the door of the House of Commons should not be close.;li againSt 
him, became a member of the Irish peerage with the title ·~tf Baron 
Curzon of KedleSt:on. Lady Curzon was much entertaine~,\ at firSt 
by her new rank-" Oh ! the ladyships, I feel like a ship U'~full sail 
on the high seas of dignity I" The queStion of a residence~as like
wise brought to a successful issue, for in October after negotiations 
to which he devoted much personal attention, he acquired the 
Stately mansion in Carlton House Terrace which was thenceforth 
to be his London home. 

The arrangement of these domeStic matters was followed by a 
succession of public engagements, and on October the z8th, came 
the firSt of the series of farewell functions with which his laSt weeks 
in England were punctuated. The gathering was a diStinguished 
one of Old Etonians, assembled at dinner at the Cafe Monaco under 

•Letter dated September 4th, 1898. 
2Letter dated September x8th, x89B. 
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the chairmanship of Lord Rosebery, in honour of three famous sons 
of the old school-Lord Curzon of KedleSton, Viceroy-designate of 
India, 'the Earl of Minto, Governor-General-designate of Canada, 
and the Rev. ]. E. C. Welldon, Bishop-designate of Calcutta. In 
his reply to the toaSt of his health, proposed with all the grace and 
wit which placed Lord Rosebery upon so high a plane as an after 
dinner speaker, and in his speeches on subsequent· occasions of a 
similar nature, he made clear the place which India held in his 
eStimation, and the part which he had always resolved she should 
play in his own life. He had seen during the paSt few weeks his 
acceptance of the Viceroyalty attributed to a variety of causes-to 
personal ambition, to the disappointment of Parliamentary hopes, 
to failing health.' "Is it permissible, therefore, for me to say in this 
company of old school-fellows and personal friends that . . . I gladly 
accept it because Ilove India, its people, its hiStory, its Government, 
the absorbing mySteries of its civilisation and its life?" Ten days 
later at a dinner given to him at the Royal Societies' club he returned 
to the subject. " I have said on a previous occasion that I am glad 
to go to India ; and my main reason for being so is the fact that 
India has always appeared to me to be the pivot and centre-~ do 
not say the geographical but the political and Imperial centre-of 
the British Empire." Possessions had been acquired and Colonies 
had been founded by other nations. But for the experiment upon 
which we were engaged in India no analogies could be quoted, no 
precedents in:voked. " It is there that we are doing a work which no 
other people has ever attempted to do before, and by the doing of 
which we shall be judged by hiStory. There lies the true fulcrum of 
dominion, the real touchStone of our Imperial greatness or failure." 1 

It was, indeed, when speaking of India that his oratory soared 
on its loftieSt flights. The splendour and myStery in which her paSt 
lay buried, the baflling complexity of her present problems, the 
resplendent future to which, under the guidance· of Great Britain, 
she was deStined to attain-these were the topics which called forth 
his moSt resonant phrases, his richeSt and moSt vigorous prose. It 
was then that from the brightly illumined chambers of his mind, 
there poured forth glowing periods burnished by the enthusiasm 

•Speech at· dinner at Royal Societies' club, November 7th, 1898. 
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that burned within, and that the flicker of the flame of inspiration 
as it rose and fell was reflected in the swift and subtle changes' that 
played across his countenance. He approached the tremendous 
responsibilities of the truSt which had been laid upon him with a 
humility akin to reverence, which purged his speech of the self
satisfied assurance of which his critics had been so ready to complain. 

"For after all-and I speak to those if there are any here 
present, who have travelled in the EaSt and have caught the 
fascination of its mySterious surroundings-the EaSt is a Uni
versity in which the scholar never takes his degree. It is a 
temple where the suppliant adores but never catches sight of 
the object of his devotion. It is a journey the goal of which 
is always in sight but is never attained. There we are always · 
learners, always worshippers, always pilgrims, I rejoice to be 
allowed to take my place in the happy band of Students and of 
wayfarers who have trodden that path for a hundred years. 
I know that I have everything to learn. I have, perhaps, many 
things to unlearn. But if the teSt of the pupil be application, 
and if the teSt of the worshipper be faith, I hope that I may pass 
through the ordeal unscathed." 1 

The round of farewell functions bore witness to the prominent 
position which Lord Curzon occupied in academic, political and 
social life. There were dinners at Oxford, a rousing reception and 
the presentation of a piece of plate by his former conStituents of 
the Southport division, and an elaborate dinner planned by a large 
number of his personal friends. At this intimate gathering in the 
gilded hall of the Hotel Cecil, a happy reference was made in a poem 
written and recited by George Wyndham, to a gathering eight years 
before at which George Curzon himself had been the hoSt-the 
dinner party at the Bachelors' Club at which the sobriquet of " the 
Souls " had firSt been accorded to the little coterie of brilliant society 
men and women, whose frequent meeting in town and country had 
given rise to Stories of a mySterious society with esoteric rites :-

1Speech at Eton dinner, Oaober 28th, 1898.' 
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Eight years ago we sat at your table 
We. were the guests and you were the host 
you were young, said the world, but we knew you were able 
To juStify more than your friends dared boast. 
We knew you would win all wreaths in the end 
And we knew you would §till be the same dear friend 
And that's what we cared for most. 

You wrote us some rhymes wherein friendship and laughter 
Played in a blaze of affection and jest, 
Rbund the name of each one for whom no years thereafter, 
Could blunt the sharp edge of that fe§tival's zest. 

I 

So, go in and win ! what's five years but a lustre 
To shine round a name that already shines bright ? 
Then come back, and we'll greet you and go such a ' buster,' 
As never was seen ; no, not even to-night I 

Come back in five years with your sheaves of new fame : 
You'll find your old friends ; and you'll find the~ the s~me 
As now when you gladden their sight." 

But, perhaps, one of the most notable of all the farewell functions 
was the presentation by the people of Derbyshire, in whose midst his 
family ha:d been resident for the past eight hundred years, of an 
Address of congratulation and good wishes. He found time to write 
a hurried note describing it to' tady Curzon-" Function a great 
success -two thousand people. I spoke for twenty minutes very 
hoarse, voice nearly gone from cold. Old Louis XV fan for you, very 
pretty. Address for me. Great enthusiasm." 1 This put the seal on 
what Lord Scarsdale had written to him earlier-" I begin to realise 
what a splendid position you have deservedly 'won. Congrats pour 
in from every quarter and the county generally are as proud of you 
as I, your Father, am, and' more I cannot say." 2 

- These various gatherings attracted a great deal of attention and 

•Letter dated November 25th, t8g8. 
•Letter dated Augu§t nth, 1898. 
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CURZON, 1898 
Lord Curzon's speeches created a deep impression. By an iroruc 
decree of Fate, in view of what the future held in Store, he and Lord . 
Kitchener Stood prominently together in the limelight. The victor 
of Omdurman and the Viceroy-designate of India were singled out 
as " the moSt remarkable and conspicuous figures in public life "t at 
the time ; and the admirable Strain in which Lord Curzon had been 
speaking of his coming duties was commented upon moSt favour
ably in the press. "No one can doubt that Lord Curzon ofKedleSton 
goes out to rule our great EaStern Dependency fully impressed with 
the gravity of his task and better equipped by previous knowledge to 
grapple with it than many of his predecessors " ; 2 and a month later 
when, on December the I 5th, he bade farewell to the large and 
diStinguished gathering which had assembled on the Station platform 
to see him off, the voice of criticism was finally hushed beneath the 
spontaneous expression of goodwill with which the nation speeded 
its diStinguished representative on his way. With a geSture as grace
ful as it was appropriate, The Times emphasised Lord Curzon's special 
qualifications for dealing with the problems with which he would be 
faced and, notably, that of the frontier which dominated the situa
tion. 

"Lord Curzon will approach it.with a very different training 
and from a widely diverse point of view from that in which it is 
usually regarded either by the Strategic experts or their critics." 
He would be vigilant but not aggressive. " It is no longer the 
brilliant young writer who wanted to hear someone cry 
' Halt I' to the Cossack that now becomes Viceroy of India ; 
it is the mature Statesman who has been for the House of 
Commons and the nation the mouthpiece of the foreign policy 
of England during the greateSt crisis in Asia since I 8 57." 3 

END OF VOLUME I 

•The Times of November I sth, 1898. >Ibid. 
3Thl Times, December zsth, I898. 


