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A QUARTER OF a century has gone by since the appearance of this book, the only full biography of George Curzon to be written since Lord Ronaldshay’s three-volume life of 1928. Following publication, it was gratufying to see historians and other writers take a more subtle approach to the subject’s character and achievements. There were fewer references to pomposity, the sense of grandeur and the anachronisms of the well-known caricature. Commentators began to appreciate such successes as his conservation work in India or at the Lausanne Conference, which led to the peace treaty with Turkey in 1923.

A few years later, in an age of renewed hostility between the West and much of the Middle East, some people remembered Curzon’s knowledge and understanding of the Arab world. In 1915 he had advised against the invasion of Mesopotamia (now Iraq) which led to the defeat and surrender of a British force at Kut el-Amara; in 1917 he opposed the Balfour Declaration, a document which has led to a century of conflict in the Holy Land.

Curzon and the politicians of his age figure little now in the popular imagination, except for Winston Churchill and perhaps David Lloyd George. They belong to an epoch which, though quite recent in time, seems incredibly remote in terms of customs, ideas and Britain’s international prestige.

Yet in the last year or so a couple of incidents have brought Curzon’s name to the attention of newspaper readers. One was the decision of Balliol, the Oxford college where he had studied, to take down from the Hall his portrait by Philip de Laszlo, to clean it and then rehang it in the study of one of its history dons, where only a few students would ever see it. To some journalists the action appeared to be prompted by the ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ agitation, a campaign by students to remove a statue of Cecil Rhodes from nearby Oriel College. If true, it would indeed have been objectionable. Curzon was not like Rhodes, who had made his fortune through the exploitation of African labour, but a public servant sent out to administer India and later a cabinet member under two Liberal and two Conservative prime ministers; he was also a distinguished and long-serving chancellor of Oxford University. Balliol had been a left-wing college – notably under the mastership of Christopher Hill, an ex-communist historian – but Curzon had survived that regime only to be apparently sacrificed to the fads of political correctness. The truth, however, appears to be less dramatic. The wall space in Balliol Hall is limited, and the college was having a ‘re-think’ about filling it; besides, it had a new ‘master’, Dame Helen Ghosh, who was keen to use some of it to celebrate the fortieth anniversary of women’s admission as undergraduates. One may regret Curzon’s demotion, but it does not seem to be part of a new anti-colonial campaign.

The other recent episode in the news was a bizarre comparison made between Curzon and Boris Johnson, the Tory politician who had unexpectedly become foreign secretary after campaigning for Britain to leave the European Union in 2016. The idea originated with Johnson himself, who declared that the predecessor he most admired was ‘George Nathaniel Curzon, a most superior person’, and it was supported by the political journalist Peter Oborne who claimed that the Brexiter leader was, despite his inconsistency and ‘war-mongering’, the ‘most brilliant, learned and well-read British Foreign Secretary since Lord Curzon’.1 In the following year the Financial Times journalist Henry Mance said that the comparison was ‘obvious’: each man was an Old Etonian, a sparkling writer, a bon vivant [and] a favourite of the Daily Telegraph’.2

Such a comparison would have astonished Lord Curzon and, in the words of his great-grandson, Charles Metcalfe, left him ‘spinning in his marble tomb in Kedleston’. Although the two men had Eton, Balliol and the Foreign Office in common, they had few similarities as men or politicians. Curzon was not a ‘bon vivant’, said Metcalfe, but a man who was loyal to both his wives. Moreover, while Johnson was a ‘supremely lightweight gadfly’, Curzon ‘was famous for his exhaustive attention to both executing the grand strategy and focusing on the minutiae of policy detail’.3

The first editions of this book were published by John Murray and Papermac in 1994 and 1995 and later by Murray again. I am very grateful to Stuart Proffitt and his colleagues at Penguin for publishing this revised edition now.

Oxfordshire May 2019
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GEORGE CURZON WAS obsessively anxious about the judgement of posterity; according to Walter Lawrence, his Private Secretary in India, he was ‘always thinking of the verdicts’ which history would pronounce on his career. Although he believed those verdicts would be more favourable than the assessments of his contemporaries, Curzon was too accustomed to criticism to be complacent. Shortly before his death he tried therefore to pre-empt posterity by inviting his former secretary to write his biography. Lawrence declined with regret. As his association with Curzon had been the great event of his life, he was sure ‘the world’ would consider any book by him to be ‘distorted by blind devotion and admiration’. His old chief reluctantly accepted the excuse but grumbled that he would be ‘pulled to pieces’ after his death.1

Within weeks of his funeral, Curzon’s literary executors began the search for a biographer. One of their first decisions was to reject the claims of Lord Birkenhead, who considered himself a suitable candidate and threatened to write a book even if his application was rejected. It was a curious ambition for a man who had persistently attacked his intended subject after the fall of the Lloyd George Government and who had tried unscrupulously to bring about his resignation. Had Curzon drawn up his own list of potential biographers, Birkenhead would have been very near the bottom, just above Lord Beaverbrook.

After several writers, including John Buchan, had been approached, the executors chose Lord Ronaldshay, a former Governor of Bengal and, as Marquess of Zetland, a future Secretary of State for India. Written with remarkable speed, three stately volumes soon appeared, imposing and somewhat sombre monuments of industry, diplomacy and tact towards those of Curzon’s opponents who were still living. Had the official biography been written by another candidate, Harold Nicolson, who had worked under Curzon at the Foreign Office, it would have gained in flair but lost in diligence. Yet although he decided not to write the Life, ‘the problem of Lord Curzon’s personality’ remained ‘almost an obsession’ with Nicolson, and later he wrote not only Curzon: The Last Phase but also the incomparable portrait in Some People and the article in the Dictionary of National Biography. Lady Curzon’s refusal to let him use the private letters she had promised – on the grounds that she herself was going to write a book – helped turn The Last Phase into a study of diplomacy rather than a portrait. Flawed though the book is by its author’s intrusive views on foreign policy and his reliance on Ronaldshay’s research, it is acute, jaunty, readable and sympathetic. Why Grace Curzon thought it a caricature of her husband remains a mystery.

Curzon’s reputation thus survived the first two verdicts of history. In the early 1930s, however, Lord Beaverbrook launched an assault on it that lasted for nearly thirty years and ensured its virtual destruction. In a series of racy and tendentious books the newspaper tycoon directed a crescendo of abuse culminating in the allegation that his victim had been ‘inconsistent, unreliable, untruthful and treacherous’. His principal charges were that Curzon had ‘changed sides on almost every issue during his long career’ and that he had given Asquith ‘an absolute pledge’ that he would not serve under Lloyd George in 1916.2

Beaverbrook’s judgements were accepted with a strange lack of inquiry by some distinguished historians, who repeated his statements and in some cases developed them so that it soon became almost obligatory to describe Curzon as a ‘turncoat’ or ‘deserter’ always joining the winning side. Pre-eminent among them was A.J.P. Taylor, who portrayed him as ‘one of nature’s rats’, a weak and irresolute figure who in 1922 ‘deserted Lloyd George as successfully as he had deserted Asquith’.3 Another highly respected scholar, A.M. Gollin, took up the theme of Curzon’s ‘political somersaults’, claiming that before the First World War ‘he often advocated certain definite policies, only to change his mind at the last moment and reverse his course’.4

These and other allegations will be examined in their right place. But it may be stated here that no impartial survey of the evidence could conclude that Curzon had been any more of a ‘deserter’ than the other Unionist ministers in 1916 or that he was guilty of disloyalty to Lloyd George six years later. Such a survey would find it equally difficult to sustain Professor Gollin’s charge against a man who at the time was often accused of the opposite vice, of being too inflexible in his views. Far from being a performer of somersaults before 1914, Curzon’s one substantial change of mind occurred in 1911 when, at the age of 52, he advocated the passing of the Parliament Bill.

In his campaign of denigration Beaverbrook acquired an unexpected and presumably unsuspecting ally in 1956. The year before, Grace Curzon had damaged her husband’s reputation by publishing her Reminiscences, the sort of book that makes people wonder why Britain never experienced a revolution: it describes inspections of the wrists of aspirant footmen to appraise their elegance when holding plates, and recounts how in her widowhood she canvassed for her Conservative son in East London accoutred with fur coat, French maid, Rolls-Royce and hampers from Fortnum and Mason. Then, a quarter of a century after Beaverbrook began his assault on her husband’s memory, she granted him – in return for £2,000 – exclusive rights over Curzon’s papers for five years and non-exclusive rights thereafter.5 That the documents were left after Grace’s death to the Kedleston trustees, who eventually recovered them thanks to Mr Kenneth Rose, did not affect Beaverbrook. Long before losing control he commissioned Leonard Mosley, a Canadian journalist, to carry out the biographical assassination which for obscure reasons he desired. The result, published in 1960, was Curzon: The End of an Epoch, a book that contains scarcely a page free of error, misquotation or bogus psychoanalysis.

From depths that not even Curzon could have anticipated, his reputation was partly salvaged by the publication of two excellent books in 1969. Kenneth Rose’s Superior Person is a justly celebrated portrait of Curzon and the society he grew up in, a work which elegantly and precisely captures the ambience of late Victorian privilege. Simultaneously, David Dilks produced Curzon in India, an original and authoritative study of the viceroyalty in two volumes.

Lady Alexandra Metcalfe, Curzon’s youngest daughter, was concurrently searching for a biographer to supersede Ronaldshay, who was by then out of date as well as out of print, and to produce a scholarly reassessment after the distortions of Mosley. Sir Philip Magnus, who had already written lives of Gladstone, Kitchener and Edward VII, started work in 1969 but abandoned the task three years later for reasons of ill health and lack of enthusiasm. Subsequently, Nigel Nicolson was tempted to write the book his father had turned down nearly half a century before, but preferred in the end to write an engaging and sympathetic life of Curzon’s first wife Mary.

When, almost a generation later, I suggested writing a biography, Lady Alexandra responded with inexplicable enthusiasm to an author whose earlier studies of politics had dealt with Spain and the Middle East, and whose previous excursion into biography had been the life of an indolent Sicilian prince who had achieved nothing before writing a great novel in old age. Despite these unpromising credentials, she gave me continuous help and frequent hospitality for five years, the benefit of a remarkable memory, and unrestricted access to the papers in her possession, notably the private correspondence between her parents. It is impossible to express adequately my gratitude for such assistance so selflessly given with never a suggestion that criticisms of her father might be modified or removed. No biographer could have had a less complicated task in this respect.

I have been fortunate besides to have received much useful information from several other relations of Lord Curzon, including his step-daughter Mrs Marcella Rice, his niece Mrs Noreen Wright, his great-niece Lady Aldington, his great-nephew Sir Roger Cary, his nephew Lord Scarsdale and his grandson Lord Ravensdale. I am most grateful to all of them.

Many other people over the years have been generous with their time and knowledge. I would particularly like to thank Mr Kenneth Rose both for his advice and for kindly giving me access to his archives, Charles Sebag-Montefiore for allowing me to study the unsorted papers of Sir Philip Magnus, Dr Margaret Maison for material on Pearl Craigie, Mr David Yates Mason for information about the Paraman family, Mr Patrick French for advice on the expedition to Tibet, and Mr Christopher Davson as well as Sir Anthony and Lady Glyn for answering enquiries about their grandmother, Elinor Glyn. I have also received information and assistance in other ways from Jane Lady Abdy, the late Lady Arthur, Dr Ben Benedikz, Professor Edmund Bosworth, Mr Roy Davids, Professor David Dilks, Mr Robin Harcourt-Williams, Mr Colin Harris, Mr Michael Meredith, Lord Rees-Mogg, Sir Steven Runciman, Dr Kathryn Tidrick, and a great number of archivists all over the country. Lord Crawford, Mr Nigel Nicolson, Lord Salisbury and Lord Shelburne combined generosity with ancestral papers with hospitality at their dining-tables. And at the India Office Library, where I have been happily studying for several years, Dr Richard Bingle and Mr David Blake have been unfailingly helpful. My heartfelt thanks to them all.

I am especially grateful to Mr John Grigg, to my father Ian Gilmour and to my brother Andrew, each of whom kindly read the entire manuscript and made a large number of invaluable suggestions. So did my editors, Gail Pirkis and Grant McIntyre, from whose patience, skills and encouragement the book has greatly benefited.

Lastly, I have to thank my wife Sarah for her continuous support and at the same time apologize to my children who have – understandably – derived less enjoyment than their father from the late Lord Curzon’s excellent but somewhat overwhelming company.

Edinburgh, June 1994
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Ancestral Silence
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GEORGE NATHANIEL CURZON was born on 11 January 1859 at Kedleston, the Derbyshire estate his family had owned for more than seven hundred years. Proud of his birthplace, one of the finest country houses in England, and of his birthright, he once admonished an historian who had failed to trace the Curzons back beyond the fifteenth century. The family’s descent, he wrote, went ‘straight back to a Norman who came over with the Conqueror’, while Kedleston had belonged to the Curzons, most of whom were buried in its church, since the twelfth century. ‘I think there are only two or three families in England’, he added, ‘who can prove a similar descent. Each stage of ours was verified some years ago at the College of Heralds.’1

While George Curzon was proud of his family’s longevity, he was less impressed by its achievements. ‘My ancestors’, he used to say, ‘were a feeble lot. No family could have remained in possession of the same estate since the twelfth century had they manifested the very slightest energy or courage.’2 In the hundred years before his birth, however, some junior members had led active lives outside Derbyshire. One illegitimate great-uncle was killed at Waterloo, another joined the navy and was decorated for his services at Navarino. An uncle of these fought in turn against the fleets of Bourbon, revolutionary and Napoleonic France, and supervised the evacuation of the British army at Corunna. He was eventually made a full admiral, although not until he was too old to command a fleet.3

Military careers had little appeal to those Curzons who were neither illegitimate nor younger sons. They remained on their estates except for brief appearances at Westminster, their immobility and lack of adventure symbolized by the family’s strikingly unambitious motto, ‘Let Curzon holde what Curzon helde’. Serving as sheriffs and justices of the peace in the later Middle Ages, they also provided some of Derbyshire’s knights in Parliament. By the early eighteenth century the county was represented in the House of Commons by the head of the family, while a son or younger brother usually sat for Clitheroe in Lancashire. The Tory Curzons were nearly always unopposed in their own county, even when their party was out of office. Until the general election of 1734, Derbyshire returned two Tory members; afterwards the Curzons and their Whig rivals, the Cavendishes of Chatsworth, each nominated a family representative.4

The official parliamentary histories of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries almost invariably describe an MP of the Curzon family as ‘an inactive member’ who seldom made a speech and often did not vote. Sir John Curzon, who was killed out hunting in 1727, was an exception, at any rate in his voting habits: after George I had been placed on the throne in 1714, he voted against the government in every recorded division. Compared to his younger brother William, regarded by Horace Walpole as ‘a nasty wretch and very covetous’, this was a fairly positive record. MP for Clitheroe for thirteen years, William ‘never paid the compliment of attending at his own election’ and appears never to have voted in the House of Commons.5 Until George Curzon was elected in 1886, the family’s performance scarcely improved. Robert Curzon, an elderly cousin who died when George was a child, made only one parliamentary speech in his first twenty-four years as a member.6

In spite of their dislike of the Hanoverians, the Curzons were too prudent to become Jacobites. During the rising of 1745 Sir Nathaniel Curzon joined the Duke of Devonshire and other Derbyshire gentlemen in contributing to a fund established to ‘defend our excellent Constitution in Church and State’. Yet his opposition to the government seems to have led Jacobites to believe that he was a potential supporter of the Stuarts, because in 1743 one of their agents had informed the King of France that Sir Nathaniel had an annual income of £12,000 and employed 10,000 miners.7 Although both figures are exaggerated, the Curzons’ wealth had increased over the previous century, and the family had acquired property in neighbouring counties as well as in London. By 1759 Sir Nathaniel’s son, another Nathaniel, believed his family’s status had reached a point where it would be adequately reflected only by a peerage and a great country palace. Both were attained. Although regarded with some scorn for the persistency of his application, Curzon received the title of Baron Scarsdale in 1761. The new peer was disappointed, however, by his failure to become Lord-Lieutenant of Derbyshire and mortified by the achievement of his brother Assheton, whose zealous self-advancement gained him a barony from William Pitt and a viscountcy from Henry Addington. Yet Assheton, the least inactive Curzon in Parliament until the arrival of George Nathaniel, felt that even a viscountcy was insufficient and asked Spencer Perceval for an earldom.8 Despite his failure to obtain it, his grandson and heir (descended through his mother from Admiral Howe) was made Earl Howe in 1821. Jealousy between the branches and confusion over their titles re-emerged in a later generation and complicated relations between George Curzon and his Howe cousins.

The building of Kedleston was the first Lord Scarsdale’s main achievement. His architect, Robert Adam, thought him the ideal patron, ‘a man resolved to spare no Expence, with £10,000 a Year, Good Temper’d & having taste himself for the Arts and little for Game’. Unlike many of his aristocratic contemporaries, Scarsdale did not undertake the Grand Tour and rarely travelled, one of several family traditions to be emphatically broken by his great-great-grandson. Yet his taste was similar to that of those connoisseurs of Palladian architecture, Lord Burlington and Lord Leicester, and the plan for Kedleston, like Holkham in Norfolk, is based on the illustrations of Palladio’s unbuilt Villa Mocenigo.9

Demolition of the existing house, a red-brick mansion constructed sixty years previously on the site of a medieval manor and an Elizabethan hall, began in 1759. A few months later, Adam was placed in charge of building the main block, and in the subsequent fifteen years most of his designs for the house and park were carried out. The great north front, elegantly adapted from the plans of two previous architects, was constructed as Adam intended. Lack of funds, however, curtailed his schemes for the south front, and the powerful façade with its projecting rotunda was built without the pavilions he had designed to flank it. Inside the house few economies were made, however, and the Corinthian grandeur of the façades is continued in the saloon, based on the Pantheon in Rome, and in the pillars of the great marble hall. Considerable expenditure also went on paintings, bought by an agent in Italy, although these were not always what they were claimed to be. Two of Lord Scarsdale’s Rembrandts were subsequently demoted, a fate they shared with a purchase of his most prominent descendant; convinced that he had picked up a painting by the Dutch master for £10 in 1893, George Curzon was forced to concede a few weeks later that he had been deluded.10

The building of Kedleston was accompanied by expansive alterations to its surroundings. As a traveller to the county noted in 1783, ‘the village is removed (not destroyed, as is too often done), the road is thrown to a considerable distance, out of sight of the house, the scanty stream is encreased into a large piece of water, and the ground disposed in the finest order’.11 By then the park contained a bridge and a cascade built by Adam, an hexagonal summer house, and a delightful fishing pavilion from which ladies could cast their lines without becoming sunburnt. Apart from the Gothic church, made sacrosanct by so many interred Curzons, little was left undisturbed. The changes were almost uniformly praised, one writer declaring it to be ‘the glory of Derbyshire, eclipsing Chatsworth, the ancient boast of the county’.12 Dr Johnson was not impressed, foolishly saying ‘it would do excellently for a town-hall’, but Boswell was ‘struck with the magnificence of the building’ and the ‘verdure’ of the park, which ‘agitated and distended [his] mind in a most agreeable manner’.13

The architectural extravagance of the first Lord Scarsdale, followed by the gambling debts of the second and the intestacy of the third, considerably reduced the family’s wealth. The new circumstances preserved Kedleston from nineteenth-century ‘improvements’ but also imposed a comparatively frugal existence on its occupants. The Curzons therefore relinquished their rivalry with the Cavendishes and opted for even more sedentary lives as squires and rectors of their own parish: between 1795 and 1916 they held the living of Kedleston without interruption. The family’s genealogical descent as well as its fortunes were complicated by the second Lord Scarsdale, but with no lasting detriment to the lineage. After the death of his first wife, with whom he had a son and a daughter, he fled abroad to escape his debts and lived with a Flemish lady who produced ten children – six of them before their wedding took place. After his death in 1837 Scarsdale was thus succeeded by the son of his first marriage, who had no children, and then by the son of the seventh (but first legitimate) child of his Flemish alliance. Although two survivors of the illegitimate six may have been tempted to query the date and validity of their parents’ marriage, they declined to do so, and the fourth Lord Scarsdale, George Curzon’s father, took possession of Kedleston in 1856.14

The younger son of a younger son (his elder brother had been killed in a riding accident the year before), the new Lord Scarsdale had not expected to inherit Kedleston and refused to change his way of life when he did. He had become the village rector in 1855 and retained the post until his death sixty-one years later. Although a curate usually officiated at church services, Scarsdale carried out the combined duties of ‘squarson’ for the rest of his life, visiting parishioners, restoring the church and looking after his land. He cared more about the estate than the house where his zeal for economy was such that he used to wander around the rooms removing pieces of coal from the fires.15

An austere, uncouth figure sporting large fluffy whiskers and often a billycock hat, Lord Scarsdale believed in the long-held family tradition that landowners should stay on their land. ‘Why don’t you stay at home and be quiet,’ he asked his son George, ‘look after the estate, and take an interest in the tenants as I have done, instead of roaming about all over the world?’16 When writing to congratulate Mary Leiter on her engagement to George, he informed her that the Curzons were ‘a quiet, home-loving family’. Her reactions on staying with him at Kedleston a few months later were unfavourable: he was despotic, unattractively eccentric (‘very fond of examining his tongue in a mirror’) and disagreeable to his daughters, whom he criticized for being unmarried while giving them little opportunity to meet young men. A few years later, however, she admitted that he had become ‘tender and affectionate’ to herself and good with his grandchildren.17

Scarsdale was the most unindulgent of fathers, obsessed by punctuality and intolerant of luxury and pretensions. He did little to encourage ambition in his children and was grudging in his praise for their achievements. George complained that he took such little interest in his career that he never read one of his books or speeches. When he won a French prize at Eton, his father told him not to celebrate his success by growing his hair over his ears. ‘Your talents are given to you by Almighty God and I fervently pray you will ever use them rightly, and be a comfort and blessing to your parents.’ Above all, Lord Scarsdale exhorted, ‘do not, dear boy, be unduly puffed up at your comparatively early victory’. The potentially baneful effects of the French prize also exercised his mother, who hoped ‘great shiverings and ailings’ would not ‘proceed from overtaxing [his] brain’ and bring ‘depression and bodily languor’.18 Contemporary photographs indicate that George obeyed his father’s demand for short hair, but his career is proof that he paid little attention to his mother’s warning about the effects of overwork.

Lord Scarsdale married Blanche Senhouse, from Netherhall in Cumberland, in 1856. The next year they had their first daughter, Sophy, followed in 1859 by their eldest son. In all George’s enormous correspondence there is virtually no mention of the Senhouses beyond a description of his uncle as an ‘amiable country gentleman’. Yet his mother’s genes seem to have influenced his character and interests more profoundly than those of his father. The Curzon family had shown no concern for archaeology, cheerfully obliterating their ancestors’ works, until George came along and restored a number of monuments in Britain and a great many more in India. An ancestor on his mother’s side, by contrast, has been called ‘the father of British antiquarianism’. John Senhouse began the excavation of an ancient fort in Cumberland in the sixteenth century and assembled a remarkable collection of Roman and Celtic items which was preserved and enlarged by his family for four hundred years.

Contemporary descendants of the Senhouses recognize that some of them share certain character traits with George Curzon: precision, persistence, meticulousness over details, and a tendency to point out other people’s mistakes. Every evening in old age his sister Sophy kept her Burke’s Peerage up to date by adding information from the births and deaths columns of The Times.19 Judging from the few relics of their mother, precise accounting was also a characteristic of Blanche Scarsdale, who recorded details of the most insignificant purchases down to the last farthing. Yet it is difficult to form an overall idea of her personality. George’s references to her in his letters are affectionate, but the meagre existing evidence suggests that his love for her may not have been strongly reciprocated. Probably they managed to see even less of each other than most Victorian families of the same class. Until he went to his boarding preparatory school, George was under the close and domineering supervision of his governess, while his mother spent most of her time in pregnancy. Before he was 7 she had had five more children.

‘One of the delights of childhood’, Curzon recalled many years later, ‘is the eternal gullibility of children about the birth of a new brother or sister.’ Led to believe that the family babies appeared among the nettles in the Hay Wood at Kedleston, he used to command expeditions across Adam’s triple-arched bridge and up the opposite slope in search of ‘fresh ones. We always thought it an extraordinary place for them to be found. But it never occurred to us to doubt it.’20

Blanche Scarsdale had eleven children in all, one of whom did not survive, before she died in 1875 at the age of 37. Most of them belonged to that unambitious family strain so dramatically challenged by their eldest brother. ‘Alfred does nothing but is an excellent fellow,’ George remarked when his brother was 34.21 Sophy, his eldest sister, was married to an ‘excellent clergyman’, while young Blanche kept house for Lord Scarsdale. Curzon was fond of his siblings, particularly Blanche and his youngest sister Margaret, but he was not very close to any of them except Frank, who enjoyed a successful career on the Stock Exchange. He and George were several times forced to bail out their other brothers, especially the youngest one, Assheton, who earned himself a reputation as the family’s ‘black sheep’. In 1914, after various other transgressions, Assheton was caught stealing securities from his office in order to raise money which he subsequently lost in speculation on the Stock Exchange. George and Frank, with the help of their father, saved him from prison by replacing the stolen securities but demanded disciplinary action. The only solution for Assheton, declared his eldest brother, was the classic remedy for black sheep: exile to the colonies.22

George was more talented than his brothers and sisters and also better-looking. None of them much resembled him except Frank. Apart from Margaret, his sisters were generally plain, most of the family having inherited their father’s long narrow head as well as a slightly protruding lower lip. George’s head, by contrast, was abnormally large and spherical, with a normal lip, while his pink cheeks, high forehead and fine hazel eyes gave him an almost cherubic appearance.

A diary George kept at the age of 7 suggests a happy and conventional childhood. There were drives with his mother and his governess (‘darling Parrie’) in a pony cart, walks to the farm and the village, excursions to Derby to see the dentist, a first ride on a new pony, an initiatory fishing expedition which landed four perch. And in the summer the family went to the seaside, usually to the Channel resorts of Brighton, St Leonards or Broadstairs. But the idyllic primrose-gathering existence at Kedleston was marred by the Scarsdales’ governess, who disapproved of toys and permanently infected the Curzon girls with her view that theatres and dancing were sinful.23 No doubt she superintended the children’s diaries. ‘Darling Parrie’ was an unlikely phrase for George to have used voluntarily at that time to describe the terrifying Ellen Mary Paraman.

In later years Curzon recognized that Miss Paraman had been a fine teacher who had impressed upon him ‘good habits, economy, neatness, method, and a dislike of anything vulgar or fast’. Yet she was also ‘a brutal and vindictive tyrant [who] persecuted and beat us in the most cruel way and established over us a system of terrorism so complete that not one of us ever mustered up the courage to walk upstairs and tell our father or mother’. At mealtimes she kept all the ‘dainties’ for herself and made her charges eat tapioca and rice pudding, which they loathed. ‘She forced us to confess to lies which we had never told, to sins which we had never committed, and then punished us savagely, as being self-condemned.’ Her punishments were a combination of the conventionally physical (beating the children and locking them up in darkness) and the bizarrely psychological, designed to humiliate. George was made to write and ask the butler to make a birch for him to be beaten with. He also had to make a calico petticoat which he was forced to wear with a large conical cap. After attaching words such as ‘liar’, ‘sneak’, or ‘coward’ to this costume, he was then made to display himself to the gardeners and the village. ‘I suppose no children well-born and well-placed’, he later reflected, ‘ever cried so much or so justly.’24

Lord Scarsdale was evidently a believer in tough governesses, for after Miss Paraman’s retirement he employed a formidable German Lutheran to administer a strict religious upbringing to his youngest daughters.25 Yet Miss Paraman was plainly exceptional even in that age, and her behaviour suggests that neither of the Scarsdales took much trouble to examine her methods or to see what was happening beyond the nursery door. Nor do they seem to have informed themselves about her disagreeable family. They probably knew that two of Miss Paraman’s sisters were governesses to well-known landowning families in Norfolk, that a third taught at a school in Norwich, and that their father was governor of Norwich gaol. But they cannot have known anything about the notoriously sadistic regime at the school, where Eliza Paramanfn1 inflicted punishments on her pupils similar to those carried out by her sister at Kedleston. And they must have been ignorant of the fact that the Paraman parents forced their children to witness executions over which their father presided in Norwich gaol.26 An upbringing which included such spectacles may explain much of Miss Paraman’s behaviour as an adult and adds weight to Curzon’s view that she was virtually insane.

While there is no reason to doubt the accuracy of his adult recollections, it is interesting to learn that George’s childhood attitude towards his governess was not one of truculent rebelliousness. Her reign of terror seems to have compelled a respect for her methods, and by the age of 10 he was collaborating in her efforts to instil discipline in her other charges. Before going to his preparatory school for the first time, he wrote a letter to his eldest sister solemnly urging her to please Miss Paraman, to leave off all her ‘idle habits’ and to set an example to the others. For his part he would try ‘with God’s help’ to remember all their governess had told him and to be a good boy at school. Three weeks later he repeated the exhortation and told Sophy that his longing for the ‘dear old holidays’ was marred by the thought that Miss Paraman would be away on her own leave by the time he returned. His schoolfellows laughed at him, he added, because he took both his prayer book and Bible to church, but he liked to do so in remembrance of his sister and his governess.27 By such methods do tyrants win followers. In Curzon’s case, moreover, the loyalty lessened only slowly with the years. Even after her authority had vanished, he wrote to her from Eton and in 1892 attended her funeral, dressed strangely, according to Miss Paraman’s nephew, in a red tie.28

George was removed from the daily influence of his governess at the age of 10 and sent to Wixenford, a preparatory school in Hampshire. In the curiously mature letter he left for Sophy to read after his departure, he admitted how much he would miss his family and think of the happy days spent together; he also wanted her to know how much he loved her because he realized he had not been able to make this clear before.29 On arriving at Wixenford, he was more miserable than he had expected. ‘I remember to this hour’, he wrote much later, ‘the horrible moment when I saw the fly and white horse drive away carrying my mother who was dearer to me than anyone in the world.’ ‘Innocent and sensitive’, he spent the first night in a room with two other small boys, both ‘endeavouring to reassure and fraternise’ with him. He was worried about being homesick but believed that this was a physical illness and was relieved that he experienced no actual desire to be sick.30

Although he had to adapt to a regime of cold beef for breakfast and classroom work at seven in the morning, George did not take long to adjust to boarding school. He liked the headmaster, the Revd R. Cowley Powles, in spite of thinking him weak and querulous. After his initial misery the first term was successful. ‘He has been uniformly industrious,’ Cowley Powles told Lord Scarsdale, ‘obedient and well-mannered.’ The next term’s report was even better, George coming first in all subjects except classics, in which he was second, and geography, where he came third. ‘I continue to believe’, wrote Cowley Powles, ‘that in character, in ability, and general disposition, your son is a very unusual boy.’ If he carried on like this, prophesied the headmaster, he would ‘certainly be a distinguished man in the best sense of the term’.31

By an unlucky coincidence Wixenford contained a male equivalent of Miss Paraman in the shape of the assistant master, Archibald J.C. Dunbar. Like the governess, he was both a good teacher and a savage disciplinarian. ‘He was a master of spanking,’ recalled Curzon, and, although ‘he used to say that it hurt him nearly as much as it did us’, he plainly took an unnatural pleasure in the endless ‘swishing on the posterior’. George was one of his favourites and, although this position gave him no immunity from the beatings, he was genuinely fond of the schoolmaster, who shared the boys’ enthusiasm for climbing and other pursuits. Under Dunbar’s supervision he acted as the private banker of the boys in the school, keeping their accounts and employing specially printed cheque-books. Proudly recalling that the accounts were always correct down to the last penny, he later declared that the activity ‘was a wise one as inculcating both business habits and economy’.32 Other habits inculcated at Wixenford were hard work, a desire to compete – in his last term he won five prizes – and an investigative curiosity about the eccentricities of nature: he was greatly excited at witnessing a spectacular aurora borealis and sent Sophy a diagram of the bands of red light. From this period one can also date that love of sonorous and elaborate language which he never lost. As a 12-year-old he wrote to tell his mother that ‘a hamper is undoubtedly requisite under the present circumstances’ and must include ‘several pots of superior jam’ and ‘one of those very jolly cakes … which Mrs Halliday fully knows how to fabricate’; potted meat was also ‘indispensable’.33

It is tempting to ascribe almost all the qualities and defects of Curzon’s adult character to the influences of Miss Paraman and Mr Dunbar. In one interpretation he is alleged to have spent the rest of his life looking for similar figures against whom he could bruise himself.34 But such speculation, based only on evidence written many years later by Curzon himself, fastens on a psychological explanation and ignores all others. Dunbar and Miss Paraman no doubt encouraged the obsessional side of his nature and stimulated his ambition, yet hereditary and other factors were also important influences on his character. Curzon’s brothers and sisters suffered Miss Paraman without aspiring to become bruised viceroys. Alfred, a year younger than George, received an almost identical education and yet remained ‘an excellent fellow’ who did little until taking over the administration of the Kedleston estate from his father. It is not unusual for families to throw up a single talented figure from a large flock of unremarkable relations: many noble lines base their nobility on a founder whom his descendants have seldom been able to emulate. In Curzon’s case the immemorial mediocrity of his ancestors undoubtedly inspired him to achievement. ‘They were just ordinary country gentlemen,’ he later remarked; ‘I made up my mind I would try to get out of the groove.’35 Conscious that his family had been unworthy of its great house and long lineage, he wanted to be a fitting master for Kedleston. In the closing words of the epitaph he composed for himself, ‘he sought to serve his country and add honour to an ancient name’.
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‘Passionate Resolves’: Eton, 1872–1878
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THE YEARS GEORGE CURZON spent at Eton were a period of transition for the school. According to his friend Edward Lyttelton, who later became headmaster of Eton, 1875 was the moment when ‘open barbarism gave place to something like decorum’.1 In some ways barbarism was receding even before then. By the 1860s floggings had been greatly reduced from the days of the notorious Dr Keate and were no longer administered before an audience.2 Bullying had also declined. Twenty years earlier Robert Cecil, the future Lord Salisbury and Prime Minister, had been ‘bullied from morning to night’ and kicked so hard every time he appeared in the dining-room that he was ‘obliged to go out of dinner without eating anything’.3 J.E.C. Welldon, a later friend of Curzon who became headmaster of Harrow, experienced ‘the tail-end of bullying in College’ (the scholars’ house) in the 1860s: it was disagreeable, he remembered, but no longer ‘dangerous or even serious’.4 With its 900 boys, Eton was still the largest and freest of the public schools, but by the 1870s the virtual anarchy of earlier decades had mostly disappeared.

Lyttelton blamed the indiscipline on the boring curriculum and the defects of the housemasters. ‘The intellectual training’, he recalled, ‘was concentrated almost entirely on Latin composition,’ a situation equally deplored by Welldon, who criticized the school for clinging with ‘unreasoning tenacity to the practice of compelling boys, who would not be thought capable of writing two verses in their own language’, to write week after week poetical exercises in a language they could not speak.5The predominance of the classics, however, had been criticized by the recent Clarendon Commission and, by the time of Curzon’s arrival at Eton in 1872, languages and mathematics were being treated as serious subjects. Another development, of doubtful use in the reduction of violence but allegedly crucial to the elimination of vice, was the cult of sport promoted by the new headmaster, the Revd J. Hornby. The boys responded with an eagerness that seemed to preclude a simultaneous enthusiasm for the cult of the intellect. The cricket match between Eton and Harrow at Lord’s, which had excited negligible interest in the 1850s, was described by Lyttelton a generation later as an occasion that ‘seemed to us to be the annual climax of the history of mankind’.6 It ended, however, with an exhibition of upper-class hooliganism. ‘As soon as the last hit had been made,’ recalled Curzon, ‘there was a simultaneous rush from all parts of the ground to the front of the pavilion, and a regular scuffle with a plentiful shower of blows on tophats from umbrellas …’7

It was of course possible to combine an interest in sport with a desire to learn. Etonians of the 1870s could receive a reasonable education if, like George Curzon, they wanted one and found a teacher to inspire them. Edward Lyttelton praised the ‘zeal and pastoral sympathy’ of younger masters appointed after 1870, who managed to ‘drive vice into holes and corners, instead of letting it flaunt its hideous face in public’.8 In fact Eton’s most inspiring teachers of the period, William Johnson and Oscar Browning, were forced to leave the school at least partly because of their own inclinations towards one particular vice. Johnson, a great classical scholar who was said to write the best Horatian lyrics since Horace himself, retired after an ‘indiscretion’ in 1872 and later wrote a defence of pederasty to one of his sympathizers.fn19 His view that boys derived more benefit from intellectual conversations than from Latin construes was shared by Browning.

Oscar Browning was the third of the major educational influences on George Curzon’s life. He was also the most harmless, for his homosexuality, unlike the perversions of Miss Paraman and Mr Dunbar, did not affect his relationship with his pupil. Oscar Browning, known affectionately as O.B., was a snob and an egoist who boasted that his ‘chosen work’ was ‘educating statesmen’. He was also one of those rare teachers capable of identifying and stimulating a boy’s latent interests. In return, his favourite pupils were devoted to him. Curzon remained a friend for fifty years and introduced him to his first wife with the words, ‘Whatever I am, my dear, I owe it all to Mr Browning.’10

Uninterested in any form of sport, the portly Browning was the most ostentatious member of a small, beleaguered group of intellectual masters. Crusading against the school’s pervading philistinism, he encouraged interest in music and language and founded the Literary Society. Talented boys were invited to his house on Sunday evenings to listen to music or browse in his library. ‘You would wander about,’ his pupil A.C. Benson recalled later, ‘take down a volume, ensconce yourself in a corner, perhaps overhear an animated discussion proceeding between boys like J.K. Stephen, Lord Curzon, and Cecil Spring Rice, and lose yourself in admiration at the depth of erudition and the readiness of argument and rejoinder that were manifested.’fn2 Browning bustled fussily among them, throwing in provocative and critical remarks. If construes and duller boys were rather neglected, many brighter pupils owed their first experience of intellectual life to O.B.11

After three years at Wixenford, George had no difficulty in adjusting to Eton. He liked the school from the beginning, enjoying the football he played four times a week while deploring the theory of compulsory sport. His desire to learn and his need to compete were soon evident. ‘I longed to be equipped with a furniture of universal information’, he wrote later, ‘and to know as much as possible about a great variety of subjects.’12 He was invariably among the leaders in school examinations and won the major prizes in Latin, French, Italian, history and declamation. Twenty-three times he was ‘sent up for good’ – a distinction awarded for an outstanding piece of work – a record he shared with his friend Welldon. The young Curzon was motivated by a ‘passionate resolve to be at the head of the class’ and by the need to prove himself to teachers who did not take him seriously enough. They ‘never could realise’, he complained, ‘that I was bent on being first in what I undertook, [and] that I meant to do it in my way and not theirs’.13

Doing it his way inevitably caused resentment among the school masters. In later years Curzon listed his ‘passionate desire to win’ as one of three flaws in his character which had annoyed them. The others were the concealment of such virtues as he might have possessed and an ‘innate rebelliousness’ demonstrated by keeping wine in his room, although he did not like drinking, going to Ascot races, although he did not care for racing, and once playing tennis in the statue-lined Upper School, ‘the tennis balls cannoning off the heads of Chatham and Canning and other heroes of the past’.14 What his teachers most resented, however, was his arrogance. In his first term, at the age of 13, he was already complaining to his mother about ‘silly’ tradesmen and ‘idiotic’ tailors. Not long afterwards he was treating his tutors with similar haughtiness. The Italian master Volpe, he told Browning, was ‘such a fool’ that it was impossible to learn anything from him: ‘his English is utterly unintelligible, the Italian as a consequence much more so’. After a quarrel Curzon gave up attending his class, studied the set texts in private and then infuriated Volpe by winning the Italian prize. In almost identical circumstances he carried off prizes for French and history.15

Curzon’s disdain, from which only Browning and a few other masters were exempt, was openly displayed towards his housemaster, the Revd C. Wolley Dod. They annoyed each other from the beginning. During his first year Wolley Dod called him an ‘impertinent brat’ and complained to Lord Scarsdale about his ‘tendency to say silly things and to make silly remarks about the lesson’. Two years later a protest from his mathematics master, whom Curzon considered ‘a huge joke’, prompted another letter to Kedleston. ‘He is often childishly and pertinaciously naughty,’ wrote Wolley Dod, exasperated that the boy was now too old to receive ‘the best punishment, a whipping’. He was ‘far too ready with his tongue and however he may be in the wrong he always argues that he is quite right and is very difficult to silence … he is apt to be impertinently loud in his self-justification.’ After remonstrations from his parents, George complained to them about the time-wasting punishments for trivial offences and accused Wolley Dod of being bitter and spiteful towards him. By the summer of 1875 there was a truce, and the housemaster was able to inform Scarsdale that his son was not ‘so wilful, or so importunately persistent if he could not do as he liked’. Within months, however, it collapsed, and relations deteriorated until a climactic confrontation took place in June 1877. The 18-year-old Curzon, who was by then captain of the house and a member of Sixth Form, had played cricket with a sprained ankle and then, having exacerbated the injury, asked permission to miss a class. Wolley Dod’s furious reaction to one of the hardest-working and most senior members of the school is curious and may have been provoked by Curzon’s assumption of ‘a most haughty dictatorial tone of insolence’. In any case he angrily refused the request, called the youth ‘a rank shuffler’, and regretted he was not in another house. In the same week Curzon had rows with two other masters, one of whom told him he was grossly insolent and without gentlemanly feelings; afterwards he began to think there was a conspiracy to turn him out of Eton.16

Much of Wolley Dod’s animosity was aroused by his pupil’s clear preference for the company of a rival housemaster. Oscar Browning regarded Curzon at the age of 15 as ‘one of the most brilliantly gifted boys’ he had ever come across, invited him frequently to his house and sent him editions of Dante and Tennyson as presents. Although he himself was undoubtedly attracted to the precocious schoolboy, Browning helped preserve him from the attentions of others. Curzon’s fresh good looks aroused both interest and comment. According to a contemporary, he was ‘the brightest, cheeriest little being imaginable, round of face with pink and white complexion, big, serious eyes, an exceptionally determined mouth, and a high square forehead’.17 The captain of his house warned Browning that the boy was in moral danger from associating with dubious companions. Another senior boy wrote asking for advice because ‘the most hideous construction’ had been placed on a chance encounter between the two of them.18 Even the Scarsdales suggested that their son should approach Browning for guidance. Despite the jealousy and insinuations of others, O.B.’s influence, both educational and moral, was beneficial to the young Curzon.

The advantages of their association were not, however, recognized by Wolley Dod. Disagreeing with Browning’s positive assessment of Curzon’s character, he also disapproved of the interest O.B. showed in his pupil. On learning that they had gone together for a drive in a carriage, Wolley Dod lost his temper and complained to Hornby, the headmaster. He presumably anticipated a congenial reaction. A pioneer of Alpine climbing and a skating enthusiast, Hornby had never liked Browning, who was a difficult and argumentative colleague frequently proposing reforms and trying to change the curriculum. Upon receiving the protest from Wolley Dod, Hornby summoned O.B., hinted that his interest in Curzon was physical and demanded a pledge that he would stop meeting him. The outraged Browning argued, appealed to the Provost and wrote to Curzon’s father, who supported him. ‘I exceedingly regret this very unpleasant complaint of Mr Wolley Dod’s,’ Lord Scarsdale assured him in July 1874, adding that he gave O.B. ‘full credit for acting from the purest motives’ and thanking him for ‘rescuing George from companions of more than doubtful repute’.19

All attempts at changing Hornby’s mind failed. When one of O.B.’s few supporters among the masters remonstrated, arguing that if Browning was unfit to see Curzon he was unfit to be a master, Hornby agreed with the deduction.20 But he needed a pretext to get rid of him altogether and found one a year later when Browning exceeded the maximum number of boys permitted in a house. Dismissed for the infringement, O.B. retired to King’s College, Cambridge, where he divided his time between improving the minds of favourite pupils and writing bad history books for ‘grocers and cheesemongers’.21

Neither the prohibition on their meeting nor Browning’s subsequent dismissal ended the friendship with Curzon. In his sympathetic letter Scarsdale had told the schoolmaster he did not wish ‘the kindly relations between you and my boy to fall through’, and thus they continued to correspond and see each other in the holidays. Curzon blamed the whole problem on ‘the unkind, ungentlemanly and obstinate conduct’ of his tutor whom he increasingly detested, and in a subsequent letter referred to Wolley Dod as a ‘postdiluvian monster’.22 His letters to O.B. also described the ‘rural amusements’ that occupied his holidays at Kedleston: sporadic hunting and shooting, and cricket both as a modest participator with a local club and as an enthusiastic spectator at Derby, especially when WG. Grace was playing. In the hard December of 1874 he reported that the rabbits and hares were too thin to be worth shooting, but in compensation the skating was glorious, and Kedleston had a magnificent Christmas tree.

It was the last Christmas the family enjoyed together, for Lady Scarsdale died of blood poisoning in London in the spring. When her condition became hopeless, her younger children were sent out of the way to Brighton, but George remained and thus saw her dead, her ‘dear face’ as ‘it used to be, with a happy smile on, but of course very grey and calm, like marble’. He ordered black trousers for his brothers and told Alfred they must try to bear the loss and comfort their distraught father, who for many years afterwards used to take the face of his youngest daughter in his hands and say despairingly, ‘So like your blessed mother’.23 Lord Scarsdale’s grief was intensified by the guilty feeling that he had been responsible for his wife’s death by forcing upon her so many pregnancies. Writing to his elder sons at Eton, he exhorted them to uphold the memory of their mother: ‘May her example be deeply graven in your heart and keep you from evil ways and bad influence.’24 Unable to bear living at Kedleston as a widower, he shut up the great house and moved his children to a smaller family property nearby. In the autumn George returned to them to nurse a broken collar bone and described the melancholy of his ancestral home in a poem called ‘Kedleston’:


Still as ever, proud thou standest,

Green thy meadows as of yore,

But a chill of desolation

Mid the sunbeams clouds thee o’er.

Many voices that but lately

Laughing echoed through thy halls

Sound no longer there, and silence

Reigns instead within thy walls.fn3



In January 1878, the last Christmas holidays of his Eton career, Curzon accompanied Oscar Browning on a journey to the South of France. ‘We were very great friends before our tour,’ he wrote afterwards, ‘but if I may say so, we are still greater now.’25 Browning agreed and sent his mother a eulogy of Curzon’s virtues: ‘A purer, brighter, or more simple spirit does not exist, and his cleverness, vivacity, and good temper make him the most charming of companions.26 O.B. recognized, however, that his ‘great qualities’ were not ‘fully appreciated by either boys or masters at Eton’. Then, as later, it was difficult for anyone to be neutral about Curzon. ‘It is strange to remember’, reflected Benson in his diary on the day of Curzon’s death, ‘how entirely we disliked and mistrusted him at Eton.’ Three years his junior, Benson believed Curzon had been guilty of sexual immorality and cheating in one of the prizes, but the accusations seem to have been based less on testimony than on personal dislike. The diary does not elaborate on the second charge, an obscure incident from which Curzon was officially cleared at the time, but its evidence for the first – that he had invited ‘a very handsome, incredibly tiresome and priggish boy’ called Macnaghten to breakfast – is hardly damning and suggests that Benson, himself a homosexual, found solace in trying to identify other homosexuals.27

Among older boys the young Curzon often enjoyed remarkable popularity. One of them told Browning he wanted to meet him, ‘knowing of what a superior quality he really is and how often he has been in a dangerous position here,’ but dared not do so because ‘a big fellow cannot even come across a little fellow in the most casual way without its being remarked’.28 No doubt George’s good looks accounted for some of his popularity with the ‘big fellows’, but his character must have been the main attraction, because several of them were close friends in adult life. On his last day at Eton, Edward Lyttelton, who had hesitated about writing to Curzon, finally asked him for his photograph and thus initiated a long friendship. Alfred, another of the boisterous, intelligent, cricket-mad Lyttelton brothers, dated his lasting affection from the moment he heard George’s ‘charming treble voice and cameo cut elocution’ in Keate’s Lane at Eton. St John Brodrick’s friendship, which survived for thirty years before ending in political acrimony, began at Slough Station when Curzon, ‘tall, breathless, pink-cheeked and well-groomed’, burst into his railway carriage.29

In his last years at Eton and afterwards at Oxford, Curzon received much epistolary advice from his older friends. He answered politely, sometimes with humility. When Regy Brett, the future Lord Esher, warned him against the evil effects of flattery, Curzon expressed gratitude towards his friends for pointing out his faults and admitted they had achieved ‘many little improvements’ in him. But he did not think flattery was dangerous in his case as he was aware that it was unmerited.30

By his last year George Curzon had achieved almost as much at Eton as a non-athlete is capable of achieving. Apart from being captain of his house, a position in which even Wolley Dod recognized his efficiency, he was Captain of the Oppidans (the boys outside College), and a senior figure in ‘Pop’, the élite society granted sartorial and other privileges in return for acting as an amateur police force. He was also a conspicuous literary figure, editing a school journal as well as a book of poems and miscellaneous articles called Out of School at Eton. Published in the summer of 1877, the Spectator welcomed the book as ‘a frolicsome little miscellany’ although the Athenaeum’s reviewer severely criticized it for containing ‘little but feeble imitation, a straining after the facetious which is not comic, and an occasional grandiloquence which is anything but impressive’.31 Curzon’s personal contribution to the anthology included a rather arch description of his ‘maiden essay as a climber’ on Scafell Pike, a poem about a Cumberland lake which the Spectator thought showed a ‘real feeling for nature’, and a ‘Song of Liberty’, written in imitation of Swinburne (‘Come forth from the gloom of the gloaming / In which you have passionless run, / And quit the dull paths of your roaming / For the light of the life-giving sun.’).32 Parodying contemporary poets was a hobby Curzon shared with two of his collaborators, Stephen and Spring Rice. Girls he loved in the years to come were frequent recipients of his parodies.

In 1877 Curzon became president of the Literary Society, which had been founded by Oscar Browning, and delivered various papers, including one on the French Revolution that was written, he admitted later, in ‘bad, boyish Carlylese’. The society was also addressed by such distinguished figures as W.E. Gladstone and John Ruskin, whose rapt face the president later recalled ‘as with eyes closed he stood at the desk and poured forth a flood of golden English’.33 Curzon was an ambitious and undoubting Tory from an early age, but his partisanship was not extreme. Commenting on the 1874 election to his mother, he had welcomed the victory of her brother-in-law, Sir Wilfrid Lawson,fn4 even though he was a Radical, while deploring that of the ‘awful cad’ who represented Eton as a Conservative.35 In the spring of 1878 he wrote to Gladstone, the school’s most distinguished old boy, to say that a visit from him would add a special distinction to his last term as president of the Literary Society. He also visited him in London, sending in his card during a large breakfast party, and persuaded him to come and lecture on Homer. After a successful talk some weeks later, the elderly statesman went to the ‘Pop’ rooms and laughed at the reports of the debates he had once taken part in. He also visited Curzon’s room and was appalled by the pictures, flowers and armchairs he found there. Such luxury at Eton, he declared, was bound to have an enervating influence.36

In his final year Curzon became Captain of the Oppidans and thus enjoyed his first experience of administrative responsibility. He was dismayed, however, to discover that the powers and privileges of the position had been much diminished, and endeavoured to restore them. In a long report at the end of his year’s office, he set out his views on school issues for the benefit of his successors. He did not attempt to be radical because he was aware that ‘antiquated absurdities’ were ‘infinitely more tenacious of life at Eton than anywhere else under the sun’. But he did lay down moderating rules for caning and for fagging, a custom he regarded as ‘one of the grandest institutions of which Eton can boast’. He also tried to end the practice of nude bathing in the Thames. Various letters to The Field had alleged that Etonians exposed themselves indecently when ladies passed by in pleasure-boats. While the Captain of the Oppidans denied that any such thing had taken place, he admitted that nude bathing might ‘be reproached with indecency’ and therefore ‘advocated the institution of bathing drawers, as worn at almost every other bathing place, certainly on every river, in England’. He convinced the headmaster and the leading members of Pop, but the scheme collapsed through the opposition of the powerful Dr Warre, Hornby’s deputy and successor, and other masters, who ‘objected on the sole and valueless ground that it had never been found necessary before’.37

The climax of Curzon’s Eton career was the Fourth of June, the school’s principal festival, in his final year. As Captain of the Oppidans, the organization of the event was largely in his hands and gave him an opportunity to display that zeal for economy he had learnt at Wixenford. By refusing to patronize the wine merchant at Eton, as other ‘credulous’ captains had done, he reduced the cost of the boat crews’ supper; and by providing ample supplies of soda water, he avoided drunkenness.38 His great moment, which he described later as the most triumphant of his boyhood, was ‘Speeches’, the occasion at which members of Sixth Form declaim memorized passages from classical and other authors.fn5 Curzon’s performance the previous year had been much praised for its ‘dramatic intensity’, although the Daily News noted that his French accent had ‘the true British ring about it’. In 1878, however, the same paper declared that his voice was ‘as melodious, as clear, and as flexible as it is possible to conceive’, and predicted that its possessor would make a name for himself in the world. Afterwards Curzon found himself almost overwhelmed by the congratulations of unknown people and the complimentary remarks made at a banquet given by the Provost and Fellows. Even Lord Scarsdale was moved to felicitation, sending his son £5 as ‘proof of satisfaction’.39

Yet when term ended a few weeks later, Curzon was glad to leave Eton. He had been there too long, over six years, and still felt bitter at the treatment he had received from many of the masters, that ‘carping flock led by Hornby’. The atmosphere of Eton, he told a friend, was ‘either highly rarified or exceedingly clogged with noxious elements’. Yet he recognized that his feelings were ambivalent, products both of turbulence and of success, and he was sufficiently attached to the school to write an embarrassing elegy on his reluctance to bid it farewell.40 There had been many difficulties in his life there – the ‘moral dangers’, the Browning episode, the hostility of masters he had antagonized – but his performance as an academic and a senior boy had been outstanding. Looking back after an adult career overladen by far greater difficulties, the bitterness of his Eton past dissolved, and he remembered it as ‘a happy and glorious time, perhaps the happiest and most glorious that it will ever be given me to enjoy’.41
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12. Curzon soon after his appointment as Viceroy in 1898
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[image: 28. Lord Lansdowne (right) with Curzon, who followed in his footsteps from Eton and Balliol to the Indian viceroyalty, the Foreign Office and the chairmanship of the trustees of the National Gallery]
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[image: 31. Curzon making a speech at Tattershall in 1912. On the right is Mr Weir, the architect who helped him restore the castle]
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[image: 41. Premature old age: Lord Curzon at the age of 66, a few weeks before his death]
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