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Preface

My principal source of information has been the Dilke Papers in the British Museum. They were placed there by Miss Gertrude Tuckwell in 1938. She was the niece of the second Lady Dilke and the literary executrix of Sir Charles. She had used the papers to complete the standard biography of Dilke which had been begunby Stephen Gwynn, Irish Nationalist M.P., and which was published in 1917. This amply-proportioned two-volume work is still invaluable to any study of Dilke, even though it eschews the divorce case and makes most ruthless use of Dilke’s own writings, omitting, altering and even interpolating without any indication of what has been done.

Moreover, Miss Tuckwell clearly exercised her own censorship over the papers. Dilke himself was addicted to laceration (see p. 279 infra.), but it seems clear that much which he left intact was subsequently excised by Miss Tuckwell. In addition she stipulated in the terms of her bequest to the Museum that Dilke’s papers dealing with the case should not be available for inspection until 1950 had passed and the death of Mrs. Crawford had occurred. Later she made the terms still more strict. When both these qualifications had been fulfilled Mr. Harold Macmillan was to pronounce whether the papers could be seen. The Prime Minister (then Foreign Secretary) discharged this duty in the autumn of 1955 and freed the papers; in addition he gave to the Museum a box of papers which Miss Tuckwell had placed in his custody before her death. The hitherto reserved volume and the papers which were made available by Mr. Macmillan provide the bulk of the new information which I have used in the chapters on the case.

References are given in most cases to the volume and folio number of the document quoted. This practice has, however, been made more difficult by the decision of the Manuscript Department of the Museum to re-arrange the Dilke Papers between the time of my working on them and the publication of this book. As a result all references have had to be changed; and as some of the new volumes are still without folio numbers these folio numbers have in some cases been omitted. In chapters 13 and 14 the quotations to which no references are given are from the transcript of evidence taken at the second trial.

The list of those to whom I am indebted is long. Mr. Mark Bonham Garter, who suggested the subject to me; Mr. P. M. Williams, Fellow of Nuffield College, Oxford; Mr. Harry Pitt, Fellow of Worcester College, Oxford; Mr. J. E. S. Simon, Q.C.; Mr. W. H. Hughes; Mr. Geoffrey Roberts; Mr. Anthony Barnes; Lady Waverley (the daughter of J. E. C. Bodley); Miss Violet Markham; Mr. Christopher Dilke; Mr. Eustace Roskill, Q.C.; the late Mr. Harry K. Hudson (who was Dilke’s private secretary from 1887 and who died only a few months ago); Mr. Francis Bywater; Lord Beaverbrook; Sir Frederick Whyte; and my successive secretaries, Mrs. P. C. Williams and Miss Julia Gill. To all these and to others whom I have not mentioned, I am very grateful.

London, June, 1958

ROY JENKINS

Preface to Revised Edition

Since this book was first published in 1958 the events and the characters with which it deals have formed the basis of a novel (The Tangled Web, by Betty Askwith, published in 1960), a television court drama (The Dilke Case, produced by Granada in 1960) and a highly successful stage play (The Right Honourable Gentleman, by Michael Dyne, first presented at Her Majesty’s theatre in 1964). The first and third of these offered new, imaginative solutions to the Dilke riddle. But they uncovered no new facts. So an element of mystery still persists. This new edition does not claim to dispel it. Like the first edition, it leaves the reader, in the last resort, having to choose between a balance of probabilities. But it does offer a little new information about Cardinal Manning’s attitude to the case, as well as a new surmise about the nature of Dilke’s relationship with Mrs. Crawford. These changes occur in chapter 16. Otherwise, apart from adjustments to the description in chapter 15 of Rosebery’s relationship to the case, the book is substantially the same.

ROY JENKINS

London, January, 1965


Introduction

Sir Charles Dilke died in 1911. Although he was then twenty-five years past the zenith of his career his name was still a great one. But in the years that have since gone by his fame has crumbled rapidly. There are few to-day to whom he is more than a rather shadowy Victorian politician who became involved in a half-forgotten scandal.

This decline has perhaps been inevitable, for his fame has had no base of solid attainment to which to anchor itself. He did not rise above the lower ranks of the Cabinet and there are no memorable measures which are popularly associated with his name. His career, broken as it was by the great scandal of the Crawford divorce case, was almost entirely an affair of promise and influence on others rather than of achievement. Had the case not occurred and shattered his life the story might have been very different. He was very near to high office and great power when the blow fell. If, as he himself insisted and as the evidence now available makes likely, he was the victim not of his own actions but of an elaborate conspiracy, his case was unique in recent British history. Few men of wealth and influence have found themselves hopelessly imprisoned in a net of entirely fabricated accusations. More, no doubt, have looked likely candidates for the premiership without in fact achieving that office. But no one, other than Dilke, has got within striking distance of 10 Downing Street and then been politically annihilated by a woman’s false accusations.

In these circumstances the unravelling of the case, which dominated Dilke’s own mind for more than a third of his life, inevitably becomes a major part of the interest of recounting his life and occupies a correspondingly large section of the book. But it would be a great mistake to see Dilke as a not very significant politican who achieved fame through his involvement in a divorce case. On the contrary, had the case never occurred, his name would to-day almost certainly be better known.

Moreover, the course of politics might have been markedly different. The discussion of political ‘might-have-beens’ is never the most useful historical pursuit, and the year 1886, when Dilke’s influence could have been most decisive, is so full of events which might easily have gone otherwise that too much significance cannot be attributed to any single difference. Nevertheless, there is obviously a strong possibility that, had Dilke retained his full influence over Chamberlain the Liberal split might have involved only a Whig, and not a radical, secession from Gladstone. It was not that Dilke was notably less imperialist, more favourable to the Irish or more dazzled by Gladstone than Chamberlain. But he had an instinctive and deep-seated loyalty to the left which the latter entirely lacked; and his character was less ruthless and more compromising.

Had Dilke’s influence prevailed many events might therefore have unfolded themselves differently. The twenty years of Tory hegemony which began in 1886 might have been avoided, the Irish question might have been settled much earlier, and, with this out of the way, a more radical Liberal party might have turned, in the ‘nineties, to a massive programme of social reform. The effect on the emergence of the Labour party (which attracted much of Dilke’s sympathy in his later years) might clearly have been considerable. The Crawford divorce case must therefore be recorded not only as a personal disaster for Dilke, but also as a major political event.


Chapter One
A Determined Preparation

Charles Wentworth Dilke was born at 76, Sloane Street, on September 4th, 1843. He was the first child of the marriage of his father, also called Charles Wentworth Dilke, with Mary Chatfield, the daughter of an Indian Army captain. Mary Dilke, almost certainly unhappy in her marriage, was to bear one more child, Ashton Dilke, born in 1850, before she fell into a decline which led to her death in 1853. Her influence on her son Charles was not great. She left him with a low church devoutness, but he was to grow out of this by the age of twenty. More important, perhaps, was her firm desire to entrust his upbringing to her father-in-law rather than to her husband. “But moral discipline your grandfather will teach you,”1 she wrote to Charles a short time before her death.

It was not that Wentworth Dilke, as the father was known, was a dissolute man. In his early life he was admittedly idle, and did no work until his marriage at the age of thirty. This habit he apparently acquired in Florence, where, after leaving Westminster School, he had been sent to live with the British Consul, Baron Kirkup. It persisted throughout his time at Cambridge and his first years as a young man in London. During this period, in the words of his son, “he was principally known to his friends for never missing a night at the Opera.” After his marriage, however, he manifested a wide range of practical energies. Through his connection with the Royal Horticultural Society he founded two specialised but profitable periodicals—the Gardeners’ Chronicle[1] and the Agricultural Gazette—and added to his already comfortable means. He was an active member of the Society of Arts, and the experience which he gained through the organisation by the Society of a national exhibition of “art manufactures” led him to be one of the first to put forward the idea of the Great Exhibition of 1851. With three other members of the Society, Wentworth Dilke waited upon Prince Albert in 1849. At this meeting it was decided to proceed with the plans for the Exhibition. Six months later Wentworth Dilke was appointed one of an executive committee of four, and took a large share of the administrative responsibility for the whole enterprise.

When the Exhibition showed itself a great success, Wentworth Dilke was accorded his full share of the credit. He became—and remained—a close associate of the Prince Consort and a man who had the full approval of the Queen. He was offered, but declined, a knighthood. He achieved some international repute, and was showered with presents and minor decorations by foreign sovereigns. He established himself as a great man in the field of exhibitions; and as exhibitions were very much the fashion of the age this gave him an occasional occupation of importance for the rest of his life. He was British Commissioner at the New York Industrial Exhibition of 1853, at the Paris Exhibition of 1855, and at a number of smaller displays. He was one of the five royal commissioners for the London Exhibition of 1862, and when he died of influenza at St. Petersburg in 1868 the occasion of his visit was to represent England at a Horticultural Exhibition. In the meantime he had been made a baronet in 1862—by the personal act of the Queen—and had sat in the House of Commons for three years as the Liberal member for Wallingford.

The aspect which he presented to the world was that of a highly successful man. He had a wide range of acquaintance—English and foreign, political, scientific and literary—and a comfortable fortune. He had established his family at 76, Sloane Street, on the border of Belgravia and Chelsea, a lease of which he had taken immediately after his marriage, and he rented Alice Holt, a small country property near Farnham.

His achievement was marred only by his unimportance within his own family. He was in no way indifferent to family ties. He encouraged the filling up of his house in London with his wife’s relations. Her grandmother, her mother and her unmarried cousin all came to live there in 1840 (the last two surviving and remaining in Sloane Street until the ’eighties). Thirteen years later his own father gave up his house in Lower Grosvenor Place, made over his property to his son, and joined the Sloane Street establishment for the rest of his life. Wentworth Dilke could surround himself with dependent relations, but he could not make himself pivotal to the household which was thus created, and he could not win the respect of his elder son.

Of this latter fact there can be no doubt. Much later in his life Charles Dilke could look back and feel that his father had perhaps been harshly treated by himself and by others. “He was a man of great heart and of considerable brainpower,” he was to write in 1890, “but brain-power wasted and heart misunderstood.”2 But at the time, in the ’fifties and the early ‘sixties, he was consistently disparaging of his father. He could feel no real respect even for Wentworth Dilke’s work for the Great Exhibition. “Father was concerned with matters in themselves interesting,” he wrote, “but his part in them was one of detail, and his share in the planning and direction of the ‘51,’ for instance, large as it was, is not a share an account of which would be of more interest than would a reprint of the minutes of the executive committee.”3 “. . . he was entirely without literary power,” was another of Charles Dilke’s severe judgments. At another time he noted with mild contempt that his father was jealously resentful of his own growing influence over his younger brother. And he wrote letters of patronising advice during the Wallingford campaign such as a father can rarely have received from a twenty-one-year-old son: “You must set to work. . . . You must get up the last debates. . . . You must make up your mind what to do as to Church Rates, and not budge an inch!”4 So the instructions flowed from the pen of Charles Dilke. And he summed up his disparagement of his father, and his preference for his grandfather, in a comparison that was as cool as it was sweeping. “. . . my father was in every way a man of less real distinction than his father,” he wrote, “although much better known by the public on account of the retiring nature of my grandfather.”5

This grandfather, Mr. Dilke as he can best be called for purposes of differentiation from his son and grandson, was unquestionably the dominating influence on Charles Dilke’s boyhood. He had been born in 1789, the son of yet another Charles Wentworth Dilke, who was a clerk in the Admiralty, but who came of a cadet branch of a landed family of some note, the Dilkes of Maxstoke Castle in Warwickshire. Mr. Dilke was also appointed to an Admiralty clerkship, but he did not retain it for his whole working life. His interests were literary and his talents were not negligible. From 1815 onwards he was contributing frequently to the Quarterly and other reviews. He was a close friend of Keats, and he had intimate associations, extending over a long period, with Charles Lamb and Thomas Hood.

In 1830 he resigned from the Admiralty and turned all his energies to letters. In the words of his grandson, “he brought the but-just-born yet nevertheless dying Athenaeum . . . and restored its fortunes and his own.” For the first sixteen years of his proprietorship he acted in effect as editor and chief contributor, in addition to being principal shareholder. During this period he gave the paper a unique reputation for the detachment and impartiality of its literary criticism. Most comparable journals were in the hands of one publisher or another, and reflected this attachment in their literary columns. But the Athenaeum remained austerely independent; and Mr. Dilke fortified its reputation for incorruptibility by the extreme—and perhaps slightly priggish—course of withdrawing entirely from general society. This was “to avoid making literary acquaintances which might either prove annoying to him, or be supposed to compromise the independence of his journal.”6

After 1846 Mr. Dilke’s supervision of the Athenaeum became less detailed and his social life less restricted. He continued his publishing activities, however. For three years, working in close association with Charles Dickens, he acted as manager of the radical and recently established, Daily Mews. Despite his favourite description of himself as an “antiquary,” his political views were fully in accord with those of the paper, but this was not enough to make his work here as successful as it had been with the Athenaeum. It was left to a later manager to establish the Daily News on a secure financial basis. With weekly papers, however, Mr. Dilke continued to show a surer touch. In 1849 he helped to found Notes and Queries, and thereafter contributed frequently to this successful literary journal which later passed into the full ownership of his grandson.

After he left the Daily News Mr. Dilke’s interests were increasingly engrossed by the upbringing of this grandson, Charles Dilke. The death in 1850 of his own wife, a Yorkshire farmer’s daughter whom he had married forty years before when he was only eighteen and she even younger, that of his daughter-in-law in 1853, and his abandonment of his own house in the same latter year, all helped to concentrate his attention in this direction. This concentration was further assisted by the fact that Charles Dilke never went to school. He was not judged to be strong enough. “My health at that time (1856),” he was to write later, “was not supposed to be sufficiently strong to enable me even to attend a day-school, and still less to go to a public school, but there was nothing the matter with me except a nervous turn of mind, over-excitable and over-strained by the slightest circumstance. This lasted until I was eighteen, when it suddenly disappeared, and left me strong and well.”7

Charles Dilke did not entirely escape formal education, however. At the age of ten, immediately after his mother’s death, he began lessons in classics and mathematics with a Chelsea curate. Three years later he became half-attached to a Kensington day-school, doing the work which was set without regularly attending the school. In addition his grandfather sought to fill some of the gaps which were left by this tuition. But all this did not add up to the pattern of instruction which he would have received, still less to the way of life he would have experienced, had he been sent to school in the normal way. In the first place his ill-health led not merely to his being kept away from school, but to the discouragement of intellectual application. “I was a nervous, and, therefore, in some things a backward child,” he wrote, “because my nervousness led to my being forbidden for some years to read and work, as I was given to read and work too much, and during this long period of forced leisure I was set to music and drawing, with the result that I took none of the ordinary boy’s interest in politics. . . .”8 The music lessons, which continued for fourteen years, constituted no useful training. He abandoned them on going to Cambridge, where, because of their proximity to the Fellows’ Combination Room, he was allowed to keep no piano in his rooms, and retained barely the normal, untutored man’s capacity for musical appreciation. Drawing he abandoned almost equally quickly, but in this case there was no revulsion of feeling. Throughout his life he retained and developed a carefully cultivated taste for pictures.

Charles Dilke’s training was further untypical in that, behind his rather sketchy formal education, he was given a background of cultural experience and knowledge of the world such as few children have experienced. At the age of ten he began regular play-going. His earliest theatrical recollection was Rachel, who ceased to perform in the early ’fifties. She aroused his great enthusiasm and he was later to remember her as being far superior to Bernhardt; Charles Kean, Madame Vestris and her husband Charles James Mathews also excited his admiration. By his middle ’teens, Charles Dilke was familiar with the performances of all the actors and actresses of note in both Paris and London; and before he was nineteen his passion for the theatre had burnt itself out, exhausted by over-indulgence. In later life he rarely went to a play, and, even when he did, was most unlikely to stay for the whole performance.

He travelled widely for a child of his period, both in England and in France. With his grandfather he visited every English cathedral, both university towns, and a wide range of other monuments. In the autumn of 1854 he paid his first French visit, also with his grandfather. But it was in the summer of the following year, when he was eleven years old, that his close association with France began. Wentworth Dilke, as one of the English Commissioners to the French International Exhibition, took his family to live in Paris for four months. It was a glittering year, in many ways the apogee of the Empire, and was marked not only by the Exhibition, but by the visit of Queen Victoria, and by superb military displays. Charles Dilke was not a retiring child. He was present at the great balls—that given by Walewski, the son of the first Emperor, at the Quai d’Orsay, that of Flahaut, the father of Morny, at the Légion d’Honneur, and that at the Hôtel de Ville for the Emperor and Empress and Queen Victoria. He heard Lablache in his last great part at the Opéra, and saw Rachel for the last time at the Théâtre Français. He was present at the military reviews and at the entry and departure of the Queen. The entry, he thought, was the finest display of troops which he ever witnessed. In the evenings he used to go regularly to the Place Vendôme to hear the combined tattoo of the Guards, and this remained his most vivid and persistent memory of the visit: “Every regiment was represented, and the drummers were a wonderful show in their different brilliant uniforms—Chasseurs of the Garde, Dragoons, Lancers, Voltigeurs, and many more. In the midst was the gigantic sergeant-major waiting, with baton uplifted, for the clock to strike. At the first stroke he gave the signal with a twirl and a drop of his baton, and the long thundering roll began, taken up all round the great square.”9

For part of the visit Mr. Dilke was present in Paris with his son’s family, and during this period Charles Dilke became familiar not only with the splendours of the Second Empire but also with the aspects and antiquities of the pre-Haussmann city, soon to be so greatly changed. The impact of the whole visit upon Charles Dilke can hardly be exaggerated. He became strongly Francophile, and remained so, in matters of culture and way of life, if not always in those of politics and diplomacy, until his death. He began to know the language well—thereafter he and his brother Ashton regularly spoke and wrote to each other in French—and frequent and prolonged visits to France were henceforth an important part of his life.

Whether in England or in France, Charles Dilke had unusual opportunities of getting to know people of note, and also perhaps an unusual talent for doing so. Towards the end of his life he was able dogmatically and confidently to state: “I have known everyone worth knowing from 1850 until my death.” The ’51 Exhibition was effectively the beginning of his knowledge of the famous. “I was in the Exhibition every day,” he wrote, “and made acquaintance there through Father with the Iron Duke, of whom I remember only that, small as I was, I thought him very small.”10 Later that summer Charles Dilke’s mother was to write: “The Queen came and talked to me and Charley at the building on Friday”; and her son subsequently noted against this: “This was the occasion of which the Queen, twenty years afterwards, said that she remembered having stroked my head, and that she supposed she must have rubbed the hairs the wrong way.”11

From about the same period are Charles Dilke’s memories “of the bright eyes of little Louis Blanc, of Milner-Gibson’s pleasant smile, of Bowring’s silver locks, of Thackeray’s tall stooping figure, of Dickens’ goatee, of Paxton’s white hat, of Barry Cornwall and his wife, of Robert Stephenson the engineer to whom I wanted to be bound apprentice, of Browning (then known as ‘Mrs. Browning’s husband’), of Joseph Cooke (another engineer), of Cubitt the builder (one of the promoters of the Exhibition), of John Forster the historian, of the Red-graves, and of that greater painter, John Martin.”12 With Thackeray, Charles Dilke’s acquaintance was to prove productive, for it is recorded that a year or two later the novelist came upon the boy lying in the grass of the garden at Gore House in South Kensington and reading The Three Musketeers, borrowed the book from him, and as a direct consequence wrote one of The Roundabout Papers.

By the end of the ’fifties Charles Dilke had also built up a large French acquaintanceship, although there, at this time, it was the fringes of the Imperial family, rather than the men of solid Victorian achievement, literary, commercial or scientific, who frequented 76, Sloane Street, which most impressed him. Parts of the summers of both 1859 and 1860 he spent with his family in Normandy.

“At Havre,” he wrote, “I got to know King Jerome, father to ‘Plon-Plon,’ and father-in-law to my friend Princess Clothilde, and was duly interested in this last of the brothers of Napoleon. The ex-King of Westphalia was a wicked old gentleman; but he did not let a boy find this out, and he was courteous and talkative. . . . He used to walk in the garden with me, finding me a good listener. The old Queen of Sweden[2] was still alive, and he told me how . . . (she) had thrown Bonaparte over for him, and then had thrown him over for Bernadotte. He also described riding through Paris with Bonaparte on the day of Brumaire.”13

At Trouville in 1860 Charles Dilke came to know the Duc de Morny and “hopelessly lost my heart to his lovely young Troubetsky wife, afterwards Duchess of Sesto”—“a fact of which she was probably unaware,” he added. At the end of that year he set out for the first time on his own to Paris, and after being blocked by snow at Amiens, arrived safely, and paid calls upon his acquaintances. In England in 1862 the Exhibition of that year gave him an opportunity to meet Palmerston, whom he found “still bright and lively in walk and talk and . . . extremely kind in his manner to me,” and from whom he received an invitation to one of Lady Palmer-ston’s Saturday evening parties at Cambridge House, which was duly accepted.

In the autumn of 1862 Charles Dilke went up to Cambridge. He was matriculated as a member of Trinity Hall, his father’s college. It was (and is) a medium-sized college with a strong legal connection. It had been founded in the fourteenth century by a bishop who had been so alarmed by the ravages of the Black Death that he thought it necessary to make provision against a possible shortage of lawyers. In Wentworth Dilke’s day it had been a college of little distinction, but by the time of his son’s entry its academic standards had considerably improved; and its rowing reputation stood extremely high.

In part it owed both these attributes to Leslie Stephen, a typical if not altogether attractive Cambridge nineteenth-century figure. Stephen had been elected to a Trinity Hall fellowship in 1854, and had been ordained in the following year so that he might retrospectively qualify for the office. Of a figure so characteristic of his age it is hardly necessary to say that no sooner had he become a priest than he began to torment himself with religious doubt. By the time of Charles Dilke’s arrival in Cambridge he was already deeply influenced by Darwinism and profoundly shocked by the levity of Bishop Wilberforce’s famous jest against Huxley in the Oxford debate.[3] But the force of Stephen’s reaction against his cloth was as little compared with his determination not to appear before the world as a sensitive intellectual. Perhaps because he had been remorsely bullied as a day-boy at Eton, he developed an almost pathetic desire to be liked by the rowing men of his college and thought of as an acceptable figure in a world of hearty, masculine good fellowship. He was a poor oar as an undergraduate, but he later made himself into one of the great rowing coaches of the century; and he further expiated the sin of his own lack of prowess by writing the college boating song. He thought a thirty-mile walk the most agreeable way of passing a quiet Sunday afternoon, and he was known on occasion to walk from Cambridge to London during the day, attend a dinner in the evening, and walk back during the night. It was natural that, later in his life, he should become a leading exponent of that great English, Victorian, upper-middle class sport of alpine climbing.

Stephen, despite his growing agnosticism, has been described by one of his biographers as the true founder of muscular Christianity. He was also a strong formative influence in a Cambridge intellectual tradition which has extended to the present day. He believed in plain living and hard work. He had a high respect for the discipline of the mathematical tripos and the habit of cool, detached enquiry, founded upon intensive application, to which it led. He was as distrustful of enthusiasm in affairs of the intellect as he was respectful towards its exhibition on the tow-path.[4] He disliked obscurity and ambiguity of expression, and thought of them as inevitable results of speculative generalisation. Let a man stick to his last, write or talk only about those subjects to which he had applied himself (without attempting to weave them all into a single metaphysic), and it could all be done in good, calm, clear, Cambridge English. Stephen was almost perfectly suited to the Cambridge tripos system of the day, under which a man reading for honours was toned up like an athlete and won his awards by a combination of staying power during the long period of preliminary work and speed in the examination room. He was well placed in the first class list himself and he subsequently helped a growing number of Trinity Hall men to similar positions.

The other dominant influence in the Trinity Hall of Charles Dilke’s day was Henry Fawcett, the son of a Salisbury shopkeeper, who had been blinded in a shooting accident at the age of twenty-five and who was soon to be elected Liberal member of Parliament for Brighton. Later he became Postmaster-General in the second Gladstone Government. Fawcett was a similar if by no means an identical influence to Stephen. His blindness meant that he could not be equally athletic, but he was in many ways an even more extreme example of the Cambridge habit of mind. He believed in a severe stoicism and regarded all expressions of emotion as unmasculine and un-English. He saw the mathematical tripos as the most perfect and complete intellectual training to which a man could be subjected, and had little patience with those whose minds were not attuned to it. He shared Stephen’s radicalism and he shared also a certain insularity which went with it. Stephen only knew one foreigner well in the course of his life, and that was his alpine guide. Fawcett visited Paris for six weeks at the age of twenty-four, but formed such an unfavourable view of the characteristics of the French that he never returned.

There could, therefore, hardly have been a sharper contrast between the Trinity Hall atmosphere into which Charles Dilke was immersed in the autumn of 1862 and the life which he had glimpsed as a boy. But there is no evidence that, as might perhaps have been expected, he rebelled against Cambridge, and particularly his own little corner of it, as being austere, provincial and dull. He was certainly capable of bursts of uncompromising nonconformity. Thus, in the same year that he went up to Cambridge he decided that shooting, of which he had done a great deal since the age of fourteen, and to which his father’s country estate near Farnham was largely devoted, was an undesirable pastime. This was in spite of, or perhaps because of, his father’s increasing absorption in the sport. But Charles Dilke’s mind was clearly made up. He would have no more of it. Equally he would drink no wine during his time at Cambridge, although in later life he was to become a connoisseur of note.[5] In the case of shooting a humanitarian objection was a mild contributory cause, but in the case of drink moral objections played no part. It was simply that Dilke liked to decide what he thought best for himself and to present the result to the world with an unyielding self-confidence.

He was by no means unyielding to the Trinity Hall influence, however. In some ways, despite his francophilia and his nervous sensibility, he was already well-suited to it. He was a great walker—in 1861 he had covered the distance from London to Brighton in a single day in order to attend a Volunteer Review—and he was by nature a very hard worker, more attracted by facts than by generalisations, and deeply imbued with the competitive spirit. He took to rowing with an immediate and successful enthusiasm which persisted for nearly forty years. And although he claimed to have been abnormally uninterested in politics as a boy and never to have formed an opinion until the outbreak of the American Civil War, he was soon active—and loquacious—in the Cambridge Union Society. These three activities—the tripos, the river and the Union—were the core of Dilke’s life at Cambridge; and he took them all a little too seriously.

So far as his work was concerned he was subjected to constant pressure from home. Not only Mr. Dilke, until he died in the summer of 1864, but Sir Wentworth Dilke, too, despite his own extreme idleness at a similar stage in life, were constantly urging him on to still greater academic efforts. Concern that he should not overstrain his health seemed completely to have disappeared. Thus within a fortnight of his arrival in Cambridge he was writing defensively (and a little pompously) to his father:

“I am very sorry to see by your letter of this morning that you have taken it into your head that I am not reading hard. I can assure you, on the contrary, that I read harder than any freshman except Osborn, who takes no exercise whatever; and that I have made the rowing men very dissatisfied by reading all day three days a week. On the other three, I never read less than six hours besides four hours of lectures and papers. I have not missed reading a single evening yet, since I have been here. . . .”14

Certainly this account of Charles Dilke’s undergraduate days left more room for doubt about his sense than his assiduity. Nevertheless, Mr. Dilke at least, who as befitted a friend of Keats and Lamb was by far the least athletic of the three generations, remained constantly afraid that his grandson would be diverted by the pleasures of rowing from the rigours of mathematics. Charles Dilke often had to reassure him that this was not the case. He soon accumulated a substantial basis of achievement on which to do so. At the end of his first year he won a college mathematical scholarship, but he then deserted the subject, not for the river but for the law. This change brought with it the beginning of an intensely concentrated personal rivalry with George Shee, an Irishman whose father was later to be the first Roman Catholic since the time of the Stuarts to sit on the English Bench.

Dilke was warned by his tutor when he gave up mathematics that if he took to the law he would have Shee, a dangerous adversary who started with the advantage of some knowledge of the subject, in his year. He returned an aggressive answer: “I said I should read with Shee; and make him understand that I was intended by Nature to beat him.”15 Later, watching Shee with intense concern, he had occasional bursts of worry. “Shee has been sitting up till ominously late hours for some nights past. His father came up last night and left again to-night, but I fear he did not make his son waste much time.”16 The worry proved misplaced. Dilke triumphed over Shee and other lesser contenders at almost every stage. In 1864 he won the college annual English Essay prize with a piece on Sir Robert Walpole and in the following year he was again successful, this time with an essay on the theory of government. At the end of his second year at Trinity Hall (and his first year reading law) he gained the college law prize, and at the end of the following year he was announced Senior Legalist, the highest University distinction open to a law student. He achieved his academic results not by effortless bursts of imaginative thought, but by the continuous, painstaking accumulation of knowledge—and this remained his approach throughout his life. He thought that the surest way to be wise about a subject was to know as much about and around it as possible.[6] There were clearly limitations to such an attitude, but the Cambridge examination system did not recognise them, and he emerged from Trinity Hall (in 1866, for he stayed up for two terms after taking his degree, reading moral science and presiding over the Cambridge Union) as a man of high academic distinction and self-confident ability.

On the river he was little less successful. When he first arrived in Cambridge Dilke knew nothing about rowing. But it offered exactly the sort of purposive, vigorous, comparatively non-time-wasting athleticism which he wanted. He was inducted into the sport by D. F. Steavenson, a Trinity Hall freshman from Northumberland, who in later years was to serve him with an almost canine fidelity. By the summer term of his first year Dilke was rowing No. 4 in the Trinity Hall first boat, and in the same season he took part in a notably fast Grand Challenge heat at Henley. In the following year, when Dilke rowed No. 3, Trinity Hall went head of the river on the second night and stayed there for the rest of the week. He wrote to his father (who on this subject was a more sympathetic audience than his grandfather), dating his letter “the ever-memorable May 12th, 1864,” and described how the “whole of the crew and Stephen were chaired and carried round the court.”17 Four years later the boat in which they had rowed was cut up and distributed amongst the crew which had performed these
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