Gladstone - a remarkable life and remarkable achievements.

David Alton.

   2009 was the bicentenary of the birth of William Ewart Gladstone – Prime Minister four times - a remarkable life and remarkable achievements.

    Gladstone was not only a great statesman and political leader, he was also a significant religious figure.

    I doubt that many contemporary politicians would be able (or dare) to address children, staff and parents on philosophical and theological questions as he did for several hours  at the Liverpool College school prize giving in 1872.

    Born in the fashionable south east quarter of Liverpool, Gladstone came in to the world in the same year as Abraham Lincoln, Charles Darwin, Felix Mendelssohn and Edgar Allen Poe. 

   In 1809 the Napoleonic Wars continued and Bonaparte  defeated the Austrians, seized the Papal States, arrested  Pope Pius VII, and took him to Liguria. In the Peninsular War the British defeated the French at the Battle of La Coruna. George III, who was descending into madness, was King.

   Gladstone was also born two years after the abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and all of his early life was shaped by the debates about the morality of the trade.
  As the battle lines became shaped around religious arguments the Gladstone family found themselves torn between their adherence to evangelical Christianity and to their family’s principal source of income.

   Although he never traded in slaves much of John Gladstone’s wealth was derived from the West Indian sugar plantations in Demerara, which were worked by slave labour.   

   When, in 1833, the young William was elected to Parliament at the age of 23, his maiden speech was in the 1833 debate on the Bill abolishing slavery in British dominions, and it was a defence of plantation owners in the West Indies.  Among those accused of cruelty in his treatment of his slave workers was John Gladstone. Lord Howick described the manager of the Gladstone plantations as “a murderer of slaves.”

        A few days after the Abolition Bill was passed, Gladstone’s friend, Henry Wilberforce, took him to the deathbed of his father. Gladstone prayed with William Wilberforce and ten days later he attended his funeral at Westminster Abbey. Gladstone said: “It brought me solemn thoughts, particularly about the slaves. This is a burdensome question.” Just as he later embraced the cause of wider electoral representation, Gladstone renounced his support of slavery and admitted that Wilberforce had profoundly affected him: “I can see plainly enough the sad defects, the real illiberalism of my opinions on that subject.”

   Gladstone once said that “No man ever became great or good except through many and great mistakes” and he along with other eminent Victorians had all the same human failings as our own generation.   The Victorian virtues are often caricatured as hypocrisy to cover Victorian vices - but taken as a species the Victorian age produced some extraordinary generosity of spirit.  

   We criticise Victorians for trying to hide their vices from public view – and Gladstone pre-eminently represented this approach to life – but this was driven by a belief in the principles of private and public morality – a belief held by the unskilled classes as much as it was held by the middle classes. Family and home were repositories of personal and civic virtues.   Gladstone became the most eminent representative of these beliefs which is why he achieved such an extraordinary empathy with the masses, but he was no cheap populist and he passionately believed it when he proclaimed: “Nothing that is morally wrong can be politically right.”   He dispensed the advice that we should “Be happy with what you have and are, be generous with both, and you won't have to hunt for happiness.
   In 1865 Gladstone lost his Oxford university constituency as a result of the opposition of clerical graduates following his attack on the continued establishment of the Church of Ireland.

   One month later he was then returned for the seat of South Lancashire – a vast constituency which included the hundreds of West Derby and Salford.

    He launched his Lancashire campaign at Manchester’s Free Trade Hall with the words: “At last, my friends, I am come among you ‘unmuzzled.’”   

    He was free of the stranglehold of pocket boroughs and small groups of self interested king makers with their preoccupations and academic ivory towers. The industrialised urban electorate would now become his power base, and we see the beginnings of the political leader who would be known as “the People’s William” – and he savoured his victory in South Lancashire.  

  Gladstone had to quickly come to terms with the changed face of England; he had to reach the newly enfranchised masses – whose original elevation to the franchise he had so vigorously resisted.

   At the conclusion of the successful 1868 General Election Gladstone retreated from Liverpool to Hawarden Castle, in North Wales, before returning to London. He received a telegram from Queen Victoria saying that her secretary would shortly arrive with a commission to form a government. He read the telegram and continued to fell trees. It was recorded that a few minutes later he “looked up and said with great earnestness in his voice and great intensity in his face, exclaiming: “My mission is to pacify Ireland.” He then resumed his task, and never said another word until the tree was down.”  

   Despite his valiant attempts to introduce Home Rule for Ireland his “mission to pacify Ireland”  would require one hundred years to pass  before finding its ultimate fulfillment in Northern Ireland’s Good Friday Agreement;      

   His passion for justice in Ireland; his campaigns against the Bulgarian atrocities and the Armenian massacres; his belief in free trade, meritocracy, egalitarianism and self –help; his abolition of the university religious tests; his support for the Maynooth seminary; his determination to rouse the conscience of the nation and to split his party when principle required it – these are all Gladstonian hallmarks.

   And from what did these values spring?

    In 1876 Gladstone recalled the proverb “Vox populi, vox Dei” - the people’s voice, God’s voice. 

    Religion was central to his life and he believed it should be central to the life of the nation: “As to its politics, this country has much less, I think, to fear than to hope; unless through a corruption of its religion – against which, as Conservative or Liberal, I can perhaps say I have striven all my life long.”
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