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INTRODUCTION 

The roots of the Crimean War are to be found in the 

twenty five year period of British history which preceded it. 

But, a student who approaches this period soon finds that no 

studies exist which have examined the origins of the War in the 

1ight of Britain's interna1 deve1opment. Whi1e J. B. Connacher's 

The Aberdeen Coalition, 1852-1855, places the Crimean War in the 

context of domestic conditions existing at that time, his study 

does not examine those factors and influences which exp1ain the 

temperament of the nation in 1853-54. Consequent1y, a student 

must construct his own bib1iography of primary and secondary 

sources dea1ing with the various aspects of national 1ife in 

the pre-War periode Strugg1ing through a mor3SS of papers, cor­

respondence, memoirs, periodical 1iterature, newspapers, bio­

graphies and po1itica1 and social histories of Britain after 1830 

creates confusion in the short run but, once the variety of 

materia1s have been ana1yzed, a picture emerges of what ques­

tions shou1d be asked about the causes of the Waro 

It is my contention that the Crimean War was an outgrowth 

of internal conditions and not the resu1t of the railure of 

dip10macy in 18540 The crucial factor which determined the 

Crimean War was public opinion. A mass public opinion, com­

prising the industria1 midd1e and 10wer classes, emerged during 

the thirty years which preceded the war. The deve10pment of this 

public opinion created a situation by 1853 where the public had 
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the potentia1 to be a more powerfu1 po1itical force than the 

Government itse1f. Who this public was, why it developed an anti­

Russian bias and why it could force the Government to acquiesce 

to its wishes are the crucial questions which must be answered 

if an understanding of the causes of the Crimean War ls to be 

achieved. 

The purpose of this thesis is to suggest answers to these 

questions by offering an interpretation which has not been pro­

posed before. 

Public opinion identified Russia as its major enemy for 

three reasons. The first was the pUblic's belief that the Tsar 

was the arch-enemy of liberalism and therefore a threat to the 

persona1 1iberties of every Eng1ishman. Secondly, the public 

suspected that their own leaders were in collusion with Russia 

in order to preserve the aristocratic domination of the Govern-

ment. Fina1ly, the pub1ic's hostility towards Russia was further 

exacerbated by its fear that the Tsar had a "mission" to invade 

and seize control of India. 

English radicals and liberals within and outside the 

Government were 1argely responsible for creating and maintaining 

these attitudes on the part of the public. Consequent1y, the 

British public was conditioned to believe by 1853 that war with 

Russia was inevitab1e if 1iberalism and vital national interests 

were to be preserved. 

The Eastern Crisis of 1853 possessed the ingredients 

which made the public's suspicions of Russia and of their own 
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Government credible. As the Crisis escalated into a war between 

Russia and Turkey, the publicls belief that the time had come to 

make a final settlement with Russia increased accordingly. 

Russials destruction of the Turkish navy at Sinope convinced 

public opinion that its worst fears of Russia and the Government 

were justified, and forced the Aberdeen Government into a position 

where its survival was contingent upon a declaration of war 

against Russia. In the final analysis, then, the Crimean War 

was the result of domestic cond:i.tions which allowed the public 

to determine foreign policy. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE TROUBLED STATE OF BRITISH POLITICS. 1832-1852 

The formation of the Aberdeen Coalition in 1852 reflec-

ted in a microcosm all of the problems which had been plaguing 

British politics since the passage of the Reform Bill in 1832. 

By March 1852, it was evident that neither Derby, leader 

of the Conservatives, nor Russell, leader of the liberal-Whigs, 

could form a government. Both men had seen their governments 

go down to defeat at the hands of independent liberals and 

radicals, Russell in 1851 and Derby a year later. The task of 

forming a government fell upon the shoulders of Lord Aberdeen, 

leader of the Peelites and one of the few individuals in Parlia-

ment whose government would be acceptable to the Independents 

who held the balance of power in the House. 

The Peelites considered themselves to be liberal-

Conservatives and Aberdeen believed that the time had come to 

form a new party which would be liberal or reformist on domestic 

policy and conservative or status qUO on foreign policy. He 

recognized the necessity of forming a coalition government which 

would include liberal-Whigs, but refused to allow it to become 

a "revival of the old Whig Cabinet with the addition of some 

Peelites."l Rather, he envisaged the establishment of a liberal-

1. J. B. Conacher, The Aberdeen Coalition, 1852-1855, London, 
1968, p. 14. 
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Conservative Government "in the sense of that of Sir Robert 

Pee1."2 In an address de1ivered to the House of Lords in 1852, 

Aberdeen expressed the opinion that the factiona1ization of the 

Tory and Whig parties had progressed to such a point that the 

terms conservative and 1ibera1 were no longer a meaningfu1 des-

cription of the phi10sophy of either party: 

My Lords, l dec1are that ••• no Government in 
this country is now possible except a Con­
servative Government, and ••• that ••• no Govern­
ment is possible except a Liberal Government. 
The truth is that these terms have no definite 
meaning ••• these names ••• may be convenient to 
keep up for the sake of party e1ections, but 
the country is sick of these definitions, 
which have no rea1 meaning, and which prevent 
men from acting together who are able to per­
form good service to the Crown and to the 
country. l trust, therefore, ••• that whatever 
the measures proposed by the present Govern­
ment may be, they will be Conservative 
measures as we11 as Liberal, for l consider 
both qua1ities to be essentia11y necessary.3 

Aberdeen's be1ief that the terms 1-ibera1 and conserva-

tive were no longer va1id as party labels was shared by other 

important politicians. Whigs 1lke Lord Clarendon and Sir Charles 

Wood recognized that the identification of their party exc1usive-

1y with aristocratie interests was no longer va1id. For his 

part, Clarendon hoped that there wou1d be CIno Whigs or Pee1ites 

in the future" and that the Aberdeen Government, in which he was 

Foreign Secretary, wou1d be a urea1 fusion of princip1eso tl4 

2. Ibid 0 

3. Quoted in Ibid., p. 34. 

4. Donald Southgate, The Passing of the Whigs, 1832-1886, London, 
1962, p. 262. 

-1 
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Wood criticized the lIold Whigs" for continuing to define their 

party as aristocratie when, in his estimation, a11 they had to 

do was to look at party membership to discover that the midd1e 

classes had become the predominant group: 

Party in the old sense of Pitt and Fox, of 
Whig and Tory, does not exist and never will 
again ••• What does such a man as my colleague, 
a new manufacturer, care for such matters? 
What do half of the new members care for the 
old Whig Party?5 

The true Whig was, at heart, an aristocrat who still 

lived in the eighteenth century. Like the "old Tories" who faced 

him from the other side of the House, the "old Whigs" could never 

accept the fact that the party had to change with the times if 

it was to survive. They never accepted the liberals' belief 

that reform was a national necessity and had to be forced into 

submission in 1832 by their party's liberal leader, Lord Grey. 

Even after 1832 they continued to cling to the Tory concept that 

it was the landed aristocracy who had "made Eng1and what she has 

been and is; without which no representative government can 

last;It.6 The split between liberals and reactionaries which 

began with the passage of the Reform Bill in 1832, widened 

the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 and could no longer be 

bridged once the Aberdeen Government had been formed in 1852. 

Beginning in the 1830'S, the impetus for a11 reform was 

the fear that Britain was on the verge of a revolution simi1ar 

50 Quoted in Conacher, po 499. 

60 Bernard Pool (ed o), The Croker Papers. 1808-1857, New York, 
1967, po 188" 
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to the one which had occurred in France in 1789. Riots, such 

as those at Bristol in 1819, combined with the popularity of the 

radical press to convince aristocrats that Jacobin sentiments 

had taken firm hold of the lower classes. Newspapers like The 

Poor Man's Guardian and The Morning Advertiser were standard 

reading in public houses where working men gathered. Alexander 

Herzen, the Russian revolutionary and radical journalist, des­

cribed The Advertiser as the "journal par excellence of the 

pub1ic-house" and insisted that "there was not a public-house 

where copies of this paper cou1d not be found."7 The writer, 

Charles Kingsley, who 1ived through the turbulence of the 1830's 

and the "hungry forties," described the period as a time when 

the wealthy classes feared for their lives: 

Young lads believed that the masses were their 
natural enemies, and that they might have to 
fight, any year or any day, for the safety of 
their property and the honour of their sisters.8 

Much of the ferment which characterized British society 

during the early Victorian period arose from the problems created 

by the need for e1ectoral reform and the high priee of bread. Both 

issues lent themselves to an indictment of the landed aristocracy 

who were considered corrupt and interested only in preserving their 

power at the expense of the welfare of aIl others e Because this 

attack was 1evelled by members of the midd1e classes, It fright­

ened the government into initiating a process of reform to 

7. E. E. Ke1lett, "The Press", in G. M. Young Ced.), Early 
Victorian England, London, 1963, Vol. 2, p. 33. 

8. Quoted in Go M. Young, "Portrait of an Age", in Young, Volo 
2, p. 436. 

f 
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correct the outstanding abuses. 

The e1ectora1 system of pre-reform Britain was both 

obso1ete and corrupt. Many boroughs had 10st a sizeab1e part 

of their population to the cities but continued to send the same 

number of representatives to Par1iament, whi1e the growing urban 

areas were under-represented. The 1anded aristocracy contro11ed 

e1ections and often spent large sums of money bribing e1ectors 

to vote for a particu1ar candidate. 

The obsolescence of Britain l s e1ectora1 system was 

attacked by Hume, Cobden, Bright and other radical reformers 

who maintained that the Industria1 Revolution had destroyed the 

right of the 1anded aristocracy to control the government. In 

their estimation the midd1e classes had become the new aristo-

cracy because they were far wea1thier than the lords and pro­

prietors of the soi1. 9 To organize the midd1e classes to demand 

their fair share in the government, the radica1s formed asso­

ciations of businessmen and artisans in a11 the large cities and 

kept up a steady barrage of criticism against the government. 

Progressive aristocrats within the Whig party acquiesced 

to the demands of the midd1e classes for the right to vote 

because they be1ieved that enfranchisement wou1d reduce the 

danger of revo1ution and a110w the influence of the aristocracy 

in government to continue. 10 In their ey~s, the midd1e classes 

9. Donald Read, Cobden and Bright: A Victorian Po1itica1 Part­
nership, London, 1967, pp. 1-69. 

10 0 O. Fo Christie, The Transition from Aristocracy. 1832-1867, 
London, 1927, po 144 . 
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possessed the qualities which would make them either a firm bul­

wark against revolution from below or the ideal leaders of the 

mob. Lord Brougham attested to the popularity of this belief 

among some members of the aristocracy when he spoke of the 

virtues of the middle classes to the Rouse of Lords on the eve 

of reform: 

If there is the mob, there is the people also. 
l speak now of the middle classes ••• the most 
numerous and by far the most wealthy order in 
the community, ••• these middle classes ••• are 
also the genuine depositors of sober, rational, 
intelligent, and honest English feeling ••• they 
are sOlid, right judgeing men, and above all, 
not given to change ••• Their support must be 
sought if Government would endUre - the support 
of the people as distinguished from the populace 
who look up to them as their kind and natural 
protectors. The middle class, indeed, forms 
the link which connects the upper and lower 
orders, and links even Your Lordships with the 
populace, whom some of you are wont to despise ••• ll 

The progressives within the Whig Party won the day and 

the Reform Bill was passed. It revolutionized the nature of 

politics by destroying the cohesiveness of the Whig Party. The 

Party was split into Whig and liberal factions with the former 

clinging to their outmoded concept of what the Party should be, 

while the latter attempted to coalesce with liberal and radical 

factions in Parliament in order to win support from the middle 

classes. 12 In effect, the Party had become an uneasy coalition 

of Whigs, liberals and whatever support could be mustered at any 

given moment from the Independents within Parliament~ 

11. Quoted in Southgate, po 22. 

12. Ibid., pp. 193-94. 

\ 
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The immediate effects of the Reform Billon the Con-

servative Party were beneficial because they strengthened the 

unit y of the Party. As a whole, the Tories had opposed the 

extension of the franchise because they feared that once reform 

on a substantive basis had begun it would be impossible to con-

trol. The basic position of the Party had been expressed by the 

Tory, Croker, in 1831 when he categorically stated: 

àgainst a system of reform we are pledged and 
fixed; that any step,however innocuous or even 
beneficial, which is part of a system must be 
opposed as such - ••• and finally that the 
question is not reform, but in fact revolution ••• t 3 

Party unit y, however, wes shattered in 1846 when Sir 

Robert Peel, Conservative Prime Minister, found it necessary to 

continue reform in order to blunt the threat of revolution which 

had continued to escalate despite the enfranchisement of the 

Middle classes. In fact, the possibility of a national upheaval 

was far greater in the l840's than in the preceding decade 

because of a severe and prolonged economic depression. 

A series of crop failures in Britain, Ireland and Europe 

drove the price of bread up to prohibitive lev~ls.14 Organiza­

tions such as the Anti-Corn League and the Chartists arose out 

of the accumulated problems created by the depression. Once 

more it was the aristocracy which bore the brunt of criticism 

for what was wrong in Britain. On this occasion, they were 

attacked for their support of protectionism ev en as thousands of 

13. Quoted in Croker Papers, p. 136. 

14. C. So Peel, "Homes and Habits", in Young, Vol o l, po 134. 
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Britons went hungry. Chartist leaders ca11ed upon the working 

classes to arise and destroy those who had wea1th. 15 Even men 

not given to preaching violence as a method of righting wrongs 

be1ieved that the combinat ion of high prices for basic necessi-

ties and low wages was creating a situation in which c1ass war­

fare was 1ike1y. One such man was John Bright, who feared for 

the stabi1ity of Britain shou1d the continuance of high prices 

on bread force businessmen and factory owners to raise wages: 

Notwithstanding the hope that ••• has been ex­
pressed, that it may not become a strife of 
classes, l am not sure that it has not a1ready 
become such, and l doubt whether it can have 
any other character. l believe this to be a 
movement of the commercial and industrious 
classes again~t the lords and great proprietors 
of the soi1. 1b 

Whi1e Pee1 1 s action proved beneficia1 to the nation and 

dampened the revo1utionary ardor of extreme radica1s, it had a 

disastrous effect upon the Conservative Party. Peel and his 

supporters 1eft the Party comp1ete1y, whi1e protectionism split 

the remnants of the Party into 1ibera1 and reactionary factions, 

the latter becoming the so-ca11ed 01d Tories. A11 in a11, the 

events of 1846 provided the final blow to the two party system 

which had been the stuff of British po1itics and created the 

permanent c1imate of hosti1ity between many Conservatives and 

the Pee1ites which Aberdeen inherited in 1852. 

The animosity of the Conservative opposition to Aberdeen 

150 Read, pp. 36-37. 

16. Quoted in Ibid., p. 950 
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1imited the chances for his government's surviva1 from its in­

ception. In the heated atmosphere of ear1y Victorian Par1ia-

ments, where the same members sat for years, the memory of past 

party strife was bound to affect attitudes towards po1icy. To 

01d Tories, Aberdeen and the Pee1ites were traitors and had to 

be destroyed in order to prevent them from making their defection 

a success. The resentment fe1t by other Conservatives towards 

the Pee1ites was a11 the more substantia1 because it centered 

on the threat which the creation of the Coalition seemed to pose 

to the existence of the Cooservative Party~ 

Liberal Conservatives who had stayed within the Party 

after 1846 100ked upon the formation of the Aberdeen Coalition 

as a valuab1e opportunity to make the Conservatlve Party viable 

once again by liberalizing its phi1osophy. Their hope in 1852 

was that Aberdeen wou1d make them the basis of support for his 

government.17 Instead, Aberdeen reached out for 1ibera1 sup­

port on the other side of the House and, by doing so, seemed to 

indicate that he desired the destruction of his former party. 

The bitterness which 1ibera1 members of the Conservative Party 

fe1t at this turn of events was shared by Lord Hardwicke, who 

pessimistica11y charted the manner in which the Conservative 

Party wou1d disintegrate: 

l think the game is up as regards the Con­
servative party. It is c1ear to me that the 
union of Whigs and.Pee1ites, with the side­
àoor open to the Radica1s, 1eads to these 

17. Conacher, pp. 6-7. 
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consequences - that our party will be thin­
ned, so slow and moderate will be the demo­
cratic downward tendency, that as a party, 
we shal1 be deprived of a link strong enough 
to ho1d us together. 18 

The Aberdeen Government found itse1f in a politica1 no­

man's land in 1852 because hosti1ity towards the Pee1ites on the 

part of many Whigs was every bit as intense as that which ema­

nated from the Conservatives. Important Whigs 1ike Brougham and 

Grey had been ignored by Aberdeen when it came to determining 

the composition of his Cabinet. This wou1d have been a bitter 

pi11 for powerfu1 men to swa1low under normal po1itica1 condi­

tions, but because the Peelites, in comparison to the Whigs, 

were on1y a tiny minority in Par1iament, the Whigs' resentment 

at being bypassed was that much greater. Lord Brougham expres­

sed the bitterness he and his contemporaries fe1t towards the 

Pee1ites who, by ignoring the Whigs, seemed to be threatening 

their existence: 

As for the Whigs, a man must be very revengefu1 
indeed, not to be satisfied with their present 
prostration •• oa very tiny party has entire1y 
swa1lowed up the great Whig partYo 19 

In effect, by trying to construct a new party on the 

ruins of the old ones, Aberdeen had created a situation where 

his Government had no assured basis of support within Par1iament. 

One serious misstep on the part of the Government would un1eash 

the latent hosti1ity of the old Whigs and Tories who despised 

l8. Quoted in Croker Papers L pp. 241-42. 

19. Quoted in Southgate, p. 243. 

\ 

1 

\ 
1 
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Aberdeen for what he had done to their parties. The necessity 

of including in the Cabinet political rivals as well as men whose 

views on policy clashed was yet another factor which operated 

to the detriment of the Government. Liberals such as Russell 

who wished to assimilate all the Independents into a revitalized 

liberal-Whig Party under his leadership, could not be expected 

to give wholehearted support to a government headed by rivals, 

while Lord Palmerston and the Peelites were diametrically opposed 

on questions of foreign policy. Overall, there was the problem 

of trying to manage a Parliament which verged on anarchy. These 

two factors, the political diversity of the Cabinet and an un­

manageability of Parliament, meant that the existence of the 

Coalition was ultimately dependent on public opinion. 

Short of the Prime Minister himself, the two most power­

ful men in the Coalition were Lord John Russell and Lord 

Palmerston. The Peelites mistrusted Russell for political reasons 

while Palmerston was feared and disliked for his ability to win 

the public's favor by adopting a belligerent foreign policy. 

The problem which Aberdeen faced with Russell was what 

post to give him in the Cabinet. Since there was no post which 

the liberal leader was willing to accept in the Ministry other 

than the Premiership itself, Aberdeen created the position of 

Government Leader in the Lower Rouse and offered it to Russell. 

Graham, a Peelite and First Lord of the Admiralty, questioned 

the wisdom of allowing an influential man like Russell to head 

the Commons where he could do serious mischief: 
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In a word, he will soon become the House of 
Commons Master, to whom all other Ministers 
must bend; and the Prime Minister himself ••• 
will be less the servant of the Crown than 
of the Independent Leader of the Lower House. 20 

Lord Palmerston was an important political figure in his 

own right o He had been Foreign Secretary on numerous occasions 

in the l830's and l840's and maintained a lasting animosity 

towards Russell as a result of being dropped from Russell's 

Cabinet in 1851. The reason for his removal was the displeasure 

of the Crown and Government with his bellicose attitude towards 

the autocratie rulers of Europe. 

The Peelites had supported Russell's decision to exclude 

Palmerston because they considered him a threat to the mainte-

nance of peaceful relations between Britain and the major 

European powers. Despite their defection from the ranks of the 

Conservative Party, the Peelites retained a Tory approach to 

the conduct of foreign affairs. In their eyes, the preservation 

of order and stability on the Continent took precedence over all 

other considerations, including the question of whether or not 

divine right monarchy was a proper form of government. 

In addition to their moral aversion to war and a belli­

gerent foreign policy, the Peelites believed that continued 

peace in Europe was vital to the internal stability of Britain. 

The Aberdeen Coalition had been formed on the basis that domestic 

considerations took precedence over all others and the Prime 

Minister intended to continue the policy of Itpeace, retrenchment 

20. Quoted in Conacher, p. 18. 
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and reform ii whieh most Government s had f ollowed sinee Lord Grey' s 

Reform Cabinet in 1832. Consequent1y, they be1ieved that a 

poliey of non-intervention in the interna1 affairs of other 

eountries was vital to the we1fare of Great Britain.21 

Palmerston, on the other hand, was an avowed liberal in 

matters of foreign pOlicy and let it be known, to the chagrin 

of the Crown and the anger of the rulers of Prussia, Austria and 

Russia, that all nations would be better off if they were consti­

tutional monarchies. 22 While he incurred the wrath of govern­

ment leaders for his outspoken views, he won the hearts of many 

of his countrymen, who believed that Eng1ishmen were superior 

and had a dut Y to estab1ish their institutions wherever there 

was an opportunity for doing sOo As 80uthgate, in his The 

Passing of the Whigs, has so aptly said: 

Few men did more to translate into a nine­
teenth century idiom the already old conviction 
that British institutions were an example for 
the rest of the wor1d to fo110w •• oand that,ooo 
an emergent and progressive society will 
naturally frame its political system in the 
British image. 23 

For this reason, in order to keep Palmerston away from 

the Foreign Office, Aberdeen made him Home Secretary. Fear 

remained, however, that in the event of a serious crisis in 

foreign affairs Aberdeen wou1d not be able to control Palmerston 

21. Conacher, passim. 

22. D. Southgate, 'The Most Eng1ish Minister ••• ,' New York, 1966, 
pp. 233-360 

23. Southgate, The Passing of the Whigs, po 2730 
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without risking the destruction of his Government. 24 

Ironically enough, many of the factors which accounted 

for the weakness of the Government a1so gave it an appearance of 

great strength. Palmerston1s broad national appea1 was a great 

advantage for the Cabinet in times of international peace 

because it secured a popular basis of support. Russe1l's high 

reputation among many libera1s within Parliament and his posi­

tion as Government Leader in the Lower House proved valuab1e in 

securing the necessary majority for the domestic po1icies of the 

government. The key to making these men work to the benefit of 

the Coalition 1ay in Aberdeen's abi1ity to maintain concord 

among them and to prevent any crisis from getting out of hand. 25 

Until the EasternCrisis of 1853, the Prime Minister was 

notably successfu1 in reconci1ing opposing views and smoothing 

the ruffled feathers of politica1 opponents and persona1 enemies. 

The success of the Government's 1egislative program in 1853 

marked the high point of the Coa1ition's popu1arity and abi1ity 

to manage Par1iament. Indeed, as 1ate as 1854, most cabinet 

members "cou1d not see how any government cou1d be formed as 

strong as the existing one, the maintenance of which became 

virtual1y their chief article of faith."26 

But the strength of the Coalition was i11usory, not on1y 

because it required a consensus which cou1d not always be 

24. Ibid. 

25. Conacher, po 120. 

26. Quoted in Southgate, The Passing of the Whigs, p. 260. 
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achieved, but a1so because no one cou1d predict with any degree 

of accuracy how Par1iament wou1d react to a particu1ar issue. 

The destruction of the two party system reinforced the 

anarchica1 trends in Par1iament. Par11amentary discipline had 

dec1ined a1arming1y by 1852 and the power of the individua1 

Member had substantia11y increased. Greville noted in 1854 that 

Par11ament, "was running riot with a waywardness and a caprice 

of which 1t would be impossible to find an examp1e."27 The ear1y 

Victorian Period was the "Age of the Private Member"28 and a11 

governments were 1eery of arousing any Member's ant1pathy. 

The individua1 MP had a freedom of action which no 

modern Par1iament or Party wou1d to1erate. He cou1d question any 

action of the Government and demand special Par1iamentary Commis-

sions to enquire into those issues which public opinion fe1t 

strong1y about. In a situation where the votes of individua1 

MP's cou1d be vital to the surviva1 of the Government, the ac­

tion of po1itica1 leaders was subject to intense scrutiny on 

the part of Par1iaments Furthermore, the Government had to en­

dure the abuse of the 10w1iest back bencher who tended to exploit 

his power at times when Government po1icy was most open to public 

criticismo 29 Individua1 members of Par1iament, however, did 

not criticize the Government on1y because they hoped to advance 

27. 

28. 

Henry Reeve (ed.), Grevi11e's Journal of the Reign of Queen 
Victoria, 1852-1860, New York, 1887, Vol. 3, p. 156. 

Young in Young, p. 487. 

29. John B. Mackintosh, The British Cabinet, London, 1968, pp. 
75-99. 
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their careers at its expense. MP's operated at least as much 

on the basis of principle as they did on feelings of personal 

animosity, and genuine differences of opinion existed between 

them and the Government on matters of policy. 

The decline of party discipline left the individual 

Member "paralysed, bewildered and disorganized."30 He was often 

both liberal and conservative in his approach to issues. 

Palmerston, for example, was a liberal in matters of foreign 

policy but conservative when lt came to the question of pro­

tecting landed interests.3l The Peelites, on the other hand, 

were liberal in their approach to out standing domestic problems 

while remaining conservative in their approach to foreign 

policy.32 The resulting confusion not only made it impossible 

to predict with accuracy how the House would vote on a parti­

cular issue, but it also prevented the leaders of parties and 

factions from organizing effective support for or opposition 

to Government pOlicyo Lord Derby, Conservative leader in the 

House of Lords in 1847, elaborated on the serious effects which 

the breakdown of the parties had had on the constitution of 

Parliament and the process of governing: 

Not only is there no subject at this moment 
prominently occupying the public mind, but 
there seems to be a general confusion of 

30. "The Declining Efficiency of Parliament", Quarterly Review, 
Vol. 99, 1856, p. 555. 

31. J. Ridley, Lord Palmerston, London, 1970, p. 419. 

32. C. S. Parker (eo.), Si,r Robert Peel, London, 1970, Vol. 3, 
pp. 535-L~4 0 
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persons, parties and principles. Thus we 
find Russell at the head of a Whig Govern­
ment, and supported by Radical followers, ••• 
courting the Alliance nnd support of the 
Church, and braving the hostility of the 
D1ssenters •••• l find myself in the position 
of watching, rather than opposing, a Govern­
ment which l cannot trust, yet aware that on 
sorne points on which they are most likely to 
be attacked, by those with whom l am sitting, 
l am unable to go to the lengths.of my sup­
porters;33 

The chaos in the British Parliamentary system as it opera­

ted in the early l850's, created the conditions which allowed 

public opinion to have a decisive impact on Government pOlicy. 

Public opinion had the power to make all politicians bow to its 

wishes and no leader was willing to act on a major issue without 

first attempting to divine what the public1s reaction would be. 

Thus, the "public" had been "erected into omnipotence" because 

Parliament required an authority to which it was responsible for 

its actions. The traditional political authority of Party leader 

or Prime Minister had disappeared with the destruction of the 

two party system and public opinion replaced them as the power 

with which all men in political life had to reckon. 

33. Quoted in Croker Papers, p. 209. 

34. Ibid., po 258. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE IMPACT OF PUBLIC OPINION ON FOREIGN POLICY 

The confusion that existed in British po1itics during 

the first ha1f of the nineteenth century was a resu1t of economic 

and social change. Industria1ization had taken root in Britain 

and the new economic and social order it was creating conflicted 

with traditiona1 institutions and c1ass structures. Aristocrats 

dominated the Government, but their power was increasing1y 

dependent upon the support of new classes who had not been assi-

milated into the po1itical system. The Industrial Revolution 

fostered the growth of mass public opinion which represented the 

views of the industrial middle and lower classes. 

The industrial middle classes ran the gamut from wealthy 

businessmen and financiers through the owners of smaller 

businesses, schoolmasters and clergymen of the established Church 

to the smal1 shopkeepers and skil1ed tradesmen of the 10wer 

midd1e c1asso 1 The midd1e classes, or "the peop1e",2 as Lord 

Brougham cal1ed them, were not democrats and feared the extension 
~ 

of po1itica1 power to the masses) Rather, these groups espoused 

the 1ibera1 idea1s of John Stuart Mill and be1ieved that 

10 G. Kitson Clark, The Making of Victorian England, London, 1962, 
pp. 119-24. 

20 Southgate, po 22. 

3. Read, po 107. 
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Government shou1à be kept in the hands of property owners be­

cause it was these people who supposed1y possessed the stabi1ity 

and intelligence to ru1e for the benefit of a11. Consequent1y, 

the midd1e classes wished to undermine the po1itica1 supremacy 

of the aristocracy and estab1ish themse1ves in power. 

The lower classes - the "insatiable wi1d beasts"4 - as 

Croker sty1ed them - inc1uded the property1ess workers who were 

for the most part unski11ed and uneducated. 5 The se1f-appointed 

spokesmen for the lower classes were radica1s who used the press 

and Parliament to organize the masses to demand a share in the 

government of the country. Par1iamentary radica1s such as 

Roebuck, Place and Parkes, were committed to reform as a means 

of attacking the aristocracy and advancing the cause of the 

people, rather than promoting the particu1ar interests of any 

group.6 They hoped to form a popu1ar party which wou1d represent 

the midd1e and lower classes in order to nbring pressure to bear 

upon the aristocracy, their great enemy1t.7 Radica1s 1ike 

Hetherington, the editor of the Poor Man's Guardian be1ieved 

that force might prove necessary to give the lower classes a 

voice in the Government. During the short existence of thls 

newspaper between 1831-1845, Hetherington attacked the aristocracy 

4. The Poor Man'S Guardian, Vol. 1, 31 March 1832, po 329. 

5. J. Ba Schneewind, Backgrounds of Eng1ish Victorian Literature, 
New York, 1970, p. 103. 

6. G. Fin1ayson, Eng1and in the Eighteen Thirties, London, 1969, 
p. 102. 

7. Quoted in Ibid., p. 86. 
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relentlessly and maintained: 

t'he day will be ours yet when we may teach 
these Whigs, what Itinsatiable wild beasts" 
we are - We warrant we shall - though we are 
the many and they the few - ••• they have no 
intentionBof extend1ng the benef1ts of reform 
to you •••• 

While their dissimilar interests and status prevented 

the middle and lower classes from working together as a unified 

whole, their common hostility towards aristocratie Government 

at home and abroad made them an object of fear to the aristocracy. 

The public favored a liberal foreign policy, or one in which 

Britain would intervene on the side of liberal movements on the 

continent. The belief on the part of the public that England 

had a dut Y to spread liberal ideals was continually reinforced 

by Utilitarians, Non-Conformists and the press, all of whom 

attempted to convince the public that aristocratie Government 

was a barrier to progress and stifled man's attempts to better 

himself. 

Utilitarians in Parliament, the so-called Manchester 

Radicals, insisted that "the battle of our day is against the 

aristocracytl.9 Cobden and other spokesmen for this group ideal­

ized the miàdle classes as the source of the nation's wealth and 

the arbiters of lts destiny. By making unfavorable comparisons 

between the aristocrats and the progressive and "enlightened U 

mlddle classes, Cobden encouraged the bellef on the part of the 

Bo The Poor Man's Guardian, Vol~.l, 31 March lB32 , po 329. 

9. G. Finlayson, p. B3. 

\. 
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middle classes that they were superior to the aristocracy. He 

warned the aristocracy: 

If you are indifferent to enlightened means of 
finding employment to your own peasantry; if 
you are found obstructing that advance which 
is calculated to knit nations together in the 
bonds of peace by means of commercial inter­
course; if you are found fighting against the 
discoveries which have almost given breath and 
life to material nature, and setting up your­
selves as obstacles of that which destiny has 
decreed shall go on, why, then, you will be 
the gentry of England no 10nger. lO 

Religious Non-Conformity reinforced the sense of self­

confidence and mission prevalent among members of the industrial 

classes. Non-Conformity had originated as a reform movement 

within the Anglican Church in the late eighteenth century. Its 

founder, John Wesley, had become increasingly dissatisf1ed with 

what he considered to be the sterility of the Anglican liturgy 

and he sought to revive religion by evangelizing ito Wesley's 

purpose was to "bring ardour and purpose into a Church whose 

teaching had become formaI and cold."ll Reform, however, re-

sulted in revolution and Wesley and his supporters left the Church. 

By 1850, various shades of Methodism formed the second largest 

body of Protestants in Britain.12 Other dissenting sects, such 

as the Unitarians and Baptists, also deve10ped, as weIl as a host 

of smal1er groups whose existence was short-1ived. 

10. Quoted in Read, p. 60 0 

Il. J. L. Hammond and B. Hammond, The Age of the Chartists, 
1832-1854, London, 1930, p. 237. 

12. Kitson Clark, po 1850 
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While Dissenters could be found within the ranks of the 

upper middle classes, the stronghold of Non-Conformity lay with­

in the lower middle class and the working class.13 The more 

deeply Non-Conformity penetrated society, the more radical and 

evange1ical it became. The Baptists and Primitive ~ethodists, 

for example, stressed emotion in their services and promoted the 

ideal that all men were equal in the eyes of God. 14 While 

liberal Dissenters agreed with more radical Non-Conformists that 

the Anglican Church ought to be disestablished, they did not go 

to the lengths of Evangelicals, such as Hetherington, who in­

sisted that the establishment of individual equality necessitated 

the destruction of all "kings, priests, and lords": 

l charge upon the existence of kings, and priests, 
and lords, those useless classes, the common 
poverty of the labouring classes of mankind. l 
charge upon them the common warfare and slaughter 
of mankind. l charge upon their wicked usurpa­
tions, their false pretensions, and their general 
and tyrannical dishonesty, all the social evils 
that afflict mankind •• oWith the voice of a man, 
with the spirit of a good man and a citizen 
struggling to be free, l cry out to a11 Europe, 
and ••• to my own countrsmen, Down with Kings, 
Priests, and Lordsoo.! 

Together, Utilitarianism and Non-Conformity created a 

sanctimonious individual who was convinced of his own superiority 

and his ability to improve the wor1d. The middle classes, es­

pecially, believed that the institutions of constitutional 

13. 

14. 

15. 

E. Halevy, A History of the English People in the Nineteenth 
Century, London, 1913, p. 423_ 

Kitson Clark, p. 183. 
Schneewind, po 87. 

The Poor Man's Guardian, Vo1 o 1, 16 Ju1y 1831, pp. 13-14. 
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Government and Protestantism were the bases upon which the idea1 

soc1ety was constructed. In their eyes, the Eng1ish had a dut Y 

to estab1ish these institutions whenever they had an opportunity 

to do so and the British Empire was 100ked upon as a 1aboratory 

in which the Eng1ish genius for co10nization cou1d be tested. 

Thomas Babblngton Macaulay volced this be1ief in 1833 when he 

spoke of the challenge whlch Indla presented to Britain: 

To have found a great people sunk in the 10west 
depths of slavery and superstltion, to have so 
ru1ed them as to have made them desirous and 
capable of a11 the prlvl1eges of citizens, 
wou1d indeed be a tlt1e to glory a11 our own. 
That empire is the imperishab1e empire of our 6 
art, our mora1s, our 1iterature and our 1aws.1 

The public be1ieved that a1though their superlority was 

acknow1edged throughout the wor1d, 1t was not recogn1zed by the 

Government at home. Radica1s and 1ibera1s reinforced this view 

by using the press to exacerbate the grievances which the midd1e 

and lower classes had against the aristocracy. Roebuck and 

other rad1ca1s insisted that the press shou1d be used to tlteach 

the people to understand the1r rights, to stand up for what they 

ought to demand and to put down the aristocratica1 domination 

under which they had tao long labouredo u17 

The press had developed rapid1y after 1815 but the contl­

nuation of "taxes on know1edge U made newspapers and periodlca1s 

expensive. Consequently, journa1s were 1arge1y dependent upon a 

midd1e c1ass audience for thelr surviva1 and sought to p1ease 

16. Po Spear, India: A Modern History, Ann Arbor, 1961, po 257. 

170 Quoted in Fin1ayson, po 86 • 
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their readers by te11ing them what they wanted to hear. Radical 

newspapers such as The Morning Advertiser, The Morning Globe, 

The Morning Hera1d and The Dai1y News exp10ited issues of domes­

tic or foreign po1icy to prove that a gigantic batt1e between the 

forces of despotism and 1ibera1ism was in progress. 18 The 

Westminster Review and The Ec1ectic Magazine appea1ed to a 1ibera1 

midd1e c1ass audience by supporting an lnterventionist foreign 

pOlicy.19 Even Conservative publications such as B1ackwood's 

Edinburgh Magazine and The Times acquired midd1e c1ass subscri­

bers. B1ackwood's appea1ed to the midd1e classes because its 

editoria1 policy supported the idea that Britain shou1d hold a 

pre-eminent position as an imperial power, while The Times at­

tempted to court both the midd1e and upper classes by expressing 

their opinions. 20 

The existence of a religious press was a1so important in 

shaping public opinion. Re1igious journa1s contributed signifi­

cant1y to the re1igiosity which co10red the attitudes of many 

Victorians. Many articles were designed to create and maintain a 

high standard of mora1ity on the part of readers. Sermons 

directed at midd1e c1ass fami1ies were a standard item in the 

religious press. '~young man brought up in a carefu1 home might 

have heard, whether de1ivered or read a10ud, a thousand 

18 0 Jo H. G1eason, The Genesis of Russophobia in Great Britain, 
Cambridge, Mass., 1950, passimo 

19. Ibid., p. 150. 

20 0 Ibid., po 1320 
Kitson Clark, po 284. 
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sermons ••• ~21 Magazines like the Methodist Monthly Repository 

combined religion with politics. Charles Fox, ·éditor of this 

periodical, used the magazine to attack the aristocracy which 

he maintained was preventing the superior middle classes from 

rising in society. In his eyes, '~he History of the Middle Clas­

ses was the History of the Advance of Freedom and Civilization."22 

In general, the government feared the power of the press 

and many leaders believed that newspapers deliberately created 

problems which did not exist and exploited others which could 

be smoothly resolved if the Government were spared the glare of 

"irresponsible" publicity. Politicians tended to feel helpless 

before the press because of its influence upon public opinion. 

As Croker noted, 

The Reform Bill has made seats, and therefore 
the profession of public life, so precarious 
that no man can venture to brave the press, ••• 
public opinion.o.has now become a tyrant, and 
the newspapers her ministers; that is, they 
assume that they represent public opinion, 
and of course the people, in a more direct and 
authoritative manner, than even the House of 
Commons. In all the great and small questions 
of the day, ••• the press a

2
nd its correspondents 

are now the arb1tersoo •• 3 

Croker's fear that the press had a greater impact upon 

public opinion than did the Government was true. As E. E. Kellett 

has noted, IINothing strikes the student of the thirty years after 

21. Young in Young, p. 425. 

22. F. E. Mineka, The Dissidence of Dissent: The Monthly 
Repository, 1806-1832, Chape! Hill, 1944, po 48. 

23. Quoted in Croker Papers, p. 258. 
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the Reform Bill more forcibly than the naive belief in the omni­

potence of the printed word, a belief shared equally by the 

Press and the public. u24 This situation was to have serious 

repercussions on issues of foreign policy and especially on the 

question of Russia. It was the radical and liberal press which, 

after 1830, was instrumental in creating the anti-Russian bias 

that characterized publie opinion. Radicals and liberals were 

able to accomplish this because Russia's actions in Europe and 

Asia successfully lent themselves to an indictment of Russia by 

the public as the arch-enemy of liberalism. Furthermore the 

refusal of the British Government to intervene on the side of 

those countries who were "victimized" by Russia seemingly proved 

that aristocratie leaders were conspiring with the Tsar to crush 

liberalism wherever it existed. 

There were two distinct periods when the public's hostil­

ity towards Russia and their own leaders reached serious propor­

tions. The first happened between 1830 and 1833 when Russia 

suppressed the Polish revolution and acquired a dominant influence 

in the affairs of Turkey. The second occurred between 1848 and 

1851 when Russials intervention in Hungary and the visit to 

Britain of Kossuth, the Magyar patriot, coincided with a major 

debate over foreign affairs. These latter developments solidified 

the public's hatred of Russia and opened a gulf between industrial 

~asses and the government which Aberdeen inherited. 

The impact of the Polish Revolution of 1830 on public 

24. E. E. Kellett, p. 4. 
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opinion was enormous and lasting. Russia's action outraged the 

nation's moral sensibi1ities. Public meetings were he1d through­

out Eng1and to denounce the Tsar and to present the Po1es as 

"brave men and de1icate women and chi1dren sent on foot into 

Siberia, to 1abor in the mines and endure perpetua1 bondage .•• 

by a Government unequa11ed in atrocious tyranny since the days 

of Nero. n25 The Tsar was denounced as a "monster in human form "26 , 
his people referred to as ubarbarian hordes, ••• dri11ed and f10g­

ged into batt1e,"27 and the c1ergy of the Orthodox Church 

castigated as "venal, immoral and corrupt.tl28 Eng1ishmen were 

to1d that the Po1es were fighting for them as we11. The editor 

of the Manchester Times dec1ared that Po1and was none of our 

outposts. It was our fight, directed as much against the bor­

roughmongers at home tt29 as against Russian tyranny abroado The 

Westminster Review mainta1ned that the success of the Po1es would 

save Western Europe from barbarism and enab1e the Eng1ish people 

to force their government into fu1fi11ing its promises of reform: 

25. 

26. 

27. 

28. 

29. 

The people of Eng1and were rea1ly the parties 
made war upon, from the first juncture of 
Eng1ish ministers with the Ho1y Allies in 
1792 to the termination in 1815. It 1s we 
who were the downtrodden: and it is we who 
intend to be up. Give us Po1and, our suffer­
ings began with Po1and, and with Po1and they 

Quoted in J. G1eason, pp. 125-26. 

Quoted in Ibid 0' p. 120. 

The Athenaeum, April 29, 1854, p. 515. 

ttTurkey and Russia" , Quarter1;z Review, Vol. 94, p. 

G1eason, po 126. 

281. 
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shall end. The beggar in the streets, - the 
man who is to be hanged for rick-burning -
is son and heir to the spoilation of Poland •• oo 

If the Russians are driven over the Niemen, 
we shall have the Ballot: if they cross the 
Dnieper, we shall be rid of the Corn Laws: 
and if the Poles can get Scolensko, we too 
in our taxes shall get back to the ground 
of l686 ... ,.Poland ha s her liberation to win, 
and so have we. - We have both fallen among 
thieves; and we cannot do better than carry 
on the contest in concert.30 

Three short years later, Russia was successful in gaining 

a dominant influence in the affairs of Turkey. Taking advantage 

of the Sultan's need for outside military aid in order to put 

down an internaI threat to his authority, Russia negotiated the 

Treaty of Unkiar Skelessie with Turkey. Russian troops and 

ships appeared on the Bosphorus and it seemed that Turkish inde-

pendence had come to an end. Russia's ability to control weaker 

states seemingly threatened the independence of all of Europe 

and the British public feared that an invasion of England by 

Russia was imminent.3l Apprehensive about the state of public 

opinion, Cobden wrote a pamphlet which he hoped would bring the 

public to its senses. In his introduction to Russia, Turkey and 

England, Cobden refers to the tense situation which the Treaty 

of Unkiar Skelessie had created in Britain: 

Russia, rather than France, is now the chimera 
that haunts us in our apprehension for the 
safety of Europe: whilst Turkey for the first 
time appears to claim our sympathy and pro­
tection.oowith but few additional provocatives 
administered to it by a judicious Minister 

300 Quoted in Gleason, p. 131. 

31. Read, p. 13. 
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through the public prints, a conf1ict with 
that Christian Power in defense of a 
Mahommedan peop1e ••• might be made pa1atab1e, 
nay popu1ar with the British nation. 32 

The Hungarian Revolution of 1848 and its aftermath re­

su1ted in a growing demand on the part of the public for a 

punitive war against Russia. John Bright noted in 1851 that 

most radica1s were anxious for war and he found that "the issue 

was hot1y debated by businessmen in Manchester."33 Kossuth's 

visit to Eng1and in 1851 was the occasion for an enormous out­

pouring of popu1ar Russophobia. Public meetings were held 

throughout the country to honor Kossuth as a true 1iberal and to 

condemn Russia as "one of the most perfidious and wicked tyran­

nies that ever scourged the earth. 1t34 Clergymen addressing a 

public meeting he1d in Manchester in 1851 lisermonizedtl on the 

simi1arities which existed between the Hungarian rebe1s and 

Eng1ishmen: 

But can any Eng1ishman be insensible or indif­
ferent to the cause for which Kossuth was a 
sufferer? - the cause of constitutiona1 right, 
of rational freedom, of human progress against 
the insidious machinations of ••• a dark power 

-1 

of evil, whose present ascendancy cast a l 
disastrous gloom over aIl the better pros- \ 
pects of Europe, and even of humanity?35 ! 

The same ministers censured the Government's inaction as \ 

immoral and un-Eng11sh: 1 

32. Quoted in Read, pp. 122-23. 

33. Ibid., p. 120. 

34. The Manchester Guardian, 19 Ju1y 1851, p. 90 

35. Ibid., p.9. 
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The powerfu1 state that stands by, says nothing, 
does nothing: whi1e a weak state is invaded, 
outraged, crushed, a11 but annihi1ated, and 
then, when questioned as to its silence, and 
ina ct ion, is content sim~ly t 0 say, - "1 am 
not my brother's keeper, , - that state ••• has 
1earned its morality in a very bad schoo1. It 
has not protested against wrogg: and it deser­
ves to perish by that wrong.3b 

Responsib1e leaders were horrified at the virulence with 

which radicals and the public attacked Russia's actions in 

Hu~gary. They b1amed the situation on newspapers and on Palmerston 

whom they suspected of exp10iting the negative attitudes of the 

public in order to win support for himself and his libera1 foreign 

po1icy. 

Much of the antipathy which men like Aberdeen fe1t towards 

Palmerston arose from the latter's wi11ingness to use newspapers 

to inf1ame public opinion. In 1851, at the height of the 

nation's outrage over Hungary, Palmerston suggested to his 

friend, Borthwick, editor of the Morning Post, the kind of edi­

torial which wou1d further exacerbate hatred of Russia and 

Austria: 

You might ma){e such observations as may sug­
gest themselves upon the unmanly war waged 
against Hungarian women and children by those 
Austrians who were unab1e to stand up against 
the Hungarlans unti1 they had ca11ed to their 
assistance an army of 100,000 Russians.37 

By virtue of his temperament and princip1es, Palmerston 

was the one aristocrat in government whose attitudes on foreign 

36 • lb id ., p. 9. 

370 J. Ridley, Lord Palmerston, London, 1970, p. 379. 
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affairs coincided with those of the public. He be1ieved that 

Eng1ishmen were superior and won the warmapprobation of the 

public when he identified Britons with the citizens of ancient 

Rome who were accorded preferentia1 treatment wherever they 

trave11ed: 

Whether, as the Roman in days of old, he1d 
himse1f free from indignity when he cou1d 
say Civis Romanus Sum; so a1so a British sub­
ject, in whatever land he may be, sha11 fee1 
confident that the watchfu1 eye and strong 
arm of Eng1and wil1

8
protect him against in­

justice and wrong. 3 

To the consternation of the rest of the Government, the 

Foreign Secretary was an outspoken advocate of the theory that 

Britain shou1d put her moral weight behind 1ibera1 movements on 

the continent: 

l say, that armed by op~n~on, if that opinion 
is pronounced with truth and justice, we are 
indeed strong, and in the end 1ike1y to make 
our opinions prevai1 0oo for a good many years 
the Governments of Europe imagined that they 
cou1d keep down opinion by force of armsooeoWe 
gave an opinion to the contrary effect, and 
we have been b1amed for it.39 

A confrontation between Palmerston and his opponents 

occurred in Par1iament in 1850 during a major debate over foreign 

po1icyo During the course of this debate, the public came to 

suspect that most aristocrats were in 1eague with continental 

autocrats, and continued to be1ieve this long after the debate 

had been conc1uded. Palmerston, on the other hand, emerged from 

390 Southgate, lTbeMost Eng1ish Minister ••• 1
, p. 235. 
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the debate as a national hero and the public considered him to 

be the on1y leader who cou1d be trusted to protect British 

interests against Russia. 

The bu1k of the opposition to Palmerston came from the 

Conservative Party and the Pee1ites who were firm supporters 

of the princip1e of non-intervention in the interna1 affairs of 

other nations un1ess British interests were in immediate danger. 

Leaders 1ike Peel and Aberdeen, maintained that, if proper1y 

used, dip10macy cou1d sett1e in an amicab1e manner most of the 

prob1ems which arose between nations. Referring direct1y to 

Palmerston in a speech de1ivered to Par1iament in 1850, Peel 

said: 

If your application of diplomacy be to fester 
every wound, to provoke instead of soothing 
resentments, to place a minister in every 
Court of Europe for the purpose of ••• contin­
uing an angry correspondence, and promoting 
what is supposed to be an Eng1ish interest, 
by keeping up conf1icts with the representa­
tives of other Powers, then l say that ••• 
the great engine used by civilised society 
for the purpose of maintaining peace is p~r­
verted into a cause of hostility and war. 40 

Most aristocrats believed that the public was irrationa1 

and misinformed and shou1d not play a determining ro1e in foreign 

po1icy. The Conservatives and Peelites conspired to remove 

Palmerston and to install a Foreign Secretary who wou1d use 

dip10macy to reso1ve rather than to create prob1ems. 

The opportunity for removing Palmerston came in 1850 when 

40. D. S. Parker (ed.), Sir Robert Peel, London, 1970, Vol. 3, 
p. 543. 
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his attempt to bu11y the Greek Government esca1ated into a crisis 

which strained relations between Britain, France and Russia. 

Palmerston backed the demands of Don pacifico, a natura1ized 

British citizen, for compensation after a mob in Athens had sacked 

and burned his house. Fai1ing to secure this by diplomatie means, 

the Foreign Secretary ordered the Mediterranean f1eet to b10ckade 

the coast of Greece unti1 the government capitu1atede Palmerston 

had taken this action without consulting either France or Russia 

who, a10ng with Britain, were the guarantors of the independence 

of the Greek state. Lord Derby, Conservative leader in the 

House of Lords, moved to censure Palmerston on the grounds that 

his method of conducting foreign p01icy was IIca1cu1ated to en­

danger the continuance of our friend1y relations with other 

powers."41 Aberdeen supported the motion by characterizing 

Pa1merston's po1icy as ttdoub1e dea1ing ll and destructive of the 

best interests of Eng1and: 

When l look back but four short years, and 
reco11ect that this country was then honoured, 
10ved and respected by every dtate in Europe, ••• 
l confess l do not look with anY.oosatisfaction 
even at the new species of friendship which 
the noble Lord has discovered to exist between 
us and other countries. 42 

Because the censure of Palmerston was carried in the ex-

c1usive1y aristocratie House of Lords, public opinion accused 

members of the upper House of being agents of the Tsar. 43 

41. Hansard l s Par1iamentary Debates, Vo1 o 111, 17 June 1850, po 1331. 

42. Ibid., pp. 1351, 1361. 

43. Rid1ey, p. 3898 
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The charge of treason levelled against aristocrats by 

radicals within and outside of Parliament in 1850 was not a new 

development. The Conservatives had been singled out on earlier 

occasions by radicals as being the group most likely to succumb 

to Russian influence. In 1835, for example, The Po or Manls 

Guardian had stated that tlThe great object of Russia is to get 

a Tory administration established in England tt
, and had asked 

the question: 1I1s it not rational t'o suppose that Russia may 

contribute largely to the funds of the English Tories?"44 This 

theme was picked up by Parliamentary radicals in 1850 who sup­

ported Palmerston and hoped to discredit the Conservatives. 

Most Parliamentary radicals denounced the censure of the Foreign 

Secretary by the House of Lords as "un-English and unjust.,,45 

Mr. Ashborne maintained that the public was intelligent enough 

to be able to discern the hand of Russia behind the action of 

the upper House: IIbut l do say that the public out of doors o .... 

will consider the treatment of the noble Lord on this occasion 

as savouring rather of the Jesuitical evasions of Muscovite chi­

canery.1I46 

The motion to censure Palmerston was not carried in the 

House of Commons. Roebuck led the movement to support the 

Foreign Secret~ry and introduced his own resolution to that ef­

fect. In his estimation, England had to bring to bear 

44. The Poor Man1s Guardian, Vol. 4, 12 December 1835, po 783. 

45. Hansard, Vol. 111, 25 June 1850, p. 356. 

46. Ibid q p. 334. 
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the great moral force of her name to main­
tain constitutional government, not ••• des­
potism, ••• by warning foreign governments 
to make ready and proper concessions to the 
increasing enlightenment of the people: 
telling those people that so far as our 
physical power is concerned, ••• the world 
shall know that we ••• are friendly to all 
endeavours, wherever we may find them 
being made on the part of men to vindicate 
for tnemselves the right of self-govern­
ment. 7 

The success of the Parliamentary radicals has to be at­

tributed to the overwhelming support they received from public 

opinion. Letters poured into Parliament from the middle and 

lower classes demanding that Palmerston be retained as Foreign 

Secretary.48 In the eyes of the middle and lower classes, 

Palmerston became synonymous with England. One citizen captured 

the prevailing sentiment when he said that if any foreign ruler 

hated the Foreign Secretary, "This proved his wOI'th: hereafter 

be our boast: he who hated Britons hated him the most."49 

Cobden, one of the few radicals in Parliament who sup­

ported the censure motion, did so because he feared for the future 

peace of Europe should Palmerston, supported b~ public opinion, 

continue to operate as Foreign Secretary. Writing to his friend 

Bright, Cobden lamented that "under the influence of Lord 

Palmerston, the British people seemed to be growing ••• more willing 

to involve themselves in Europe and elsewhere. 1t50 Cobden believed 

47. Ibid., pp. 231-32. 

48. Ridley, pp. 387-91~ 

49. Ibid., p. 389 .. 

50. Read, po 1150 
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that the Don Pacifico incident had illustrated how deep the 

chasm was which separated the Government from its public and 

feared that if a future crisis should arise involving Britain 

and Russia, the "pugnacious, self-sufficient, foreigner-despising 

and pitying character of ••• John Bull"5l would impede attempts 

to resolve matters peacefully. Unlike most Government leaders 

who continued to believe that the public's bellicose attitudes 

would dissipate if they were actually faced with the possibility 

of war, Cobden maintained that the public's hatred and fear of 

Russia was so strong by 1850 that war with Russia was considered 

in many quarters to be inevitable. 

Cobden's assessment of the mood of public opinion was 

essentially correct. Not only was Russia despised as the major 

enemy of liberalism, but she was also feared as a grave threat 

to Britain's position as an imperial power. Nationalists, 

liberals and radicals led the public to believe that a Tsarist 

"plot" existed to invade and seize control of India and that 

the only way to thwart Russia's ambitions was to destroy her as 

a great power. 

510 Ibid., po 115. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE RUSSIAN "THREAT" TO INDIA 

Suspicion that Tsar Nicholas intended to seize control 

of India resulted from two sets of circumstances which seemed to 

make this fear credible. The first was the geographically ad­

vantageous position which Russia had vis-à-vis the basin of the 

Black Bea and Central Asia. The second was the rapid expansion 

of the Tsar's empire into Central Asia and the growth of his 

influence in Turkey after 1830. Together, these facts were suf­

ficient to convince many Britons that Russia posed a grave danger 

to vital national interests in India. 

The individuals who supported this theory could be found 

at all levels of national life. They included powerful Govern­

ment leaders, Ambassadors, authorities of the East India Company 

and Governors General of India. 

Sir John MacNeill, British Ambassador to Persia in 1838, 

insisted in his book The Progress and Present Position of Russia 

In the East l that Persia, because of her geographic position, 

was the major barrier standing in the way of a Russian conquest 

of the subcontinent: 

1. 

The independence of Persia is the only apparent 
obstacle to a position by Russia which would 
enable her to destroy in Asia the power of the 

Sir John MacNeill, The Progress and Present Position of 
Russia in the East, London, 1.836. 



Sultan, already shaken in Europe; to anni­
hilate our commerce in Central Asia, to force 
us to ••• augment our expenditure ta India, ••• 
to threaten it with invasion in war; and to 
oppose to our maritime and commercial supre- 2 
macy her power to shake our empire in the East. 

Lord Palmerston was of a similar opinion about Persia. Writing 

to the Queen in 1837, he stated: 

The geographical position of Persia, inter­
posed as that kingdom is, between the southern 
frontier of Russia and the northern frontier 
of British India, has for Many years past, 
rendered the British government anxious to 
convert Persia into a barrier to prevent the 
Rusl'3ians from attacking British India .•• 3 

Two of Britain's Ambassadors to the Porte, Lord Ponsonby 

and Sir Stratford Canning, were also convinced that Russia was 

embarked upon a program to conquer as much of Asia as she could. 

Ponsonby formed his convictions as a result of his presence in 

Constantinople at the time when the Treaty of Unkiar Skelessie 

was drawn up, while Canning's prejudice against Russia was 

solidified by the events of the Eastern Cri sis in 1853 when he 

was Britain's chief representative to the Porte. In one way, 

the fears of MacNeill, Ponsonby and Canning were natural ones. 

These men served in weak and divided countries which were located 

uncomfortably close to a powerful and expanding state. Looking 

at the strength and vitality of Russia, it was logical for them 

to believe that because Russia was a great power, she would be 

imperialistic. Sin ce these men held important positions, their 

2. Quoted in "The progress of Russia in Central Asia", Blackwood's 
Edinburgh Magazine, Vol. 75, 1854, po 627. 

3. J. A. Norris, The First Afghan War. 1838-1842, London, 1967, 
p. 125. 
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fears had an impact upon public opinion. Their anxiety often 

led them to initiate actions which not only created unnecessary 

tension between Russia and Great Britain, but also strengthened 

the public 1 s anti-Russian bias. 

There were others, however, who also contributed to the 

public 1 s fear of Russia. A host of books appeared after 1830 

written by individuals who had travelled extensively in Russia, 

the Ottoman Empire, and Persia. Many of these writers were 

biased against Russia and condemned her national life as well 

as her foreign policy. This fact is significant because the 

public was fascinated by Russia, the Near East and Central Asia 

and tended to look upon these authors as experts. Laurence 

Oliphant, for example, visited the region of the Black Sea and 

published his observations in Along the Northern Shores of the 

Black Sea. Captain Edmund Spencer travelled in Circassia, as 

well as in Turkey~ and wrote Turkey. Russia and Circassia, while 

Sir Henry Layard, a Parliamentary radical in 1853 and archeolo­

gist, had travelled widely in Turkey, the Balkans and Persia. 

He was author of a number of books, including Early Adventures 

in Persia, Susiana and Babyloniao 4 

4. 

Probably the best known analyst of Russia 1 s supposed 

L. Oliphant The Russian Shores of the Black Sea in the 
Autumn of 1852. with a Journey Down the Volga, and a Tour 
Through the Country of the Don Cossacks, London, 1853. 

Capt. Edmund Spencer
À 

Turkey. Russia, and the Black Bea, and 
Circassia, London, 1055. 

Layard, Sir Henry, Early Adventures in Persia, Susiana and 
Babylonia, London, 1887, 2 vols. 
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intentions towards India was David Urquhart. He devoted his 

career to "awakening" the British public to the dangers of 

Russian p01icy in Asia and to the supposed connivance of British 

and Russian officia1s in Tsarist p1ans. 5 Urquhart's views, as 

expressed in pamphlets such as Eng1and. France, Russia and Turkey, 

a1so did much to create a sympathetic attitude taward Turkey.6 

The origins of the fear that Russia desired to control 

India can be traced to the reign of Paul I. In 1801, Tsar Paul 

ordered a force of sorne 22,000 Cossacks ta move against India via 

Orenberg, the Syr-Daria River and Hindu KuSh.7 Whi1e the expedi­

tion never materia1ized, the Tsarls intention frightened some 

Britons into be1ieving that Russials po1icy was based on seizing 

control of India. Colonel Wa1ker, a British officer who had 

served in India, remarked in 1818 that an over1and invasion of 

India was feasib1e o otRussia can approach us by land. She once 

entertained the thought of marching thither, and to a conquering 

nation 1ike her, there is no scheme so vast ••• which she may not 

be expected to attempto"8 In 1928, Colonel de Lacy Evans, who 

was a member of Par1iament in 1853, pub1ished his Practicabi1it~ 

6. 

70 

8. 

David Urquhart, The Edinburgh Review and the Afghan War, 
London, 1843, passim. 

British Di 10-
McGi11 Univer-

Spencer, po 399. 

tlMinutes of Evidence taken before the Select Cammittee on 
the Affairs of the East India Company", British Sessiona1 
Papers, Vo1 o 9, 1832 , p.322 • 
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of an Invasion of British India. Sir William Bentinck, Governor 

General of India in 1828, agreed with de Lacy Evans' opinion and 

specified the size of the force which Russia wou1d need in order 

to make her conquest of India successfu1: a "Russian force of 

20,000 men fu11y equipped and accompanied by a body of 100,000 

horses may reach the shores of the Indus."9 

Lord E11enborough, President of the Board of Control of 

the East India Company in 1828 and Governor General of the 

co10ny between 1841 and 1843, a1so be1ieved in the existence of 

a "plot" to estab1ish Russian hegemony over the Indian subconti-

nent. E11enborough mainta1ned that Afghanistan was the key to 

Indian security and that if Tsarist forces occupied Cabu1 in 

eastern Afghanistan, India was 10st. 

It is not on the Indus that an enemy is to be 
met. If we do not meet him in Cabu1, at the 
foot of the Hindu Koosh, or in its passes, we 
had better remain on the ~ut1eu. If the 
Russians occupy Cabu1 they may remain there 
with the Indus in their front 'ti1 they have 
organized.insurrection in our rear and com­
p1ete1y equipped their army ••• lO 

The differences in opinion as to what country was the 

"primary outwork for the defence of India",ll reflected the undue 

re1iance wh1ch a11 of these men placed on politica1 geography. 

The size, c1imatic conditions and topography of Central Asia 

were ignored in favor of "facts" which, as Oliphant pointed out 

9. Quoted in Norris, p. 75. 

10. Quoted in Ibid., p. 30. 

11. "Corres~ondence relative to the affairs of Afghanistan and 
Persia v, British Sessiona1 Papers, Vo1 o 40, 1839, p. 6. 
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"any glance at the map will confirm."12 Magazines 1ike B1ack-

wood's. considered distance to be irre1evant to the question of 

whether Russia was capable of invading India. Cabu1 was 700 

miles from Herat in north-western Afthanistan, and 700 miles 

from Attock on the Indus, whi1e the distance between Astrabad on 

the Caspian and Delhi was "1 ,500 miles, or somewhat 1ess than 

the distance from Paris to Moscow."13 Napoleon l had supposed1y 

proven that distance was no prob1em for an army that had the 

will to conquer. The popu1ar concept of Tsar Nicholas and his 

mi1itary forces was that they wou1d stop at nothing in order to 

seize the wea1th of India. According to Spencer, Russia was 

united behind the Tsar in his determination to conquer India. 

As proof, he quoted an exhortation ostensibly taken from the 

Moscow Gazette: "Go on! go on! debt-burdened Albion; thy hour 

is not yet come, but be assured we sha11 soon teach thee a 1esson 

at Ca1cuttao"14 

The public was presented with an ambivalent picture of 

Russia's mi1itary establishment. In many respects, the Russian 

army was not considered to be a formidable foe. Supposed1y, it 

was ridà1ed with corruption and funàs a110cateà for food, c10thing 

and medica1 supplies endeà up in the pockets of officers. The 

Russian soldier was a1so thought to be a slave who lacked the 

12. 

13. 

14. 

Oliphant, po 360. 

"Persia, Afghanistan
Â 

and India", Blackwood's Edinburgh 
Magazine, Vol. 45, 1~39, p. 95. 

Spencer, p. 220. 
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intelligence to be a good soldier. Overa11,it was be1ieved that 

the Russian army and navy had not kept pace with techno10gy.15 

Lord Grey, a- Member of Par1iament in 1853, be1ieved that Russia's 

backwardness prevented her from building a mi1itary force that 

was capable of competing with Britain's: 

It is easi1y accounted for by the fact that a 
nation of slaves can never have the energy, 
intelligence, or wea1th of a nation of free­
men; and in modern war it is not the mere 
brute strength of so many millions of men 
which is rea11y effective. Intelligence, 
energy and wea1th enter into.the conf1ict 
more effectua11y than mere numbers; and tha~6 
is becoming every day more striking1y true. 

Russia's Black Sea navy was treated in a simi1ar dis­

paraging manner. Oliphant visited Sebastopo1 in 1853 and con­

c1uded that the Russian navy was not in fighting condition and 

that Sebastopo1 cou1d be easi1y destroyed. He described 

Sebastopo1 as being in a "state of co11apse" and insisted that 

there was "nothing whatsoever to prevent any number of troops 

1anding a few miles to the south of the town, •• oand marching down 

the main street •• osack the town, and burn the f1eet."17 

Despite the poor condition which the Russian army was 

supposed to be in, the British public continued to fear it because 

of its size and "barbarie" charactero Eng1ish visitors to Russia 

be1ieved a11 Russians were soldiers and that the army was the 

basis of the Russian economy. The Tsar was frequent1y described 

15. Oliphant, pPe 226, 262; Spencer, pp. 249, 325-26. 

16. Hansard, Vo1 o 130, 14 Feb. 1854: po 604. 

17. Oliphant, ppo 256, 260-61. 
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as being a victim of his mi1itary because un1ess he satisfied 

its desire for war, the army wou1d revo1t. As Captain Spencer 

wrote, 

In a country 1ike Russia, where a soldier con­
tinues on during 1ife, it is necessary to find 
him emp1oyment, to prevent a revo1ution at 
home, and nothing cou1d be more a11uring than 
the promise he1d out to him of the p1under of 
India, ••• 1 

The dehumanization of the Russian army added great1y to 

the apprehension which the ~ng1ish public had about Russia's 

foreign po1icy. It seemed that the combination of "brute" 

strength and a sense of "mission" wou1d resu1t in a Russian con-

quest of the subcontinent un1ess the Tsar was forcib1y contained 

on the north shores of the Black Sea. The rapidity with which 

Russia was expanding south and southeast after 1820 provided an 

opportunity for individua1s 1ike Urquhart and Ponsonby to cons­

truct their theory that every advance Russia made in the region 

of the Black Sea was an immediate threat to the security of India. 

The Treaty of Adrianop1e which conc1uded the Russo­

Turkish War in 1829 gave Russia de jure possession over the 

greater part of the isthmus lying between the Caspian and the 

Black Sea. Russia's difficu1ty in subduing Circassia focused 

the attent ion of Russophobes on this region in the 1830 1 s. B1ack-

wood's maintained that the fate of Circassia was of vital im-

portance to Britain's position as an imperia1 power because its 

"fa11 11 wou1d open the road to India, because for Russia 

180 Spencer, po 400 0 
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it is on1y as a means of accomp1ishing her 
greater purposes that she makes such sacrifi­
ces to subjugate the Caucasus and the Cir­
cassians in particu1ar. But that is an 
indispensable condition of success, and 
therefore to be purchased at a11 expense and 
risk. It is the cost1y centering and scaf­
fo1ding.of the bridge which is to bring her 
to supreme and paramount power. 19 

Circassia was important because of its position vis-à-vis the 

Black Sea. If Russia's war in the Caucasus was successfu1, then, 

supposed1y, the entire Eastern portion of the Black Sea wou1d 

come under the Tsar' s control. In 'the eyes of the Russophobes, 

Tsar Nicholas wanted to turn the Black Sea into a "Russian 1ake" 

in order to make his empire invu1nerab1e to attack. On1y by 

doing so cou1d he fee1 free to dispatch his armies to the Indus. 

But, sea1ing off the Black Sea required that Russia control Turkey. 

So long as the Straits remained in the hands of an independent 

Porte, Britain wou1d be able to invade Russia and destroy the 

Russian armies before they began their march against the Indus. 

Consequent1y, Britain had to intervene on the side of the 

Circassians in order to preserve Turkey and the Black Sea as an 

invasion route to Russia. 20 

Whi1e Turkey's control over the Straits made her the 1ynch-

pin in the defense of India, Russian activities in Persia and 

Afghanistan in the 1ate 1830'S focused attention on these states 

19. "Circassia", B1ackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, Vol. 42, 1837, 
p. 7590 

20. Ibid o; see a1so: Ho H. Bo1sover, "Lord Ponsoby and the Eastern 
Question (1833-1839)", The Slavonie Review, Vol. 13, 1934, po 
106; Spencer, po 398; D. Urquhart, The Secret of Russia in the 
Cas ian and Euxine: The Caucasus War as Affectin the Insur­
rection in Po1and, 1 63, po 120 
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as also constituting the perimeter of Indian defenses. It was 

believed that Tsarist agents had successfully negotiated treaties 

of alliance with powerfu1 Mos1em leaders in Persia and Afghanistan 

in order to subvert these Central Asian states. MacNeill believed 

that the seige of Herat in 1836 by Yar Muhammed, the Persian Shah, 

had been instigated by Russia. The British Ambassador to Persia 

wrote to Palmerston stating that Russian officers were directing 

the seige and that if Herat fell all of Afghanistan would come 

under the "influence or authority of Russia and persia tt
• 21 

MacNeill predicted that Russia would establish a consul in Herat 

who wou1d exploit his position by subverting all of Afghanistan. 

The British Ambassador concluded his remarks to Palmerston by 

saying that the 105S of Afghanistan to Russia would have a 

disastrous effect upon the "interna1 tranquility and stabi1ity 

l d 1122 of n ia, ••• 

The Foreign Secretary reacted angrily to Russia's "chal­

lenge" by questioning the sincerity of the Emperor's assurance 

that he had no ulterior designs on India. He accused Russia of 

professing a disinterest in the affairs of Central Asia while, 

simultaneously, instructing agents to win the allegiance of these 

states. Palmerston warned Russia that Britain had special rights 

in Persia because it served as a "barrier for the security of 

India against attack from any European Power u and informed Russia 

2l œ "Correspandence Relative ta Afghanistan and Persia", British 
Sessianal Papers, Vo1 o 40, 1839, p. 84. 

22. Ibid., pp 0 6, 84. 
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that her interference in the affairs of Central Asia had to cease. 23 

The fear of the possible subversion of India dominated 

the thoughts of Lard Auckland as we11. Auckland was Governor­

General of India in 1839 and was 1ed to be1ieve by Palmerston, 

MacNeill and agents of the East India Company who operated in 

Afghanistan, that Dost Mohammed, the Mos1em ru1er of Cabul, was 

also an agent of the Tsar. Dost Mohammed desired to re-establish 

his control over Peshawar in the Pumjab, and Auckland feared that 

if this Hindu state came under Moslem authority, Britain's tenuous 

control over millions of Indian Mos1ems wou1d be jeopardized. 

Britain's precarious position in India during the 1830's 

and 1840'5 accounted for much of the c1amour over Russia's suppo­

sed intentions towards the subcontinent. Governors-Genera1 like 

Lord E11enborough as wel1 as individua1s in the Indian civil and 

mi1itary administrations be1ieved that Russia was anxious to 

capita1ize on the prob1ems Eng1and faced in ru1ing the colony. 

One prob1em was the a1ienation of the Eng1ish from the native 

population which vast1y outnumbered them and the other was the 

mercenary character of the Indian armyo 

The Indian administration was kept sma11 in order to ful­

fil1 the Company's directive to secure large profits by not 

incurring heavy expense for the co1ony's administration. Having 

to rule in isolation from the native population resu1ted in a 

feeling of insecurity on the part of sorne administrators who 

feared that there was no way to predict a cri sis before it occurred. 24 

230 ~., PP. 109, 179, 193. 

24. "Correspondence Relative to the Affairs of Afghanistan and 
P~rsia", pp. 8, 15. 
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Uneasiness was greatly exacerbated by the existence of a 

largely native army whose 10ya1ty was doubtfu1. E11enborough 

expressed the fear which many officials in India fe1t about the 

situation when he said: "1 dread mutiny more than war. l dread 

nothing but mutiny in India, ••• u25 The necessity of having to 

depend upon a Sepoy army to protect Eng1ish interests and lives 

was partia11y responsib1e for Auckland misinterpreting events 

occurring in Afghanistan in 1838. 

Auckland interpreted Dost Mohammedls c1aim to part of the 

Punjab as an attempt to exploit the possibi1ity of insurrection 

in India in order to place India under the dual control of Mos1em 

and Russian authority. To prevent this "threat" from material­

izing, the Governor-General deposed him and ordered the Indian 

army into Afghanistan to seize control of Cabu1 and Candahar, 

the cities through which a Russian army was expected to march 

on its way to the Indus. Auckland justified his action to the 

Secret Committee of the Company's Court of Directors by stating 

that internal security necessitated the establishment of Afghanis-

tan as a British sphere of influence: 

Russian agents have not put themselves prominent­
ly forward in aid of the designs of Persia, and 
we could scarcely, with prudence, allow this new 
and more formidable element of disorder and in­
trigue to be established, without opposition, on 
our frontiers. The extraordinary excitement 
which has been produced in the public mind, as 
well in the Punjab, as in Afghanistan, in conse­
quence of the approach of the Persian Power, is 

25. Parker, po 16. 
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also a signal to us of the mischief which 
might arise, were that power to acquire a 
settled authority gr influence over aIl the 
Afghan countriesQ2 

Others picked up Auckland's theme and presented the English 

public with a picture of Tsarist agents operating surreptitiously 

within India in the hope of igniting a "holy war" on the part of 

Indian Moslems. Blackwood's demanded the extension of the Indian 

frontier to the Indus River in order to prevent Russian subversion 

and claimed that unless this were done, "an outbreak of all the 

independent tribes, and of the turbulent spirits within the 

British territories, would be the immediate consequence of the 

f i d • "27 appearance 0 an nva er, •••• , Even Sir John Kaye, who 

pUblished his History of the War in Afghanistan sorne 34 years 

after the First Afghan War, maintained that Indians were ripe 

for subversion in 1838: 

In their~es, indeed, the movement beyond the 
Afghan frontier, took the shape of a Mohammedan 
invasion, and it was believed that countless 
thousands of true believers were about to pour 
themselves over the plains of the Punjab and 
Hindostan, and to wrest aIl of the country 
between the Indus and the

8
sea from the hands 

of the infidel usurperso 2 

Most of Britain's political leaders between 1830-1854 

largely rejected the public's growing concern for the security 

of India and they thought that the threat of internal disturbances 

260 "Correspondence Relative to the Affairs of Afghanistan and 
P ." 5 ers~a ,po • 

27. "Persia, Afghanistan and India", p. 104. 

28. Sir J. W. Kaye, History of the War in Afghanistan, London, 
1874, Vol. l, p. 301. 
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was the product of Indian conditions. 

Sir Robert Peel, Prime Minister in 1839, be1ieved that 

the First Afghan War was 1argely the result of overambitious 

officers in the Indian Army as weIl as civil administrators who 

were ardent imperialists. He was aware, for example, that an 

alarmist such as Ellenborough had dreams of estab1ishing Britain's 

authority over aIl territority lying between Egypt and the Indian 

Ocean. 29 Peells desire to avoid unnecessary expansion of British 

India was shared by mi1itary leaders such as Sir Henry Harding 

who be1ieved that much of the talk about the necessity to expand 

the frontiers of British India to the Indus was a result of the 

armyls desire for "medals"and glory".30 Harding was aware of 

the appeal which imperialism had for liberals, who believed in 

the existence of an English "mission" to civi1ize the world, and 

for ultra-nationa1ists, who thought that the power and prestige 

of Britain was dependent upon the size of her empire: 

The very name of the Indus is associated with 
ancient recol1ections, which render it diffi­
cult to suppress the desire to make that 
magnificent river the boundary of the B • 

. Empire. Young civilians and gal1ant soldiers 
ardent1y desire annexation and even sexagena­
rians might forget what is prudent, in the 
patriotic pride of giving to England's greatest 
conquest a frontier worthy of British India.3l 

Peel agreed with Harding and requested him to concentrate on 

29. 

30. 

310 

Parker, po 30 0 

Harding Papers, McLennon Library, McGi1l University, Montreal, 
Harding to Sir Walter James, 19 ~eptember, 1845. 
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conso1idating Eng1and's ho1d over that part of India which she 

a1ready possessed. Writing to the Governor-Genera1 in 1844, 

the Prime Minister stated: 

If you can keep peace, reduce expense, extend 
commerce, and strengthen our ho1d on India, 
by confidence in our justice, kindness, and 
wisdom, you will be received here on your 
return with acclamations a thousand times 
10uder; and a we1come infinite1y more cordial 
than if you have a dozen victories to boast 
of, and annex the Punjab to the overgrown 
empire of India. 32 

Many British officiais a1so rejected the feasibi1ity of 

an invasion of India because they did not be1ieve that the Russian 

army was capable of 1aunching a major offensive against India 

and they were convinced that the geography of Central Asia wou1d 

prevent a modern army from using this region for mi1itary opera­

tions. In 1830, Baron Heytesbury, British Ambassador to Russia, 

informed the Government that Russia was in no condition to mount 

an offensive against India. 

Whatever wi1d thoughts may be germinating in 
the heads of Russians genera11y, the Emperor 
and his Government have, l am convinced, too 
thorough a consciousness of the rea1 weaknesses 
of the country to entertain, for an instant, 
serious--'thought of ever embarking on so gigantic 
an enter~rise as the marching of an army to 
India. •. 3 

Intelligence confirmed the fact that the Russian army was not 

prepared to conduct 1arge-sca1e operations thousands of miles 

away from Russia. Lord Durham, British Ambassador to Russia in 

32. Quoted in Ibid., pp. 202-03. 

33. Quoted in Norris, po 39. 
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1833, forwarded statistics to England which showed the armaments 

of Russia to be essentially defensive. 34 

Government leaders also had the positive assurances of 

the Tsar that "he had no wish to disturb British supremacy in 

l d " "35 n :La, 0 •• During the course of the conversations between 

Count Pozzo de Borgo, Russian Ambassador to Great Britain in 

1838, and Lord Palmerston, the former pointed out that "a single 

glance at the map ought to be sufficient to dissipate, in this 

respect, all prejudice, and to conv1nce every impartial and en-

lightened man, that no hostile design against England in Asia 

can direct the policy of our Cabinet."36 

With the exception of Lord Palmerston, the remainder of 

the government had come to a similar conclusion. The First Afghan 

War had proven that the geography of Afghanistan was an excellent 

natural defense against a large scale invasion. Following the 

"disaster at Cabul" in 1841 in which the Army of the Indus was 

forced to retreat in the face of hostile Afghan tribes, relief 

expeditions sent out from India to aid the withdrawing forces 

found it virtually impossible to reach them. Attempts to cross 

the Bo1an Pass in Southeastern Afghanistan failed complete1y~ 

while General Pblleck was able to traverse the Khyber Pass only 

after suffering severe losses in troops, weapons and pack anima1so 

34. 

35. 

Bo1sover, p. 1090 

Sir Robert Peel, The Speeches of the Latet Right Honourable 
Sir Robert Peel, London, 1853, Vol. 3, p. 1010 

"Correspondence Relative to the Affairs of Afghanistan and 
Persia", po 187. 
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Polleck realized that his worst military problems lay before 

him in Afghanistan and that his weakened army would find it dif­

ficult to accomplish its objectives: 

l have shown from the system of supplying car­
riage-cattle, l have not the means of movement, 
as the country around cannot supply my wants. 
To establish depots or strong points at inter­
vals on the road ••• would so reduce the force, ••• 
that it would be too weak to effect the desired 
objecte For several marches, no forage is 
procurable. Even if we had carriages,the con­
veyance of forage would so increase the number 
of animals to be protected that l should ••• 
doubt our being able to convey tbem in safety; 
and l confess, after the treachery we have 
experienced, ••• I could have no confidence what­
ever in the promise of supply from any Afghan. 37 

Generals Wellington and Harding maintained that it was 

impossible for a modern army to invade India via Afghanistan. 

Writing to the Prime Minister, Lord John Russell in 1847, they 

argued that there was no point along the Indian frontier from 

which a successful assault could be launched. An attack through 

Sind in the southeast was not feasible because the invader would 

have to cross an impassable desert in order to reach ~ind. Cir-

cumventing Sind by moving northeast towards Bahwalpur on the 

Indus was rejected as a possîbility because it would require an 

additional march of 700 miles through country bereft of supplies. 

An offensive along the northwest frontierthrough the Punjab was 

also dismissed as unrealistic. No modern army with its complement 

of artillery, munitions and stores could get through the Khyber 

Pass and still be in fighting condition when they reached the Indus. 

37. Sir Robert Peel, po 170. 
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Furthermore, there was on1y one portion of the northwest frontier 

that was capable of supporting an army. This was the area 1ying 

between the Cenab and Sutlej Rivers and it was a1ready occupied 

and heavi1y defended by the Indian army.38 

As a resu1t of a11 of these considerations, by the 1850's 

the British Government had large1y rejected the possibi1ity of 

any European power 1aunching an overland invasion of India. 

Despite the rationa1ity of this view, it was the fears of the 

Russia-haters which had the greatest impact upon public opinion. 

The public continued to suspect that Russia was a grave danger 

to India because it subscribed to the theory that the contiguity 

of Turkey, Persia and Afghanistan made these countries idea1 

stepping stones to India. Re1ying on what it read, the public 

came to believe that the security of the subcontinent was contin-

gent upon the disposition of the Black Sea and the fate of Turkey. 

Looking back on the rapid expansion of Russia's empire a10ng 

the eastern shores of the Black Sea after 1829 and the influence 

which she had secured in Turkish affairs as a result of the 

Treaty of Unkiar Ske1essie in 1833, the Eng1ish public rejected 

the assurances of the Tsar that he had no interest in India. 

Instead, it supported the views of many radica1s, libera1s and 

nationa1ists who maintained that the absolute integrity of Turkey 

was vital to the preservation of India as a British possession. 

The majority of Aberdeen's cabinet, on the other hand, 

Hon. E. Ashley, The Life and Correspondence of Viscount 
Palmerston, London, 1879, Vol, 2, Pp. 37-39. 
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rejected the fear of a Russian invasion of India and they a1so 

discarded the theory that the integrity of Turkey was of vital 

national interest to Great Britain. Therefore, it was apparent 

at the inception of the ~astern Crisis in 1853 that substantia1 

differences of opinion existed between the Government and the 

public on what was at stake in Turkey. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE ABERDEEN GOVERNMENT AND THE EASTERN CRISIS OF 1853 

The Eastern Crisis of 1853 origiDated from a re1igious 

dispute which invo1ved France, Russia and the Porte. Seeking to 

increase his influence in Turkish affairs, Napoleon III received 

a reaffirmation by the Porte of France's ancient right to pro­

tect the Latin c1ergy ih the Ho1y Land. Tsar Nicholas looked 

upon these proceedings with suspicion and, in February 1853, he 

ordered Prince Menshikov to secure a new treaty with the Porte 

in which Russia's position as protector of Orthodox Christians 

in the Balkans wou1d be confirmed. Fai1ing to accomp1ish this 

aim, Menshikov returned to Russia and Tsar Nicholas notified 

Europe in 0ay 1853 that he wou1d occupy the Principa1ities unti1 

the Porte acquiesced. 

The Eastern Crisis brought the conf1ict between the Govern­

ment and the public over foreign po1icy to a head and undermined 

the confidence Which the public had had in the Aberdeen Cabinet. 

Public resentment against the Pee1ites because of their opposition 

to intervention in the interna1 affairs of other countries was 

intensified by the vasci11ation which characterized Aberdeen's 

Eastern po1icy. Fo11owing Turkey's dec1aration of war against 

Russia in Ocbober 1853 and the refusa1 of the Government to side 

open1y with the Turks, many Britons came to suspect that the 

Prime Minister was in collusion with the Tsar. 
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By 1853, the popular conceptiop. of Turkey was substan­

tially different from the view which most Ministers had of the 

Turks. Radicals and liberals over the preceding two decades 

had convinced the nation that the sole cause for the decay of 

the Ottoman Empire was Russian interference in Turkish affairs. 

The public believed that if Russia could be eliminated as a 

threat to Turkey's existence, the Porte would be able to solve 

whatever problems existed within the empire. The Sultan was held 

up as a model of what a liberal reformer should be because of 

his "enlightened" policy of religious toleration towards Christian 

minorities within the empire. In fact, The Manchester Guardian 

proclaimed that 

There are few governments at present more 
tolerant than the Sublime Porte. The chief 
representatives of Turkey at foreign courts 
are now Christians, and the Sultan •• ohas 
lately given •• oproof of how entirely His 
Majesty is a stranger to anything like reli­
gious prejudiceo l 

Because many MP's as well as the· radical press pictured 

Turkey as an ideal society, it was logical for the public to 

believe that a defense of the Porte would also be a defense of 

liberalism. As the Eastern Crisis escalated throughout the 

summer and autumn of 1853, radicals and liberals stepped up their 

campaign to convince Britons that Turkey would be the battle­

ground upon which the war between the forces of liberalism and 

despotism would take place. Bulwer Lytton, a liberal MP inter­

preted a war between Russia and Britain over Turkey as a great 

1. The Manchester Guardian, 7 Jan. 1852, po 4. 
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moral Crusade to protect civilization. 

Surely ••• if there ever was a war waged on be­
half of posterity, it is the war which would 
check the ambitions of Russia, ••• a war fought, 
not for our own generation, but that the 
liberties of our children may be secured from 
some future Attila. 2 

Most officials, however, did not be1ieve that the Turkish 

Empire could be preserved and they complete1y rejected the idea 

that the Sultan was a benevo1ent ru1er. Aberdeen, Gladstone 

and Clarendon considered the Turks to be anathema because of 

their cruel and oppressive treatment of Balkan Christians. The 

Prime Minister was less concerned about the possible effects 

which the dis1ntegration of the Turkish Empire might have upon 

the balance of power than he was with the benefits which the 

demise of Turkey would bring to Balkan Christians. Writing to 

Lord Palmerston in 1853, Aberdeen stated that regard1ess of who-

ever might profit from the destruction of the Ottoman Empire, 

nit is to be expected that the Turkish barbarians wou1d speedi1y 

àisappear, never more to return to a soil upon which, to the 

disgrace of Christendom, they have so long encampedo tl3 Aberdeen 

sympathized with the difficu1ties which the Ts~r faced in his 

position as protector of Orthodox Christians in the Ba1kans g and 

found it impossible to understand how anyone could prefer the 

ttfanaticism and immorality of the Turks" to the "Christianity and 

civilisation of Russiao,,4 As a who1e, the Aberdeen Government 

20 B. Kingsley Martin, The Triumph of Lord Palmerston, London, 
1924, pp. 229-30. 

3. Sir Arthur Gordon, The Earl of Aberdeen, New York, 1893, po 238. 

4. Quoted in Conacher, po 149. 
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opposed a policy that would commit Britain to a defense of 

Turkey because they feared a situation in which Eng1and wou1d 

deny her character as a Christian nation by supporting a system 

of oppression which, in their opinion, ought to be destroyed. 

It was expected that Balkan Christians would exploit any crisis 

in Turkish affairs to revolt and ùberdeen's Government had no 

intention of perpetuating the "po1itical solecism of Mohammedanism 

over twenty mi11ion ••• Christians"5 by defending Turkey. 

There was another consideration which accounted for the 

Cabinet's determination to avoid any unilateral defense of the 

Porte. The rapid disintegration of the Ottoman Empire had been 

evident sinee the Russo-Turkish War of 1828. Greece and Egypt 

had estab1ished their independence, the Principa1ities were 

semi-independent and Mehemet Ali, Pasha of Egypt, had estab1ished 

his control over Arabia and Syria. Clarendon was convinced as a 

res.u1t of the Mehemet Ali Cri sis of 1840 that Turkish integrity no 

longer existed and he opposed the policy of palmerston, Foreign 

Secretary in 1840, to preserve the Turkish Empire by force of 

arms o 

The Eastern Crisis of 1840 had originated over c1aims 

made by Mehemet Ali to Syria and Arabia. The Egyptian Pasha 

insisted that his de facto control over these areas be recognized 

by the Porte as 1egitimate. What was essentia11y an interna1 

dispute between the Sultan and a Pasha aequired an international 

character when France refused to relinquish her support for 

5. Gordon Waterfie1d, Layard of Nineveh, New York, 1968, po 242. 
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Mehemet Ali's claims and Palmerston threatened to go to war with 

France over the issue. Palmerston insisted that the Ottoman 

Empire had to be preserved en toto and that Britain had an obli­

gation to carry this out by force of arms if necessary.6 While 

the Foreign Secretary believed that the threat of war was suffi­

cient to bring France to her senses, Clarendon and the rest of 

the Melbourne Government were horrifieà that Palmerston would 

risk war "at a time when we are so ill-able to bear it that would 

almost amount to national ruin.,,7 But, what angered Clarendon 

most was his belief that an armed defense of Turkey would be 

futile because he believed that the principle of "Turkish inte­

grity" was of questionable validity. 

6. 

8. 

We wish to maintain the 18integrity" of Turkey, 
but the word is somewhat vague and the inter­
pretation to be given to it is not very easy. 
When we consider that at no period of this 
century can Turkey be said to have had undis­
puted possession of Syria, ••• that the Morea and 
the islands of the Archipelago are lost to 
Turkey, that the Powers of Europe have made an 
independent kingdom of Greece, that Besserabia 
and the provinces of the Euxine are become 
Russian, that Servia has an independent Prince, 
that Wallachia and Moldavia are under the pro­
tectorate of Russia, that Bosnia and Albania 
are in a state of de facto independence, that 
Arabia was lost to the Wahabees, that Egypt.i~o.o 
governed by Mehemet Ali,oo.! must consider the 
term "integrity" vague and,.as the groungwork 
of a system, not easy to be interpreted. 

Hon. E. Ashley, The Life and Correspondence of Viscount 
Palmerston, London, 1879, Vol. 1, pp. 370-73. 

K. Bourne, The Foreign Policy of Victorian England, 1830-1902, 
Oxford, 1970, po 241. 

Ibid q po 2390 

\. 
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The majority of Cabinet Ministers, then, rejected Palmerston's 

Turkish policy. On the basis of their moral convictions, they 

did not believe Turkey was worth a war, while as far as British 

interests were concerned, they could not see where any specifie 

British interest was at stake in the ottoman Empire. Aberdeen 

stated the position of his government on the "Turkish Question" 

to Par11ament ln August 1853 when he lnformed members that "We 

are not bound by any treaty, for l deny, that thls country ls 

bound by the stlpu1ations of any treaty to take part in hosti11-

tles for the support of the Turklsh Emplre."9 

The Prime Minlster's statement raises the questlon of 

what course of action his Government was prepared to take in the 

event of a crlsis between Russia and the Porte. The Cabinet 

recognized that Russia posed the greatest externa1 danger to the 

existence of the Turkish Empire,lO and they feared that the 

sudden demise of the Ottoman Empire wou1d endanger the balance 

of power. But Aberdeen and Clarendon maintained that Turkey's 

existence was a "European necessity"ll and their intention was to 

make the major powers jointly responsib1e for Turkish affairs. 

If this were done, then Russia's unilateral interference in 

Turkish affairs might be eliminated and Britain would be saved 

from having to act on her own~12 Throughout the duration of the 

9. Hansard, Vol. 129, 12 August 1853, pp. 1650-51. 

10. Bourne, po 238. 

11. Gordon, p. 237. 

12. Ibid 0 
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Eastern Crisis of 1853, the Prime Minister clung stubbornly to 

his idea that Turkish problems had to be solved by the Concert 

of Europe or not at aIl, and his refusaI to consider any alter­

native policy made him unprepared to deal with the crisis in a 

decisive manner. The vascillation that characterized Aberdeen's 

eastern policy resulted as much from the Prime Minister's 

inability to rise ab ove his personal abhorrence of the Turks 

as it did from domestic considerations over which the Cabinet 

had no control. 

Palmerston's presence in the Aberdeen Coalition as Home 

Secretary made the Eastern Crisis a domestic issue as weIl as a 

problem in international relations. Palmerston insisted that 

Turkey was capable of reform because its existence was vital to 

British interests. He rejected aIl the talk about the inevitable 

dissolution of the Ottoman Empire as "pure and unadulterated 

nonsense",13 and maintained that once foreign interference in 

Turkish affairs had been ellminated, a successful reform program 

could be carried out. 

People go on talking of the inevitable and pro­
gressive decay of the Turkish Empire, which 
they say is crumbling to pieces. In the first 
place, no empire is likely to fall.to pieces 
if left to itself, and no kind neighbours tear 
it to pieces. In the next place, 1 much ques­
tion that there-is any process of decay going 
on in the Turkish Empire,o •• for sorne years past, 
the foundations at least of improvement have 
been laid; and it is certain that the daily in­
creasing intercourse between Turkey and Europe 
must in a few years, if peace can be preserved •• o 

13. Quoted in Bourne, p. 235. 

-~ . J 
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While Palmerston was also repelled by the religious fanaticism 

which characterized the portets treatment of its Christian sub-

jects, he was pragmatic enough to believe that the logical heir 

of the Turkish Empire was Russia. 15 But, while Palmerston was 

convinced that Russian policy was based on a desire to seize 

control of the Straits, he did not believe that Russia was wil­

ling to go to war with Europe to secure her goal. The Home 

Secretary maintained that Russia used co vert means to achieve 

her aims and that, when challenged, Tsar Nicholas retreated to 

await a more propitious moment to renew his "aggressive" pOlicy.l6 

Palmerston had arrived at these conclusions as a result of his 

successful handling of the Mehemet Ali Cri sis in 1840. While 

Palmerston had incurred the displeasure of the Crown and the 

Government for bringing Britain to the brink of war with France, 

he had persisted in his policy until France had capitulated and 

Mehemet Ali's threat to the Sultan's authority had been destroyed. 

Lord Palmerston believed that decisive action was neces­

sary to resolve contentious issues of foreign policy. ünce he 

had decided what was at stake and determined the course of action 

which Britain should follow, Palmerston refused to budge from 

his position unless his own government forced him to do SOo The 

14. Ashley, Vol. 1, p. 355. 

15. Ibid., p. 351. 

16. Quoted in Southgate, 'The Most .ti:nglish Minister' ... ,p 0 324. 
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opinions which he expressed to Henry Bu1wer, British chargé 

d'affaires in Paris in 1840, at the height of the Eastern Crisis, 

are indicative of the manner in which he wou1d have hand1ed 

Russia in 1853 had he been in a position to decide p01icy. 

Notwithstanding the mysterious threatening 
with which Thiars (French Prime Minister) has 
favoured us, l still ho1d to my be1ief that 
the French Government will be too wise and 
prudent to make war; and various things which 
come to me from different quart ers confirm me 
in that be1ief. Besides, bu11ies se1dom exe­
cute the threats they dea1 in; and men of 
trick and cunning are not a1ways men of des­
perate resolves. But if Thiers shou1d again 
ho1d to you the language of menace, ••• pray 
retort upon him to the full extent of what he 
May say to you, and with that ski11 of 
language which l know you to be the master of, 
convey to him in the MOSt friend1y and un­
offensive manner possible, that if France 
throws down the gaunt1et we sha1l not refuse 
to pick it up; and that if she begins a war, 
she will to a certainty 10se her ships, colo­
nies and commerce before she sees the end of 
it; that her army of A1giers will cease to give 
her anxiety, and that Mehemet Ali will be 
chucked into the Ni1e. 17 

In view of the strategica11y advantageous position which 

Russia had vis-à-vis the Straits, Palmerston, in 1853, was es­

pecial1y insistent that Aberdeen not a110w any doubts to remain 

in the mind of the Tsar about Britain's wi11ingness to go to war 

in order to protect the Porte. The Russian occupation of the 

Bosphorus in 1833 had convinced him that Britain wou1d not be 

able to dis10dge Russia from the Straits once she had occupied 

them o 

17. Quoted in Rid1ey, p. 2370 



65 

In some respects, the Russian Government has 
great advantages of position for the execution 
of any plans it may contemp1ate. The Russian 
f1eet in the Black Sea and the Russian troops 
in the Krimea are within a few days' sail of 
the Bosphorus, and may, at any time, return 
thither, before the British Squadron cou1d 
arrive to prevent them, let it be stationed 
where it may

i8
if not actually within the 

Dardanelles. 

The presence of Palmerston in the Cabinet posed a major 

threat to its unit y, and a compromise on Eastern policy became 

essentia1 if the Government were to survive. The "peace party" 

which comprised a majority of Ministers feared Palmerston because 

his be11icose views were increasing1y shared by public opinion 

and a growing number of warhawks in Parliament. 

Russia's occupation of the Principalities in Ju1y 1853 

frightened the public, aroused the anti-Russian bias of radica1s 

and 1ibera1s, and divided the Government. Palmerston .and Russell 

favored a firm policy towards Russia and proposed that the British 

fleet be sent to join the French navy, a1ready stationed in 

Besika Bay, and that ~tratford Canning, British Ambassador to 

the Porte, be empowered to send the a1lied fleet into the Black 

Sea shou1d Russia attack Turkey. Palmerston insisted that it was 

better to immediate1y decide the issue of peace or war rather 

than to al10w the Tsar to think that he cou1d do what he wanted 

to with Turkeyo 

Nothing is to be gained with the Russian Gov1t, 
or indeed with any other, by anything which 

18.. R. L. Baker, "Palmerston on the Treaty of Unkiar Ske1essie", 
The Eng1ish Historica1 Review, Volo 43, Jan. 1928, p. 870 

.. 
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looks like doubt, hesitation, or fear, while 
on the other hand, a bold firm course founded 
on right, and supported by strength, is the 
safest way of arriving at a satisfactory and 
peaceful result. 19 

The public feared that Russia was precipitating the 

"final settlement" of the Turkish Question and the radical press 

exploited the situation in order to reduce the chances the 

Government had to resolve the matter peacefully. The Daily News 

declared that the ttfirst blow has probably been struck by oppres­

sive absolutism against the peace and liberty of Europe: ••• , 1120 

while The Morning Herald believed that the "March on Constanti­

nople has begun."21 Turkey was described in glowing terms as 

an tlen1ightened" state which had offered refuge to the Hungarian 

liberals in 1849,22 and the British Government was castigated for 

not making the occupation of the Principalities a casus bellio 23 

The Morning Chronicle foresaw the "whole country rising to the 

occasion if Russian aggression continues", in spite of the 

Government. 24 Aberdeen was denounced as "the author of Adria­

nople",25 his Government referred to as a 91corrupt oligarchy"26 

19. Quoted in Southgate, '"The Most English Ministerzo oe 
'1' , po 328. 

20. Quoted in Kingsley Martin, po 1300 

21. Ibid. 

22. Ibid 0' p. 127. 

23. Ibid 0' po 130. 

24. Ibid. 

25. Ibid. , po 127. 

26. Ibid 0 



67 

and his foreign po1icy attacked as "anti-Eng1ish'I.27 

By accusing the Government of appeasement of Russia, 

members of Par1iament exacerbated the public tempera Radica1s 

and nationa1ists a1ike dec1ared that the Tsar's "invasion" of 

Mo1davia and Wa11achia constituted a dec1aration of war against 

the Porte and that Britain and France ought to defend the Porte 

by waging a preventative war against Russia. Lord E11enborough 

be1ieved that nit wou1d be better to make war for the preserva­

tion of the integrity of the Turkish Empire, then, after that 

integrity is gone, to make war with other Powers with reference 

to the ••• dismembered Turkish Empire.,,28 Layard thought that the 

time had come to stop Russian "aggrandizement·· at the expense of 

her neighbors. ln his estimation, the Ang10-French alliance 

offered a "va1uab1e opportunity, which may never occur again, 

of setting on a proper basis this great Eastern question,o •• and 

of assigning to Russie thet p1ace ••• which the safety of Europe 

and the interests of civilisation and freedom forbid that she 

shou1d not go beyondo"29 

The demands of the public and Par1iamentary extremists 

for full mi1itary support of the Porte forced the Government to 

vasci11ate, because the "peace party" was unwi11ing to jeopardlze 

the efforts being made at Vienna by representatives of Prussia, 

Austria, France and Great Britain to mediate the dispute. 

270 Ibid" 

28. Hansard, 12 August 1853,PPo 1648-49. 

290 Ibid 0' po 1780. 
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Consequently, the f1eet was kept outside of the Dardanne11es 

but Canning was empowered to order it to Constantinople shou1d 

Russia attack Turkey. Clarendon insisted that this decision was 

necessary as the "least measure" which wou1d "satisfy public 

opinion, and save the Government from shame hereafter, if the 

Russian hordes ••• pour into Turkey ••• "30 

Throughout the course of the Eastern Crisis, a large 

share of the burden of reconci1ing diverse opinions within the 

Cabinet fel1 upon the shou1ders of the Foreign Secretary. 

Clarendon found it "shocking and incredib1e" that the peace of 

Europe would be jeopardized by "two sets of barbarians quarre1ing 

over a form of words."31 Like the other moderates in the Minis-

try, Clarendon realized that the situation at home was dependent 

upon what happened abroad and he pinned his hopes on the ability 

of the Vienna Conference to reach a settlement that wou1d be 

acceptable to both Russia and Turkey. If the Concert resolved 

the Crisis peacefu11y, then the potentia1 po1itica1 crisis 

brewing in Britain wou1d dissipate and the Coalition would sur-

vive. 

It was these considerations which made the acceptance of 

the Vienna Note32 by Russia and Turkey so important to the fate 

30. Quoted in Conacher, p. 1510 

31. Ibid., pp. 199-200. 

32. The Vienna Note stated that the ~u1tan "will remain faithful 
to the 1etter and spirit of the stipulations of the treaties 
of ••• and of Adrianople, relative to the protection of 
Christian worship.o. The Sublime Porte officia11y promises 
that no modification sha11 be made in the state of things 
which has just been regulated without a previous agreement 
with the governments of Russia and France, and without preju­
dice whatever to the existing Christian communities." Quoted 
from The Manchester Guardian. 3 September 1853, po 50 
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of the Aberdeen Government. When Tsar Nicholas announced in 

August that the Note met with his approva1, Government leaders 

be1ieved that the worst was over. In C1arendon's mind, there 

was no 1egitimate reason why Turkey cou1d not accept it because 

the proposed sett1ement contained nothing "derogatory to the 

dignity or the independence of the SU1tan, ••• "33 His request 

for Turkey's quick assent to the Note, however, fe11 upon deaf 

ears because Turkey was anxious to embroi1 Britain and France in 

a war of revenge against Russia,and Aberdeen and Clarendon sus-

pected that the British Ambassador to the Porte was supporting 

this be11igerent attitude. Unab1e to dictate to either Canning 

or Turkey without arousing the pub1ic's ire and jeopardizing the 

existence of the Government, these leaders were power1ess to 

prevent the direction of po1icy from being transferred into the 

hands of the Turks and Canning. 34 

Stratford Canning possessed considerable know1edge about 

Turkish affairs. This fact, in addition to his popu1arity with 

the reformist party in Turkish po1itics, had resu1ted in his 

appointment to the post of British Ambassador to Turkey in 

February 1853. The animosity which Canning fe1t towards Tsar 

Nicholas because of his refusa1 to consider Canning for the post 

of British Ambassador to Russia, interming1ed with his genuine 

be1ief that Russia was a persistent danger to the Portets 

33. G. P~ Gooch (ed.), The Later Correspondence of Lord John 
Russell, London, 1925, Vol. 2, p. 1520 

A. Benson and V. Esher, A Selection From Ber Majesty's Corres­
pondence Between the Years, 1848-1853, London, 1907, Vol. 2, 
p. 560. 



70 

existence. 35 A1though Canning was not convinced that Turkey 

cou1d be reformed, he be1ieved that it was in the best interests 

of Britain to make the attempt. 36 The British Ambassador to 

Turkey was not a man who took direction easi1y from those who 

entertained opinions contrary to his. Graham described him as a 

man of "morbid vanity" and "implacable antipathies",37 and his 

opinion came to be shared by Government leaders who he1d Canning 

persona11y responsib1e for their inabi1ity to force Turkey into 

accepting the Vienna Note. 

Canning's advice to the Porte to reject the proposed 

peace sett1ement confirmed Turkish be11igerency against Russia 

and cu1minated in the Portets dec1aration of war against Russia 

in October 1853. This decision made war between Russia and 

Britain a distinct possibi1ity because the pub1ic's reaction 

forced the Government to increase its mi1itary commitment to 

the Porte. 

With the exception of The Times which continued to sup­

port Aberdeen's paCifie po1icy, much of the press inf1amed public 

opinion by pouring abuse on the Tsar and the Prime Minister. 

Every aspect of Russia's national 1ife was attacked in the most 

virulent terms. The Manchester Guardiém, for examp1e, "compared VI 

the ulibera 1" re1igious policies of the Porte with the ';barbarism Ir 

35. 

36. 
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of Russian orthodoxyo 

Were the subject open, it wou1d be interesting 
to consider whether, ••• there is a more pitia­
b1e object in the who1e wor1d than a Russian 
peasant prostrating himse1f before hi~ glass 
baub1es and his wretched pictures ••• 3~ 

The re1igious theme was a1so picked up by individua1s such as 

the Reverend Charles Kingsley who dec1ared that the Turks were 

"fighting on God's side, •• o",39 whi1e at a public meeting he1d 

in Manchester in November, another clergyman presented a reso1u­

tion ca11ing upon Britain to upho1d Turkey by force of arms. 40 

David Urquhart appeared frequent1y at public meetings 

he1d throughout Eng1and in October and November 1853 in order 

to stir up support for Turkey. His campaign was directed against 

Aberdeen, Palmerston, Clarendon and Russell, whom he maintained 

were the ttTsar's four Archange1s. u41 Urquhart was one of the 

few public agitators who criticized Palmerston. Most papers and 

speakers who discussed the C~isis considered the Home Secretary 

to be the on1y man capable of protecting Britain's honor and 

interests. At a publie meeting in London in October, a speaker 

insisted that "If we had a bo1d, energetic, far-seeing man at 

the head of affairs, yes if we had oeo Pa1merston, l do not think 

that the Russian army wou1d have crossed the Prutho u42 Lord 

380 The Manchester Guardian, 19 November 1853, p. 8. 

390 Rid1ey, p. 417. 

40. The Manchester Guardian, 19~November 1853, p. 8. 

41. Kingsley Martin, p. 148. 

420 Ibid., p. 184. 
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Dudley Stuart, a Liberal MP, noted that uWherever l go, l have 

heard one opinion on the subject, and that opinion has been 

pronounced in a single word' or in a single name - Palmerston."43 

The majority of the Cabinet reacted to the news of the 

Turkish dec1aration of war with dismay. Clarendon expressed the 

prevai1ing sentiment of Ministers when he said that "The beastly 

Turks have actua11y dec1ared war."44 Despite their persona1 

sentiments, Government leaders rea1ized that in view of the en­

raged state the public was in, they had to act or 10se the con­

fidence of the public a1together. At a meeting of the Cabinet 

on October 7th, the diametrica1ly opposed viewpoints of the Prime 

Minister and the Home Secretary c1ashed and made compromise 

e~ff1cu1t to achieve. 

Palmerston was in a much st ronger position than was 

Aberdeen. Because of Turkey's dec1aration of war, Palmerston 

cou1d insist that the prospect of preserving peace was no longer 

viable and that Britain had a moral dut Y to see Turkey through 

the crisis. He reminded the Cabinet that "we passed the Rubicon 

when we first took part with Turkey and sent our squadrons to 

support her" and that now, Turkey "must be carried in safety 

through the difficu1ties.,,45 With the support of Russell, 

Palmerston recommended that the A11ied f1eets estab1ish their 

supremacy in the Black Sea before Russia sea1ed Turkey's fate by 

43. Ridley, po 419. 

44. Waterfie1d, p. 2420 

45. Southgate, rThe Most Eng1ish Minister z o •• 4 , pp. 332-330 
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closing off the Straits. 46 

For his part, Aberdeen favored abandoning Turkey to her 

richly deserved fate. 47 Since this was impossible,he insisted 

that Britain not initiate hostilities with Russia by entering 

the Black 3ea.48 The Prime Minister therefore agreed to the 

compromise proposal presented by Clarendon which concentrated 

the British fleet at Constantinople but provided for its entry 

into the Black Sea if Russia attacked Turkey.49 

Adhering to the policy that he had established at the 

beginning of the Crisis, Clarendon re-affirmed that this decision 

had to be made to appease public opinion and assure the survival 

of the Government. "With reference to public opinion in England, 

we could not do less, and if any Russian attack were made upon 

Turkey that our fleet could have prevented, we never shou1d hear 

the end of it."50 

Most of Britain's leadership was still unwi11ing to 

initiate hostilities with Russia because they could not, in good 

conscience, believe that a war would be justifiable. However, 

by the end of October, Cabinet members realized that their po1icy 

of temporizing was making war increasingly inevitab1e. As 

Clarendon admitted in a moment of candor to Par1iament, "our 

Ridley, po 417. 

Conacher, po 202 0 

Benson and ESher, po 551. 

Conacher, p. 1970 

Sir Herbert Maxwell, The Life and Letters of the Fourth Earl 
of Clarendon, London, 1913, Vol. 2, po 260 

'7 



74 

hopes of maintaining (peace) are gradual1y dwindling away, and ••• 

we are drifting towards war."51 Sinope ended the Government's 

indecision by deciding the issue of peace or war for them. 

510 Hansard, Vol. 130, 14 February 1853, po 568 0 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SINOPE AND THE DECLARATION OF WAR 

On 30 November 1853, a superior Russian fleet under the 

command of Admiral Nakimov descended upon what was virtually 

the entire Turkish navy lying at anchor at its Black Sea base 

of Sinope. Within hours, the Porte's navy had been shattered 

and some 3,000 Turkish sailors kil1ed. Sin ope was a legitimate 

act of a state of war that had existed between Russia and the 

Porte since October 1853 and the ships which the Russian navy 

destroyed contained arms and munitions destined for Batum and 

Circassia where a Turkish army was fighting the Russians. 

The initial impact of this incident upon public opinion 

in Britain was negligible. The Illustrated London News, for 

example, wrote the incident off ~s a "small egg of victory, not 

worth the lusty cackle 8l1 presumably made over it. In fact, the 

same newspaper proclaimed that Tsar Nicholas "deserved" one 

small victory in a war which was going badly for Russia. 2 How-

ever, as the circumstances surrounding Sinope became known, and 

the extent of Turkey's losses determined, the Russian victory 

created a public outrage which could not be control1ed. The 

British public already considered Russia to be barbarie and now 

1. The Illustrated London News, Vol. 23, 17 December 1853, 
po 5050 

2. Ibid. 
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be1ieved that the Tsar's navy had deliberate1y taken advantage 

of the nhe1p1ess" Turks in order to "massacre" them. 3 Thus, 

Russia demonstrated at Sinope that it wanted to destroy a11 the 

Turks and wou1d use any means avai1ab1e to carry out this desire. 

As a whole, the nation be1ieved that they had a moral dut Y to 

defend the Porte in order to prevent it from being 

exterminated from the face of Europe by such 
butcheries as Russia has shown us, in the 
memorab1e examp1e of Sinope, that she is not 
ashamed to perpetrate in the face of the 
civi1ized wor1d in the name of Christianity.4 

Whi1e these facts outraged the nation's sense of decency 

and fair play, Sinope was even more significant in that it made 

the Government an enemy of its own public. The presence of the 

A11ied f1eets at Constantinople, while Russia was destroying the 

Turkish navy in the Black Sea, was sufficient to convince the 

public that Aberdeen had no intention of preserving the Porte. 

In the eyes of the public, the British Government itself was 

responsib1e for the tragedy because Sinope would never have 

occurred had the British navy been in the Black Sea where it 

be10nged. In effect, Sinope caught the Cabinet in a "lie" and 

raised the suspicion that the Government was conniving with the 

Tsar. The fear that an international conspiracy of aristocrats 

30 The I11ustrated London News, Vol. 23, 31 December 1853, po 6060 

Kingsley Martin, ppe 195-97. 
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existed to suppress liberalism reappeared and those who wished 

to destroy Aberdeen's Coalition exploited this fear to the utmost. 

The picture of Government "treason" was created by the 

radical press. The Morning Herald, The Morning Standard, The 

Morning Chronic1e and The Daily News a11 exp10ited the sympathy 

which Britons fe1t for the Turks as "underdogs". They capita1ized 

on the embarrassing position of the Government in order to con-

vince the public that aristocratic government and conservative 

foreign policy were responsible for Sinope. The attacks of these 

papers were directed as much against the Prince Consort as against 

the Prime Minister, both of whom were accused of being the Tsar's 

chief agents in Britain. Statements made about high officia1s 

were so abusive that Greville found it necessary to remark that 

iG. his long experience he had never seen anything to equa1 the 

"virulence and prof1igacy" which characterized the articles in 

the radical press. 5 

Because Prince Albert had been born in Germany, he was 

suspect in the eyes of the radicals o The Daily News insisted 

that "educated as he has been, connected as he is by his fami1y 

ties", the Prince Consort could never be brought "to fee1 and 

act as an Eng1ish 1ibera1. u6 The Standard maintained that the 

Prince was part of a "conspiracy" of foreign autocrats which was 

headed by Lord Aberdeen. ~upposed1y, Britain was governed by a 

5. Reeve, Vol. 3, p. 111. 

6. Theodore Martin, Life of the Prince Consort, London, 18760 
Vo1 o 2, p. 5410 
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clique of Austro-Russian-Be1gaic slaves ••• At 
the head of this clique stands Lord Aberdeen, 
and so long as this man sha11 retain office, 
so long will the Prince Consort - who is 
be1ieved to be his especia1 patron - be the 
object of the same fee1ing. 7 

The Morning Chronic1e be1ieved that Prince Albert was unfit to 

be the husband of an Eng1ish Queen and asked why the Eng1ish 

people a110wed a situation to exist which p1aced their Queen at 

the mercy of foreign agents. 

Why do Eng1ishmen to1erate the swarms of 
Northern intrigues which 1uxuriate in our 
palaces and b10ck up the ingress by which 
good old Eng1ish truth and éee1ing ••• might 
find its way to the Throne. 

In their attempts to discreàit the Government, radica1s 

and 1ibera1s b1amed it for past "mistakes Il in foreign p01icy. 

the "crime" of Sinope was neat1y grafteà on to the "crimes" 

which conservative aristocrats had supposed1y a110wed Russia to 

commit in P01and, Hungary and Circassia. The Westminster Review 

maintained that Sinope was the 10gica1 resu1t of the "olà 

Abso1utist practice of dip10matic secrecy",9 under which react­

ionary aristocrats had operated to suppress 1ibera1ismo10 The 

North American Review agreed and proc1aimeà that 

From the death of Pau1,.o.there has been no 
act of insolence or rapacity on the part of 
the Northern despot in which Eng1and has not 

70 Quoted in Postgate and Va11ance, po 99. 

8. Quoteà in Kingsley Martin, p. 199. 

90 "Eng1and's Foreign Po1icy", The Westminster Review, Vol. 5, 
1 Jan. 1854, po 22. 

100 Ibid., pp. 202-030 
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cheerfu11y acquiesced, and few in whieh 
she has not borne a conspicuous and dis­
honourab1e part. 11 

In the eyes of many 1ibera1s and radica1s, Po1and remained 

the outstanding victim of Britain's non-interventionist foreign 

policy. Lord Dudley Stuart, a 1ibera1 MP, insisted that the 

Eng1ish people did "penance" at Sinope for the "sin" which they 

had committed against Po1and in 1830. He he1d, nln days now 

passed, a great crime had been perpetrated in al10wing the parti­

tion of Po1and." Now at Sinope the Eng1ish were "expiating the 

pusi11iaminity which their forefathers had been gui1ty of."12 

Because extremists within and outside Parliament were 

able to use Sinope to show that Government po1iey was anti­

Eng1ish, public opinion was 1ed to believe that it had to be 

proved to Russia that the sentiments of the Aberdeen Cabinet were 

not those of the nation. David Urquhart, editor of The Morning 

Advertiser, expressed the hope 

that the country would arise as one man, and 
take the national affairs into its own hands. 
Let the imbeci1e minions of Russia, constitu­
ting the Cabinet, be swept by a storm of 
popu1ar indignation from their official places, 
and men be appointed in their .stead, who will 
oooafford effective aid to Turkey and frustrate 
the plans of the Czar to achieve a universa1 
empire in Europe. 13 

Had the Aberdeen Government been faced with unfavorab1e 
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reaction only from radicals and liberals, it might have been 

willing to ride out the storm of popular indignation over Sinope 

and to preserve its conviction that war with Russia would be 

un justifiable. As it was, however, the Government faced a solid 

block of opposition from the Conservative Party in Parliament 

and the combination of Conservatives, radicals and liberals made 

it impossible for the Cabinet to maintain the support of Parlia-

ment unless they acquiesced to the public's demand for war. 

The opposition of the Conservative Party to the Coalition 

was motivated by partisan politics. Derby, Leader of the Party 

in the LordS, and Disraeli, Leader in the Commons, looked upon 

Slnope as an opportunity to destroy the Government and establish 

the Conservative Party in the eyes of the nation as the defender 

of English interests and honore Disraeli believed that Sinope 

was the means by which he could accomplish these aims because 

it was evident to him, when Parliament convened in January 1854, 

that the Government was in serious trouble. 14 Consequently, he 

and Derby launched a relentless attack on Aberdeen from the floor 

of Parliament and in the press. Writing in "his" newspaper, The 

Press, Disraeli belittled Government policy w~th devastating 

irony: "The tone of the Cabinet on foreign affairs we are tOld, 

is not to be relaxed. As for lowering the tone of the Cabinet -

that we defy them to do. As to their energy, its evidence may 

be found in the Bay of Sinope."15 In Parliament, these men 

14. Kingsley Martin, p. 97. 

15. Ibid., p. 298. 
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assailed the Prime Minister as having endangered vital national 

interetits by acquiescing to the Tsar. Derby accused Aberdeen 

:>f "political connivance tl with Russia and of allowing the Tsar 

to establish a "preronderating power, both in the North and 

South of Europe."16 Disraeli fo110wed suit by stating that 

"from the moment Lord Aberdeen was the First Minister of this 

country, the Emperor of Russia never 10st a moment in attempting 

to carry out his pOlicy ... 17 

Criticism 1eve11ed by Conservat1ves, 1ibera1s and radi­

cals centered on the "danger" in which Government po1icy had 

placed India. Supposed1y, Russia's destruction of the Portels 

navy e1iminated the on1y other rival that Russia had on the 

Black ~ea and Tsar Nicholas had succeeded in ma king Russia in­

vulnerable by turning the Black Sea into a Russian lake. In the 

eyes of Government opponents, Sinope had comp1eted the Tsarls 

mi1itary preponderance over the Porte and provided him with an 

idea1 opportunity to complete his "Mission" by destroying the 

ottoman Empire, subjugating Central Asia and invading India. 18 

160 Hansard, Vol Q 130, 14 Feb. 1854, po 640; Vol. 132, 31 March 
1854, p .. 155. 

17. Hansard, Vol. 132, 31 March 1854, p .. 298. 

18 0 uA Painter in persia", Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, Vol. 
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The Westminster Review, po 230. 
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Blackwood's stated the popular conviction that Constantinople 

was the key to India and that Britain could not usee Russia in 

possession of the keys of the Dardanelles", without witnessing 

the simultaneous expansion of the Russian Empire "to the limits 

of the Indus."19 Lord Grey and other MPrs tried to calm the 

public's fears for the safety of India, but radicals used the 

issue of "threatened" national interests to intensif y the public's 

clamour for war. Roebuck insisted that Sinope presaged the fall 

of India, while Layard, who devised a peace settlement for a war 

which still had to be declared, maintained that India could be 

saved only if Tsar Nicholas was forced to relinquish his control 

over all territority in the basin of the Black Sea as well as 

his right to maintain a navy in those waters. 20 

Those Britons who did not respond to Sinope in an irra­

tional manner were unable to understand what the furor was about. 

Thomas Carlyle, for example, was astonished that a Christian 

people would even sympathize with the "lazy, ugly, sensual, dark 

fanatic - that Turku, let alone be anxious to fight for him. 2l 

Expressing his disbelief over the public's enthusiasm for war, 

Carlyle remarked that he had 

20. 

21 .. 

hardly seen a madder business.G. It is the 
idle population of editors, etc. that have 
done all this in England. One perceives 
clearly the Ministers $0 forward in it against 

"The Aberdeen Cabinet", Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, 
Vol. 75, Jan. 1854, pp. 124-25. 

Hansard, Vol. 130, 14 Feb. 1854, P. 605; Vol. 130, 17 Feb. 
1~54, pp. 854, 892. 

Quoted in Kingsley Martin, p. 226. 



the il' will. Indeed, l have seen no rational 
person who isnot privately ••• inclined to be 
of my opinion: All fools and loose-spoken 
inexperienced persons being of the other 
opinions. POOl' Souls! What could the Minis­
try do after all?22 

Prince Albert believed that the nature of British politics crea-

ted situations in which public emotion would prevent the Govern­

ment from adopting a foreign po1icy aimed at rational goals. 

In a 1etter to his close friend and mentor, Baron von Stockmar, 

Prince Albert wrote: 

The Governmente •• is a popu1ar Government, and 
the masses upon which it rests on1y feel, and 
do not think. In the present instance, their 
feeling is something of this sort:- The Em­
peror of Russia is a tyrant and the enemy of 
al1 liberty on the Continent, the oppressor 
of Po1and. He wanted to coerce the pOOl' Turk. 
The Turk is a fine fe110w; he has braved the 
rasca1; let us rush to his assistance. 23 

Cobden, one of the few Par1iamentary radicals to support Aberdeen's 

eastern pc:"':"cy, accused the MP's from the "manufacturing towns" 

of needless1y exacerbating the public temper. 24 In a memorab1e 

address to the Commons, Cobden denounced the "glib talkU of 

these representatives and praised the Government for 

wisely disregarding the cry of thoughtless 
men;o.Q(for) not 1istening to the cry of the 
newspapers, some of which profess the demo­
cratic principle, as if democracy ever gained 
by war. l have nothing to say to the Ministers. 
l do not blame them because they have taken up 
a position ta defend the Turkish Empire. It is 

22. Ibid., po 226. 

23. Quateâ in Read, p. 121. 
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a traditiona1 p01icy which they have f011owed, 
which has been handed down to them by previous 
governments, and un1ess they had public opinion 
with them, no Government cou1d avoid doing so.25 

The person who was most baff1ed over the pub1ic's reaction 

to Sin ope was the Prime Minister himse1f. Aberdeen found it in-

credible that any nation wou1d desire war, ev en under justifiable 

circumstances. Unab1e to bring himse1f to "fight for the Turk",26 

the Prime Minister was astonished and revo1ted by the pub1ic's 

refusaI to accept a peacefu1 reso1ution of the crisis in the 

East. Address1ng Par1iament in February 1854, a month before 

Britain àeclareà war against Russia, Aberdeen lamented, 

we have been so long without having experienced 
the horrors and the miseries of war, that it 
1s but too common to look upon it now as a 
source of p1easurable excitement. I ••• be1ieve 
that if ••• we shou1d still be enab1ed to pre­
serve peace, a very gre~t disappointment will 
ensue in many quarters. 7 

The Aberdeen Government rejected the pub1ic t s interpre­

tation of Sinopeo In the eyes of the Cabinet, Russia's des­

truction of the Portets navy was a 1egitimate act of war and 

had 1itt1e mi1itary significance. Malmesbury, a po1itica1 oppo-

nent of aberdeen and an outspoken critic of his eastern po1icy, 

admitted in private that lit he stips at Sinope had on board 45,000 

stand of arms and a great quantity of ammunition destined for 

25. Ibid., p. 328. 

26. Jo Morley, The Life of William Ewart Gladstone, London, 1903, 
Vol. 1, po 492. 

27. Hansard, Vo1o 130, 14 Feb. 1854, po 646. 
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Circassia and the coast of Asia Minor."28 

As a who1e, the Cabinet b1amed Turkey for Sinope because 

Turkish warhawks had de1iberate1y sent their navy into the Black 

Sea to challenge Russia. Henry Reeve, correspondent for The 

Times, reported that even Canning had tried to dissuade the 

Turkish admira1 from taking this course of action. 29 Captain 

Edmund Lyons, who had joined the British f1eet at Constantinople 

in October 1853, termed Sinope a b1under that cou1d have been 

avoided had the Turkish admira1 in charge had the sense to 

rea1ize that it was foo1hardy to send an inferior force to lie 

in an open roadstead 180 miles from Sebastopo1. 30 Lyons des­

cribed the Turkish admira1 as a man who Ithe1d an exa1ted position, 

but who did not appear to have ••• any c1ear idea of what his 

force cou1d or cou1d not doo"31 

In any event, British officia1s remained tota11y at odds 

with the pub1ic ' s contention that Sinope had a1tered the balance 

of power in the Black Sea, and, therefore, p1aced Russia on the 

road to India. The balance of power had operated in Russia's 

favor long before Sinope occurredo It was an accepted fact 

among British leaders that the Turkish navy was "bad and incapable 

28. 
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of fighting a10ne"3 2 and that the Portets sole protection through­

out the crisis had been the presence of the A11ied f1eets near 

or at Constantinople. In view of the se facts, most Cabinet 

members viewed Sinope as a logica1 resu1t of their inabi1ity to 

control Turkish be11igerency.33 

Nor did the Government consider Russia to be a formidable 

naval rival. If the A11ied f1eets were to enter the Black Sea, 

they wou1d e1iminate Russia's supremacy. The few references 

made to the subject in annua1 Par1iamentary discussions of mi1i-

tary estima tes bear out the contention that in terms of size and 

degree of modernization the Russian navy was significant1y out­

c1assed by the British. In 1852, it was estimated that the 

Tsar's steam f1eet comprised approximate1y 32 vesse1s as com­

pared to some 134 British shiPs.34 Overall, the number of 

Russian ships in commission was half that of Britain. 35 The 

prevailing opinion of Russia as a naval power was summed up by 

one MP who declared that the strength of the Tsar's navy was 

Unot more than equal to the ships of two of our most eminent 

shipping firms."36 

Sinope had a fatal effect upon the cause of peace because 

32. Malmesbury, p. 413. 

33. Benson and Esher, p. 565. 
Eardly-Wilmot, pp. 130-31. 
J. K. Laughton, Vol. l, pp. 317-18. 
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35. Ibid., pp. 382-83. 
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it forced the peace party within the Cabinet to insist upon the 

adoption of a belligerent policy towards Russia. While Minis­

ters believed that Sinope had not created a justifiable cause 

for war, they realized that war had become a political necessity. 

Unable to justify their policy in the face of an angry public 

and alarmed over their loss of support in Parliament, those who 

had supported Aberdeenls pacifie policy now believed that deci­

sive military action had to be taken if their reputations were 

to be preserved and the Government were to survive. Lord 

Clarendon told Aberdeen in a moment of exasperation that policy 

had to be determined on the basis of satisfying the public: 

You think Icare too much for public opinion, 
o •• but really when the frightful carnage of 
Sinope comes to be known, we shall be utterly 
disgraced if, on the mere score of humanity, 
we donlt take active measures to prevent any 
more such outrageso37 

The "active measures~which Clarendon and a majority of Ministers 

felt were necessary, involved the movement of the Allied fleets 

into the Black Sea. The Prime Minister continued to cling to 

his hope that war was not inevitable and opposed a course of 

action which would challenge Russia directly.38 As had been 

true on other occasions, the Cabinet's dilemma was resolved by 

events over which it had no control. On 10 December 1853, 

Palmerston resigned from the Ministry and his action ended the 

vacillation in Government policy. 

Conacher, po 240. 
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While Palmerston c1aimed he resigned because he opposed 

Russe11 ' s Reform Bill, Sinope determined his decision. The 

Home Secretary was aware that the public considered him to be 

the on1y Minister who cou1d be trusted to dea1 effective1y with 

Russia. If, after Sinope, Palmerston had not dissociated him­

self from Aberdeen's eastern po1icy, he wou1d have been attacked 

by the public a10ng with the rest of the Cabinet as a bung1er 

and a trait or. Not on1y did resignation protect his image and 

career, but it a1so strengthened his position at the expense of 

Aberdeen. The Morning Post, which was thought to be Pa1merston's 

newspaper, stated that Sinope was the rea1 reason for the Home 

Secretary's resignation, and Aberdeen agreed. 39 Writing to 

De1ane, the editor of The Times, the Prime Ministe ... ' maintained 

that "the Eastern Crisis was the cause and the sole cause of 

Pa1merston's resignation."40 

The public reacted to the news in a manner which wa.:l 

favorable to Palmerston by interpreting his resignation as proof 

that Government policy had been dishonorable and disastrous to 

the nation. Overwhe1ming popu1ar support rallied to Palmerston's 

side and radicals and 1ibera1s 1auded him for his decision o 

Kingsley Martin, author of The Triumph of Lord Palmerston, sum­

marized the favorable impression which Pa1merston's action had 

on the public: 

39. Rid1ey, po 421. 

40. Reeve, Vol. 3, p. 99. 
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The Tsar, in collaboration with the Court 
and the Ministry, had known that the Eng1ish 
f1eet wou1d be a110wed to take no part in 
aiding the Turks and had, therefore, indu1ged 
in the "massacre of Sinope." No Cabinet 
Counci1 "had been convened" and "Palmerston, 
the on1y Eng11sh Minister," refused to stand 
by and see a "murder" committed before his 
eyes. It was, indeed, high time for "Palmer­
ston to.come out from such a mess of infamy.,,41 

As a private Member of Par1iament and the on1y leader the public 

trusted, Palmerston was in a position where he cou1d destroy the 

Government. 42 Because the remaining Ministers cou1d not a110w 

Palmerston to 1ead the opposition to the Government in the 

Commons, they took the step that made war between Russia and 

Britain a virtua1 certainty. On 20 December 1853, the Govern­

ment approved Canning's decision to send the A11ied f1eets into 

the Black Sea because it was "only oy obtaining the complete 

command of the Black Sea •• othat the po1icy of the Eng1ish and 

French Governments can be effective1y carried out ... 43 

Pa1merston's reinstatement on 22 December 1853 reassured public 

opinion that this firm policy towards Russia wou1d be continuedo 

The I11ustrated London News ref1ected the genera1 consensus when 

it s~id that Pa1merston's return "proc1aimed to the wor1d that, 

at the present time, whatever may have been the case hitherto, 

his Lordship and his co11eagues are fu11y agreed as to the course 

to be adopted against the public enemy" u44 

41. Kingsley Martin, pa 200. 

42. Benson and ESher, po 471. 

43. Conacher, p. 241. 

44. The I11ustrated London News, Vol. 23, 31 Dec. 1853, po 6060 
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On 31 March 1854, Britain dec1ared war against Russia. 

A year had passed siüce the Menshikov Mission to Constantinople 

and the opening of the Eastern Crisis. Throughout the long 

duration of the Crisis, the Government had temporized on policy 

in order to appease public opinion and yet avoid an unnecessary 

and un justifiable war with Russia. Sinope wrecked these attempts 

to preserve peace by creating a situation in which the surviva1 

of the Government forced Aberdeen to go to war against his 

better judgment. 

l 



91 

CONCLUSION 

The Crimean War was a po1itica1 necessity because the 

survival of the Government depended upon its wi11ingness to 

acquiesce to the pub1ic's demand for war with Russia. Aberdeen's 

inabi1ity to f1y in the face of public opinion and prevent a 

need1ess and un justifiable war resu1ted from a set of circumstan­

ces which his Government had inherited in 1852, but which it was 

unable to control. The destruction of traditiona1 Party struc­

tures created a situation where Aberdeen had no assured basis 

of support either in Par1iament or in the Cabinet and, as a 

resu1t, he had to re1y upon public opinionto keep his enemies 

in check and preserve the existence of his Government. But, 

public opinion was the 1east dependab1e source of support that 

the Government cou1d have had because it comprised those classes 

who were hostile towards aristocratie Government and a conser­

vative foreign po1icyo 

The publie favored an interventionist foreign po1icy and 

be1ieved that the success of 1ibera1 revo1utions abroad wou1d 

spur the establishment of a 1ibera1 Government at home. The 

Pee1ites, on the other hand, who formed a majority in the Cabinet, 

opposed interference in the affairs of other nations and this 

basic disagreement over po1icy exacerbated the Eastern Crisis of 

1853 and,u1timate1y,proved fatal to the Cabinet's attempts to 

preserve the peace. 

The Crimean War is fil1ed with ironies. Britons went to 

--î 



92 

war in 1854 be1ieving that Russia was the arch-enemy of 1ibera1ism 

and that her defeat wou1d aid the cause of reform at home. In 

rea1ity, some of the reform which the middle and 10wer classes 

were demanding was in the offing. Russell had prepared his Reform 

Bill which wou1d have given the franchise to many within the 

working classes and Aberdeen had promised him that he wou1d sup­

port it. 

Lord Palmerston, who was a hero to the public, was a 

staunch opponent of increased 1ibera1ization of the Government. 

Haà Sinope not provided Palmerston with an opportunity to enhance 

his reputation as the out standing defender of 1ibera1ism, he 

wou1d have been faced with the prob1em of reconci1ing his popu1ar 

image with his opposition to reforme 

Those radica1s and 1ibera1s who c1aimed to speak for 

"the people", as we11 as "the mob", had consistent1y ignored the 

1ibera1 character of the Government in order to concentrate on 

ways and means of destroying the power of the aristocracy. They 

de1uded the public into be1ieving that it cou1d never expect 

reform from aristocrats and they exp10ited the Eastern Cri sis 

and Sinope in order to convince the public that a defense of 

Turkey was a b10w struck against abso1utism. 

The Conservative Party denounced the Government;s eastern 

po1icy in order to destroy the power of the Pee1ites. But, in 

condemning Aberdeen for his fai1ure to act be11igerent1y towards 

Russia, Derby and Disraeli were attacking a foreign po1icy which 

the Conservatives had traditiona11y supportedo Like Palmerston 
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and many radicals and liberals, the Conservative Party exploited 

the incident at Sinope in order to advance its political inter­

ests at the expense of peace. 

In effect, in 1854, the public demanded war to secure 

those reforms which, in all likelihood; would have been granted 

at that time if the Crimean War had not interfered to destroy 

the Aberdeen Coalition. 
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