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A NOTE ON MONEY 

 
 
 
In the text I have used the Bank of England�s Inflation Calculator 
(httpa://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation-calculator) to 
provide a rough calculation to contemporary buying power in 2018 terms. 
As stressed in the notes to the Calculator, the calculations are necessarily 
approximate. Throughout the text, the 2018 calculations are bracketed after 
the contemporary figure(s). 
 
 
 



 



 



INTRODUCTION:  
A MID-SUMMER GARDEN PARTY, 13 JUNE 1937 

 
 
 
In the mid-summer of 1937, as Britain is waking up to the Nazi threat, 
Beatrice and Sydney Webb hold a large garden party at their country home 
at Passfield Corner near Liphook, Hampshire, some fifty miles south-west 
of London. Over one hundred descendants of Beatrice�s parents, Richard 
and Lawrencina Potter, are there, as well as a few old friends, which in-
clude Bernard Shaw, the playwright, and William Beveridge, the Director 
of the London School of Economics and later the chief architect of the 
post-1945 welfare state. 

In her diary entry, written at 4 am the following day, Beatrice muses on 
how her father, Richard Potter, who had died some forty-five years previ-
ously, would have drawn pleasure and satisfaction from the successes and 
status of his descendants: 

Dear old father how delighted he would have been at the thought of the 
successful careers of his descendants and their spouses. Three peers, four 
privy councillors, two cabinet ministers, two baronets, two F.R.S � a typi-
cal XIXth and XXth upper middle class family, rising in the government of 
the country. The most substantial group was the Holts (one of Liverpool�s 
wealthiest commercial families) � the most attractive the Meinertzhagens 
(merchant bankers). The Cripps � two distinguished professional families, 
of Harrison and Alfred Cripps � and the large contingent of Hobhouses 
(distinguished landed family)�.  
Source: Beatrice Webb, Diary with her emphases (digital.library.lse.ac.uk, 
13 June 1937). 
 

Richard Potter�s ancestors were indeed deeply embedded in the networks 
of power and influence of the time and had been for the past fifty years or 
so. They were to be found in government, finance, commerce, and the pro-
fessions. A number of Potter�s descendants were distinguished academics. 

It is hardly surprising, then, that several family members have caught the 
eye of historians and biographers, as have their friends and acquaintances, 
including of the latter, Herbert Spencer, Thomas Babington Macaulay, 
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Charles Booth and Joseph Chamberlain, as well as Bernard Shaw and Wil-
liam Beveridge.1 

Of the immediate family, Beatrice�s life is by far the most studied. We 
have her own My Apprenticeship-1, which is the first part of an uncom-
pleted autobiography of penetrating insight and understated elegance. To 
quote from Shaw�s preface, the book �burst� out of her diaries.2 The dia-
ries, which cover the years from 1869 to her death in 1943, have also been 
published and are readily available online.3 They offer a remarkable record 
of self-revelation and self-examination, running through an extraordinary 
range of emotional and intellectual expression, with many observations of 
public interest as well as acute comments on members of her family, espe-
cially her much-loved father, and on the family�s lifetime friend, Herbert 
Spencer. The partnership between Beatrice and Sidney and the institutions 
and publications that they had a hand in creating or invigorating � the Fa-
bian Society, the London School of Economics, the Labour Party, the re-
modelling of London education, and the New Statesman � have all been 
written about extensively.4 As to Beatrice�s eight sisters, we have Barbara 
Caine�s innovative collective biography, which looks behind the respecta-
ble façade of Victorian and Edwardian upper-middle-class life, illustrating 
the pattern of the sisters� lives, their problems and tragedies and the com-
fort and support for each other that the sisterhood provided.5 Apart from 
Beatrice, there is a biography of one other sister, Margaret, written by her 
son.  

The sisters� spouses (and children) and other relatives have also caught the 
attention of writers. In addition to Sidney Webb, there are biographies or 
studies of Robert Dunning Holt, the Liverpool ship-owner, cotton-broker 
and local politician, who was the husband of Lawrencina (�Lallie�), the 
eldest daughter; Leonard Courtney, 1st Baron Courtney of Penwith, the 
Liberal minister and husband of Catherine (Kate); Richard Stafford 
Cripps, the Labour minister, who was the son of Theresa; and cousin Mary 
Booth, a social reformer and philanthropist, who was the wife of Charles 
Booth, the ship-owner and social investigator.6  

In all of these studies, with the notable exception of Barbara Cain�s Des-
tined to be Wives, the treatment of Richard Potter is superficial. Richard 
enters only in the story of others, in particular of his most famous daugh-
ter, Beatrice, and never appears as the main character in his own right. Yet 
he orchestrated the material fortunes of the family, encouraged its expo-
sure to intellectuals and diverse ideas, and had a subtle influence on his 
daughters� choices of (mainly) suitable husbands. Not surprisingly then, 



Richard Potter, Beatrice Webb�s Father and Corporate Capitalist 3 

Beatrice had cause to wonder in that summer of 1937 about the pride her 
father would have taken in the successes of his ancestors, their spouses 
and the family�s place in society. 

This biography offers a different perspective from existing studies of the 
family, viewing it through the lens of Richard. I suggest an interpretation 
of the circumstances and personal factors that led Richard Potter to be-
come one of the best-known of a new type of entrepreneur, who emerged 
in the mid-Victorian period, that is, one who held multiple company direc-
torships. I call him a �corporate capitalist�, although he was more than 
that. He was not only part of a new, international corporate elite, which 
oversaw the capital of sometimes thousands of investors in enterprises that 
were unprecedented in their scale and organisation, but also, at the same 
time, a partner in a firm in which he risked his own capital, so in his career 
he straddled both the old and the new forms of business organisation. I try 
to get �inside� several of the main businesses in which he was involved to 
assess his contribution to them and also inside the man himself, that is, his 
actual life as businessman, husband, father and friend. I hope, however, 
that as the central figure, Potter�s life illuminates the wider landscape 
around him.  

He was one of a new breed, who left behind the Liberal politics of their 
fathers and their youth to become Conservatives; who left behind their 
nonconformist upbringing to slip easily into the rituals, if not the personal 
value system, of the established church; and who left behind provincial 
society to mingle not only with London bankers but with the old, territorial 
aristocracy in London society (but did not aspire to be part of it) and yet 
married their daughters to men who at least upheld and may have en-
hanced the social prestige of the family. Aside from his business activities 
and life in public, what do we know about the private man? What did he 
give to and take from his family and friends?  

We start with a glimpse of Richard Potter�s life as he approached a high 
point in his business career when he was materially successful and at a 
time when his family was almost complete.  

* 

Richard Potter was forty-seven years old in 1864. He had another twenty-
eight years ahead of him.7 He was the son of a radical Wigan MP, the hus-
band of an Anti-Corn Law organiser, and the father of a woman who was 
to become a leading socialist and social reformer. He was near the peak of 
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his business career. Railways, which so preoccupied him at the time, were 
transforming the economy and habits of the nation. Together with steamships, 
the railways were opening worldwide possibilities for new investment and 
trading opportunities and the transcontinental movement of people. British 
enterprise, capital and engineering were the dominant forces, with the sup-
porting apparatus, where needed, of Britain�s formal and informal empires. 
With the worldwide proliferation of the railway and the telegraph, space 
and time were contracting in ways and at a rate that would have been un-
imaginable when Potter was a young boy. The railway was both a liberat-
ing and a disturbing symbol of the time, which challenged existing ways 
of thinking and being. He fully embraced the business opportunities that it 
offered. 

One implication of the coming of the railway was that a company promot-
er, financier or director (Richard Potter was all three) could now choose to 
live many miles away from his disparate sources of livelihood and yet be 
within a day�s travel to his home or, if necessary, be accessible by tele-
graph, wherever he was. He also had the postal service, which offered two 
home deliveries a day, and enabled him to write, sometimes more than 
once a day, to his wife, children, friends and business associates. There-
fore, the house in the country, where the family and servants would be 
installed, complemented by the gentleman�s club and London lodgings or 
even a house for overnight or longer stays in the capital, worked very well 
for many, including Richard Potter. London then, as now, was the finan-
cial and economic hub of the country. It was the world�s most powerful 
centre for capital and financial services and continued to be for the next 
fifty years. It was also the social hub for members of the upper-middle 
class, like the Potters. 

Richard Potter�s partnership in a timber-importing business in Gloucester 
had originally brought the family to the area, after a few years of living not 
far away in the Herefordshire countryside. Richard knew the city from 
1839 when his father rented a house there and sought, but had failed to 
secure, nomination as the Liberal candidate in a Parliamentary election.8 In 
1853, after a few years of living in the Hempsted district of Gloucester, the 
Potters settled in Standish House, leasing it for around thirty years, until 
shortly after the death of Richard�s wife, Lawrencina. The house, built in 
1830, was a large, white, rambling mansion without �ancient� charm (il-
lustration 1). It looked from the front to the south west over extensive 
flower gardens and artificial water to the Severn Valley. There was a big 
woodland pond with an old boat, which the girls played in. Leonard 
Courtney, a Liberal Member of Parliament, was quite taken with the view, 
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if not the house, when he was included in the group of friends who Cathe-
rine (�Kate�), the Potters� second child, took to Standish for Easter in 
1881. The couple married two years later. Courtney wrote to his sister: 

The country is very beautiful. We are on the slope of a hill overlooking the 
valley of the Severn, the river itself looking like a bright cloud on the hori-
zon. A great plain lies between the river, full of meadows and orchards and 
us. There are hills all about, which, however, are for the most part the edg-
es of the higher table land which lie below the Severn valley and its tribu-
tary valleys. Villages are numerous; the houses mostly stone built (Bath 
stone) and with many good architectural traditions are at once substantial 
and pleasant to look at. 
Source: G. P. Gooch, Life of Lord Courtney (London: Macmillan, 1920), 
51. 
 

 
 
Illustration 1. Standish House, 1914-18 
 
The house itself was thoroughly Victorian, with numerous rooms for spe-
cific purposes and lengthy corridors. The rooms at the front, we are told, 
were comfortably, even excessively furnished, �with heavy, shiny mahog-
any, draperies, carpets, curtains, ornaments and nick-knacks; but the chil-
dren � lived mainly at the back�. Here were the schoolroom, the nurse-
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ries, the children�s bedrooms, and those of their governesses. There was 
the single bathroom too, as well as the billiard-room and smoke-room of 
the master of the house. The gardens were developed in ways that were 
commonplace for large country houses at the time. There were extensive, 
heated greenhouses, a dedicated mushroom house and watercress beds, 
which provided a steady supply of wholesome food for the household. A 
drilled spring provided a steady, year-round stream, which had a brick-
wall dam to supply the pond. Beneath the dam, there was an ice store, 
which supplied ice throughout the year.9 The house and its grounds, leased 
from an old landed family, formed the �stage set� for the family�s entry 
into society�s highest echelons.10 

The Potter family was almost complete. Between 1845 and 1864 Lawren-
cina had given birth to eight daughters and one son. It is known that she 
had one miscarriage. All of the daughters survived to adulthood and sever-
al, by the expectations of the times, lived long lives. Catherine (1847-
1929), Beatrice (1858-1943) and Rosalind (1865-1949) survived into their 
early eighties. The couple�s one son, Richard (�Dicky�), who they brought 
with them to London in 1864, had been born two years earlier. He was to 
die on Christmas Day that year, which was the greatest sorrow of Lawren-
cina's life and Richard�s too. The boy�s death had a profound effect on her 
relationships with the other children, especially Beatrice, and on the dy-
namics of the entire family. The Potters� last child, Rosalind, was born in 
the following year, making a completed family of nine daughters, born 
over a twenty-year period. Lawrencina was then forty-four years old. 

* 

By 1864, Richard Potter was not only a partner in a Gloucester timber 
business but also chairman of an offshoot from that business, the Glouces-
ter Wagon Company, formed in 1860 as a public joint-stock company to 
manufacture railway wagons. The Wagon Company was floated at a time 
when there was an exponential growth of joint-stock, limited-liability 
companies, facilitated through a liberalisation of corporate law, which 
offered great opportunities for men like Richard Potter. This company�s 
trade was expanding rapidly, not only in the UK market but internationally 
too. Russia was soon to be of particular importance. Richard had first 
come to know about that country some ten years before, when he negotiat-
ed contracts to supply the British and French governments with prefabri-
cated huts for the allied troops fighting in the Crimean War. 
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Although it was a public, quoted company, the wagon business was rooted 
in Gloucester. It drew most of its capital and directors from personal net-
works in the region. For much larger concerns, especially railways, prox-
imity to the political and financial networks that were offered by the capi-
tal was crucial. Railways depended on the state to acquire corporate status 
so a foothold in London was essential. Corporate status, granted by Par-
liament, was necessary for raising the unprecedented amounts of capital 
that was required for construction and operation. London was the centre of 
the capital market. Parliament also gave railway companies powers of 
compulsory purchase so that they could buy up the land and buildings, 
including huge tracts of houses in densely-populated urban areas (a major 
theme in the 1860s), to lay down their lines and infrastructures.  

In 1864 Richard Potter was a director of several prominent national and 
international public joint-stock companies. He was the chairman of one of 
the largest that the world had so far seen, the Great Western Railway. It 
had a mainline running from Bristol to London with offshoots in the Mid-
lands, South Wales and the South West. He was also a Commissioner (di-
rector) of the Dutch Rhenish Railway and a director of two of the most 
important companies in British North America: the Hudson�s Bay Compa-
ny, formed by Royal Charter in 1670, and the Grand Trunk Railway, 
which was incorporated in the Province of Canada in 1852-53. Both com-
panies had a head office in London. Within a few years, he would be the 
president of the Grand Trunk. He was also associated with the Internation-
al Financial Society (1863), the UK�s nearest equivalent of the European 
�investment bank�, although he was not a director as such. At various 
times, he also held directorships and partnerships in a variety of other 
businesses, including collieries and canals.  

In the 1864 Parliamentary Session there was an orgy of new railway pro-
motions seeking approval, which peaked in the following year. There was 
a near-repetition of the infamous railway mania of twenty years before. As 
the interests of the Great Western were affected by many of the bills that 
rival companies were bringing forward for approval, it was vital for Potter 
(with his general manager) to attend at Westminster to protect the interests 
of the company. He was therefore obliged to make frequent trips to Lon-
don. The activities of the Grand Trunk Railway and the Hudson�s Bay 
Company were no less subject to the attentions of City institutions and to 
political scrutiny and manoeuvrings. The relationship between London and 
British North America, the future Dominion of Canada (1867), was at 
stake. 
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Much as he relished family life at Standish, Potter was obliged therefore to 
make ever more frequent trips to London. He may have found some com-
pensation and comfort in the male conviviality and social and business 
networking offered by one or the other of his two London clubs. Since 
1858 he had been a member of the City of London Club, located in Old 
Broad Street, which restricted its membership to 600. Its membership in-
cluded merchant bankers, ship owners, merchants and politicians. More 
recently, in 1864, Potter had left the Liberal Reform Club in Pall Mall, the 
home for radicals, and had been admitted to the Conservative Party�s Carl-
ton, a short distance away in the same street. His shift away from the Lib-
eral Party to the Conservative Party (accompanied by Lawrencina) had 
been hesitant, even confusing, especially for their wider families, who 
were very well-known Liberals. In 1864, with �Dicky� at home in 
Gloucestershire with his mother and sisters, he decided that the time had 
come to bring the family to London.11 There was another reason for the 
seasonal move: Lawrencina, their eldest daughter, now aged nineteen, 
would be prepared through a hectic round of parties and other social gath-
erings for her debut and presentation to Court. She would be the first of 
the daughters to �come out�. The Potters were to be in London for what 
was known as �the Season�.12 

In 1864, in what was to become an annual ritual for the next eighteen 
years, members of the family were driven the short distance from Standish 
house to the Great Western Railway station at Stonehouse. There they 
boarded the directors� carriage with its recently acquired strip of brown 
body and cream roof and took the broad-gauge train to London�s Padding-
ton Station. The logistics involved were considerable, for in addition to 
nine children and a retinue of up to twelve servants, nurses and governess-
es, there were the horses and carriages that had also to be transported to 
London. The daughters rode in Hyde Park, as did their father. For a num-
ber of years, the family rented a furnished house for the Season in Prince�s 
Gate (number 47), which was (and still is) in a terrace of very fine houses 
in Kensington Road built in 1849 looking over the Park. The family was to 
use that particular house until 1878, followed by another, 2 Queen�s Gate. 
After giving up Standish following the death of Lawrencina in 1882, in 
1884 Richard rented York House in fashionable Kensington Palace Gar-
dens, where Beatrice, as the oldest unmarried daughter, organised her fa-
ther�s family and social life for the next few years.13  

At Prince�s Gate, Richard already knew Junius Spencer Morgan, who was 
one of the principal investors in the Hudson�s Bay Company. Morgan had 
bought a house in the terrace a few years before. Morgan was the well-
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known Boston merchant, who became a London merchant banker through 
his partnership with George Peabody. In 1864, he took over as head of the 
firm, renaming it J S Morgan and Co.14 At that time, during the American 
Civil War, the firm represented the United States� government as its finan-
cial representative in England. The firm�s involvement in the selling of 
American railway securities in the London market and contacts in the US 
would also have been useful for Potter, as a few years later he moved ef-
fortlessly aboard the lavish luxury and privilege of a railroad president�s 
car, travelling thousands of miles to strike deals on behalf of the Grand 
Trunk Railway and to prospect for opportunities for his investment portfo-
lio. 

His was the busy life of the international businessman-financier, who 
criss-crossed oceans and continents. But he also navigated the dirty, 
smoky, congested streets of London. With its 2.8 million inhabitants, Lon-
don was the most populous city in the world. Some of the time Richard 
would be attending meetings in the headquarters of the great companies he 
served. One day at the London office of the (Canadian) Grand Trunk 
Railway in Warwick House Street in the St James�s area; another at Pad-
dington Station, the Great Western Railway�s headquarters; and another at 
Hudson�s Bay House in Fenchurch close to the Great Eastern Railway�s 
Liverpool Street Station. For the Hudson�s Bay meeting, he might have 
exchanged some of the squalor at street level for tunnel fumes. He would 
have sat in a first-class carriage fitted with two coal-gas lights taking a 
train from Paddington to Farringdon Street on the recently opened Metro-
politan Line (January 1863), which was the world�s first underground 
railway. Potter�s Great Western Railway (and the City of London) had 
provided essential financial support for its construction on the �cut and 
cover� principle, which gave the line its popular name of �The Drain�.  

* 

Potter�s life was very different from that of his father, a Manchester textile 
merchant. As his daughter Beatrice shows in her autobiography and dia-
ries, he belonged to a new race of international capitalists, travelling along 
his railways in his private coach, crossing the Atlantic in luxury liners and 
negotiating contracts with heads of state, lobbying legislators to secure 
franchises and competing in wealth and lifestyle with the great landown-
ers.15 He never though, it must be emphasised, sought to consolidate his 
family�s position through the age-old tradition of purchasing a landed es-
tate or committing his legacy to the practice of primogeniture, favoured by 
the landed class. While he and his young wife immersed themselves in 
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country life in Herefordshire, where he rented a house for a few years in 
the first years of their marriage, for the rest of his working life he opted for 
the life of the cosmopolitan businessman. Until shortly after Lawrencina�s 
death in 1882, the family lived in the substantial (rented) country house at 
Standish for much of the year. Richard was never interested in acquiring 
the broad acres that were associated with landed society. However, he en-
joyed country life and some country pursuits, especially fishing, which 
was a pastime that he especially shared with Herbert Spencer, the eminent 
philosopher and his lifetime adult friend and also intellectual mentor to 
Beatrice. The home was the private place where Richard Potter enter-
tained, bringing together his family, friends and business networks. It was 
there in particular that potential marriage partners for his nine daughters 
were entertained � and judged by parents and daughters alike. The sharp 
separation of home from business was a later practice. The role of the 
home was in this respect little different in Richard�s day from the way 
such houses had been used for centuries by the landed class.  

He only ever bought, rather than rented, one house. This was the run-down 
Jacobean �Argoed� near the village of Penallt, Herefordshire, overlooking 
the lower Wye Valley, about five miles from Monmouth, which he ac-
quired in 1865 and soon improved and extended. However, with its eleven 
acres of grounds, it was certainly not a country estate. The family, whose 
main home was still Standish House, used it for short breaks and holidays 
and shared its pleasures with friends, including Spencer. The Webbs and 
their circle, including Bernard Shaw, also took holidays there, but only 
after Richard�s death. Apart from some dangerous antics on a bicycle in 
the lanes nearby, Shaw is said to have written Mrs Warrens Profession and 
The Man of Destiny while staying at the Argoed.16 Sadly, it was where 
Lawrencina was first taken ill before returning home to Standish House, 
where she died six days later on 13 April 1882, leaving an association that 
Beatrice and her father found hard to erase.  

* 

Potter�s own father and his business partners and contacts inhabited a 
much smaller world. They had been owner-managers of their family�s 
Manchester textiles-warehousing business and were closely involved in its 
day-to-day running. They thought of themselves as wealth creators, as the 
moral superiors of leisured landed gentlemen who, despite the changes 
wrought by industrialisation, still dominated national political and social 
life. Richard, by contrast, was a corporate capitalist of a type that often 
owned only a small fraction of the capital of the enterprises that he con-
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trolled. Their scale and complexity hugely eclipsed the Potters� family 
firm and dwarfed the largest manufacturing firms and the largest landed 
estates of his father�s era and, for that matter, his own. Richard was widely 
travelled. He visited Europe and America on business and for pleasure, 
while his father went only as far as Ireland, invariably on business, where 
he bought linens for the family warehouse. Richard�s father was said to 
have visited France on a mission to find his missing wife, but while the 
evidence for this is very fragile (as will become clear in chapter 2), the 
background circumstances had a profound effect on his son�s childhood.  

Richard senior (1778-1842), �Radical Dick� as he was known, and his 
like, including his brother and Richard junior�s father-in-law, Lawrence 
Heywood, opposed the landed class in agitations such as parliamentary 
reform and the Anti-Corn Law League. They tended to socialise and marry 
within their own social class, even religious sect, and to remain rooted in 
the industrial north-west of the country. That said, Richard junior�s choice 
of wife would in all probability have met with the approval of his father, 
had he lived, for Lawrencina was the daughter of a radical MP and leading 
free-trader. Radical Dick died two years before the couple met and mar-
ried. His son�s lifestyle and some of his parental decisions would not, 
however, have pleased him. Richard mixed freely and easily with old 
wealth, engaging in its annual cycle of social rituals. The focus of his life 
was the southern counties and London. He showed no hesitation in agree-
ing to the marriages of two of his daughters to men from old, distinguished 
landed families, the Hobhouses and the Playnes.17 He had left behind the 
radical and internationalist convictions of his family and father-in-law, 
aligning his views to those of a strong Conservative and moderate imperi-
alist and even stood as a parliamentary candidate for that party, ironically 
for the same seat that his Liberal father had wanted in 1839. He also left 
behind the visible attachment to the Unitarianism of his upbringing and 
became a member of the Anglican communion. We shall see whether, 
because of this outward religious reorientation, he rejected the open, ra-
tional, questioning approach to life of his Unitarian upbringing and the 
faith�s moral values. 

Unlike his father who, from local Manchester politics, went into Parlia-
ment after the 1832 Reform Act, Richard was never a serious politician in 
the accepted sense. Other family members were in the political main-
stream, including his uncle, Thomas, who became the first Lord Mayor of 
Manchester (1838-1840), and his cousin, Thomas Bayley, the Liberal MP 
for Rochdale (1865-1895). Richard�s wife had hoped that one day he 
would be too. His business interests, though, brought him into frequent 
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contact with politicians of all shades in Britain, France, British North 
America, the United States, and even the Russian autocracy. These inter-
ests and activities were building up in 1864 but were especially intense in 
1865, when the family took a London house for the second time. 

* 

How did he appear to other people at this stage of his life? In a family pho-
tograph taken in 1865 we see a handsome, slim, determined-looking man 
of forty-eight of above-average height with a strongly receding hairline, 
united with a carefully trimmed dark beard with a small hint of grey (illus-
tration 5, p. 128). He had the dark piercing eyes of his mother, the reclu-
sive, allegedly �mad� Mary. Beatrice wrote that he had a strong voice, 
which, after attending �London University� (University College) and the 
Inns of Court, had few traces left from his early years in Manchester. Oth-
ers commented on his great physical strength: even as a man of sixty-six 
he was able to travel night and day and spend whole days walking, driving 
and riding with only slight fatigue.18 Spencer�s interest in phrenology led 
him to describe Potter�s head as noble and democratic: �The perfect 
agreement between his head and face is remarkable: the features are Gre-
cian and their expression is exactly as a phrenologist would anticipate�.19  

As to Potter�s general character, interests and motivations, contemporaries 
were sharply divided. For Spencer, who had been treated as a member of 
the family from first meeting Richard and Lawrencina in 1844, the year of 
their marriage, until his own death in 1903, Richard simply had a �noble 
amiability� and was �the most loveable being I have yet seen�.20 For Be-
atrice, his most famous daughter and close companion in his final years, he 
was the adored selfless father, for whom: �His own comfort, his own in-
clinations were unconsidered before the happiness of his wife, the welfare 
of his children�.�21 Another of his daughters, Margaret, in a character 
sketch written five years earlier in 1884, two years after the death of her 
mother, described him as restless, affectionate, open-hearted and �wonder-
fully versatile� simple minded to peculiarity, and yet, where necessary, 
an adroit diplomatist�� with a ��large grasp of any subject and able to 
master details well�. His favourite pursuits, Margaret thought, were busi-
ness schemes requiring ingenuity and diplomacy, where his very consider-
able originating powers could be used.22  

Business associates could be far less kind. The most extreme public com-
ment came from Daniel Gooch, the very eminent locomotive engineer and 
engineering consultant. Writing about Richard Potter in his Memoirs, 
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Gooch reflected on events in 1865. Around this time, the two were locked 
in a battle over the management and direction of the Great Western Rail-
way under Potter�s chairmanship, which led to Gooch�s resignation as 
Chief Locomotive Engineer. Gooch wrote:  

He knew no way of managing the concern but by constant changes, and the 
staff lost all confidence in the security of their positions, and the whole line 
was in a state of disorganisation and discontent.  
Source: Roger Burdett Wilson (ed.), Sir Daniel Gooch: Memoirs and Dia-
ry (Newton Abbot: David & Charles, 1972), 108.  
 

As we shall see, there were several instances in Potter�s business life when 
others, both in private and in public, called into question his judgement, 
motivation and ethics. Even Beatrice, who admired him greatly and loved 
him deeply, thought that he had a wavering ethical compass in his business 
life and �had no clear vision of the public good�.23 The limit of his actual 
public service was to serve as a JP in Gloucester.  

It would be grossly misleading however to infer from the critical judge-
ments of some of his business associates that Richard Potter was an un-
thinking and unread philistine, a representative of that part of the upper-
middle class that was corrupted by money. He emphatically was not a lat-
ter-day George Hudson, the �Railway King�; nor was he like Anthony 
Trollope�s fictional Augustus Melmotte, who was probably modelled on 
Albert Grant, a very dubious company promoter who was a contemporary 
of Potter�s. He was not interested in conspicuous displays of wealth or the 
acquisition of art objects, although books were another matter. He was a 
generous host who entertained in style in grand houses at Standish, 
Rusland (in the Lake District) and in London.  

Potter enjoyed intellectual society and both Lawrencina and he ensured 
that his daughters were exposed to a wide range of opinions, views and 
influences, whether through listening to and meeting leading intellectuals 
or through their reading. In addition to Spencer, he counted among his 
friends and acquaintances eminent individuals such as T. H. Huxley, Fran-
cis Galton, John Tyndall and James Martineau. Potter was also acquainted 
with Cardinal Manning, Archbishop of Westminster and was a very close 
friend of Bishop Ellicott of Gloucester.24 Apart from Spencer, he also had 
a lifetime friendship with his Gloucester business partner, William Philip 
Price, a Liberal MP for Gloucester and sometime chairman of the Midland 
Railway, who also undertook public service as a Railway Commissioner.25  
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The presence of these eminent men may have been encouraged by Law-
rencina and by some of their daughters, most obviously by Beatrice, and 
was often facilitated through Spencer, but, as the head of the household, 
Richard�s encouragement was vital. He was equally assiduous in encour-
aging his daughters to read a range of writers that he repeatedly returned to 
throughout his life, which included Plato, Dante, Shakespeare, Jane Aus-
ten and William Makepeace Thackeray, as well as Edmund Burke, John 
Henry Newman and Thomas Carlyle. He was proficient not only in Italian 
but also in French and made practical use of that language when he struck 
a deal in Paris with Louis Napoleon to sell prefabricated wooden huts to 
the French government for their troops in the Crimea (chapter 5). A few 
years before, faced with substantial losses in the stock-market panic of 
1847-48, he had tried his hand as a journalist, which included opinion 
pieces for the Manchester Guardian, on the revolutionary events in Paris 
in 1848 (chapter 4). 

* 

Here, then, is the briefest of sketches of the mature Richard Potter, who 
was a very wealthy capitalist, company promoter and director; a man with 
a single son and eight daughters, the eldest of whom (Lallie) was just 
breaking into womanhood and �Society�.26 His life presents us with some-
thing of an enigma. He had been born in Manchester just after the Napole-
onic Wars into a wealthy, radical Unitarian family, but from his adoles-
cence had never returned to live or do business there or follow a political 
career as his father and other relatives had done, all with considerable dis-
tinction; a man who indeed rejected radicalism and the Liberal Party in 
favour of conservativism and the Conservative Party; a man who enjoyed 
country pursuits and lived in the country, but never used his considerable 
wealth to buy a country estate; a man who enjoyed the company of some 
of the leading intellectuals of his day, but was not by some accounts an 
intellectual; a man, though, whose career and money-making activities 
exemplified, for better or worse, the possibilities offered by the expanding 
mid-Victorian capitalist economy and the rise of the modern corporation, 
pioneered by the railways.  

In the chapters that follow, particular aspects and phases of Potter�s life 
are given more or less emphasis, which means that his story is not fol-
lowed in a strict chronological sequence. Therefore, to help readers navi-
gate through the text, I have included a brief timeline (x-xv) of the main 
events in Richard Potter�s life. My general intention is to achieve a bal-
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ance between what was important to him at the time and the concerns of 
modern historiography.  
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

RICHARD POTTER�S LIFE IN RETROSPECT 

 
 
 
Five days after his death, Richard Potter�s funeral was held at the church at 
Standish where Lawrencina had been interned and where he had so often 
read the lesson. His funeral was attended by his (eight) married daughters 
and their husbands and the unmarried Beatrice. His six oldest grandsons, 
his two Heyworth brothers-in-law and household staff were also present. 
As on the occasion of their mother�s funeral nine years earlier, the Potter 
daughters defied the convention that women of their class should stay at 
home, supposedly to protect themselves and others from a female lack of 
self-control on such a distressing occasion. Even so, none of Richard�s 
granddaughters was present.  

Beatrice was thirty-three years old. As she stood by the graveside with her 
relatives, she may have anticipated the thoughts about her father that she 
expressed in her diary all those years later after the garden party at Pass-
field Corner in the summer of 1937, when she reflected on the prominence 
of Richard�s descendants in British society. If we are right to assume that 
he had an overriding drive to secure the financial fortunes of his family 
and to safeguard its upper-middle-class status, then his life was a success. 
Eight of the nine daughters had married in Richard�s lifetime, and all but 
Rosy secured husbands who either preserved or enhanced the family�s 
social status. Beatrice delayed the announcement of her engagement until 
shortly after Richard�s death because she was worried that Sydney Webb, 
with his lower-middle-class background, would not have met with his ap-
proval. However, her father would have drawn satisfaction from the hus-
bands chosen by his daughters in his lifetime, who were progressing well 
in their chosen careers.1 They were either in or close to the networks of 
power in British society which characterised the Potter dynasty in 1937.  

Four of the daughters were married to wealthy men of property. Lallie, the 
eldest, was married to Robert Dunning Holt from a well-known Unitarian 
family, who was a member of one of Liverpool�s wealthiest and most es-
tablished commercial families with interests in shipping and cotton. Mary 
was married to Arthur Playne, the owner of a Gloucestershire cloth mill 
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and the Longfords� estate, who qualifies as a �squire�. Georgie was mar-
ried to Daniel Meinertzhagen, the merchant banker, and Maggie to Henry 
Hobhouse, from a prominent Somerset landed family, who became a Lib-
eral-Unionist MP, chairman of the county council and Quarter-Sessions, 
and an Ecclesiastical Commissioner. The other sisters were married to 
professional men and politicians. Catherine was married to Leonard 
Courtney (later Lord Courtney of Penwith), who had been Financial Secre-
tary in Gladstone�s second administration, but never achieved higher of-
fice; Blanche to William Harrison Cripps, who the Potters were doubtful 
about early on, but they later changed their minds as his career progressed. 
By the time of Richard�s death, William was a distinguished surgeon at St 
Bartholomew�s Hospital in London. Theresa was married to William�s 
brother, Charles Alfred Cripps (later Lord Parmoor), a successful barrister 
who entered Parliament as a Conservative in 1895 and was the father of 
Stafford. Rosy�s catastrophic marriage to the dissolute Dyson Williams in 
1888, who was also a barrister but not a successful one, was unhappy but 
at least brief, for he died from syphilis in 1896. It seems probable that the 
sisters shielded the fading Richard from what was happening to Rosy, the 
daughter who had �replaced� his dead son, Dicky. Richard would also, for 
the most part, have drawn contentment from the structure of his daughter�s 
lives as married upper-middle-class women. As Barbara Cain argues:  

Though Beatrice expressed ambivalence about them and Rosy, for a time, 
flouted them completely, the Potter sisters for the most part did not ques-
tion the conventions or the social and familial expectations which estab-
lished the framework of their lives. They accepted the need to fit within the 
conventional pattern and devoted themselves to society, to family life, and 
to an approved range of philanthropic and public issues.  
Source: Caine, Destined, 4. 
 

Shortly after Richard�s funeral, the daughters met in the lawyer�s office 
where his seventeen-page will was read. The first version of this particular 
will had been signed on 12 April 1883, which was exactly a year after the 
death of Lawrencina, and updated with four codicils in the following 
years. As we have seen, in common with other members of the middle and 
upper-middle classes, for whom the arrangements were an expression of 
the testator�s good standing, Richard was diligent about ensuring that the 
interests of his wife and children were protected after his death. His estate 
was subsequently valued at £137,300 net (£17.136m) and, in accordance 
with his wishes, was divided equally between all nine of them and placed 
in trusts which therefore guaranteed their financial independence from 
their husbands.2 The only tangible asset that he left of any value was the 
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family�s modest house (by their standards) in Herefordshire, the Argoed, 
which was sold in September 1897. Other members of the upper-middle 
class often took a quite different, much more traditional, landed-class 
view, which was to leave much of their wealth to their successors as a set-
tled estate. This was the practice of Richard�s friends Thomas Brassey, 
who was immensely wealthy and left an estate valued at over £5.2 million 
(£608m) and William Price, who had died only nine months before Rich-
ard in March 1891, leaving a substantial settled estate but only £40,469 
(£5.050m) in other assets. Daniel Gooch, Richard�s arch-critic, who was 
far richer than either Potter or Price, identified himself as a landed proprie-
tor when he died in 1889. He stipulated in his will that more than 
£400,000 (£50.49m) was to be used for purchasing property, which was to 
be used by his eldest son as an entailed estate.3 While Potter lived in the 
sort of houses that were associated with landed wealth, it is possible that 
with his growing family of daughters, he had no choice but to give finan-
cial priority to their interests, whether as single or as married women, ra-
ther than to purchase an estate. He therefore put his money into trusts for 
them. 

After the formal part of the business in the solicitor�s office, the sisters 
then decided on the presents that they would give to their father�s elderly 
servants, in particular to the devoted Mrs Thompson (�nursie�), who had 
cared for him every day for the previous six years and was greatly valued 
and admired by Beatrice. They gave her £500 (£62,404), which moved her 
deeply. A little later, having recovered her poise, when asked what item 
she would like to remember Mr Potter by, she said that she would like to 
have Mr Potter�s razors. At that point, she was once again overcome with 
emotion. She burst into tears, as did the sisters. Once it was all over, Kate 
Courtney recorded her contentment with how the sisters had dealt with the 
formal matters: 

Happily too all of our family arrangements and all money matters have 
passed off without a single moment of friction between any of us; all the 
sisters have been as nice as they could be.  
Source: Quoted in Jallard, Death, 217. 
 

As might have been expected, Richard�s obituary appeared in all the Lon-
don newspapers and many provincial ones too. In the Pall Mall Gazette, 
for example, he was described as ��the last of the railway princes whose 
names are connected with the early history of the railway�.4 Richard was 
not quite the last of the princes. He pre-deceased his long-standing busi-
ness associate, the blunt, swashbuckling Edward Watkin, who died in 
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1901, and also the suave, urbane James Staats Forbes, another well-known 
railway manager, chairman and company promoter of the Potter era, who 
died in 1904.5. These men were the last of the �princes�. The conditions 
that had enabled them to thrive had gone. Railway companies had become 
fully-fledged managerial enterprises, with their freedom of action con-
strained by the state, so the scope for corporate capitalists to shape their 
destinies was far more constrained than it had been in the mid-century.6  

If Potter was regarded in some circles as a �prince�, such recognition 
had its limits, for unlike several of his contemporaries, most notably 
Watkin and Gooch, he did not receive a single public honour. This was 
probably because his public service activities were local and quite lim-
ited (serving only as a Justice of the Peace) and his political career did 
not take off. Although he was very active in the Conservative Party in 
the 1870s and 1880s, he limited himself to the Gloucester and Stroud 
constituencies rather than the national party. He was harmed by his mis-
judgement of the nuances of Britain�s relationship with Canada when he 
was president of the Grand Trunk Railway. In common with other major 
businessmen of his generation, who confined themselves to business, 
Richard Potter�s life was not notable enough, in the judgement of the 
editors, to warrant inclusion in that compendium, the Dictionary of Na-
tional Biography, which celebrated the contributions of notable individ-
uals to national life.   

* 

It seems that there were four forking paths in Richard Potter�s life, each of 
which had a bearing on the decisions he made at the time and the course 
taken by his life subsequently. These were the �loss� of his mother, his 
marriage to Lawrencina, the loss of his only son in 1864 and, most defin-
ing of all, the loss in 1848 of a substantial part of his inheritance through 
the collapse of the stock market.  

While the loss of his mother was incomprehensible to the young Richard, 
his father was very loving and attentive, offering him a role model, which 
he followed when he became a parent. This was most notably expressed in 
his unconventional tolerance and also in his acknowledgement of the intel-
lectual and personal qualities of the Potter women, which he owed to his 
Unitarian upbringing. His father had exposed each of his children equally 
(three girls and one boy) to diverse ideas and experiences. His son fol-
lowed much the same approach with his own children, who grew up to be 
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articulate and forceful adults, and who made the most of the limited oppor-
tunities that were available to women of their class at the time.7  

In marrying Lawrencina, who was also from a radical, upper-middle-class 
background, with family values to match his own, Richard had also chosen 
a strong, highly intelligent, self-willed and ambitious woman who, like 
him, had faced the loss of a mother at an early age, although in fundamen-
tally different circumstances. She was his confidante on business matters, 
the person who fed his ambition and who drove him on when his spirits 
were low. According to Beatrice, he was completely devoted to her, loved 
her deeply and wanted to please her. The death of Dicky, who was the 
only one of their children to die in their lifetimes, was a seminal moment 
for both of them, leading Lawrencina, in her grief, to retreat from family 
life for some time, while Richard despaired that there would be no male 
heir to follow him in the timber partnership. More immediately, it seems 
likely that Dicky�s death was a factor in his decision to resign from the 
chairmanship of the GWR. Dicky�s death also had profound but quite dif-
ferent effects on the relationship between Lawrencina and two of the 
daughters, Beatrice and Rosy, who were born either side of him.8 

There was one episode above all that had a critical, defining role in Rich-
ard Potter�s adult life, which was the impact of the 1847-48 financial crisis 
on his personal finances. This seems to have turned Richard into some-
body else or perhaps brought to the surface latent characteristics and be-
haviour. Married with three very young daughters, and faced with the loss 
of a substantial part of his inherited fortune, he re-evaluated every aspect 
of his life, leading him (after a short flirtation with journalism) to swerve 
towards the Gloucester timber partnership with his old school friend, the 
influential William Price, and from there into railway and other company 
directorships.  

The two most acute family observers of Richard the businessman, who left 
records of their thoughts about his motivations, were his daughters Be-
atrice and Margaret. Beatrice recognised in 1882, shortly after the death of 
her mother, that it was to the external, material world that he responded 
and secured his identity. Unlike his wife and several of his daughters, he 
was not guided or troubled by spiritual concerns or influenced by any par-
ticular social impulses, except in the most general sense, common among 
his upper-middle-class contemporaries. Perhaps he was always mindful 
that the collapse of the family�s income in 1848 might happen again, if he 
were not to be vigilant and active in making money. Money-making 
proved to be a furrow within which he would remain for the rest of his life 
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and was his impulse for action, even though his intellectual inclinations 
and lively curiosity might have taken him onto a different path, as Beatrice 
suggests.9 But he lacked the will to change. The best he could do was to 
touch fragments of this other world through his association with many of 
the leading minds of the day and having clever people around him, includ-
ing his wife and, as they matured, his daughters and several of their hus-
bands and friends. He was extremely open with his daughters, and there 
were no frontiers in what he encouraged them to read and to discuss within 
the family. However, Margaret had recognised some years before in a let-
ter to her mother, when she was accompanying him on one of his annual 
visits to North America, that her father�s intellectual interests were not 
enough for him. In her view, which proved to be very prescient, he was a 
man driven by the need to be involved in and to succeed in business. 
While she appreciated that his attempt to sort out the Grand Trunk caused 
him a lot of stress and anxiety, the alternative was far worse, �retiring en-
tirely into private life with no career left would be dangerous to his health 
and spirits�.�10  

* 

Richard Potter�s business career illustrates the opportunities that existed in 
the expanding mid-Victorian economy for men to be involved simultane-
ously in traditional and modern forms of business organisation. Changes in 
the legal framework of business facilitated new possibilities for large-scale 
corporate enterprise and openings for a career as a director of public joint-
stock companies. Potter�s involvement ranged from the two-hundred-year-
old, state-sponsored Hudson�s Bay Company to two of the largest railway 
companies in the world at the time, the Great Western Railway and the 
Grand Trunk Railway, and the much smaller, regionally-based Gloucester 
Wagon Company. I have noted in passing two other substantial and im-
portant companies, the Dutch Rhenish Railway and the South Wales Col-
liery Company, in which he was involved for a number of years, and not at 
all to his speculative investments. According to Beatrice, he lost heavily in 
Welsh coal-mines by buying and selling at the wrong time but did well by 
taking up shares in the Barry Docks Company (probably in 1885) before 
the investing public had become aware of their value.11 

It was Potter�s involvement in the unglamorous timber firm after his stock 
market losses in the late 1840s that provided the family�s core regular in-
come and the material bedrock for its upper-middle-class lifestyle and 
status. His involvement was also a catalyst for much else in his career. The 
Great Western Railway wanted a director who would �represent� Glouces-
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ter, where of course the firm was based. Philip Price and Richard�s father-
in-law, Lawrence Heyworth, helped him to secure the position. The part-
nership provided timber for the huts supplied to the British and French 
governments in the Crimean War through the deals he negotiated at the 
highest levels of government, which raised his profile in political circles. 
The opening of the firm�s facilities at Grimsby brought Potter into contact 
with Edward Watkin, and through him, he became a director of a Europe-
an railway company (the Dutch Rhenish), but of greater significance were 
Watkin�s connections with British North America, which introduced Pot-
ter to the Hudson�s Bay Company and the Grand Trunk Railway. Back in 
Gloucester, he played a key role in setting up the Gloucester Wagon Com-
pany, for which the partnership was an important supplier of timber.  

Once on a railway board, the interests of the timber partnership and Wag-
on Company were never far from his mind, as was the wider family�s in-
volvement in the South Wales coalfield. A recurrent theme of his career 
was his hostility to the internalisation of manufacturing by railway compa-
nies and their privileged access to coal supplies, which damaged the �in-
dependents�, such as the Gloucester Wagon Company or the Hey-
worth/Potter colliery interests. He recognised that the more railway com-
panies internalised their activities, the less business there would be for 
independent suppliers, which fuelled some of his epic battles with railway 
executives, most notably with Daniel Gooch. However, there seems little 
doubt that he used his position to secure contacts for the Gloucester firms. 
In much the same vein, he saw his involvement in the Hudson�s Bay 
Company as a platform for other ventures in British North America, in-
cluding telegraphic communications and land speculation. In other words, 
a directorship in a major company offered business opportunities that were 
far more valuable to the family�s fortunes than the fees Potter received as a 
director or even as a chairman.  

Richard�s experience, opportunism and use of networks, including family 
ones on the Heywood side, his friendship with Price, his association with 
Watkin, his London clubs and even his links with rather dubious charac-
ters, such as the share jobber and land speculator John Parson, were all 
important at different times, but are susceptible to different readings. This 
ambiguity and uncertainty arise partly because neither his personal journal 
nor diary has come to light, although this gap is somewhat offset by his 
appearance in the letters and jottings of his very communicative daugh-
ters.12 So we are largely left with other, more formal evidence, if any at all. 
In the case of the timber partnerships, there is only a skeletal record, with 
no partnership records as such. The business evidence, such as it is, is 
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therefore biased towards public companies. But the published records of 
annual general meetings and even the surviving committee minute books 
give only a partial picture of his influence on decisions and none at all of 
his underlying motives. When there was a dramatic event, such as his 
forced resignation from the boards of the Grand Trunk Railway and the 
Gloucester Wagon companies or his bitter conflict with Daniel Gooch, it is 
possible to gain a fuller picture from the records. On such occasions, we 
have the confidential memoranda or letters that were exchanged between 
the key figures, or even their outbursts in the press, which add some flesh 
to the dry bones of minute books. We have in addition the private thoughts 
of a number of those who cared about him and observed him at close hand, 
even discussed business matters with him, although they were judging him 
from the perspective of a wife or daughter or, in Spencer�s case, as a 
friend, not as a man of business. Their observations about him are, for the 
most part, generic rather than specific, but they do offer us a picture of a 
complex, enigmatic individual.  

It seems clear that judged as the material provider for his family and secur-
ing the futures of his daughters, Richard Potter was very successful. As-
sessing his acumen as a businessman is much more difficult. On the posi-
tive side, he was adept at seeing and valuing market opportunities and per-
suading others of the merit of a particular course of action (supplying huts 
during the Crimean War and initiating the Wagon Company are two out-
standing examples). He was recognised as an excellent and persuasive 
public communicator. As always, Beatrice was an astute observer of her 
father�s behaviour. Writing about the way he handled opponents at a more 
personal level, she noted:  

�to see him with these men, to watch his sympathetic smile and apparent 
want of purpose in all he said and did, the natural way in which they them-
selves were made to suggest what he wished � the absolute unselfcon-
sciousness of his effort � one felt one was in the presence of a born diplo-
mat.  
Source: Diary, 29 November 1889. 
 

As he was among the first generation of �modern� company directors, 
Potter had to navigate through some uncharted terrain, and sometimes lost 
his way. He appreciated that delegated management was necessary in 
large, joint-stock companies, but its corollary, executive accountability to 
the board of directors, posed many difficulties for him, which he never 
fully resolved. Over the years, he dealt with the matter in three main ways, 
none of which ended well for him. The first was through outright personal 
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conflict with top executives, as instanced in his clashes with Gooch, 
Brydges, Hickson and Slater. The second was by the insertion of a senior 
executive who reported directly to him on the activities of his superior (the 
reports by Edward Wilson on Gooch�s management at the Great Western 
Railway in 1864 and by L. J. Sergeant�s reports on Hickson in 1874 at the 
Grand Trunk Railway). The third was by the introduction of formal board 
structures of the kind that, for instance, the patrician directors of the Great 
Western Railway long resisted. In one case, that of the Wagon Company, 
he held on too long to the partnership model of management, in which the 
partners had a firm grip on both the strategic and operational aspects of the 
business, or so he believed. The model seemed to work well for a little 
over ten years. However, as the company grew and the general manager 
developed his own power base, eventually winning the support of the ma-
jority of other directors, the model failed, and so did he.  

* 

In writing this life, I have often drawn on Beatrice�s acute observations of 
her father�s personality and behaviour and her comments on the wider 
Potter family. I return, finally, to Beatrice herself, Richard Potter�s most 
well-known daughter. It will be recalled that while she loved him deeply, 
she openly criticised some of his actions, moral values and political be-
liefs. That she would often say these things directly to him was a measure 
of the �free-thinking�, all-questioning openness that he (and, in fairness, 
Lawrencina too) encouraged within the family. They lived, wrote Beatrice, 
in a ��perpetual state of ferment, receiving and questioning all contempo-
rary hypotheses as to the duty and destiny of man in this world and the 
next�.13 Beatrice therefore acquired a confidence to challenge received 
wisdoms, which she deployed so effectively in her later public and profes-
sional life. She was free to examine and question the ethics of capitalist 
enterprise and her father�s acts and axioms. After her mother�s death, 
Richard came to regard Beatrice as his confidante in business matters. In 
this role, she 

acted, off and on, as his private secretary and confidential attendant; mem-
orising for him various details of the unwritten �understandings� between 
men of affairs which form so large a part of the machinery of big business. 
Source: Webb, Apprenticeship-1, 136. 
 

Later she acknowledged the value of this experience, recognising that it 
was her first exposure to the business of recollecting and recording com-
plicated facts, which she later used as an interviewer and social investiga-
tor. In the process, for a young woman who was widely read in matters of 
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political economy, she also had direct exposure to how contemporary capi-
talism actually worked and the values and motivations of those who 
shaped it, which coloured in due course the more public questions with 
which she is identified. �To be my father�s companion in business and 
travel was not merely a continuous delight but also a liberal education�.14 
Richard Potter, the corporate capitalist, had unknowingly provided his 
daughter with some of the practical tools, knowledge and insights that 
would inform her work as a social scientist and critic of contemporary 
society.   

He therefore played a very important role in shaping her professional life, 
as she readily acknowledged. Richard�s own father had been among those 
Radicals who had sought to prise open a society that was riddled with 
privilege and rank, and to infuse it with free choice and markets. To a con-
siderable degree, this change had happened or was happening by the time 
Richard was a mature adult. He was deeply involved in a world of global 
capitalism. Melding her exposure to her father�s business life with her 
direct experience as a rent collector in the East End and as one of Booth�s 
social investigators, Beatrice was better able to document and understand 
this version of society and also its failings. It was becoming evident to her, 
in the ten years when she was her father�s closest companion, that individ-
ualised freedom alone did not and could not provide prosperity and justice 
for the majority of the population. At a personal level, she was developing 
an awareness and a sense of guilt that she belonged to a family and class 
that habitually gave orders ��but seldom, if ever, executed the orders of 
other people�.15 Her mother, father and her sisters� husbands all gave or-
ders, as did she, especially in the last years of her father�s life when she 
ran his household.  

* 

Which Richard Potter, the arch-diplomat, would have revealed himself had 
the reader met him? Would it have been, as one Gloucestershire lady said 
to another, the Potter who ��told all, but left all untold�?16 The husband 
and father who put the welfare of his family above all else? The good-
humoured, loving father who interacted very easily with his children and 
encouraged their individualities? The husband whose relationship with his 
wife was a challenge to the contemporary ideal of subservient and self-
sacrificing womanhood? The loving husband who dared not defy his wife? 
The husband and father who valued the views of women more than men? 
The penitent husband who said his prayers, child-like, at the foot of the 
marital bed? The subtle broker of certain of his daughters� marriages? The 
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Anglican Potter whose domestic life was informed by Unitarian precepts? 
The urbane Potter sitting opposite, with his back to the engine, in the di-
rectors� carriage going to a GWR board meeting at Paddington Station in 
London? The Potter who relished the high life of the railroad president? 
The Potter who over-indulged in champagne and good food? The well-
travelled Potter who might take members of his family to Scotland or to 
Europe for a holiday, often staying in fashionable places, such as the 
French Riviera, or might combine business with pleasure in Canada, the 
United States and Holland, accompanied by various daughters? The Potter 
who loved fishing and wide, open landscapes? The well-read, erudite Pot-
ter, the friend or associate of leading intellectuals? The avid reader of Dan-
te who would not go near the works of his brilliant, ever-loyal friend, Her-
bert Spencer? The Potter who had no time for art and music? The son of a 
Radical, free-trader who, much to the displeasure of his relatives on both 
sides of the family, became a committed Conservative and believer in the 
British Empire and protectionism? The Potter who put personal friendship 
ahead of the public good? The purposeful businessman Potter who was 
brilliant at planning and initiation, but had a distaste for inspection and 
control? Potter the deal-maker? The instinctive Potter who seduced others 
into giving him all that he wanted but without, in Beatrice�s words, 
��seeming to deny the aims of the other parties�?17 Or finally, the Potter 
who knew how to put the past behind him and to move on to the next 
phase of his life or activity?  

He was of course all of these things and more. There is no absolute read-
ing of his personality and motivations. Much depends on the context, tim-
ing and Potter�s relationship with the other party. He obviously did not 
exist simply as an individual but in a complex network of relationships, 
some sustaining him, others undermining him. We have seen that contem-
poraries could be sharply divided in their views about him. We have also 
seen that there were occasions when he misunderstood the �political� con-
text in which he was operating. In attempting to understand his life, I have 
tried to go beyond an assessment of his personality, important though that 
is, to consider also the real parameters that bounded his actions. In describ-
ing how Potter lived his life, I have tried to balance the �private� with the 
�public� dimensions of his life and also the relationship between the two. 
It is for the reader to decide if I have succeeded. 
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