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Sir Augustus William
Frederick Spencer Loftus

(4 August 1879 — 9 November 1885)

Geoffrey Bolton

Sir Augustus William Frederick Spencer Loftus (commonly known as
Lord Augustus Loftus!) was born on 4 October 1817, fourth son of the
second Marquess of Ely. He came of an Anglo-Irish landed family who
through the skilful manipulation of their rotten boroughs in the 18th
century Irish House of Commons were promoted to a higher rank in the
peerage than they had the means to sustain. To keep up their position
members of the family served as courtiers to the Royal family; Jane, wife
of the third Marquess, was Queen Victoria’s favourite Lady-in-Waiting for
40 years. Privately educated, Augustus was intended for the diplomatic
service and won the patronage of King William IV. He was made an
Honorary Attaché to the court of Prussia in 1837 and achieved salaried
office in 1842. In 1845 he married Emma Maria Greville, an Admiral’s
daughter. They were to have three sons and two daughters.

Moving happily in Royal Courts

Until 1871 Loftus was posted to a succession of appointments at German
and Austrian Courts, rising steadily through the diplomatic ranks until in
1866 he was made GCB and Ambassador at Berlin. Suave, tactful and
self-effacing, Loftus moved happily among the aristocracy and royalty of
the German Courts in an era when, as he recalled in his memoirs, “Life
was easier and the turmoil and cares of life were less”.2 Unfortunately the
punctilious formality of the German Courts rubbed off on him, so that by
early middle age he already had a reputation as a “pompous busybody”.3
He witnessed the Franco-Prussian War and the unification of the German
Empire under Bismarck’s leadership in 1870-71, but got on the wrong
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LOFTUS

commented that “A man who made a good general might make a bad
archbishop; and there is about as much resemblance between a general
and an archbishop as there is between an ambassador and a colonial
Governor”.%

Assessment

To a modern observer it might seem that Loftus had not performed badly
in the last phase of his public life. He was a careful and efficient go-
between for New South Wales and the Colonial Office. His interventions
in politics were cautious and correct. He provoked no crises and caused no
scandals. But the qualities of reticence and tact that might be seen as
desirable in a Governor in the early 21st century were not enough for the
late 19th century public. They wanted their Sovereign’s representative to
play an active part in community life, patronising charities, opening agri-
cultural shows, entertaining on a generous scale and occasionally pro-
voking public debate without compromising the impartiality expected of
the office holder. It was all very well for Queen Victoria herself in her long
widowhood to seclude herself in Balmoral or Osborne, as she had family
members who could deputise for her, but a colonial Governor had to be
constantly on show as a public figure. Such activity was seen as vindicat-
ing the Governor’s office, and as fending off republican suggestions that
in a self governing community there was no need for the Viceregal role.
Loftus had the misfortune to serve his time between two Governors,
Robinson and Carrington, who took to the role of public figure with relish,
and contrasts were drawn. No doubt his diplomatic experience in auto-
cratic Courts was not the best preparation for public life in a society which
considered itself aggressively democratic. His appointment to New South
Wales originally may only have come about as the British Government’s
way of dealing with an official who was too senior to discard but who was
preferably kept at a long distance. But Froude was right when he saw Lord
Augustus Loftus as accepting his destiny and loyally conforming to it, so
that in the end he performed better than anyone might have predicted.

Notes

1 Throughout his life he was known as Lord Augustus Loftus. Although this was
only a courtesy title because he was the son of a Marquess and did not entitle him
to sit in the House of Lords it was thought to outrank his genuine knighthood.

2 The Diplomatic Reminiscences of Lord Augustus Loftus PC GCB (Remi-
niscences), vol 1, London 1892, p 7.

3 Haskins, A, and Powell, J (eds), The Journal of John Wodehouse, first earl of
Kimberley 1862-1902, Camden 5th series, vol 9, Cambridge, 1997, p 78.

4 Crown Princess of Prussia to Queen Victoria, 20.11.1870; Granville to Queen
Victoria, 25.11.1870, in Buckle, GE (ed), The Letters of Queen Victoria, second
series, 1862-1878, London, 1926, vol II, pp 82, 85.
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