
[image: cover]


Contents

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

Also by John Campbell

List of Illustrations

Dedication

Title Page

Introduction

Charles James Fox and William Pitt

Viscount Castlereagh and George Canning

Benjamin Disraeli and William Gladstone

H. H. Asquith and David Lloyd George

Aneurin Bevan and Hugh Gaitskell

Harold Macmillan and R. A. Butler

Edward Heath and Margaret Thatcher

Gordon Brown and Tony Blair

Picture Section

Notes

Acknowledgements

Sources and Bibliography

Index

Copyright


About the Book

Benjamin Disraeli and William Gladstone. Edward Heath and Margaret Thatcher. Gordon Brown and Tony Blair. Personal rivalry is the very stuff of politics. The causes and controversies, the parties and technology may have changed over time but political conflict is still dramatised by the competition of ambitious individuals for the highest offices. Over the past two hundred years the size of the electorate has grown enormously and the means of reaching it transformed out of all recognition but human nature itself hasn’t changed.

In his thought-provoking book John Campbell considers eight pairs of rivals and shows how their antagonism, which often evolved into outright loathing, has determined the course of political conflict. In each of his case studies – Fox and Pitt, Castlereagh and Canning, Gladstone and Disraeli, Asquith and Lloyd George, Bevan and Gaitskell, Macmillan and Butler, Heath and Thatcher, Brown and Blair – he combines a vivid narrative with an authoritative assessment of the historical legacy that reveals how ideology is inextricably entwined with personality.
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Introduction

POLITICS IS INESCAPABLY about power: the drive for power, the exercise of power and the struggle to retain power. Of course it is also about ideas, conflicting ideologies, class and group interests and deep economic forces. But the enduring fascination of democratic politics lies in the dependence of these ideas and forces on the ambitions of competing individuals. No great cause can be advanced except by the genius of an inspirational leader; conversely no leader can succeed but by hitching his fortune to some cause which catches the Zeitgeist of his age. Ideas prosper only through the flawed men and women who champion them. It is easy to deplore today’s excessive emphasis on personalities at the expense of political content. Yet the clash of contrasting personalities has always been the driving force of progress.

The unique continuity of the British parliamentary system has provided an unparalleled stage for political theatre over the past two hundred years. During the two centuries which separate the age of William Pitt from the age of Gordon Brown the conduct of politics has been transformed almost beyond recognition. The electorate has grown from a few thousand well-born men to include the entire adult population – forty-five million men and women at the last election. Debate that was once conducted in elaborately rhetorical speeches, often lasting several hours, in the chamber of the House of Commons is now concentrated into thirty-second soundbites on television, replayed infinitely on the internet. Governments come and go; parties rise and decline; the issues and ideologies which form the content of political controversy change over time – liberty or order; the prerogatives of the Crown or the House of Lords; tariffs or free trade; capitalism or socialism (or the particular balance between the two); above all, peace or war and the morality and cost of foreign interventions, whether in colonial America, continental Europe or the Middle East. Yet through all these changes of style and substance, the rivalry of ambitious individuals competing for the highest offices – the same offices, for the most part – has remained a constant, and the conduct of politicians merely adapts to different contexts. There is in every age a small number of dominating personalities who embody the contending philosophies of the moment; the clashing egos and the human strengths and weaknesses of these key individuals shape the arguments and determine the historical outcome. These are the leaders who define their age.

They tend to come in pairs. In an adversarial political system every significant shift in ideas throws up its opposing champions. Sometimes – like Pitt and Fox in the late eighteenth century, or Gladstone and Disraeli in the middle of the nineteenth – they are the leaders of rival parties, disputing openly across the floor of the House of Commons, and on the hustings. Increasingly, however – like Asquith and Lloyd George in the early twentieth century, or Bevan and Gaitskell in the 1950s – they are the leaders of factions within the same party, contending for supremacy. In the House of Commons your real enemies are not on the benches opposite but beside and behind you. Often – like Castlereagh and Canning in the early nineteenth century, Macmillan and Butler in the twentieth, or Blair and Brown at the beginning of the twenty-first – they are outwardly good colleagues jostling for the same prize. Some of these feuds start in an approximation to friendship; almost all end in personal antipathy – though only one pair has gone to the length of fighting a real duel and taking shots at one another. But in every case it is the rivalry of these personalities which grips the public imagination. Very often they are contrasting temperaments – one cool and calculating, the other temperamental and impulsive; one ascetic, the other self-indulgent; one idealistic, the other cynical. These personal characteristics are reflected in their politics, and their opposition affords not merely individual dramas but – repeated down the generations – a timeless opposition of ‘classical’ versus ‘romantic’ archetypes, ‘Roundhead’ against ‘Cavalier’: Pitt, Gladstone, Asquith and Gaitskell on one side against Fox, Disraeli, Lloyd George and Bevan on the other. These contrasts are the very stuff of politics. Time and again, indeed, it is the rivalry which drives individuals to take up opposing causes, rather than opposed beliefs which makes them rivals.

This book traces eight of these epic contests, treating each as a narrative in its own right but also attempting to draw parallels and contrasts to demonstrate not only the transformation in the outward forms but also the inner continuity of the political process. What was once the preserve of a privileged social caste has been gradually prised open to give us the mass democracy of today; yet elections had to be won even in the eighteenth century, and the money spent on winning or fixing them was as disproportionate and corrupting as it is today. The so-called ‘nightwatchman state’, concerned only with law and order, the regulation of trade and the defence of the realm, has grown into the suffocating leviathan of the welfare state, assuming responsibility for the nation’s health, education and safety from the cradle to the grave; yet the arguments over the burden of taxation and the rights, duties and liberties of the citizen vis-à-vis the overweening government are essentially unchanged. Britain has acquired and surrendered an empire, declining from the global superpower of the late nineteenth century to a medium-sized regional power still nursing international pretensions beyond its realistic reach; yet questions of peace and war – and the denial of liberty justified by the threat of war – are as contentious today as in the time of Pitt and Fox.

Above all, the conduct of political debate itself has been revolutionised. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth century it was almost exclusively conducted within Parliament – both Lords and Commons – though already amplified by a lively culture of newspapers, pamphlets and caricatures which fed an embryonic public opinion. Parties, factions and ‘connections’ were inchoate, personal and shifting: patronage was all-important. Power was won and exercised primarily through oratory: speeches were judged as much for their theatrical effect as for their argument. Yet this almost private disputation among a tiny elite at Westminster was always tempered by awareness of the voteless mob outside. Fox was an aristocrat to his fingertips, no democrat by any modern standard, yet he constantly appealed to an idealised concept of ‘the people’. Through the middle and later nineteenth century the franchise was steadily extended, first to the professional middle class, then to respectable elements of the working class; the railways and cheaper newspapers carried full reports of parliamentary debates quickly to the whole country; party organisations, Conservative and Liberal, were formed to fight elections and carry the message of rival leaders – pre-eminently Gladstone and Disraeli – who began to address the electorate directly at public meetings. But Parliament remained central, with the Lower house gradually displacing the upper as the chamber in which power resided.

This pattern endured for the first third of the twentieth century – the age of Asquith and Lloyd George – until broadcasting inaugurated a third age. First the wireless from around 1930 and then, in the 1950s, television transformed the way politicians communicated with the nation and increasingly with each other. At first Parliament held its own: in the 1960s and into the early 1980s the newspapers still reported debates, reputations were still made in the chamber and authority derived from command of the House: Roy Jenkins was the last major figure to make his name in this way. But already, in the age of Macmillan and Butler, ‘image’ was becoming as important as substance. The balance tilted decisively in the last decades of the century – the age of Thatcher and Blair – when Jenkins, returning in 1982 to the area he had dominated in the 1960s, found himself a fish out of water. Today politics is an activity that takes place almost wholly on the airwaves and in the ether. Parliament is largely ignored, even by MPs themselves, except for the weekly pantomime of Prime Minister’s Questions which is aimed primarily at the electronic audience. Ministers are held to account not in debate by their elected opponents, but on radio and television by celebrity presenters who are far more famous than the mere politicians they interrogate. By the first years of the new century any substantial difference between the parties has been eroded almost to nothing and the business of government reduced to a game show on which the public is invited to make instant judgements of approval or disapproval. Point-scoring has replaced argument; conspicuous ability is a liability; likeability and perceived ‘ordinariness’ have displaced knowledge, experience and ideas.

It may be an illusion to imagine that modern politics has declined from some golden age. Every generation thinks its own politicians pygmies compared with the giants of the past. But there has surely been a measurable loss of quality. If not a golden age, there was a period in the middle of the two-century span – lasting roughly from the last third of the nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth – when the forces of democracy and media were in some sort of balance. The late eighteenth/early nineteenth century was still a predominantly aristocratic age in which party lines, reflecting clear differences of political philosophy, were only beginning to be drawn; the frank venality of patronage and place-seeking was gradually replaced by Victorian standards of public conduct; a new cadre of middle-class politicians arose, reflecting the replacement of agriculture by industry and commerce as the main source of the national wealth, though for some decades yet the great landed magnates still held disproportionate sway. From about 1870 improved communications helped to create a clearly defined two-party system which engaged the loyalties of most of the expanded electorate and endured for about a hundred years, evolving relatively smoothly from a Conservative–Liberal to a Conservative–Labour duopoly. Most clearly in the decade before 1914 and in the two decades after 1945, the public was offered a choice between two well-organised mass-membership organisations representing opposed visions of society, passionately supported by their respective followers, which nevertheless accepted – with a slight wobble around 1911 – the legitimacy of the other view and alternated in government without excessive acrimony or wild swings between extremes. They were led by a predominantly upper-middle-class political elite who mixed socially with one another in the clubs of London and great houses around the country, but at the same time took the business of government very seriously – albeit with a generous helping of hypocrisy – and felt an obligation to communicate seriously with what they still imagined to be an informed and interested public opinion. They operated in a media culture which equally believed in its responsibility to inform and educate the electorate – from the heavyweight newspapers (including important provincial papers) which printed lengthy reports of parliamentary debates and extra-parliamentary speeches, through the popular titles which still – up to the 1960s – covered politics far more fully and fairly than the supposed ‘quality’ press does today, to television which in its early years was still controlled and presented by journalists brought up in the print tradition.

Between them, the politicians and the media created an electorate which followed politics, was assumed to read the reports of debates and attended political meetings in large numbers, at least at election time. Of course there was an element of self-deception here. Up till the mid-1950s, when television took off, there were many fewer alternative sources of entertainment: people attended meetings because there was not much else to do, they often provided good sport, and they were free; just as they read the political news because that was what newspaper editors thought it was their job to give them. Politicians in turn treated the electorate with respect because they imagined the public to be more interested than it really was. This may have been an illusion, but it was a healthy one, which gave structure and discipline to the national debate.

The rot set in with increasing affluence, bringing an explosion of alternative distractions. Sophisticated market research and the publication of ever more detailed opinion polls revealed the shallow ness of public interest in politics, and the media – both print and broadcast – began to give the public what it wanted, not, as previously, what they thought was good for it. Of course there were deeper forces: the loss of empire and great power status, the interconnectedness of the global economy, the growing revelation of the powerlessness of national governments to control events and the withering of any serious distinction between ‘left’ and ‘right’ have all contributed to a trivialisation of the content of politics and a consequent loss of respect for politicians, who are no longer seen as statesmen representing great interests or causes but rather as self-seeking careerists, representative of no one but themselves. The demands of the 24-hour media have become so intrusive that the best minds and potential leaders in the universities no longer, as in all previous generations, aspire to a career in government: the life of politics has become almost intolerable, as well as intellectually unrewarding. Thus in a curious way the triumph of mass democracy has brought politics full circle. Though Parliament is no longer the cockpit, in other respects we have returned to a narrow eighteenth-century world of patronage, self-promotion and mutual back-scratching where there is nothing at stake but the achievement and retention of office and the opportunities for personal enrichment that it brings. Politics today is little more than a childish game played out by a small and introverted political class, largely ignored by a cynical and alienated electorate except when it throws up some titillating scandal. It was always a game, of course – that was the fascination which kept players like Fox, Disraeli and Macmillan at the table and the audience riveted by every throw of the dice; but it was once a great game, played by serious-minded people for serious causes and high stakes.

Yet one should not be too pious about the past. The eight duels described in these pages reveal that human nature does not change, however much the level at which the game is played has been debased. The skulduggery – and downright lies – by which Pitt contrived to do down Fox, and the restless scheming by which Canning undermined Castlereagh are echoed in the calculated manoeuvring by which Macmillan repeatedly denied Butler, and by Brown’s obsessive briefing against Blair. Spencer Perceval feared the effect of Canning and Castlereagh’s duel on the government’s popularity exactly as if he was worrying about modern opinion polls. Disraeli’s undisguised delight at having ‘climbed to the top of the greasy pole’ was matched by Macmillan celebrating with oysters and champagne at the Turf Club, while Gladstone’s contrasting belief that he was the humble vehicle of the Almighty’s will anticipates Mrs Thatcher’s righteous sense of destiny a century later. Few political opponents have loathed each other as openly as Gladstone and Disraeli; but Asquith and Lloyd George, Bevan and Gaitskell, Heath and Thatcher and Brown and Blair were all turned from colleagues into bitter enemies by the accidents of achieving or not achieving the supreme office. Almost all of them experienced extraordinary reversals of fortune – from the heights to the depths and back again – in the course of their careers, precisely mirroring the success or failure of their rivals. Most of those who made it to the top finished up with some degree of disappointment; the reputation of some who did not make it stands higher today than some of those who did. The kaleidoscope of politics remains intensely dramatic – as no one knew better than Shakespeare:

There is a tide in the affairs of men

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;

Omitted, all the voyage of their life

Is bound in shallows and in miseries.1

In Brutus’s case it led only to defeat and suicide at Philippi. Most political careers, as Enoch Powell caustically observed, end in failure. Nowadays they end, not on the battlefield or the block, but in electoral defeat and the ‘shallows and miseries’ of the House of Lords. But the impulse to compete for power, and the importance of timing, nerve and luck in determining the outcome, remains the same – even in a decadent age like the present. The eight dramas recounted in this book offer extraordinary testimony to the richness and continuity of the British political tradition.


Charles James Fox and William Pitt

CHARLES FOX AND William Pitt were born rivals. Their fathers had been rivals before them, though theirs was an unequal contest. The elder William Pitt was the great war leader who inspired the series of glorious victories over France in the Seven Years War which established Britain’s colonial supremacy in India and North America. Ennobled as the Earl of Chatham, he was one of that handful of commanding figures – Gladstone, Lloyd George, Churchill, Margaret Thatcher – who dominate their generation and are spoken of with awe by their successors. Henry Fox by contrast was no more than a wily political operator whose most enduring claim to fame was the acquisition of a vast private fortune while serving as Paymaster-General of the Forces. His reputation as the most mercenary politician of an exceptionally venal age may have been unfair: he was ‘the most unpopular statesman of his time’, one contemporary wrote, ‘not because he sinned more than any of them, but because he canted less’.1 Lack of cant was one attractive quality he passed on to his more famous son. Nevertheless his notorious venality contrasted with the elder Pitt’s rare reputation for financial probity. Henry Fox was furiously jealous of Chatham’s earldom, while he had to settle for a mere barony (as Lord Holland). Fortunately their rivalry was carried forward by their younger sons, whose careers were not inhibited by inheriting their father’s titles.

Young Fox, born in 1749, was ten years the elder, a boy of precocious gifts, explicitly raised to fulfil the expectations which his father’s career had not quite realised. As a child he was spectacularly spoiled. Henry personally acted as his son’s pimp and bookmaker, introducing him to the delights of women, wine and gaming at an early age, repeatedly paying his debts and sending him on the Grand Tour at the age of seventeen. In France, while sowing wild oats on a scale which amazed even the French, ‘milord Fox’ met everyone who mattered from Voltaire to the duc d’Orleans and became a lifelong Francophile. Before Charles was even formally of age Henry bought him a seat in the Commons, and he rapidly emerged as the foremost young orator in the House – ‘the meteor of these days’, as Horace Walpole called him, ‘and barely twenty-two’.2 Yet already his mother was worried by a rising threat to his prospects. ‘I have been this morning with Lady Hester Pitt,’ she wrote to her husband in 1767, ‘and there is little William Pitt, not eight years old and really the cleverest child I ever saw … Mark my words, that little boy will be a thorn in Charles’s side as long as he lives.’3

Lady Holland could not have known how right she was. Young Pitt was as sober, studious and single-minded as Charles Fox was reckless and dissolute. ‘I am glad I am not the eldest son,’ he announced at the age of seven. ‘I want to speak in the House of Commons like Papa.’4 He too was duly found a seat at the age of twenty-one, became Chancellor of the Exchequer two years later and then in extraordinary circumstances Prime Minister at twenty-four – replacing a short-lived ministry in which Fox had been, though not Prime Minister, the leading figure. He held office, with one short interruption, through peace and war for the next twenty-two years, condemning Fox to two decades of frustrated impotence. Only after Pitt’s death in 1806 did Fox enjoy another brief taste of power before his own death eight months later.

In those twenty-two years during which they faced each other across the House of Commons, Pitt and Fox between them defined the shape, the conventions and the rhetoric of British politics for the next two centuries. If Pitt was the first modern Prime Minister, Fox unwillingly created the role of Leader of the Opposition. There was still no organised party system. The words ‘Whig’ and ‘Tory’ were used as terms of sentiment or abuse; but they were badges of family or tribal connection, not clear distinctions between opposed ideologies, still less parties whipped to vote in the same lobby. A hundred years after the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688 – the bloodless coup by which the Catholic James II was forced off the throne to be replaced, at the invitation of Parliament, by the Protestant William of Orange and his wife Mary (James’s daughter) – almost everyone who aspired to government called himself a ‘Whig’. Yet long before the terminology – imported from France in the 1790s – was generally adopted, Pitt came to embody all the attributes later associated with the ‘right’ – allegiance to the Crown and empire, strong defence, economy and law and order; while Fox embodied all the attributes of the dissenting ‘left’ – peace not war, internationalism, human rights, ‘liberty’ and a romantic exaltation of ‘the people’. Modern politics and the twentieth-century party system effectively began with Pitt and Fox.

Yet they started out on the same side – as rivals usually do. Though temperamental opposites, they differed at first about very little. But in the intimate cockpit of eighteenth-century politics they were drawn to different groupings, and circumstances quickly forced them apart. Soon they were leading followings of their own and the logic of events drove them to define themselves in opposition to one another. We shall see the same process again and again in later chapters. It is not opposed views which create rivalry, but rivalry which leads to the adoption of opposing views. Pitt and Fox set a pattern that has been followed repeatedly for the last two hundred years, down to the present.

Charles Fox was a phenomenon.fn1 He was an ugly little man – short, swarthy, unkempt and often unwashed. In an age of un bridled excess he drank, gambled and womanised harder than anyone in London, piling up enormous debts which he never paid. Politics was only one of his interests, and he treated it, like all the others, as a game. Yet he was the most brilliant speaker in the House of Commons and leader of his own party by the age of twenty-five. Above all, he was extraordinarily popular. His friends were devoted to him, and even his opponents had scarcely a bad word to say of him. ‘Let him do what he will, I must love the dog,’ wrote the historian Edward Gibbon. ‘Perhaps no human being was ever more perfectly exempt from the taint of malevolence, vanity or falsehood.’5 Edmund Burke called him in 1777 ‘one of the pleasantest men in the world, as well as the greatest Genius that perhaps this country has ever produced’.6 Years later, after they had quarrelled irrevocably over the French revolution, Burke still called his old friend ‘a man born to be loved’.7 Some observers – Horace Walpole among them – regretted that Fox’s dissolute lifestyle prevented the full flowering of his gifts; but most marvelled that he could stay up all night gambling at Brooks’s, spend the day at Newmarket then come down to the House and make a brilliant two- or three-hour speech before going back to Brooks’s. ‘He was seldom in bed before five in the morning, nor out of it before two at noon.’8 When a Frenchman asked Pitt – during Fox’s brief tenure of office in 1783 – how ‘a country so moral as England can submit to be governed by such a spendthrift and rake as Fox’, Pitt replied simply: ‘You have not been under the wand of the magician.’9

By the time Pitt entered the House in January 1781 Fox was already its acknowledged master. ‘Charles Fox,’ wrote Walpole, ‘has tumbled old Saturn’ – that is Chatham – ‘from the throne of oratory.’10 He had twice held junior office under Lord North but twice resigned, on grounds generally regarded as quixotic. After a false start as a conventionally conservative young sprig – during which period he made several lofty assertions which would later embarrass him, such as declaring in 1771 that ‘I pay no regard whatever to the voice of the people’ – he had found his true voice as an opponent of the war against the American colonists. As British forces were driven to humiliating surrender first at Saratoga and then at Yorktown, he abandoned his pocket borough and stood successfully for Westminster – the largest popular constituency in the country with an electorate of 12,000 – as a self-proclaimed ‘Man of the People’ and champion of parliamentary reform. Since the heads of the other two principal Whig groupings, the Marquess of Rockingham and the Earl of Shelburne, both sat in the Lords, Fox was the effective Leader of the Opposition in the Commons. There he mounted a violent assault on North’s now floundering ministry which, he alleged, was kept in office only by royal favour and the King’s stubborn refusal to accept the loss of America.fn2

All eighteenth-century politicians held it as axiomatic that the ‘Glorious Revolution’ had achieved a perfect constitutional balance between Crown, Lords and Commons. A century later all their disputes were still about whether one side or another was threatening that balance. The opposition Whigs believed that George III – largely because unlike his two Hanoverian predecessors he spoke English and spent all his time in England – was seeking to restore the power of the throne at the expense of Parliament. In April 1780 the House of Commons passed by 233 votes to 215 the famous motion that ‘the influence of the Crown has increased, is increasing and ought to be diminished’; and henceforth this belief was the cornerstone of Fox’s politics. He was not anti-monarchist, far from it, nor in any modern sense of the word a democrat. He merely wanted some reform of Parliament to make it less corrupt and marginally less unrepresentative, to restore the independence of the Commons against the abuse of royal patronage. Everywhere he detected what he called ‘the monstrous influence of the Crown’.11 This by itself would have been enough to earn him the enmity of the King. But George also blamed Fox for leading the Prince of Wales into dissolute ways; there was some justice in this view, though ‘Prinny’ – the future George IV – needed little leading. The cartoonists regularly portrayed Fox as a seedy Falstaff to the Prince’s impressionable Hal. The King was practically the only person in England impervious to Fox’s charm. It was his determination never to have him back in office – and the extreme lengths he resorted to in order to exclude him – which made the lasting breach between Fox and Pitt. Their dispute in turn went to the heart of the emerging conventions of constitutional monarchy.

Fox initially welcomed Pitt as a youthful protégé. ‘Fox was charmed with Pitt … and loved him,’ Walpole wrote. ‘Had not Pitt so early aspired to be his rival, Fox would have cherished Pitt as his friend and disciple.’12 But Pitt attached himself to Shelburne – leader of his father’s old connection – while Fox leaned rather towards Rockingham. Fox proposed Pitt for membership of Brooks’s. But Pitt – a shy young man whose only vice was heavy drinking – preferred the company of his own friends; he attended Brooks’s only once, then joined a smaller club, called Goostree’s, ‘for young men of the opposition, very nice in their admissions, discouraging gaming as far as possible’.13 Already one observer noted his precocious determination to be his own man, as well as the threat his cool ambition posed to Fox:

Young Pitt will not be subordinate; he is not so in his own society. He is at the head of a dozen young people, and it is a corps separate from … Charles’s; so there is another premier at the starting post … He seems to hold prudence in much higher estimation than Charles does, and in this respect has an advantage over him; in all others he is nearer in equality with him than anyone I ever saw.14

Fox was characteristically generous in praise of Pitt’s maiden speech in February 1781. Pitt spoke in support of a bill introduced by Burke to limit government extravagance.

Mr Pitt’s first speech, brilliant and wonderful as it was, was scarcely more remarkable than the warmth and generosity with which Mr Fox greeted the appearance and extolled the performance of his future rival. Incapable of jealousy, and delighted at the sudden display of talents nearly equal to his own, he hurried up to the young Member to compliment and encourage him. As he was doing so, an old Member of the House … passed by them and said: ‘Ay, Mr Fox, you are praising young Pitt for his speech. You may well do so; for excepting yourself, there’s no man in the House can make such another; and old as I am, I expect and hope to hear you both battling it within these walls as I have done your fathers before you’.

Fox was embarrassed; but Pitt turned the compliment gracefully.15

From the moment he entered Parliament Pitt was recognised as Fox’s equal – if not already his superior. Only Fox seemed unconcerned. In May 1781 he and Pitt rose simultaneously, but Fox gave way to let the young prodigy make his second speech. Displaying ‘paternal oratory’, Pitt tore North ‘limb from limb’.16 ‘If Charles Fox could feel,’ Walpole wrote, ‘one should think such a rival, with an unspotted character, would rouse him. What if a Pitt and Fox should again be rivals?’17 The prospect had connoisseurs of parliamentary oratory licking their lips:

The warmth of the House of Commons is prodigiously rekindled … the two names of most éclat in the opposition are two names to which those walls have been much accustomed at the same period – Charles Fox and William Pitt, second son of Lord Chatham. Eloquence is the only one of our brilliant qualities that does not seem to have degenerated rapidly.18

At the end of 1781 Pitt made another very short but devastating speech on the American war, in which he ‘took to pieces Lord North’s pretended declarations … and exposed them with the most amazing logical abilities, exceeding all the abilities he had already shown, and making men doubt whether he would not prove superior even to Charles Fox’.19 Still Fox continued to be generous, saying that ‘he could no longer lament the loss of Lord Chatham, for he was again living in his son, with all his virtues and all his talents … He is likely soon to take precedence of all our orators.’20

In March 1782 North, having lost his Commons majority, finally persuaded the King to let him resign – an important assertion of the supremacy of Parliament which George was very unwilling to admit. He was reluctantly obliged to accept a new ministry headed by Rockingham in which Fox and Shelburne were the two Secretaries of State. Though Pitt had been in the House barely more than a year he was offered the vice-treasurership of Ireland (a position his father had once held, which carried a salary of £5,000 a year). Astonishingly, he refused it. A few weeks earlier he had foreshadowed his decision by announcing that he ‘could not expect to form part of a new administration; but were my doing so more within my reach, I feel myself bound to declare that I never would accept a subordinate situation’.21 Horace Walpole commented:

So arrogant a declaration from a boy who had gained no experience from, nor ever enjoyed even the lowest post in any office … proved that he was a boy, and a very ambitious and a very vain one. The moment he sat down he was aware of his folly, and said he could bite his tongue out for what he had uttered; but though he lamented his imprudence, it was of his frankness that he repented. In very few months he showed that he had neither corrected his vanity or ambition.22

Fox was a surprisingly good minister, as Walpole was quick to acknowledge. ‘Mr Fox … already shines as greatly in place as he did in opposition … He is now as indefatigable as he was idle.’23 He was scarcely seen at Brooks’s but ‘at once gave himself up to the duties of his office [and] displayed such facility in comprehending and executing all business as charmed all who approached him’.24 By a new division of responsibilities Fox was effectively the first Foreign Secretary, Shelburne the first Home Secretary; but home affairs included the colonies – a division which immediately led to friction over the terms of peace with America. Fox took American independence to be a fait accompli; Shelburne – a cold, secretive man, widely distrusted – did not. Fox suspected Shelburne of scheming with the King to undermine him. Within three months he was already on the point of resigning.

Meanwhile Pitt, from the back benches, proposed a select committee on the reform of Parliament. He denounced ‘the corrupt influence of the Crown’ and invoked his father’s view that ‘unless a more solid and equal system of representation were established, this nation, happy and great as it might have been, would come to be confounded in the mass of those whose liberties were lost in the corruption of the people’.25 Fox naturally supported him, paying ‘a variety of compliments to Mr Pitt for his steady attachment to liberty’. The motion was only defeated by 161 votes to 141 – the closest the reformers would get for another fifty years. Ten days later Fox and Pitt both supported a bill to shorten the duration of parliaments which was defeated by a much larger majority. The next month found them on opposite sides, however, when Fox opposed, but Pitt supported, a bill to curb election bribery. Fox defended bribery with the wonderfully eighteenth-century argument that ‘he was all for cultivating the connection between the elector and the elected, by all possible expedients’. It was by ‘intimacy’, he argued, that ‘character, virtue, property … had their natural influence’. The right to be bribed was one of ‘the very few privileges the electors of Great Britain retained’.26 It was an important moment, as Pitt’s friend and first biographer, Bishop Tomline, later recalled:

This was, I believe, the first question on which they happened to differ before any separation took place between them. I must, however, remark that although they had hitherto acted together in Parliament, there had been no intimacy or confidential intercourse between them.27

At the beginning of July Rockingham suddenly died. Fox tried to insist that the King should appoint the Duke of Portland in his place; but George refused to be ‘dictated to by Mr Fox’28 and appointed Shelburne. Fox promptly resigned, as he had been about to do already; but his resignation now looked personal and petty, and seemed to betray a lack of judgement. He sought an ally in Pitt, whose speech two months earlier had suggested that he shared Fox’s suspicion of royal influence. He tried to dissuade Pitt from throwing in his lot with Shelburne and the King. ‘They look to you,’ he argued. ‘Without you, they cannot succeed; with you I know not whether they will or no.’ Pitt dissembled: ‘If they reckon upon me, they may find themselves mistaken.’ But Fox told his friends: ‘I believe they do reckon on Pitt, and I believe they will not be mistaken.’29 He was right. A few days later the boy wonder accepted office as Chancellor of the Exchequer.

This was a decisive moment – the moment when Fox left office and Pitt entered it for the first time. They now sat on opposite sides of the House, where they would remain for most of the rest of their lives. On 9 July Fox launched an intemperate attack on Shelburne, charging that he ‘would abandon fifty principles for the sake of power’ and predicting that he would soon make a coalition with North: ‘In order to maintain himself in power he would be capable of that extremity of baseness.’ Pitt sarcastically threw the charge of unprincipled ambition back at Fox:

The Right Honourable Secretary assures us that it was with the sole view of preventing dissensions in the Cabinet that he resigned from office. I believe him, because he solemnly declares it; otherwise I should have attributed his resignation to a baulk in struggling for power. If, however, he so much disliked Lord Shelburne’s political principles or opinions, why did he ever consent to act with that nobleman as a colleague? And if he only suspected Lord Shelburne of feeling averse to the measures which he thought necessary to be adopted, it was his duty to have called a Cabinet Council and there to have ascertained the fact before he took the hasty resolution of throwing up his employment.30

First blood to Pitt. The parliamentary duel that was to last the next two decades was now fully joined. Their next clash came after the summer recess when Parliament reassembled in December. Fox commended the government for having finally agreed peace terms with America, but tried to claim the credit for the previous ministry and mocked Shelburne for having done the right thing despite himself. He quoted a line of doggerel from ‘a ludicrous poet’:

You’ve done a noble turn in Nature’s spite,

For tho’ you think you’re wrong, I’m sure you’re right.

But again Pitt trumped him, with an impromptu parody of his own:

The praise he gives us in his Nature’s spite;

He wishes we were wrong, but clearly sees we’re right.31

In truth this was a duel which Pitt was always going to win. Fox was a wonderful orator – witty, rhetorical, hyperbolic, capable when roused of whipping up a magnificent storm of indignation. But Pitt, while equally fluent, was cool, logical and deadly. It was the difference between a ‘born minister’, as North called Pitt,32 and a natural Leader of the Opposition. Contemporaries fell over each other to draw the contrast. ‘Mr Pitt conceives his sentences before he utters them,’ the classical scholar Richard Porson wrote; ‘Mr Fox throws himself into the middle of his, and leaves it to God Almighty to get him out again.’33 (Or, as Fox himself admitted, while he was never at a loss for a word, Pitt ‘was never at a loss for the word.’)34 Sir Francis Baring confirmed this:

Mr Pitt always spoke with a regular flow of expression, never requiring to go backward to correct himself, but proceeding with an uninterrupted stream of delivery. On the contrary, Mr Fox went forward and backward, not satisfied with his first expression. He would put it another way. The undertone of Mr Fox’s voice was agreeable, almost musical, but when to give force and energy to his delivery he raised his voice it became squeaking and disagreeable … Mr Fox occasionally had flashes of genius beyond Mr Pitt … [but] Mr Pitt had the ascendancy.35

Significantly, Fox did not like his speeches to be printed, maintaining that if a speech read well on the page it was not a good speech.36

His admirers still preferred Fox, with all his faults. The Irish leader Henry Grattan wrote that ‘Pitt would be right nineteen times for once that Fox would be right; but that once would be worth all the rest.’37 But even Pitt’s critics could not deny his mastery. Richard Rigby – a follower of Lord North – wrote in 1787:

You know that I am not partial to Pitt, and yet I must own that he is infinitely superior to anything I ever saw in that House, and I declare that Fox and Sheridan and all of them put together are nothing to him; he, without support or assistance, answers them all with ease to himself, and they are just chaff before the wind to him.38

Horace Walpole, finally, summed up the difference as one of temperament and application:

The one [Fox] trusted to his natural abilities and, whenever he wanted, never found them fail. Pitt, on the contrary, attended to nothing but the means of gratifying his abilities … Fox seemed to leave pleasure with regret, and to bestow only spare moments on the government of a nation; Pitt to make industry and virtue the ladders of his ambition. Fox’s greatness was innate; and if he had ambition, it was the only passion which he took no pains to gratify.39

In fact Fox was ambitious. When he turned his attention to politics he wanted office as keenly as the next man – as his next move in the winter of 1782–83 dramatically showed.

Six months after charging that Shelburne might be capable of such ‘extremity of baseness’ as to make a coalition with Lord North, he did exactly that himself. The parliamentary arithmetic was admittedly difficult, since there were three mutually antagonistic groupings in the House none of which could muster a majority on its own. Shelburne, with the so-called ‘King’s friends’ who almost always backed the government of the day, could call on 140 votes; North still commanded about 120; while Fox’s friends numbered about ninety. Some form of coalition between former enemies was unavoidable if any sort of stable ministry was to be formed. In practice North held the key to a Commons majority for either of the other two. But the combination that seemed most implausible was Fox and North. For the past six years Fox had been denouncing North as a royal puppet – ‘void of honour and honesty … the most infamous of mankind’; it seemed inconceivable that he could now make common cause with him. Yet such was his loathing of Shelburne that he was willing to forget everything he had said about North, on the ground that the only thing that divided them had been the American war, which was now over. Even an age accustomed to switches of political allegiance was shocked by the speed of this abrupt reversal.

Before either finally committed himself Fox made another attempt to detach Pitt from Shelburne; while Pitt, with Shelburne’s blessing, made at least a show of trying to recruit Fox. Each was trying to assert primacy over the other. Pitt called on Fox at his house in South Street. But Fox declared that it was ‘impossible for him to belong to any administration of which Lord Shelburne was the head’. In that case, Pitt replied, there was nothing more to discuss, since ‘he did not come to betray lord Shelburne’. According to Bishop Tomline, this was ‘the last time Mr Pitt was in a private room with Mr Fox; and from this period may be dated that political hostility, which continued throughout the remainder of their lives’.40

In the Commons Fox defended his rapprochement with North with characteristically disarming candour. ‘It is not in my nature to bear malice, or to live in ill-will,’ he explained. ‘My friendships are perpetual, my enmities are not so.’ He now cast Shelburne as the royal placeman who must be opposed in the name of the people. But he frankly admitted an element of ambition in his desire for office:

I shall not disavow my having an ambition to hold such a situation in office as may enable me to promote the interest of my country … I flatter myself that I am not inadequate to the importance of such a situation; nor do I think that I gave, during the short time I held a respectable place in administration, any reason why I should not offer myself a candidate for a share in [a] new arrangement.41

Pitt on this occasion made a poor reply. Condemning the ‘unnatural alliance’ of Fox and North in his most priggish style, he suffered a withering put-down at the hands of Fox’s friend Sheridan – author of The Rivals and The School for Scandal – who compared him to the character of the Angry Boy in Ben Jonson’s play The Alchemist. Four days later, however, Pitt bounced back with one of his most powerful speeches denouncing North and Fox separately, the one for his incompetence in losing America, the other for his opportunist criticism of the peace terms. North he savaged mercilessly for his ‘utter incapacity to fill the station he occupied’. Fox by contrast he still treated with exaggerated flattery: ‘Revering as I do the great abilities of the right honourable gentleman who spoke last, I lament … when these abilities are misemployed … to inflame the imagination and mislead the judgement.’

Like Fox, Pitt did not deny the promptings of honourable ambition; but he claimed loftier principles than his rival:

High situation, and great influence, are desirable objects to most men, and objects which I am not ashamed to pursue, which I am even solicitous to possess, whenever they can be acquired with honour, and retained with dignity. On these respectable conditions, I am not less ambitious to be great and powerful than it is natural for a young man, with such brilliant examples before him [that is his father], to be. But even these objects I am not beneath relinquishing, the moment my duty to my country, my character, and my friends renders such a sacrifice indispensable.42

Though one excited MP considered this ‘the finest speech that was ever made in Parliament’,43 it was not enough to save Shelburne’s ministry from defeat by 207 votes to 190. Shelburne now advised the King to send for Pitt, on the ground that his very youth would make it hard for anyone to oppose him. But Pitt, with extra ordinary self-possession, declined to form a ministry that would be dependent on North’s goodwill. Over the next month he twice refused George’s pressing invitation, preferring to preserve his independence and bide his time. George threatened to abdicate rather than accept Fox; but North steadfastly refused to desert his new ally, and in the end the King was forced to give way. On 30 March 1783 – bridling, it was said, like a horse submitting to a hated rider – he appointed a coalition ministry nominally headed by the aged Duke of Portland, but in reality led by Fox with North as his (sometimes literally) sleeping partner. In the short term, the satirists noted, ‘King Fox’ appeared to have triumphed over King George.

Even now Fox and North pressed Pitt to throw in his lot with them and continue as Chancellor of the Exchequer. ‘It rested with him to have composed one of the new triumvirate,’ wrote one of his nineteenth-century biographers; yet ‘aided by a judgement far beyond his years’, he rejected ‘the seductive proposition’.44 Pitt refused to be subordinate to Fox or anyone else. He calculated that if he held aloof the whole game would eventually fall into his hands – as indeed it did.

The life of the Fox–North coalition was destined to be short – not because it was really any more cynical than most eighteenth-century combinations, but because George III was determined to be rid of it as soon as he could and because Pitt was willing to lend himself to the King’s purpose in order to dish Fox. George hamstrung the government from the start by refusing it the normal lubricant of royal patronage – in particular by refusing to create any new peers. Nevertheless Fox was initially optimistic that the coalition would survive, since the opposition was too divided to pose any threat. ‘The only source of weakness,’ he wrote, ‘is the idea of the King’s dislike … But, on the other hand, our lasting out the summer will prove that his dislike is not such as to proceed to overt acts.’ The only danger lay in the ministry’s determination to grasp the overdue nettle of reforming the government of India – a ‘very delicate’ undertaking which was bound to stir up a lot of vested interests. But he expected this to be out of the way by Christmas, after which he hoped ‘things will go as smoothly as possible in a House of Commons where there is so able, so indefatigable and so little scrupulous an opposer as Pitt’.45

Even now Fox would rather have had Pitt on his side. In September he wrote to his brother-in-law that ‘If Pitt could be persuaded (but I despair of it) I am convinced … he would do more real service to the country than any man ever did.’46 While acknowledging his ability, however, Fox still underestimated Pitt’s determination to be his own man. The India Bill, introduced in November, afforded boundless opportunity for unscrupulous opposition.

No major piece of legislation was ever so traduced by its opponents as Fox’s India Bill. Framed by his friend and mentor Edmund Burke – who conceived it as ‘the Magna Charta of Indostan’47 – it was inspired by the most elevated ideals. No one disputed that the unchecked maladministration of the East India Company had become a scandal. The ‘rapacity’ of the Company’s servants, in Fox’s words, had spread ‘confusion and anarchy’ across the subcontinent: it was widely admitted that something must be done. Burke’s solution was to remove political power from the Company and vest it in a commission appointed by the government in London and accountable to Parliament, leaving the Company as a purely commercial enterprise. In the next century this would come to be seen as the normal and proper approach to colonial government. But in the eighteenth century India was all about loot, and the government of India was all about access to that loot – in other words the control of patronage. Fox’s critics saw his bill first as a monstrous attack on the property rights of the Company, enshrined in its charter, and second as a scam cynically designed to place all patronage in the hands of himself and his friends. ‘It is the boldest and most unconstitutional measure ever attempted,’ Pitt wrote to his friend the Duke of Rutland, ‘transferring at one stroke, in spite of all charters and compacts, the immense patronage and influence of the East to Charles Fox, in or out of office.’48

Accordingly – realising that the Bill offered the best opportunity to destroy the coalition – Pitt directed his attack at Fox personally. ‘Was it not the principal and declared avowal of this bill,’ he demanded in the Commons, ‘that the whole system of the India government should be placed in seven persons … under the immediate appointment of none other than the minister himself? … The minister would then virtually be the governor of India.’ The proposal amounted to ‘absolute despotism and … the most gross corruption’.49 In a later debate, stepping up the hyperbole another notch, he called the Bill ‘one of the boldest, most unprecedented, most desperate and alarming attempts at the exercise of tyranny that ever disgraced the annals of this or any other country’.50

Unfortunately for Fox the suggestion that he was intent on grabbing the wealth of India for himself was all too plausible. This was, after all, how his father had made his fortune and Fox himself – though not in fact personally corrupt: he was too careless of money for that – was a notorious libertine. The cartoonists had a field day: the most damaging print portrayed him as ‘Carlo Khan, the Great Potentate of Leadenhall Street’ riding in triumph through the City, mounted on an elephant with the face of Lord North. It was also a mistake to name as the first commissioners seven of his own supporters, all better known at Brooks’s than in India. Yet Fox believed that he was acting from the purest motives. ‘I have the weakness of disliking abuse,’ he wrote to his mistress Elizabeth Armistead, ‘but that weakness shall never prevent me from doing what I think right.’

I never did act more upon principle than at this moment, when they are abusing me so. I am not at all ignorant of the political danger which I run by this bold measure; but whether I succeed or no, I shall always be glad that I attempted [it], because I know that I have done no more than I was bound to do, in risking my power and that of my friends when the happiness of so many millions is at stake.51

In the Commons he put forward the enlightened argument that Parliament’s duty was to the welfare of the governed.

What is the end of all government? Certainly the happiness of the governed. Others may hold other opinions, but this is mine, and I proclaim it. What are we to think of a government whose good fortune is supposed to spring from the calamities of its subjects, whose aggrandizement grows out of the miseries of mankind? This is the kind of government exercised under the East India Company upon the natives of Indostan; and the subversion of that infamous government is the main object of the bill.

He admitted that his bill violated the Company’s charter; but the charter was a trust, and the Company had betrayed its charter by neglecting this trust.

It matters not whether dominion arises from conquest or compact. Conquest gives no right to the conqueror to be a tyrant; and it is no violation of right to abolish the authority which is misused.52

Here is the essence of a debate which still resonates two hundred years later, between liberal regulation on the one hand and Tory freedom on the other. Fox was arguing for government intervention to protect the governed, Pitt for the untrammelled rights of property. In the debate on the First Reading of the bill, Pitt gave his argument a ringing libertarian twist which is still quoted to this day:

The Bill is said to be founded on necessity … Is it not necessity which has always been the plea of every illegal assertion of power or exercise of oppression? Is not necessity the pretence of every usurpation? Necessity is the plea for every infringement of human freedom. It is the argument of tyrants; it is the creed of slaves.53

But in the Second Reading debate a few days later Fox responded with an alternative definition, invoking the hallowed precedent of 1688:

Necessity is said to be the plea of tyranny – it is also the plea of freedom. The revolution which established the rights and liberties of these kingdoms, was undertaken and accomplished – nay, was justified at the time, on the plea of necessity: a necessity that superseded all law, and was the glorious means of giving liberty to England.

He denied that the proposed commission vested all patronage in himself. The seven commissioners would all be Members of Parliament, appointed by Parliament, and ‘like himself and his colleagues, constantly under the eye and attack of the House’. Thus the scheme would be open and accountable – the very opposite of tyranny. ‘It was the character of despotic governments to be dark,’ he added; ‘of popular governments to love publicity.’ Herein lay ‘their beauty and their basis’.54

Of course Fox did not mean by ‘popular government’ what later generations came to understand by it: he was a thoroughgoing eighteenth-century aristocrat, not in the least a democrat. Nevertheless, this was the sort of language that made him the darling of Victorian Liberals. Pitt’s reply, by contrast, was classic Toryism:

The right honourable gentleman, whose eloquence and whose abilities would lend grace to deformity, has appealed to your passions, and pressed home to your hearts the distressed situation of the unhappy natives of India: a situation which every man must deplore, and anxiously wish to relieve. But ought the right honourable gentleman to proceed to the protection of the oppressed abroad by enforcing the most unparalleled oppression at home? Is the relief to be administered in Asia to be grounded on violence and injustice in Europe?55

Pitt had hoped to defeat the bill in the Commons. In fact it carried its Second Reading by a margin of nearly two to one (229–120). It then immediately passed into committee, where the confrontation of the two champions became still more pointed. Pitt repeated his charge that the bill gave too much power to ministers, and incidentally accused Fox of betraying parliamentary reform.

He charged Mr Fox with acting with men, avowed enemies to those principles which the right honourable gentleman had so gloriously exerted himself in defending and enforcing when he [Pitt] had first begun his political and parliamentary career, and had the honour of fighting by his side in the same cause: a cause which he never would abandon.

It was true that North was an opponent of reform; but governments in those days were not expected to be monolithic, and Fox had supported a modest reform bill which Pitt had introduced earlier that year. In fact Fox never abandoned the cause of reform: it was Pitt who would very soon turn into a rigid defender of the status quo.

Fox rose to reply at 2.30 a.m. He repudiated Pitt’s interpretation of the bill and accused Pitt of deliberately twisting his arguments:

The right honourable gentleman has misrepresented me tonight again: he has an evident pleasure in it, which indeed I cannot prevent; but I can prevent the House and the country from believing him. He prefers the authority of his own conception … of what I said to my own repeated declarations of my own meaning.

Pitt had promised to come up with a better bill of his own. Fox mocked the young pretender’s inexperience:

But there is no limit to a youthful and vigorous fancy. The right honourable gentleman just now, in very serious terms, and with all his habitual gravity, engages, if the House will join in opposing us tonight, that he will digest and methodise a plan, the outline of which he has already conceived. He has nothing new to offer; but justly confiding in the fertility of his own imagination, and the future exercise of his faculties, he promises that he will bring a plan, provided the majority of the House will join him tonight. Now, if ever an idea was thrown out to pick up a stray vote or two in the heel of a debate … the idea given a while ago by the right honourable gentleman is precisely such.

Then Fox teased Pitt for ‘pronouncing a brilliant eulogy upon me’ one minute and the next moment declaring him ‘the most dangerous man in the kingdom’. When Pitt interjected ‘Dangerous only for this measure’, Fox seized on the admission that he had no other ground of disagreement with him. ‘I shall not press the advantage he gives me, further than leaving to himself to reconcile his practice and his doctrine in the best measure he can.’ In these exchanges one can see the older man almost playing with the younger. Finally Fox defended his alliance with North, asserting that no government could be formed at all without the reconciliation of former opponents, and turned the argument sharply against Pitt, whom he already suspected of scheming with the King’s party.

If the coalition be disgraceful, what is the anti-coalition? When I see the right honourable gentleman surrounded by the early objects of his political, nay his hereditary hatred, and hear him revile the coalition, I am lost in astonishment how men can be so blind to their own situation, as to attempt to wound us in this particular point.

Presciently he warned that governments were changed by the vote of the House of Commons, not by the King, before throwing down a challenge to Pitt:

He says he will stake his character upon the danger of this Bill. I meet him in his own phrase, and oppose him, character to character. I risk my all upon the excellence of this Bill.56

Horace Walpole had no doubt that Fox won this contest, and thought that Pitt had tripped himself up on his own impatience.

Mr Pitt’s reputation is much sunk; nor, though he is a much more correct logician than his father, has he the same firmness and perseverance. It is no wonder that he was dazzled by his own premature fame … Had he listed [enlisted] under Mr Fox, who loved and courted him, he would not only have discovered modesty, but have been more likely to succeed him than by commencing his competitor. But what [have] I to do to look into futurity?57

The Bill passed the Commons easily, and Fox was confident of winning by similar margins in the Lords. But now the King took a hand. Some leading opponents of the India Bill – Earl Temple and Lord Thurlow – urged him that he could not veto it after it had passed both Houses, but could use his influence to defeat it in the upper House. George therefore let it be known that ‘whoever voted for the India Bill was not only not his friend, but would be considered by him as an enemy’.58 On 15 December Fox and Pitt both watched the critical debate from the bar of the House. Fox still confidently expected a majority of about 25; but around two dozen peers switched sides and the Bill was defeated by 87 votes to 79. Two days later the House threw the Bill out a second time by a slightly larger majority, 95–76.

Fox raged at the King’s ‘treachery’.59 But at the same time he and North believed that George had played into their hands. By intriguing with the opposition to defeat a bill passed by the Commons he had violated the central constitutional convention that the King must follow the advice of his ministers, who commanded a majority in the Commons. Fox quickly moved a resolution declaring it a ‘high crime and misdemeanour’ to try to influence debates by reporting the King’s opinion, and calling on the House to assert its dignity and independence ‘in the instant of their danger’.

We are called upon to sanctify or oppose an absolute extinction of all for which our ancestors struggled or expired … The deliberations of this night must decide whether we are to be freemen or slaves; whether the House of Commons be the palladium of liberty, or the organ of despotism; whether we are henceforth to possess a voice of our own, or to be only the mere mechanical echo of secret influence.60

Fox actually read out a copy of the King’s letter authorising Temple to use his name in canvassing against the India Bill. And here was the second part of the royal coup: for Temple, not coincidentally, was Pitt’s cousin. George had not moved to defeat his ministers’ flagship measure without first ensuring that he had an alternative ministry in waiting. Previously Pitt had declined to come to his rescue. But during the passage of the India Bill through the Commons he had shifted his ground. In early December George secretly consulted him through an intermediary, Lord Clarendon, who was sent to find out ‘the sentiments of him, who must from the superiority of his talents and the purity of his character be a leader in this important business’.61 Pitt added his voice to those who were advising him to use his influence to sway the vote in the Lords and indicated that he would be prepared to take office in defiance of the Commons, pending a dissolution of the present House and fresh elections which – with the help of royal patronage – his party managers reckoned he could win.

Fox knew what had been going on; and in his speech of 17 December – without naming him – he pointed the finger unequivocally at his young rival. No man – he emphasised the word – would consent to take office as the creature of those he called ‘reptiles who burrow under the throne’.

Boys, without judgement, experience of the sentiments suggested by knowledge of the world, or the amiable decencies of a sound mind, may follow the headlong course of ambition thus precipitately, and vault into the seat while the reins of government are placed in other hands: but the minister who can bear to act such a dishonourable part, and the country that suffers it, will be mutual plagues and curses to each other.
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